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THE EMERGENCE OF REGIONALISMS IN THE LATE 6TH – EARLY 5TH 
MILLENNIUM BCE UBAID/BLACK-ON-BUFF HORIZON: IDENTIFYING 
CERAMIC ‘INTERACTION SPHERES’ IN GREATER MESOPOTAMIA

Luca Volpi*

ABSTRACT – In a period comprised between the late 6th and the first half of the 5th millennium BCE 
(ca. 5300–4500 cal BCE), the so-called ‘Ubaid/Black-on-Buff’ phenomenon occurred, which inter-
ested the entire Greater Mesopotamia. Among the various elements of material culture, the Black-
on-Buff painted pottery is the most distinctive and widespread element throughout the whole 
area. Supra-regional similarities have often overshadowed intra-regional differences between the 
Black-on-Buff repertoires of various geographical regions. Using a stylistic (morpho-decorative) 
approach to pottery analysis and emphasising aspects of dissimilarity and/or local similarities be-
tween the repertoires of adjacent regions, the paper will highlight the possibility of identifying local 
characteristic traits within the Black-on-Buff repertoires of Greater Mesopotamian regions. What 
emerges is a strong ceramic regionalism in the Ubaid/Black-on-Buff horizon, with a predominant-
ly east-west (rather than north-south) trajectory of interaction. Furthermore, the paper points out 
the possibility that the spread of the Black-on-Buff phenomenon did not follow a single path, but 
diversified and localised contact routes for each area.

KEYWORDS – Ubaid/Black-on-Buff, ceramic regions, morpho-decorative pottery analysis, Greater 
Mesopotamia.

RIASSUNTO – Nel periodo compreso tra la fine del VI e la prima metà del V millennio a.C. (ca. 5300–4500 cal B.C.), 
si verificò il cosiddetto fenomeno ‘Ubaid/Black-on-Buff’, che interessò l’intera Grande Mesopotamia. Tra i vari elementi 
della cultura materiale, la ceramica dipinta Black-on-Buff è l’elemento più caratteristico e diffuso in tutto l’areale. Le 
somiglianze sovraregionali hanno spesso messo in ombra le differenze intraregionali tra i repertori Black-on-Buff delle 
varie regioni geografiche. Utilizzando un approccio stilistico (morfo-decorativo) all’analisi della ceramica e sottolinean-
do gli aspetti di dissimilarità e/o di somiglianza locale tra i repertori di regioni adiacenti, l’articolo si propone di mettere 
in luce la possibilità di individuare tratti caratteristici locali all’interno dei repertori Black-on-Buff delle regioni della 
Grande Mesopotamia. Ciò che emerge è un forte regionalismo ceramico nell’orizzonte Ubaid/Black-on-Buff, con una 
traiettoria di interazione prevalentemente est-ovest (piuttosto che nord-sud). Inoltre, il presente contributo evidenzia 
la possibilità che la diffusione del fenomeno Black-on-Buff non abbia seguito un unico percorso, ma vie di contatto 
diversificate e localizzate area per area.

PAROLE CHIAVE – Ubaid/Black-on-Buff, regionalismo ceramico, analisi morfo-decorativa della ce-
ramica, Grande Mesopotamia.

* Sapienza Università di Roma, Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Antichità, Roma; Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, 
Departamento de Historia Antigua, Historia Medieval y Paleografía y Diplomática, Madrid; luca.volpi@uam.es
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INTRODUCTION

Around 5300–4500 cal BCE, a pattern of 
similar material culture elements stretch-
es throughout Greater Mesopotamia. 
These shared elements include Black-
on-Buff pottery, tripartite-plan buildings, 
‘ophidian’ figurines, head-shaping, and 
communal cemeteries (see, e.g., Stein, Öz-
bal 2007; Lorentz 2010; Oates 2010; Stein 
2010). This is known as the Ubaid/Black-
on-Buff phenomenon. The spatial extent 
is comprised between the Mersin plain 
in Cilicia to the west, the foothills of the 
Taurus and Zagros to the northeast, and 
lower Mesopotamia to the south (fig. 1, a). 
This is the geographical horizon under 
consideration in the present article. The 
phenomenon also reaches the Persian-Ar-
abic Gulf and the Iranian plateau with 
dissimilar modalities and intensities that 
are not discussed here.

The more abundant component of ma-
terial culture testifying to this homogenisa-
tion is the black-painted pottery on a buff 
surface. Until recently, the analysis of the 
painted Black-on-Buff repertoires of these 
regions has often focused on supra-regional 
similarities, while little emphasis has been 
given to intra-regional differences (contra, 
see Abu Jayyab, Gibbon 2022). Although 
few markers are available, it is relevant to 
emphasise those differences, to explore the 
distinctive social identities and local tradi-
tions of each region.

THE UBAID/’BLACK-ON-BUFF’ 
HORIZON

Terminology
In 1918–1919, the expeditions led re-
spectively by R.C. Thompson at Tell Abu 
Shahrein/Eridu (Thompson 1920), and by 
H.R. Hall at Tell al-‘Ubaid (Hall, Wool-
ley 1927; Hall 1930) recovered for the first 
time a black-painted pottery attributed to 
a prehistoric phase of lower Mesopotamia. 
The repertoire was called ‘Ubaid’ from the 
homonymous site.

From 1930s onwards (Potts 1986: 20), 
the term was used to refer to a cultural 
period of prehistoric southern Mesopo-
tamia characterised by the presence of 
this characteristic painted pottery. Sub-
sequently, the term ‘Ubaid’ has been 
used with different meanings to indi-
cate: a ceramic style, a period, a culture 
(Carter, Philip 2010: 2-4). Here, I will 
focus in particular on the former defi-
nition. By ceramic style, we identify the 
Ubaid/Black-on-Buff painted pottery as 
a distinctive and recognisable element of 
Mesopotamian prehistoric ceramic pro-
duction. However, the definition is trou-
blesome with regard to the delineation 
of its boundaries, both chronological and 
geographical. From the one hand, this 
ceramic style characterises the repertoire 
from the oldest levels reached at the site 
of Tell al ‘Uwaili (Ubaid 0 phase; Calvet 
1983: 16, fig. 3a, 3b; Calvet 1987: 42, fig. 
2, 3). It has therefore been considered 
characteristic of southern Mesopotamia 
since its formative stages. The end of this 
tradition has instead a blurred boundary, 
considering that, e.g. at the sites of War-
ka/Uruk (Sürenhagen 1986) and Tell al 
‘Uwaili (Calvet 1991), levels where paint-
ed pottery of the Ubaid tradition and lat-
er Late Chalcolithic pottery were found 
together.

From the geographical level, the use 
of the term ‘Ubaid style’ is justified for 
southern Mesopotamia, where Ubaid 
pottery seems to be an indigenous fea-
ture, whereas it is questionable when re-
ferring to the other regions of Greater 
Mesopotamia. In these regions, the local 
‘Hassuna’/‘Samarra’ and ‘Halaf’ tradi-
tions were contemporary with the early 
stages of the Ubaid tradition (Ubaid 0–2 
phases; see Bernbeck, Nieuwenhuyse 
2012). A ceramic style resembling the 
Ubaid tradition of southern Mesopota-
mia was recognised in these regions at 
a later stage (corresponding to the Ubaid 
3–4 phases of southern Mesopotamia), 
and was often regarded as an allogenic 
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ceramic tradition in opposition to the 
Hassuna, Samarra and Halaf traditions. 
In reality, this style shares some simi-
larities with the southern mesopotamian 
one, but is locally produced and pres-
ents its own decorative patterns, and is 
therefore preferably labelled generical-
ly as ‘Black-on-Buff’. Definitions such 
as ‘Ubaid-like’ and ‘Ubaid-related’, in 
fact, suggest a continuity with the south-
ern Mesopotamian repertoires that has 
yet to be defined in detail. These defi-
nitions are questionable, as they imply, 
also terminologically, a centre-periphery 
relationship between southern Mesopota-
mia and the surrounding areas (as in the 
later ‘Uruk phenomenon’ as seen e.g. by 
Algaze 1993; contra see Karsgaard 2010). 
This relationship is currently not sup-
ported by archaeological evidence, while 
there is a tendency to consider the devel-
opment of Black-on-Buff ceramics in the 
regions of the Greater Mesopotamia as 
an autonomous development.

1  Level 11 of sounding Y27 is contemporaneous with level 5 of the new excavations at Tell ‘Uwaili (Baldi et 
alii 2022).
2  The Ubaid 0–5 phases distinction has been partially reassessed through pottery seriation by Volpi 2022.
3  No reliable radiocarbon dates from Ubaid 2–3 phases of southern Mesopotamia are available; the time range 
is therefore given based on comparisons from northern Mesopotamia and the Halaf tradition.

Relative And Absolute Chronology
The earliest attestations of Ubaid pottery 
in southern Mesopotamia are reported in 
level 11 of sounding Y271 and levels 19–13 
of sounding X36 at Tell al ‘Uwaili (phase 
Ubaid 0; see Tab. 1; Calvet 1983, 1987). Ra-
diocarbon dates synchronised the Ubaid 0 
phase with the last evidence of the Hassu-
na tradition in northern Mesopotamia 
(late 7th millennium BCE, ca. 6500–5900 
cal BCE; Forest 1996: tab. 2). A later Ubaid 
0 phase appears to be contemporary with 
the so-called ‘Choga Mami Transitional’ 
phase, recognised at the eponymous site 
of Choga Mami (Oates 1966, 1968, 1969, 
1983, 1987b, 1987c). According to Oates 
(Oates 1960, 1987a, 2010),2 levels XIX–XV 
of the Eridu ‘Temple sounding’ sequence 
were assigned to the Ubaid 1 phase (early 
6th millennium BCE, ca. 5900–5400 cal 
BCE; Forest 1996: tab. 2), while levels 
XIV–XII to the Ubaid 2 phase (late 6th 
millennium BCE, ca. 5400–5300/5200? 
cal BCE).3 Ubaid 1–2 phases of southern 

14C dates 
cal BCE

Chronological 
phases

Southern 
Ubaid 

phase division

Northern 
Black-on-Buff
phase division

Halaf
phase division

Hassuna/Samarra
phase division

6500 – 5900 Late 7th mill. 
BCE Ubaid 0 Proto-Hassuna 

(6500 – 6200/6100)
Hassuna/Samarra 

(6200/6000 – 5800)5900 – 5400 Early 6th mill. 
BCE Ubaid 1

‘Early Halaf’ 
or Halaf I a-b5400 – 

5300/5200?
Late 6th mill. 

BCE

Ubaid 2

5300/5200? – 
4900 Ubaid 3 ‘Early Northern 

Ubaid’

‘Middle’ and 
‘Late Halaf’ or 
Halaf II a-b

4900 – 
4700/4650

Early 5th mill. 
BCE Ubaid 4 ‘Late Northern 

Ubaid’

4700/4650 – 
4250

Late 5th mill. 
BCE Ubaid 5/LC 1

‘Terminal 
Northern 

Ubaid’/LC 1
Tab. 1 – Ubaid/Black-on-Buff chronology and its syncronisation with Hassuna/Samarra and Halaf trafitions.
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Mesopotamia are contemporary with the 
earliest attestations of the Halaf tradition 
in northern Mesopotamia. The phase is 
referred to as ‘Early Halaf’ or Halaf I a-b 
(Campbell 1992: 68-72. See also Davidson 
1977 and Hijara 1980). For central-south-
ern Mesopotamia, levels XI–VIII of Eri-
du ‘Temple Sounding’ and levels XIV–X 
of Eridu ‘Hut Sounding’ sequences are 
assigned to the Ubaid 3 phase (late 6th 
millennium BCE, ca. 5300/5200?–4900 
cal BCE; see, e.g., Baldi 2022: 43, tab. 1), 
contemporary with the ‘Middle’ and ‘Late 
Halaf’ or Halaf II a-b (Campbell 1992: 72-
75). This is the period that witnessed the 
first appearance of Black-on-Buff pottery 
in northern Mesopotamia (‘Early North-
ern Ubaid’; Dunham 1983: 21-27; Ak-
kermans 1988a: 115-116). The transition-
al phase – from the Halaf to the Ubaid 
tradition in northern Mesopotamia – is 
also defined as ‘Halaf-Ubaid Transition’ 
(HUT; Campbell 2007: 130-132; Camp-
bell, Fletcher 2010). Ubaid 4 phase (early 
5th millennium BCE, ca. 4900–4700/4650 
cal BCE; Forest 1996: tab. 2; Baldi 2022: 
55-60, fig. 7) in southern Mesopotamia 
coincides with levels VII–VI of Eridu 
‘Temple Sounding’, levels VIII–I of Eri-
du ‘Hut Sounding’, and with the find-
ings in the ‘Cemetery’ area.4 In northern 
Mesopotamia, Black-on-Buff pottery be-
comes prevalent during the ‘Late North-
ern Ubaid’ phase (Dunham 1983: 27-29). 
Recent radiocarbon dates from Gurga 
Chiya (Sharizor plain) and Kani Shaie 
(Bazyan Valley) points to a range for the 
‘Late Northern Ubaid’ phase comprised, 
respectively, between ca. 4500–4300 cal 
BCE and between ca. 5200–4800 cal BCE 
(see, respectively, Carter et alii 2020: fig. 
13, tab. 3 and Renette et alii 2023: fig. 7, 
tab. 3).5 The latest attestations of Ubaid 
pottery in southern Mesopotamia are as-

4  Excavations at the site of Tell Abu Shahrein/Eridu have recently resumed, see D’Agostino et alii 2020.
5  These radiocarbon dates are in contrast with the results from Surezha (Erbil plain), where the excavators 
place the LC1 phase in a range between ca. 5100–4500 cal BCE, assigning the earlier Late Northern Ubaid 
phase in a range between ca. 5500–5100 cal BCE (Stein 2018: 31, 42).

signed to the Ubaid 5/‘Terminal Ubaid’ 
phase, and are mostly known from Tell 
al ‘Uwaili (Calvet 1991). In northern Mes-
opotamia, the presence of Black-on-Buff 
pottery declines and the productions typi-
cal of the later phases begin. This phase is 
also known as ‘Terminal Northern Ubaid’ 
or ‘Late Chalcolithic 1’ (LC 1; late 5th mil-
lennium BCE, ca. 4700/4650–4250 cal 
BCE; Rothman 2001: tab. 1.1).

Interpretative Framework
Interpretations for the Black-on-Buff phe-
nomenon have centred around three main 
topics: traumatic and/or conflictual events 
(e.g. warfare; see Mallowan, Rose 1935: 14; 
Mellaart 1975: 236); migrations (e.g. Dab-
bagh 1966; Adams 1981: 53-59; Cauvin 
1985: 205; Esin 1985: 257; Breniquet 1987: 
236; Adams, Wright 1989: 443; Esin 1989: 
136; Forest 1989: 220-221; Oates 1993: 407-
411; Breniquet 1996: 30-31; Thuesen 2000: 
76; Helwing 2003; Oates 2004; Oates, 
Oates 2004: 184); ‘acculturation’, i.e. the 
result of diversified social interactions 
between distinct and autonomous social 
groups (see, e.g., Braidwood, Braidwood 
1960: 511; Akkermans 1993: 322-323; for 
the definition of ‘acculturation’, see Baldi 
2020a). The first two hypotheses attribute 
a primary role in change to the arriving 
social groups, while local groups are con-
sidered as ‘passively receptive’ or, howev-
er, having a secondary role in the process. 
The third hypothesis focuses instead on 
the ‘active’ role of local populations.

The present contribution fits within 
this third interpretative framework. 

As suggested by Henrickson and 
Thuesen already in 1989, “the closer we 
examine the archaeological evidence, 
the clearer our perception becomes: the 
‘Ubaid was not a single, monolithic cul-
tural or organizational entity, but rather 
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consisted of many locally unique varia-
tions on a general ‘Ubaid material-culture 
theme, as have been preserved for us in 
artifacts (primarily pottery and other clay 
items) and architectural design (notably 
the tripartite house and temple plans). 
[…] We are now aware that, even within 
the southern lowlands, »heartland« of the 
‘Ubaid, each local area within Greater 
Mesopotamia developed and maintained 
its own version of the ‘Ubaid, participating 
in that regional material-cultural phenom-
enon to a greater of lesser extent while at 
the same time asserting its own distinct 
local cultural character” (Henrickson, 
Thuesen 1989: 457). Considering that the 
phenomenon does not appear to have been 
accompanied by a significant movement 
of populations from the south (Campbell, 
Fletcher 2010: 71), Stein and Özbal pro-
posed the concept of ‘interaction spheres’, 
according to which each ‘sphere’ has its 
own relationship dynamics within the vast 
Ubaid/Black-on-Buff horizon (Stein, Öz-
bal 2007; Stein 2010). Different dynamics of 
interrelation resulted in different effects on 
the different populations that took part in 
the phenomenon. Moreover, as outlined 
by Stein, “any attempt to understand the 
Ubaid as a broader phenomenon must be-
gin with the recognition that this period 
and this complex of material culture was 
not a homogenous entity, but instead con-
sisted of a relatively small set of stylistic 
forms and ideological structures that were 
shared to varying degrees by a diverse set 
of regions” (Stein 2010: 24).

Therefore, rather than emphasising 
the affinities of these repertoires with 
those of southern Mesopotamian, it is 
more productive to focus on the effects 
that were generated by the ‘active’ role of 
local communities in selecting, transform-
ing, and adapting the repertoire to their 
own local traditions. Only by highlight-
ing these aspects of regionalism within 
the Black-on-Buff horizon it is possible to 
provide an explanation for the perceived 
heterogeneity that characterises the phe-

nomenon (see, e.g., Henrickson, Thuesen 
1989: 457; Stein, Özbal 2007; Stein 2010).

In this article, I have selected Ubaid/
Black-on-Buff pottery as a case-study to 
examine the existence of ‘interaction 
spheres’, highlighting the aspects of ce-
ramic repertoires defining the distinc-
tive local traditions of individual areas. 
The work is also founded on the paper 
by Karsgaard, who introduced the concept 
of ‘transformation without a center’ (Kars-
gaard 2010: 51). In the Halaf-Ubaid tran-
sition, intended as a process rather than 
as an archaeological phase, Karsgaard ob-
serves how the process has been analysed 
from an asymmetrical perspective, trying 
to identify a directionality of the chang-
es (from central-southern Mesopotamia). 
Particularly at a ceramic level, Karsgaard 
proposes instead to consider the phenom-
enon as a ‘peer interaction’, stimulating 
social changes that occur more or less si-
multaneously over a vast spatial horizon 
without identifying a centre. By avoiding 
considering a specific region a centre – 
but rather a participant – in comparing 
two or more regions it is possible to grasp 
the nuances and to assess, on a case-by-
case basis, which were the local aspects 
of the ceramic repertoire, which aspects 
are shared, and which aspects are shared 
but locally re-elaborated by different re-
gions. This, bearing in mind that influ-
ences were ‘multi-directional’ or ‘recipro-
cal’. The progress of both archaeological 
and archaeometric studies is leading to an 
increasing amount of data supporting this 
interpretive framework.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
AND ARCHAEOMETRIC 
ANALYSES SUPPORTING THE 
INTERPRETATIVE FRAMEWORK

In this section, I will highlight some of 
these aspects, which will be further dis-
cussed in the following paragraphs. All 
these point to a complex pattern and a 
generally local production of the various 
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Black-on-Buff repertoires in the different 
regions of Greater Mesopotamia.

In regards to archaeological data, the 
identification of workshops and kilns for 
the production of vessels in the Black-
on-Buff tradition, e.g. at the site of Telul 
eth-Thalathat II (Fukai et alii 1970: 23; 
Shimogama 2019: 3), at Tell al-Abr and 
Tell Kosak Shamali (Hammade, Yamazaki 
2006; Nishiaki 2016), as well as at Tell 
Helawa (Peyronel et alii 2019: 36-44), testi-
fy that their production was local.

Osteological studies on human re-
mains have the potential to contribute 
to the question. A first analysis was car-
ried out by Molleson and Campbell on a 
sample of 11 skulls from the 1933 exca-
vations at Tell Arpachiyah, in northern 
Mesopotamia (Molleson, Campbell 1995). 
Some characteristic traits were found on 
remains from both the Halaf and Ubaid 
phases, suggesting a genetic continuity 
between the individuals who lived at the 
site. Ancient DNA analyses were carried 
out at the site of Tell Kurdu in the Amuq 
valley. 14 skeletons from the Amuq C and 
E phase burials demonstrated a genetic 
continuity, excluding a population change 
in conjunction with the spread of Black-
on-Buff pottery (Mekel-Bobrov, Lahn 
2004; Özbal 2010). Recent ancient DNA 
results for a time period between the Late 
Neolithic and the Bronze Age in an area 
between central Anatolia, south-eastern 
Anatolia, northern and southern Levant, 
north-western Syria and southern Cau-
casus have showed a degree of genetic 
homogenisation between central-western 
Anatolia and the southern Caucasus, 
while the specimens analysed from Tell 
Kurdu show a genetic proximity to the 
northern Levant area (Skourtanioti et alii 
2020: 1160-1162, 1166-1168, fig. 3.B a).

The intensive use of archaeometric 
analyses has made possible at least a par-
tial reassessment of the theoretical models 
of interpretation of the Ubaid/Black-on-
Buff phenomenon. An example are the 
petrographic and chemical (SEM) analy-

ses conducted by Spataro and Fletcher on 
materials from the sites of Domuztepe, 
Tell Halaf, Chagar Bazar and Arpachi-
yah (Spataro, Fletcher 2010). On the basis 
of the petrographic groups, Spataro and 
Fletcher pointed out that the ceramic pro-
duction at Domuztepe, in south-eastern 
Anatolia, for both the Halaf and Ubaid 
traditions as well as other local ceramic 
wares was produced using local clays and 
mineral inclusions. Minc and colleagues 
have analysed 32 sherds from Surezha, in 
the Erbil plain. Of the 32 sherds analysed 
using INAA, covering the periods between 
the Ubaid and LC 3, 27 were of a distinc-
tive local compositional group (Minc et alii 
2019: 130-131).

SITE SELECTION  
AND METHODOLOGY

The study of Black-on-Buff ceramics re-
quires a process of selection of the sites 
and repertoires to be analysed, chosen on 
the basis of research questions and con-
tingent factors such as the representative-
ness of the repertoires, the availability of 
museum collections, and published data.

The methodology adopted in this study 
involves a stylistic (morpho-decorative) 
approach. Given the possibility of iden-
tifying local characteristic traits within 
the Black-on-Buff repertoires of Greater 
Mesopotamian regions, an analysis of the 
repertoires from central-southern Meso-
potamia, northern Mesopotamia, Hamrin 
area, Trans-Tigridian region, Jezirah and 
Khabur regions, Balikh area, Middle Eu-
phrates area, and west of the Euphrates 
area was undertaken, based on a selection 
of key sites in the corresponding regions 
(Fig. 1, b). The regions into which Greater 
Mesopotamia has been divided are based 
on the presence of distinctive geographi-
cal elements (e.g., the Balikh, the Tigris 
and the Euphrates rivers) that could act 
as bridges and/or boundaries. On the 
other hand, the aim of this research is 
not to establish the precise geographical 
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Fig. 1 – a) Map of the Greater Mesopotamia with the indication of the sites taken into account in the research and 
mentioned in the paper; b) geographical areas taken into account in the present paper.
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limits of the ‘interaction spheres’, but to 
demonstrate their existence, their clear 
distinction, and their engagement in a 
multi-millennial dynamic of internal and 
external relations.

Repertoires are analysed based on 
the presence-absence of qualitative traits 
(morphological shapes and decorative 
patterns). Attention is given to aspects 
of dissimilarity of the repertoires and/or 
to local similarities between adjacent re-
gions. This qualitative approach is at the 
opposite of the quantitative-computerised 
approach used by Abu Jayyab and Gibbon 
for a similar set of data, where they made 
use of multivariate statistics (PCA) and 
formal Social Network Analysis to deter-
mine the strength of social interactions 
for the Early and Late Northern Ubaid 
and for the LC1 phases (Abu Jayyab, Gib-
bon 2022: 11).

Data on the technological aspects of 
repertoires are limited and do not con-
stitute a central point of this research. 
They would represent a useful third ele-
ment (in addition to formal aspects such 
as morphology and decoration) to distin-
guish regional ‘interaction spheres’, per-
haps the most significant one. However, 
at the current state of research, too few 
detailed studies have addressed the tech-
nological aspects of the Ubaid/Black-on-
Buff repertoire (see, e.g., Baldi 2020a; 
Baldi 2020b: 123-125; Volpi, Fragnoli 
2021; Russo 2022) to investigate Black-on-
Buff regionalism through a technological 
perspective. Moreover, in a study covering 
the entire Ubaid/Black-on-Buff horizon 
(see also Abu Jayyab, Gibbon 2022 and 
Baldi 2022), it is inevitable to apply a cer-
tain degree of schematisation, which is 
necessarily at the expense of local or even 
intra-site technical traditions. Therefore, 
when mentioned in the rest of the arti-
cle, technical aspects are only partial and 
used as possible hints of further diversi-
fications within the Ubaid/Black-on-Buff 
repertoire that need closer investigation 
in the future.

CERAMIC ‘INTERACTION SPHERES’ 
IN GREATER MESOPOTAMIA

Dissimilarities and/or regionalised simi-
larities of the Black-on-Buff ceramic rep-
ertoires of the Greater Mesopotamian re-
gions are described here. Most of the data 
are referred to a timeframe comprised be-
tween ca. 5300 and 4500 cal BCE, which 
coincides with the Black-on-Buff phenom-
enon discussed above. However, some data 
especially from the Mandali and Deh Lu-
ran area are predating the phenomenon.

The discussion follows a geographical 
order, but in no case does it imply a di-
rectionality in the transmission of ideas. 
To give an example: a proposed compar-
ison between the Hamrin area and the 
Trans-Tigridian area does not necessarily 
determine that the characteristic element 
is specific to the Hamrin area and was 
subsequently ‘spread’ to the Trans-Tigridi-
an area. Until further data is available, we 
can only speak in terms of ‘multi-direction-
ality’. Within ceramic regions with some 
elements in common with neighbouring 
ones, it is equally possible that the com-
mon elements have been developed by re-
gions independently, or have been diffused 
or imitated by one region to the others.

Central-Southern Mesopotamia
Previously considered as the centre of 
the phenomenon, central-southern Meso-
potamia between ca. 5300–4500 cal BCE 
(Ubaid 3–4 phases) is the main reference 
point for defining what Ubaid pottery is. 
Regarding chronology, only materials as-
signed to Ubaid 3–4 phases are taken into 
account, because they are contemporane-
ous with the Black-on-Buff phenomenon 
in Greater Mesopotamia.

Considerations concerning pastes, 
morphological shapes, decorations, and 
technological aspects are based on autop-
tic observations of several Ubaid assem-
blages (i.e., Tell Zurghul/Nigin and Tell 
al-Muqayyar/Ur; see Volpi 2022), as well 
as on published reports.
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Fig. 2 – Common morphological types of Ubaid pottery from southern Mesopotamia (from Tell Zurghul and Tell 
al-Muqayyar/Ur; courtesy of Missione Archeologica Italiana a Nigin, the British Museum of London and the 
Penn Museum of Philadelphia; see Volpi 2022).
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Fabric colour varies from reddish-pink 
to greenish-grey; pastes are generally 
mineral tempered, with a low frequen-
cy of vegetal inclusions only attested in 
mix-tempered pastes. This is a tendency 
typical for the entire Ubaid sequence of 
lower Mesopotamia (see also Safar et alii 
1981: 173; Baldi 2020b: 120; Volpi, Frag-
noli 2021: 37).

In terms of morphology, the Ubaid 
3–4 repertoire is characterised by: bowls 
with plain, thinned, flattened, and thick-
ened-outside rims (the so-called ‘assiettes 
à marli’ bowls; see Lebeau 1983: 81, pl. 
III); bell-shaped bowls that gradually re-
duce in rim size to become bell-shaped 
beakers; globular cups with flat or ring 
bases; holemouth jars; necked jars with 
vertical or slightly everted neck; jars with 
double-rims; censers (Fig. 2; see also Vol-
pi, Fragnoli 2021; Volpi 2022).

In terms of technology, pottery is 
hand-made with the use of the coiling 
technique. As a later development, there 
was the introduction of a ‘rotative plat-
form’ used as a support for joining the 
coils, refining the shape of the vessels, 
and executing horizontal parallel painted 
lines (Safar et alii 1981: 158; Nissen 1989: 
248; Nissen 2001: 168-169).

Although interest has mainly focused 
on the painted pottery, as can be seen 
from the ratio between painted/unpainted 
repertoire published in the reports (Vol-
pi 2022: fig. 3B), the repertoire of Ubaid 
3–4 phases is mostly unpainted: at Tell al 
‘Uwaili (Ubaid 4 phase), the percentage of 
painted pottery is around 12% of the to-
tal (Huot 1987: 296); at levels VI of Eridu 
‘Temple Sounding’, painted assemblage is 
attested at 13% of the total (Safar et alii 
1981: 160); at Tell Zurghul, the percentage 
is around 22% of the total (Volpi, Frag-

6  An in-depth study of various aspects (morphological, technological and decorative) of the ceramic repertoire 
of Tepe Gawra (Levels XX-XII, Area A and Northeast Base soundings) has been conducted by the author at the 
Penn Museum of Philadelphia and will be published elsewhere.

noli 2021: 37; Volpi 2022: 178). In gener-
al, painted repertoire is characterised by 
simple, repetitive motifs, i.e. horizontal 
bands, zigzag, and wavy lines.

Northern Mesopotamia
The type-site in northern Mesopotamia is 
Tepe Gawra.6 The site is well embedded 
in the Black-on-Buff phenomenon (‘Late 
Northern Ubaid’ phase, levels XVI–XIII; 
Rothman 2009; Rothman in press); more-
over, the presence of levels assigned to 
the Halaf tradition (Levels XX, Area A 
and Northeast Base soundings), as well 
as to the ‘Halaf-Ubaid Transition’ and to 
the ‘Early Northern Ubaid’ phases (Level 
XIX–XVII) allows for the identification of 
aspects of local tradition and continuity 
within the ceramic repertoire (for a dis-
cussion about the concept of ‘transition’, 
see Frangipane 2012: 40-41).

Concerning fabrics, pastes are char-
acterised by a light colour ranging from 
pinkish to greenish. Detailed analysis 
is still in progress, but two traits can be 
mentioned here because they possibly 
represent some technological aspects that 
may require further investigation in the 
future. The first aspect is the presence of 
floating grains of coarse white mineral 
inclusions (limestone ?) in a large num-
ber of fragments throughout the sequence 
(Fig. 3, a: 1; see Roux 2019: fig. 3.15d). 
This feature is observed in the repertoire 
of both Halaf and Black-on-buff tradi-
tions, and to my knowledge it is never at-
tested, e.g., in the repertoire of southern 
Mesopotamia. The same can be said for 
the presence of a considerable number of 
fragments with traces of straw and abun-
dant vegetal inclusions visible on both 
surface and fractures. Some pieces from 
Tell Arpachiyah also display this feature 
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Fig. 3 – a: 1) Floating grains of coarse white mineral inclusions in the pottery repertoire from Tepe Gawra (photos 
courtesy of the Near East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia); a: 2) traces of straw and abundant vegetal 
inclusions (from Tell Arpachiyah; courtesy of the British Museum of London); b) Black-on-Buff local morpho-
logical types at Tepe Gawra (photos courtesy of the Near East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia); c) 
mixture of elements belonging to the Black-on-Buff tradition with local elements (photos courtesy of the Near 
East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia). Images are not to scale.
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(Fig. 3, a: 2).7 This aspect rarely appears in 
the central-southern Mesopotamian rep-
ertoire, and it can be considered another 
element that requires further investiga-
tion to understand if and how technologi-
cal traits can be relevant to distinguish re-
gional ‘interaction spheres’ for the Ubaid/
Black-on-Buff horizon.

At the morphological level, the pres-
ence of a large group of long-lasting types 
testifies to an internal continuity between 
the ‘Early Northern’ and the ‘Late North-
ern Ubaid’ phases within the site. As for 
the Black-on-Buff production at Tepe 
Gawra, it is possible to identify the pres-
ence of morphological types not attested 
in central-southern Mesopotamia, thus 
useful for recognising a local origin or at 
least one limited to interactions with re-
gions other than southern Mesopotamia. 
It is the case with, for example, the so-
called ‘boat-shaped vessels’ (Fig. 3, b: 1), a 
type attested at the site from Level XVII to 
Level XVI–XV that has comparisons with 
some vessels identified in the Hamrin 
area. It therefore constitutes a localised el-
ement within the Black-on-Buff horizon. 
Similarly, the so-called ‘urn-shaped ves-
sels’ (Fig. 3, b: 3) also show comparisons 
with the Hamrin area and represent a lo-
calised shape. On the other hand, the jars 
with double vertical ribbon handles (Fig. 
3, b: 2) constitute a morphological element 
attested both in northern Mesopotamia 
and in the region of the middle and upper 
Euphrates valley (in sites located between 
the Balikh and the Khabur Rivers; see fig. 
8, b); finally, the so-called ‘large beakers’ 
(Fig. 3, b: 4) are attested both in northern 
Mesopotamia and in the Hamrin region 
(Fig. 4, b).

As can be seen, several ceramic fea-
tures allow to overcome the assumption 
of the diffusion of Ubaid pottery from the 
south to testify to a more complex reality 
showing a considerable regional diver-

7  Part of the Arpachiyah repertoire has been autoptically analysed by the author at the British Museum of 
London as a comparative repertoire.

sification. In contrast, the repertoire of 
northern Mesopotamia lacks some mor-
phological features that characterise the 
repertoire of central-southern Mesopo-
tamia. First of all, the ‘assiette à marli’ 
bowls and the ‘bell-shaped beakers’ are 
totally absent; second, cups with ring base 
are infrequent, just to mention the most 
distinctive elements of the central-south-
ern Mesopotamian repertoire. It might be 
criticised that some of these ceramic types 
are not properly contemporary; however, 
their absence in the more recent Gawra 
levels (XVI–XII), and the simultaneous 
presence of types with a strong local re-
gional component and the use of manu-
facturing techniques (more widespread 
use of straw, less emphasis of clay depu-
ration processes) seem to strengthen the 
hypothesis of different areas of origin of 
these repertoires.

Decorative motifs also play a role in 
the recognition of local elements of the 
repertoire. Some general features have 
been noticed, such as the application of 
decorative motifs starting from the outer 
rim without any band to delimit them, 
and the tendency towards a vertical de-
velopment of the decorations as opposed 
to a tendency to arrange the motifs hori-
zontally that prevails in central-southern 
Mesopotamia. Moreover, the presence of 
zoomorphic decorative motifs is noticed. 
They are also attested in central-southern 
Mesopotamia, while they are absent in the 
Middle Euphrates area and the regions 
west of it, a pattern that could testify to a 
regional tradition more closely related to 
the areas bordering the Zagros and con-
nected to the coeval painted repertoires of 
the Iranian area.

More specifically, some examples al-
low, in my opinion, to focus on the active 
role that local communities had adopt-
ing, transforming, and adapting different 
influences and traditions into their own 
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Fig. 4 – a) Elements of contact in terms of pottery morphology between Hamrin area and central-southern Meso-
potamia; b) Morphological traits distinguishing the repertoire of the Hamrin area from that of central-southern 
Mesopotamia; c) local decorative motifs, and motifs shared with northern Mesopotamia (photos courtesy of the 
Near East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia). Images are not to scale.
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repertoire. This is the case of the boat-
shaped vessel 38-13-134 (Fig. 3, c: 1), which 
uses a decoration frequently attested in 
both northern and southern Mesopota-
mia over a completely local morphological 
shape; and the case of the double-rim jar 
38-13-829 (Fig. 3, c: 2), which presents a 
morphology and a decorative motif attest-
ed in both northern and central-southern 
Mesopotamia, but realised with a fab-
ric characterised by coarse white calcite 
inclusions and with a reddish painted 
decoration. In my opinion, both of the 
aforementioned vessels seem to mix sev-
eral aspects of the Black-on-Buff tradition 
with local elements.

Hamrin Area
Between 1977 and 1981, many archaeolog-
ical expeditions took part in the ‘Interna-
tional Salvage Project of the Archaeolog-
ical Sites in the Jebel Hamrin Region’ in 
view of the construction of a dam in the 
Diyala River. Present-day Lake Hamrin is 
the result of the dam construction. Type-
sites selected for the present analysis are: 
Tell Abada (Jasim 1985, 2021), Tell Has-
san (Fiorina, Bulgarelli 1985; Chiocchetti 
2014; Fiorina 2014), Tell Abu Husseini 
(Tusa 1980, 1985; Chiocchetti 2007, 2014), 
and Tell Madhhur (Killick, Roaf 1979: 
542; Roaf 1982, 1984; Moon, Roaf 1984).

Concerning fabrics, the entire rep-
ertoire is characterised by fabrics with 
abundant vegetal inclusions, while min-
eral inclusions are infrequent (although 
present as in the case of Level I of Tell 
Abada).8

In terms of morphology, the Hamrin 
area shows contacts with central-southern 
Mesopotamia that also predate the peak 
of Black-on-Buff phenomenon. At Tell 
Abada (Levels III and II), there is evi-
dence of some distinctive shapes that are 

8  Tell Abada: Jasim 1985: 94, 98, 111; Tell Hassan: Chiocchetti 2014: 27; Tell Abu Husseini: Chiocchetti 2004: 
2-4, tab. 1; Tell Madhhur: Moon, Roaf 1984: 142.
9  The shape is also attested at other sites in the Hamrin area, such as at Tell Rashid and Tell Songor C, see 
Jasim 1985: fig. 238, 254.

also attested in the central-southern Mes-
opotamian production of an early Ubaid 
phase (Ubaid 2). In particular, the shal-
low bowls with everted rim (Fig. 4, a: 1; 
Jasim 1985: fig. 152), the tall beakers with 
sinuous body (Fig. 4, a: 2; Jasim 1985: 
fig. 100), and the so-called ‘tortoise jars’ 
of a variety similar to the one found in 
Ras al-Amiya (Fig. 4, a: 3; Jasim 1985: fig. 
192b),9 are morphological shapes typical 
of central-southern Mesopotamia as well.

In addition, there are also morpho-
logical shapes that are not attested in 
central-southern Mesopotamia. It is the 
case of the ‘boat-shaped vessels’ (Fig. 4, 
b: 1; Jasim 1985: fig. 134), the ‘urn-shaped 
vessels’ (Fig. 4, b: 2; Jasim 1985: fig. 131f) 
and the ‘large beakers’ (Fig. 4, b: 3; Jasim 
1985: figs. 196-199), all encountered in 
the discussion over the northern Mesopo-
tamian repertoire (see Fig. 3). The ‘large 
beakers’ are also found at Tell Abu Hus-
seini (Chiocchetti 2004: figs. 9-10), where 
they are attested together with other char-
acteristic elements, such as the diagonal 
spouts surmounting the rim (also known 
as ‘cannon-spouts’) that are frequently 
found in the Gawra repertoire (Fig. 4, b: 4; 
Invernizzi 1985: fig. 38; Chiocchetti 2004: 
figs. 17-19). Tell Madhhur also shows the 
presence of ‘large beakers’ (Moon, Roaf 
1984: fig. 16, 22-23; fig. 21, 10-11), ‘urn-
shaped vessels’ (Moon, Roaf 1984: fig. 17), 
and the typical ‘cannon-spouts’ (Moon, 
Roaf 1984: fig. 22, 8). The so-called ‘dou-
ble-mouthed jars’, globular-profiled jars 
with a double opening (Fig. 4, b: 5) are at-
tested at Gawra in the Well level and then 
from level XIA onwards (Tobler 1950: pl. 
CXXXI, 221), and they are also found at 
Tell Madhhur (Moon, Roaf 1984: fig. 19), 
as well as at Tell Abada, Level I (Jasim 
1985: fig. 210). All these types are not 
peculiar to the Ubaid repertoire of cen-
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tral-southern Mesopotamia, whereas they 
are frequent in the Black-on-Buff reper-
toire of northern Mesopotamia and of the 
Trans-Tigridian area.

For what concerns decorative motifs, it 
is possible to notice the presence of dec-
orative motifs not attested so far in other 
regions, such as the motifs in Fig. 4, c: 
1. In addition, two motifs from Tell Has-
san are also attested at Tepe Gawra, such 
as horizontal bands on the bottom of the 
bell-shaped bowls (Chiocchetti 2014: fig. 
40, 30, 32), and the circular motif in Fig. 
4, c: 2, attested at Gawra in levels XV–XIV 
(Chiocchetti 2014: fig. 41, 52). Another 
aspect of the decorative repertoire of the 
Hamrin area is the frequent presence of 
painted decorations with zoomorphic mo-
tifs e.g., at Tell Abu Husseini (Invernizzi 
1985: fig. 40; Chiocchetti 2004: fig. 33, 21), 
at Tell Abada (Jasim 1985: fig. 223-224), 
and at Tell Madhhur (Fig. 4, c: 3; Moon, 
Roaf 1984: fig. 23, 8-10). It fits with the 
proposed pattern of a decorative motif typ-
ical of the Zagros piedmont area. There 
is also the presence of anthropomorphic 
motifs, which are never attested in south-
ern Mesopotamia, while they are present 
at the sites of Tell Abada (Jasim 1985: fig. 
201) and Tell Madhhur (Moon, Roaf 1984: 
fig. 23, 8).

Mandali – Deh Luran Area
The Mandali area is located on the mod-
ern border between Iraq and Iran, im-
mediately south of the Hamrin region, 
on the left bank of the Diyala river be-
tween the cities of Mandali and Kut, lo-
cated on the Tigris River and the slopes 
of the Zagros mountains. The area was 
the subject of a survey and some archaeo-
logical investigations, in particular at the 
site of Choga Mami, carried out between 
1966 and 1968 (Oates 1966, 1969, 1987b). 
Traces of a domestic settlement were 
recognised, with the presence “of large 
numbers of sherds representing a group 
of pottery unknown elsewhere but clear-
ly related to early Al ‘Ubaid materials in 

the south” (Oates 1969: 136). The reper-
toire has been referred to as ‘Choga Mami 
Transitional’ (CMT; Oates 1987b: 168) and 
has been considered from a chronological 
point of view as predating level 10 of the 
X 36 sounding at Tell al ‘Uwaili and level 
XIX of Eridu Temple Sounding, and con-
temporary with levels 13–19 of the X 36 
sounding at Tell al ‘Uwaili (Oates 1987b: 
165-166). Distinguished from the Ubaid 
repertoire of central and southern Meso-
potamia on the basis of morphological and 
decorative features, the CMT repertoire 
can be also considered as a local ceramic 
repertoire within the early Ubaid tradi-
tion. In this case, it would be reasonable 
to hypothesise the development of the 
early Ubaid phases as a multifaceted and 
regionalised phenomenon. CMT pottery 
would not constitute a different phase of a 
monolithic early Ubaid horizon, but rath-
er a local development of it. However, this 
hypothesis is difficult to confirm at pres-
ent, given the paucity of data available for 
both the Choga Mami site and the early 
stages of the Ubaid horizon.

The Deh Luran plain in the Khuz-
estan region is located in the south-west-
ernmost portion of Iran, bordering mod-
ern Iraq and the ancient Mesopotamian 
alluvium (Hole et alii 1969: 1-2). The area 
has been investigated by surface surveys 
and limited archaeological investigations 
at the sites of Tepe Ali Kosh, Tepe Sabz 
and Choga Sefid, undertaken mostly be-
tween 1961 and 1969 (Hole et alii 1969; 
Hole 1977). The plain is located south of 
the Mandali area and along the western 
slopes of the Zagros Mountains, a position 
favourable for connections between the 
two regions.

At the ceramic level, the CMT rep-
ertoire presents elements of both simi-
larity and dissimilarity with the Ubaid 
repertoire of central-southern Mesopo-
tamia. At a morphological level, some 
shapes are not attested in the southern 
Mesopotamian repertoire, as in the case 
of the low bowls with flat bottoms and 
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two ribbon-like handles over the rim 
(Fig. 5, a: 1; Oates 1987b: fig. 5, 28), the 
slightly-carinated bottles with upright 
necks (Fig. 5, a: 2; Oates 1987b: fig. 5, 
42-43), and the particular kind of knob 
(the morpho-functional definition of this 
shape is controversial; Fig. 5, a: 3; Oates 
1987b: fig. 7, 64-65). Regarding the dec-
orative repertoire, shared elements with 
the Mesopotamian repertoire are charac-
terised by ‘rosette’ decorations (Fig. 5, b: 
1; Oates 1968: fig. VI; fig. IX, 12), as well 
as by decorations with alternating diago-
nal lines forming triangles (Fig. 5, b: 2; 
Oates 1968: fig. VII, 8; Oates 1987b: fig. 
3, 12-13). Decorative features that could 
be considered as distinctive of a local rep-
ertoire are the ones proposed in Fig. 5, 
c (see, respectively, Oates 1987b: fig. 3, 
9-11; fig. 4, 19-21; fig. 4, 15-16; fig. 3, 14; 
fig. 4, 18; fig. 4, 22).

As discussed by Dollfus, a similar rep-
ertoire is also found at sites in the Deh 
Luran plain, such as at Choga Sefid (it 
was also found in Susiana, at the site of 
Choga Mish; Dollfus 1987: fig. 2). Howev-
er, differently from Choga Mami, the rep-
ertoire from the Deh Luran area presents 
several elements of continuity with earlier 
local traditions, while the Black-on-Buff 
pottery found therein presents punctu-
al comparisons with the repertoire from 
Choga Mami. On the other hand, direct 
comparisons with central-southern Mes-
opotamia and Hamrin areas are lacking, 
testifying in this case a mediated relation-
ship (possibly through the Mandali area) 
between the Deh Luran area and the early 
Ubaid tradition (Oates 1987c: 201-202; see 
also Dollfus 1987: 184-188).

Generally speaking, the pottery rep-
ertoire from the modern Khuzestan 
province of Iran appears therefore very 
closely related to the central-southern 
Mesopotamian one during the early 6th 
millennium BCE, while an increasing 
differentiation results from the Ubaid 3 
onwards (see, e.g., Alizadeh 2008; Baldi 
2020a: fig. 2).

Trans-Tigridian Area
The Trans-Tigridian area (largely cor-
responding to the current autonomous 
region of Iraqi Kurdistan) is located in 
Upper Mesopotamia, between the Tigris 
River to the west and the Zagros Moun-
tains to the north and east. Terra incognita 
for most of the 20th century (pioneering 
works were carried out by Braidwood, 
Howe 1960), the region has seen a flour-
ishing of investigations in recent years.

Starting with major surface recon-
naissance projects, investigations are now 
focusing on the excavation of the most 
important sites in the region. The pecu-
liarity of the region lies in the fact that 
it presents major cultural interactions in 
an east-west perspective (with the Zagros 
territory on the Iranian border, the region 
of northern Mesopotamia across the Tigris, 
and the Hamrin region to the southeast) 
rather than in a north-south perspective (as 
in the case of southern and northern Mes-
opotamia; Baldi, Gómez-Bach 2019a: 10). 
These diversified regional interrelations 
led to treat the region separately, with the 
possibility to further identify sub-regions, 
possibly corresponding e.g. with the mod-
ern governorates of Erbil and Sulaymani-
yah (Baldi, Gómez-Bach 2019b: 244).

Since the Black-on-Buff repertoire from 
the region is largely unpublished and exca-
vations are still ongoing, the considerations 
here proposed will require updating in the 
future.

In regards to the Erbil area, selected 
sites are currently dated to the Late North-
ern Ubaid and LC 1–2 phases. Only at Tell 
Nader older ceramic materials pertaining 
to the Early Northern Ubaid phase have 
been recovered, among which there are 
sherds of the so-called ‘tortoise’ or ‘len-
ticular jars’ (Fig. 6, a: 1; Beuger 2016: fig. 
2b), and of ‘boat-shaped vessels’ (Fig. 6, a: 
2; Beuger 2016: fig. 2c). These elements 
are comparable with material from levels 
XVII–XV of Tepe Gawra and allows a cor-
relation with the area of northern Meso-
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Fig. 5 – a) Local morphological types (Mandali region); b: 1) ‘rosette’ painted decorative motif and comparisons 
between Mandali region, Hamrin area and central-southern Mesopotamia; b: 2) alternating diagonal lines for-
ming triangles and comparisons between Mandali region and central-southern Mesopotamia; c) elements of 
contact in terms of decorations between Mandali region and Deh Luran area. Images are not to scale.
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Fig. 6 – a: 1) ‘Tortoise jars’ and comparisons between Trans-Tigridian area (Erbil plain), Hamrin area, northern 
and central-southern Mesopotamia; a: 2) ‘boat-shaped vessels’ and comparisons between Trans-Tigridian area (Er-
bil plain), Hamrin area and northern Mesopotamia; b: 1)  local decorative motifs: zigzag or cross-line motifs within 
spaces enclosed by horizontal bands and festoon motifs; b: 2) local decorative motifs: undulating bands starting 
from the outer rim; c) elements of contact in terms of pottery morphology between Trans-Tigridian area (Sharizor 
plain) and Hamrin area. Images are not to scale.
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potamia on the western bank of the Tigris. 
Comparable materials were also found in 
the Hamrin area (see Fig. 4). At Tell Nad-
er, traces of pottery kilns dating to the final 
stages of the Late Northern Ubaid phase 
were found: it is therefore possible that the 
production of at least part of the ceram-
ic materials was local (Kopanias 2018). At 
Tell Helawa too a pottery kiln for phase 6 
was identified (Peyronel et alii 2019: 36-41). 
The pottery repertoire of phases 6 and 7 is 
characterised, at the fabric level, by min-
eral inclusions and rare organic inclusions 
(Peyronel, Vacca 2015: 107; Peyronel et alii 
2019: 41-44), an aspect that partially differ-
entiates this repertoire, e.g., from the one 
of the Hamrin area whose production was 
mostly characterised by vegetal inclusions. 
At the morphological level, few consider-
ations can be made on the basis of the pub-
lished material, while it is from the point 
of view of painted decorations that the ex-
cavators at Tell Helawa propose the iden-
tification of some distinctive features of a 
local repertoire for the Erbil plain, such 
as zigzag or cross-line motifs within spaces 
enclosed by horizontal bands and festoon 
motifs (Fig. 6, b: 1; Peyronel, Vacca 2015: 
109, fig. 11). Such decorations could rep-
resent a motif with regional significance, 
although they are quite common in the 
Black-on-Buff repertoire of Greater Meso-
potamia. The same is probably true for the 
motif characterised by undulating bands 
starting directly from the outer rim (Fig. 
6, b: 2; Peyronel, Vacca 2015: fig. 10, 12-
15; Peyronel et alii 2019: 44; see also Stein 
2012). The motif is attested at Tepe Gawra, 
and its spread encompasses the Trans-Ti-
gridian area, northern Mesopotamia, the 
Jezirah and the Balikh area (Peyronel, 
Vacca 2015: fig. 10).10

In regards to the Sulaymaniyah area, 
with a specific attention to the Shahrizor 
plain, some aspects of regionalism with-
in this sub-region can be observed for the 

10  The authors suggest comparisons with the sites (not included here) of Khirbet Hatara, Mosul area (Fiorina 
2001), and Khanijdal East, Jezirah region (Wilkinson et alii 1996).

Late Northern Ubaid phase. At the fab-
ric level, the repertoire seems to be local-
ly produced. This is true for Kani Shaie 
(phase VII; Renette et alii 2021, 2023), as 
well as for Gurga Chiya (phase GC2), 
where petrographic analysis have revealed 
the local origin of the clay (in continuity 
also with the earlier Halaf tradition from 
Tell Marani and the later LC repertoire 
from Gurga Chiya; Carter et alii 2020; see 
also Lewis et alii 2020).

As for morphological aspects of the 
repertoire, punctual comparisons for the 
Gurga Chiya Black-on-Buff repertoire 
can be recognised with the Hamrin region 
(i.e., with the sites of Tell Abu Husseini 
and Tell Madhhur), while for other areas, 
e.g. the Erbil area, parallels are mostly 
generic (Carter et alii 2020: 53-55). Bowls 
with an externally thickened horizontal 
flat rim and straight everted walls (Fig. 
6, c: 1; Carter et alii 2020: fig. 10, 1), ba-
sins with a barrel-shaped body (Fig. 6, c: 
2; Carter et alii 2020: fig. 10, 15), and the 
so-called ‘angle necked jars’ (Fig. 6, c: 3; 
Wengrow et alii 2016: fig. 12, 4-7; Carter et 
alii 2020: fig. 10, 16) find comparisons with 
the Tell Madhhur repertoire (see Moon, 
Roaf 1984: figs. 14, 17, 18, 21).

What emerges for the Trans-Tigridian 
area is a diverse pattern of regionalism 
through time. During the Early Northern 
Ubaid phase, as seen from Tell Nader, a 
homogeneous horizon is identified be-
tween the entire area, northern Mesopo-
tamia, and the Hamrin area. During the 
Late Northern Ubaid phase, this homoge-
neity appears to be broken, with the Erbil 
area showing a ceramic horizon similar to 
the one of northern Mesopotamia, while 
the Shahrizor plain is more closely relat-
ed to the Hamrin area.

Jezirah And Khabur Area
Located to the west of the Tigris River, 
this is the area of the Syrian plateau with 
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the Jebel Sinjar and Abd al-Aziz moun-
tains, and crossed by the Khabur and its 
tributaries. The region is characterised 
by a considerable number of prehistor-
ic archaeological sites. Sites selection is 
exclusively based on the availability of 
published data. In general, the sites of 
the Jezirah and Khabur area show sever-
al features that closely relate them to the 
northern Mesopotamian area, in terms 
of fabrics, morphological and decorative 
features. Fabrics present a considerable 
number of vegetal inclusions, at least 
based on the assemblage from the site of 
Tell Leilan, phase VI, where over 75% of 
the material presents abundant vegetal in-
clusions (Schwartz 1988: 61-62). In terms 
of local/non-local origin of the clay used, 
INAA analysis have been carried out for 
the site of Tell Aqab, which also presents 
levels dated to the HUT phase. Analysed 
sherds pertaining to the Black-on-Buff 
tradition show similarities in elemental 
composition with the local Halaf tradi-
tion, suggesting that also the Black-on-
Buff repertoire could have been locally 
produced (Davidson 1981: 74). 

From a morphological point of view, 
the presence of diagnostic elements al-
ready identified in northern Mesopo-
tamia is noted. Among these there is 
the presence of bowls with an inverted 
rim, recovered at Tell Leilan phase VI 
a (Schwartz 1988: fig. 69, 1-3, 5), and at 
Telul eth-Thalathat II levels XIV and X 
(Fig. 7, a; Shimogama 2019: fig. 6, 2, 4, 
6); the presence of the so-called ‘angle 
necked jars’ at Telul eth-Thalathat II lev-
els X and VII a (see Fukai et alii 1970: 
fig. 6, 9; fig. 7, 18-19);11 the presence of 
a double-mouthed jar from Tell Leilan 
phase VI b (Fig. 7, b),12 already described 
for northern Mesopotamia, the Hamrin 
and the Trans-Tigridian regions.

11  Level VII a marks the beginning of the LC 1 phase.
12  Materials found in sub-phase VI b can be chronologically associated with the materials from levels XIII-
XII of Tepe Gawra. See also Schwartz 1988: 75, tab. 15. For the sherd cited, see Schwartz 1988: fig. 66, 11.

Another relevant morphological ele-
ment is the presence of the so-called ‘loop 
handle jars’ attested in levels XIV and 
XIII at Telul eth-Thalathat II (Fukai et alii 
1970: tav. LXXV, 18; tav. LXXVIII, 1-3). 
This type is also attested at Yarim Tepe III 
(Bader et alii 1981: tav. XIII, 6; tav. XIV, 
5), and it is found in Northern Mesopota-
mia, in the Balikh area and in the Middle 
Euphrates region (see Fig. 8, b). 

At the decorative level, a continuity 
between the repertoire of this region and 
that of northern Mesopotamia is empha-
sised. A characteristic element is, e.g., 
the ‘grain’ motif, attested at Tell Leilan 
(Schwartz 1988: fig. 61, 10-11) and at Tepe 
Gawra (Fig. 7, c: 1; Tobler 1950: tav. CXX-
IX, 198). On the other hand, there is a 
very particular motif composed of decora-
tion that seems to represent human ‘fore-
arms’, attested at Thalathat II (Fig. 7, c: 2; 
Fukai et alii 1970: tav. LXXIII, 1).

Balikh Area
The Balikh River is the second largest 
tributary of the Euphrates and divides the 
Syrian plateau into two areas: one extend-
ing eastwards towards the Khabur River, 
and one extending westwards towards the 
Euphrates. Despite being the area anal-
ysed on the basis of a single key site, the 
Tell Hammam et-Turkman sequence for 
early 5th (Hammam IV) and late 5th mil-
lennium BCE (Hammam V) is so well 
structured that it allows for some obser-
vations on the local repertoire. Since the 
first excavations at the site of Tell Ham-
mam et-Turkman in the 1980s, particular 
emphasis has been placed on the local 
aspects of the repertoire, as pointed out 
by Akkermans, who refers to a ‘well-de-
veloped local ceramic tradition’ for the 
Hammam IV and V phases (Akkermans 
1988c: 112). This led to an evaluation of 
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Fig. 7 – a) Bowls with inturned rim and comparisons between Syian Jezirah and Khabur area, Hamrin area 
and northern Mesopotamia (photos courtesy of the Near East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia); 
b) double-mouthed jars and comparisons between Syian Jezirah and Khabur area, Hamrin area and northern 
Mesopotamia; c: 1) ‘grain’ painted decorative motif and comparisons between Syian Jezirah and Khabur area, and 
northern Mesopotamia (photos courtesy of the Near East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia); c: 2) local 
decorative motif: ‘forearms’ motif. Images are not to scale.
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the ceramic repertoire which considered 
more carefully local developments than 
connections with Black-on-Buff ceramic 
tradition in northern Mesopotamia. In 
addition, comparisons at the ceramic level 
were identified with the repertoires of the 
regions west of the Balikh area, in partic-
ular with the Amuq area. What seemed to 
emerge is therefore a region with ceramic 
influences that are more westward orient-
ed, a different pattern respects to the re-
gions considered so far.

At the fabric level, a clear distinction 
has been identified between the reper-
toires of the oldest phases (IV A-B) and 
those of the most recent phases (IV C-D). 
More than 90% of the sherds from phases 
IV A-B have mixtures with mineral in-
clusions (fine sand and silt; Akkermans 
1988a: 187). From phase IV C onwards, 
there is an increased use of plant inclu-
sions, which are attested in 53% of the 
fragments in phase IV C and 84% in phase 
IV D (Akkermans 1988a: 189). This trend 
also continues in the later Hammam V 
phase, where the materials of phases V 
A and V B show an attestation of vegetal 
inclusions of 96% and 60%, respectively 
(Akkermans 1988b: 291). This appears to 
be a completely local development, es-
pecially as it is found on types (e.g., the 
bead-rim bowls) that are part of this local 
western-oriented tradition.

On a morphological level, bead-rim 
bowls are one of the most characteristic 
types of the Tell Hammam et-Turkman 
repertoire, attested throughout the entire 
sequence (IV A-D) of the early 5th millen-
nium BCE. This type shows similarities 
with the repertoire of the regions west of 
the Balikh (Akkermans 1988a: 207-208, 
pl. 73, 72, 78-80; pl. 79, 149; pl. 86, 214-
215; pl. 92, 274; pl. 93, 275-280). Inter-
estingly, no painted sherds of this type 
are attested for the IV A-B phases, while 

13  This is probably due to a hiatus in the Amuq sequence for the final phase of the Middle Chalcolithic 
period, as seen in the lack of comparisons for the Balikh phase IV B-D repertoire with the Amuq area; see 
Braidwood, Braidwood 1960: 511-513.

in the later phases (IV C-D) few sherds 
present a painted decoration (Akkermans 
1988a: 207). This can be considered as a 
mixture of different models, one local and 
one more generally embedded within the 
Black-on-Buff tradition. The ‘bead-rim’ 
type is also attested in some jars recovered 
throughout the Phase IV sequence (Ak-
kermans 1988a: 210, pl. 73, 82-83; pl. 95, 
290-291), and in some pots, attested for 
Phases IV A-B and IV C-D, respectively 
(Akkermans 1988a: 211-212, pl. 73, 75-77; 
pl. 86, 216-217).

A few bowl types, attested for Phase IV 
A, show comparisons with the Amuq E 
phase repertoire (Akkermans 1988a: 208, 
pl. 71, 46-51; pl. 72, 61-64, 65-70), while no 
precise comparisons with the Amuq area 
are attested for the later phases (Hammam 
IV B-D; Akkermans 1988c: 113-115).13

Some comparisons are also document-
ed with regions east of the Balikh, specif-
ically with the Jezirah and Khabur area 
and northern Mesopotamia. In most of 
the cases, they are limited to types, such as 
bell-shaped bowls and deep bowls, which 
are scarcely diagnostic for the recognition 
of ceramic regions because widely attested 
throughout Greater Mesopotamia (Akker-
mans 1988c: 113-114, 117). However, the 
presence i.e. of the so-called ‘loop-han-
dles jars’, attested for phases IV A and B 
(Fig. 8, b; Akkermans 1988a: 209, pl. 74, 
94-95; pl. 79, 156), is a feature that could 
determine a connection with the Jezirah 
and Khabur area, and the northern Mes-
opotamia.

Concerning decorations, few charac-
teristic traits were identified. The reper-
toire presents geometric decorations with 
standard motifs that hardly enable local 
traditions to be recognised. It is possible 
to note the presence of decorations com-
posed of short thin vertical lines starting 
directly from the outer rim (Fig. 9: 1; Ak-
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Fig. 8 – a) ‘Bead-rim’ bowls and comparisons between Balikh area, Middle Euphrates region, and Amuq area; b) 
‘loop-handle jars’ and comparisons betweeb Balikh area, Syian Jezirah and Khabur area, northern Mesopotamia, 
and Middle Euphrates region (photos courtesy of the Near East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia). 
Images are not to scale.
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kermans 1988a: pl. 69, 23-26), and deco-
rations formed by continuous wavy lines 
starting directly from the rim, already 
attested in the Jezirah and Khabur area, 
in northern Mesopotamia, as well as in 
the sub-region of the Erbil plain in the 
Trans-Tigridian area (Fig. 9: 2; Akker-
mans 1988a: fig. 81, 165).

Middle Euphrates Region
It is the area surrounding the banks of 
the Euphrates River in Syria, where sev-
eral archaeological sites were investigated 
during dam construction activities, i.e. the 
Tabqa dam, which led to the formation 
of the so-called Lake Assad between 1968 
and 1973, and the Tishreen dam between 
1991 and 1999.

Similar to the Balikh area, the distance 
from central-southern Mesopotamia, once 
considered the ‘core area’ of the Black-on-
Buff phenomenon, has led to the Middle 
Euphrates region of Syria being analysed 

14  The ceramic repertoire has not yet been published in detail; see Matsutani, Nishiaki 1996. Thanks to Dr. 
Tatsundo Koizumi for the information shared with me.

with the aim of recognising autonomous 
local developments of early and late 5th 
millennium BCE ceramic sequences. The 
key sites are Tell al-Abr levels 7-2 (Ham-
made, Yamazaki 2006: 61-326), and Tell 
Kosak Shamali.14

As for the nature of the fabrics, the ce-
ramic material from Tell Kosak Shamali 
is mainly produced with local clay from 
the Nahar Sarine, a tributary of the Eu-
phrates, and from the Euphrates itself 
(Nishiaki 2016: 77). Extensive chemical 
analyses have been carried out for the 
Neolithic repertoire of the site, but one 
ceramic sherd and one brick fragment 
dated to the early 5th millennium BCE 
levels were also analysed, matching per-
fectly with the local repertoire from the 
site (Nishiaki, Matsutani ed. 2001: 187-
195, fig. 7.1). A local ceramic production 
(at least partial) is also evidenced by the 
presence of numerous pottery kilns and 
workshops found at both Tell al-Abr and 

Fig. 9 – 1: Local decorative motif: thin, vertical lines starting directly from the rim; 2: decorative motifs: un-
dulating bands starting from the outer rim and comparisons between Balikh area, northern Mesopotamia and 
Trans-Tigridian area (Erbil plain). Images are not to scale.
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Tell Kosak Shamali (Hammade, Yamazaki 
2006: 27, 32–35, 38; Nishiaki 2016: 76-78, 
figs. 1-5; Yamazaki, Hammade 2016: 81).

As concerns morphological aspects, the 
ceramic sequence (stages I–IV) at Tell al-
Abr covers the entire early 5th millenni-
um BCE: the earliest phase (I, levels 7-6) 
is contemporary to the Amuq E phase in 
the Amuq area and the Hammam IV A 
phase in the Balikh area, while the ter-
minal phase (IV, level 2) is comparable 
to the Hammam IV D phase (Hammade, 
Yamazaki 2006: 462, tab. 15.1). Typical of 
stage I are cups with a globular body and a 
ring base, named ‘Zebdiyye’ (Hammade, Ya-
mazaki 2006: 63, 67, pl. 6.1-6.2, 6.22, 6.40). 
Their frequency within stage I is about 
30% of the total assemblage, while they 
decrease considerably in stage II, disap-
pearing in Phase III (Fig. 10, a; Hammade, 
Yamazaki 2006: 76).15 Ring-base cups are 
not attested in any other region of Greater 
Mesopotamia for the Middle Chalcolithic 
period in such high numbers, except in 
southern Mesopotamia. Ring bases at Tell 
al-Abr are also attested in stages I and II in 
globular jars (called ‘neckless globular jars’; 
Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: 63, 67, 77, pl. 
6.5; pl. 6.6, 1). It is possible to suggest that 
this feature is derived from social groups in 
contact along the Euphrates route, which 
may have connected people from both Mid-
dle Euphrates and central-southern Meso-
potamian regions. At the ceramic level, the 
result of these supposed interactions is the 
widespread use of a morphological element 
in the production of a local repertoire.

In fact, also starting from stage I, there 
is the presence of some neck jars with 
double vertical ribbon-like handles at the 
rim (Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: pl. 6.16, 
1, 5; pl. 6.18, 1-2; pl. 6.31, 1-4; pl. 6.50, 
7; pl. 6.67, 6), similar to the ones already 
described for the Balikh area. This testi-

15  A similar frequency is attested for Tell Kosak Shamali, where ring bases started to be used extensively from 
levels 12–10 onwards (Koizumi pers. comm.).
16  Very few sherds present figurative motifs, e.g. Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: pl. 6.21, 5-6, 17; pl. 6.36, 4.

fies for a connection between the Middle 
Euphrates area and the regions to the east 
(see Fig. 8, b; Akkermans 1988a: 209, pl. 
74, 94-95; pl. 79, 156). Another element, 
connecting the repertoire with those of 
the Balikh to the east and the Amuq to 
the west, is characterised by the presence 
of ‘bead-rims’, already described for the 
Balikh area (Akkermans 1988a: 207-208, 
pl. 73, 72, 78-80; pl. 79, 149; pl. 86, 214-215; 
pl. 92, 274; pl. 93, 275-280). This element 
is attested from Level 5 (stage II) onwards, 
in deep bowls with an open rim (called 
‘Sultaniyye’; Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: 
72-73), and in bowls with an inturned rim 
(see Fig. 8, a; Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: 
61, pl. 6.49, 1-5, 7-8; pl. 6.64; pl. 6.74, 7-8; 
pl. 6.84, 2-4, 5-7).

Regarding the decorative motifs, the 
first aspect to consider is the unusually 
high frequency of painted pottery com-
pared to the total assemblage. In stage 1 
at Tell al-Abr, painted pottery accounts for 
over 90% of the entire repertoire (Ham-
made, Yamazaki 2006: 61). This ratio is 
much higher than in the surrounding 
regions (Balikh and Amuq areas), where 
the Black-on-Buff repertoire is attested in 
smaller quantities. The repertoire is char-
acterised by a clear prevalence of geometric 
motifs that mainly differ in their compo-
sition.16 Among these, two elements are 
worth mentioning: the first one is a motif 
composed of a horizontal and a wavy line 
located in the lower half of the vessel. This 
is a simple motif, but it is frequently attest-
ed in the repertoire (between level 7 and 
level 4), and it may represent a local choice 
in the distribution of decorative spaces 
(Fig. 10, b; Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: pl. 
6.1; pl. 6.2, 1-2, 4; pl. 6.3, 1, 7, 9-10; pl. 6.4, 
2, 6; pl. 6.5, 1, 3; pl. 6.6, 1, 4-5; pl. 6.7, 1; pl. 
6.8, 4; pl. 6.13, 4; pl. 6.15, 2; pl. 6.16, 1, 6; 
pl. 6.22, 1-5, 8; pl. 6.23, 5; pl. 6.24, 6-7; pl. 
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Fig. 10 – a) ‘Zebdiyye’ cups from Middle Euphrates region and comparisons with cups with ring base from cen-
tral-southern Mesopotamia; b) local decorative motif (Middle Euphrates region): horizontal and wavy line in the 
lower half of the vessel; c) ‘eye’ painted decorative motif and comparisons between Middle Euphrates region and 
Amuq area. Images are not to scale.
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6.29, 2; pl. 6.30, 8; pl. 6.31, 14; pl. 6.38, 4; 
pl. 6.40, 8; pl. 6.44, 2; pl. 6.59, 3, 6).

The second one is the so-called ‘eye 
motif’, consisting of a series of semi-cir-
cular lines with an inner circle. The motif 
may present several varieties (thin vertical 
lines resembling ‘eyebrows’, or an oval el-
ement with thin vertical lines replacing 
the inner circle) but it is a decorative mo-
tif attested exclusively in the Middle Eu-
phrates and in the Amuq area. Therefore, 
it represents a distinctive element that 
establishes connections between the two 
ceramic regions.17 The motif is attested for 
only the two types (‘Zebdiyye’ and ‘Neck-
less globular jar’) for stages I and II at Tell 
al-Abr (Fig. 10, c).18

Another decorative motif connecting 
the region with the westernmost areas 
of south-eastern Anatolia is the so-called 
‘multiple brush’ motif, characterised by 
thin, non-continuous wavy lines. The mo-
tif is currently attested for levels 7–5 of 
Tell al-Abr (Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: 
pl. 6.7, 3; pl. 6.22, 5; pl. 6.37, 4, 7; pl. 6.40, 
8), and is also attested in the Amuq area, 
in the Cilician plain (Yumuktepe/Mer-
sin), and at Ras Shamra/Ougarit on the 
Syrian coast (see Braidwood, Braidwood 
1960; De Contenson 1992; Palumbi, Ca-
neva eds. 2019). It can be considered as a 
typical element of a local north-western 
tradition within the Ubaid phenomenon 
(Fig. 11, a).19 Lastly, in the region there is 

17  For Tell al-Abr, see Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: pl. 6.6, 1-3; pl. 6.35, 1-3.
18  In the Amuq area, the motif is attested in phase E (contemporary with stages I and II at Tell al-Abr), while 
there is a hiatus in the end the early 5th millennium BCE sequence in the Amuq (Braidwood, Braidwood 
1960: 511-513).
19  Already Palumbi, Caneva eds. 2019: 68 define the ‘multiple brush’ decorations as “a ‘north-western’ Ubaid 
ceramic tradition [...].”
20  Two-colour painted decorations are very rare also at Tell Kosak Shamali (Koizumi pers. comm.).
21  Sites e.g. Norsuntepe, Degirmentepe, Arslantepe and Domuztepe, located between the Elazig area and 
the plains of Malatya and Kahramanmaraş, could represent one or more ceramic sub-regions within the area; 
however they have not been selected as case-studies due to limited archaeological and ceramic data available 
for the early 5th millennium BCE.
22  Black-on-Buff ceramic materials were variously defined: ‘‘Ubaid-like Monochrome Painted Ware’ and 
‘‘Ubaid-like Bichrome Painted Ware’ by Braidwood, Braidwood (1960: 181-201), and ‘black paint on buff’, ‘red 
on buff’ and ‘black and red on buff’, by Yener et alii (2000a: 202, fig. 21).

also the presence (very limited) of two-co-
lour (black and red) decorations: sherds 
are attested for the site of Tell al-Abr 
(Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: pl. 6.58 n. 
6-7), while at Tell Kosak Shamali a com-
plete jar with red and black two-colour 
decorations from the area of the ceramic 
workshop is attested (Nishiaki 2016: fig. 
2).20 This is another feature that connects 
the area with the western regions, i.e., the 
Amuq area (Fig. 11, b).

West of the Euphrates River
West of the Euphrates, two areas in par-
ticular are considered: the Amuq (Tell 
Kurdu) and the coastal area of Cilicia 
(Yumuktepe/Mersin). They undoubtedly 
constitute two ceramic sub-regions char-
acterised by local repertoires within the 
Black-on-Buff tradition.21

In the Amuq area, Tell Kurdu phase 
E is contemporary with the Black-on-buff 
ceramic tradition. The local repertoire is 
composed of several ceramic productions, 
some of which (e.g. the so-called ‘Dark 
Faced Burnished Ware’) refer to an earli-
er local tradition (Braidwood, Braidwood 
1960: 175-204). Therefore, acknowledging 
a priori the existence of ceramic local tra-
ditions, at Tell Kurdu only sherds belong-
ing to the Black-on-Buff tradition will be 
discussed.22

As for the frequency, this is the most 
commonly attested production in phase E, 
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Fig. 11 – a) ‘Multiple brush’ painted decorative motif and comparisons between Middle Euphrates region, Amuq 
area and Cilician plain; b) bichrome painted decorations in Middle Euphrates region. Images are not to scale.

with a percentage of 72–77% (Braidwood, 
Braidwood 1960: 181), a number reduced 
to 45% in recent excavations (Yener et alii 
2000b: 60-61).

Such a high percentage of painted pot-
tery is in contrast with the data from Yu-
muktepe, where painted pottery for level 
XVI shows an occurrence of between 15 
and 17%, suggesting a diverse integration 
within the Black-on-Buff tradition for 
this area (Palumbi 2019: 66).

 Fabrics mostly have mineral inclu-
sions (fine sands) naturally present within 
the clay. The clay used is the same for 
the ‘Simple Ware’ and the ‘Ubaid-like Bi-

chrome Painted Ware’ showing a degree 
of similarities that could represent a lo-
cal production. Moreover, fabrics present 
serpentine mineral inclusions within fine 
sands (Braidwood, Braidwood 1960: 183). 
This mineral component is not attested in 
the analysed repertoires of the previously 
described regions.

Morphologically, the repertoire is 
mostly characterised by globular bowls 
(Braidwood, Braidwood 1960: 184). Few 
distinctive shapes are attested: one is a 
type of bowl with an elongated globular 
body, described by Braidwood as ‘gourd-
like’. This shape doesn’t seem to be attest-
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ed in the repertories of the surrounding 
regions (Fig. 12, a; Braidwood, Braidwood 
1960: 186, fig. 144, 12-13; fig. 145, 46-48). 
In addition, few examples of necked jars 
with vertical handles are attested, one 

with a double ring-shaped handle from 
Braidwood’s excavations, and one with a 
single vertical handle between the shoul-
der and the neck by Yener’s excavations 
(Fig. 12, b; Braidwood, Braidwood 1960: 

Fig. 12 – a) Local morphological type (Amuq area): ‘gourd-like’ cup; b) Local morphological type (Amuq area): jar 
with vertical handles; c) Local decorative motif (Cilician plain): ‘rosette’ motif; d) bichrome painted decoration in 
Cilician plain. Images are not to scale.
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186, fig. 144, 14; Yener et alii 2000b: fig. 
14, 3). Both forms, however, appear differ-
ent from the jars with vertical ribbon-like 
handles of Middle Euphrates and other 
eastern regions.

Phase E in the Amuq area is really 
distinctive due to the decorative repertoire 
(Braidwood, Braidwood 1960: 186). The 
presence of the so-called ‘eye motif’, al-
ready seen in the Middle Euphrates rep-
ertoire, is of particular note and it cre-
ates a connection between these two areas 
west of the Euphrates River (see Fig. 10, c; 
Braidwood, Braidwood 1960: fig. 148, 25; 
fig. 150, 2; fig. 151, 5; fig. 154, 35-39). The 
motif is not attested at Yumuktepe, in the 
Cilician plain.

Another interesting motif characteris-
tic of the Amuq area is defined as ‘mul-
tiple brush’ and composed of thin, closely 
spaced wavy lines, sometimes combined 
with other motifs (Braidwood, Braidwood 
1960: 187, fig. 147, 1, 15-18; fig. 148, 6, 7, 12-
14). The motif is attested at Tell Kurdu in 
the Amuq area as belonging to the Ubaid-
like Monochrome Painted Ware. It is one 
of the characteristic features of a ceramic 
class (defined as ‘Multiple-Brush Ware’) 
found at Yumuktepe (Palumbi 2019: 68, 
tav. 11). The motif also occurs at Ras Sham-
ra/Ougarit, level III C-B (De Contenson 
1992: fig. 218, 4; fig. 225, 2, 7), and at Tell 
al-Abr levels 7-5 (see Fig. 11, a; see above). 
As already mentioned, this element seems 
to characterise a local north-western tradi-
tion involving the areas west of the Middle 
Euphrates.

The so-called ‘rosette’ motif is distinc-
tive of the Fine Painted Ware class. As 
pointed out by Palumbi, the motif is fre-
quently attested within the Black-on-buff 
ceramic tradition (Palumbi 2019: 69-70). 
However, in southern Mesopotamia the 
motif is largely represented in the inner 
base of plates and bowls, while, e.g. at Tepe 
Gawra (Tobler 1950: fig. CLI, 503) and at 
Tell al-Abr (Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: 
pl. 6.39 n. 6), the motif is often small and 
used as a motif theory or placed between 

horizontal and vertical lines. In the case 
of Yumuktepe, the motif is used in larger 
dimensions as a filler of the entire outer 
wall of the vase and is sometimes delim-
ited by a black frame (Palumbi 2019: pl. 
14 a). Although it is a decorative element 
characteristic of the Black-on-buff tradi-
tion, in Cilician plain it is therefore pos-
sible to suggest a local variation in the use 
of this decorative motif (Fig. 12, c).

In addition, a limited percentage (1–5%) 
of bichrome painted pottery with red and 
black decorations is attested in the area. The 
presence of two-colour painted decorations 
on a repertoire reminiscent of the Black-on-
Buff ceramic tradition could represent an-
other north-western tradition, as two-colour 
decorations are attested in the Middle Eu-
phrates (Hammade, Yamazaki 2006: pl. 6.58 
n. 6-7; Nishiaki 2016: fig. 2), in the Amuq 
area (defined by Braidwood as ‘Ubaid-
like Bichrome Painted Ware’; Braidwood, 
Braidwood 1960: 201), as well as at Yumuk-
tepe/Mersin (fig. 12, d; Palumbi 2019: 68, 
pl. 13) and Ras Shamra/Ougarit, lev. III B 
(De Contenson 1992: fig. 228).

CONCLUSIONS

As seen in the present paper, patterns of 
regionalisation are recognisable within 
Ubaid/Black-on-Buff ceramic assemblag-
es in Greater Mesopotamia through the 
analysis of peculiar features (morpholog-
ical, technological and decorative) of the 
repertoires (Fig. 13). Parallel and comple-
mentary original research on regionalisms 
in the Ubaid, i.e. the work by Abu the 
work by Abu Jayyab and Gibbon (2022), 
are reaching the same conclusions.

It is therefore possible to establish the 
existence of ‘interaction spheres’, as pro-
posed by Stein and Özbal (Stein, Özbal 
2007; Stein 2010). Their validity has been 
demonstrated through pottery materials. 
The use of different elements of the ma-
terial culture repertoire (e.g. lithic, archi-
tecture) would result in the outlining of 
different interaction spheres.
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The analysis of the geographical ex-
tent of distinctive ceramic elements made 
it possible to give some insights into the 
complex interaction networks of Greater 
Mesopotamia during the late 6th and early 
5th millennium BCE. In their article, Abu 
Jayyab and Gibbon have given a strong 
chronological connotation to interaction 
networks, differentiating patterns for the 
Ubaid 3/Early Northern Ubaid, Ubaid 4/
Late Northern Ubaid, and LC 1 phases 
(Abu Jayyab, Gibbon 2022: 22-30). In this 
article, a ‘long-term’ perspective has been 
selected, identifying aspects of regional-
ism over the long period for the entire 
Ubaid/Black-on-Buff phenomenon.23

Dataset and methodology are other 
elements of distance between this work 
and that of Abu Jayyab and Gibbon. The 
authors have taken into account 72 sites, 
using 43 to 55 ceramic elements for each 
period, and making use of multivariate 
statistics (PCA) and formal Social Net-
work Analysis. In the present paper, the 
entire (published and, when possible, un-
published) ceramic repertoire of 35 sites 
have been studied in a qualitative perspec-
tive.

In terms of interaction networks, how-
ever, the picture that emerges is quite 
similar: both works highlight a strong 
ceramic regionalism within the Ubaid/
Black-on-Buff horizon, with a high local 
component of sites and regions within the 
network (Abu Jayyab, Gibbon 2022: 30-
33). Four major patterns emerge:

1. Central-southern Mesopotamia is a lo-
cal ceramic region displaying connec-
tions with the Hamrin area towards 
east, northern Mesopotamian region 
towards north, and Middle Euphrates 
area towards west. For Hamrin and 
northern Mesopotamian regions, con-
tacts are probably mediated by interme-
diate sites, while the only long-distance 

23  Nevertheless, some elements have also been highlighted in a chronological perspective, as in the case of 
the Hamrin, Mandali and Deh Luran regions.

connection is the one with the Middle 
Euphrates area, probably by way of the 
Euphrates River, as suggested also by 
Abu Jayyab, Gibbon (2022: 20).

2. Connections at the ceramic level are 
observed between the south-eastern 
portion of the Trans-Tigridian area 
(Sulaymaniyah and Shahrizor plains), 
the Hamrin area and the sub-regions 
of the Mandali area and the Deh Lu-
ran plain. Such comparisons could 
testify to a long-term connection be-
tween these areas within the so-called 
‘Trans-Tigridian Corridor’ (Mühl 
2013).

3. Specific comparisons are also found for 
the area encompassing the north-west-
ern portion of the Trans-Tigridian area 
(Erbil plain), northern Mesopotamia, 
the Jezirah and the Khabur regions.

4. The Balikh area appears different and 
seems to constitute a ‘border’ between 
Erbil plain, northern Mesopotamia, 
Jezirah and Khabur regions, on the 
one hand, and the regions west of the 
Balikh River (Middle Euphrates and 
the area west of the Euphrates river). 
These latter regions display some lo-
calised peculiarities. Certain morpho-
logical aspects (i.e. the ‘bead rims’) 
link the Balikh area with the Middle 
Euphrates and the Amuq areas. Some 
decorative motifs (i.e. the ‘eye motif’) 
are present in the Middle Euphrates 
and in the Amuq areas, whereas they 
are absent in the Balikh region. The 
ceramic repertoire of the Amuq area 
and that of the Cilician plain differ 
morphologically, while they share 
some elements of the decorative reper-
toire (i.e. the ‘Multiple-Brush’ motif). 

Assuming that connections identified 
at the ceramic level would correspond to 
connections at the social level, it is possi-
ble to support the hypothesis that the dif-
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fusion of the Black-on-Buff phenomenon 
did not follow a single pathway. For each 
area, diversified and localised pathways of 
contact seem to have existed. Trajectories 
for these connections may be followed in 
the preceding and following periods, and 
they may have had a role in defining the 
aforementioned ceramic regions and their 
later developments. Aspects of ceramic 
regionalism are also apparent in the pe-
riod preceding the spread of Black-on-
Buff pottery (early 6th millennium BCE), 
as well as in the following period (late 
5th millennium BCE). Although modali-
ties and motivations of these phenomena 
are different and to be researched on a 
case-by-case basis, the regionalism of the 
Black-on-Buff pottery repertoire is part of 
a broader framework.

In his work on redefining the ceram-
ic sequence of the early 6th millennium 
BCE, Campbell emphasises the presence 
of clear regional variations within the 
Halaf horizon. Unfortunately, the paucity 
of data did not allow to further elaborate 
on this aspect: “[...] we possess no data on 
small regional groups of sites. It is vital 
to avoid an over-generalisation of the fi-
nal ceramic sequence. From the limited 
data available, it seems certain that there 
are regional variations. We must suppose 
that at least this degree of variation also 
exists where we have no data. Therefore, 
although the aim is to construct a relative 
chronology that will integrate sites over 
a wide area, this must be based on traits 
that are very clear and on major changes 
in the assemblage and which can, where 

Fig. 14 – Latest development of the Black-on-Buff production and influences by Sprig ware and Black-on-Red 
ware (photos courtesy of the Near East Section at the Penn Museum of Philadelphia).
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possible, be shown to exist in different ar-
eas rather than on very specific changes 
only seen as a single site which may be 
a valid regional chronological marker but 
certainly not a more general one. Some 
possible regional divisions can be suggest-
ed” (Campbell 1992: 79).

The pre-existence of elements of re-
gionalism within the Halaf horizon may 
have had consequences in the development 
of elements of regional character during 
the Black-on-Buff phenomenon, which 
may have followed the same trajectories. 
Moreover, concerning the regions west of 
the Euphrates River, those regions show 
a local tradition characterised by so-called 
‘Dark Faced Burnished Ware’ (DFBW) for 
the late 7th – early 6th millennium BCE. 
Beyond their local distinctions (see, e.g., 
Balossi Restelli 2006), it is relevant to em-
phasise that this tradition created a sub-
stratum with which the Black-on-Buff ce-
ramic elements subsequently intertwined. 
On the one hand, e.g. in the Amuq area, 
during the peak of the Black-on-Buff ce-
ramic presence (Phase E), a small percent-
age of pottery belonging to the Dark Faced 
Burnished Ware tradition is still attested 
(Braidwood, Braidwood 1960: 177-178); on 
the other hand, it does not seem coinciden-
tal that the regions previously affected by 
this tradition developed distinctive region-
al criteria for the Black-on-Buff repertoire, 
criteria that allow them to be differentiat-
ed from other regions of the Black-on-Buff 
horizon.

As for the late 5th millennium BCE, in 
particular, Baldi, Abu Jayyab and Gibbon 
have highlighted the existence of a certain 
degree of regionalism at the ceramic level 
for LC 1 and LC 2 (immediately following 
the Black-on-Buff phenomenon; Baldi 
2016: fig. 1-3; Abu Jayyab, Gibbon 2022; 
see also the recent volume by Baldi et alii 
eds. 2022).

In the Post-Ubaid phase of northern 
Mesopotamian region, Black-on-Buff pro-
duction is associated with productions 
such as Sprig Ware, Black-on-Red, Red/

Grey wares, and Impressed-Blister ware 
(Rothman 2002; Rothman, Blackman 
2003; Abu Jayyab 2022). Their presence 
places the site of Tepe Gawra within a 
more restricted and localised circuit of 
interactions, exchanges and transfers of 
ideas (again at the ceramic level). These 
interactions also influence the latest de-
velopments of the Black-on-Buff produc-
tion, as for example in the case of the urn 
in Fig. 14: 1, which is characterised by a 
painted decoration typical of Sprig ware 
production. The same is noted for the jar 
in Fig. 14: 2, which presents a decorative 
motif typical of Black-on-Red produc-
tion but painted on a vessel belonging to 
the Black-on-Buff production (see Oates 
1987d: fig. 3, 4-5; Schwartz 2001: fig. 7.2 
d). These vessels testify to the fact that 
even Black-on-Buff production undergoes 
inflections and transformations under the 
influence of LC 1–2 local traditions.

In regards to the Trans-Tigridian area, 
both Tell Helawa and Surezha present 
major attestations for the LC 1–2 phases 
showing different trajectories of regional-
ism. Phase 5 at Tell Helawa is character-
ised by the presence of the so-called ‘angle 
necked jars’, coarse-made, mass-produced 
‘Wide Flower Pots’ (WFP), and a frag-
ment of Impressed-Blister ware (Peyronel 
et alii 2019: fig. 37; see also Vacca, Peyronel 
2022). Surezha shows a repertoire simi-
lar to Tell Helawa Phase 5 and to Tepe 
Gawra Levels XII–XI, with the presence 
of WFPs, bowls with inverted rims, frag-
ments pertaining to the Impressed-Blis-
ter ware, and a jar with a painted ‘sprig’ 
motif, considered as a local imitation of 
Sprig ware production (see Stein 2018: 
35, fig. 5-6). WFPs, Sprig wares, and 
Impressed-Blister wares are all ceramic 
productions with a geographical spread 
limited to the Trans-Tigridian, northern 
Mesopotamian and Jezirah regions. Red/
Grey wares have a similar geographical 
range, including also highland interac-
tions with eastern Anatolia (see Abu Jayy-
ab 2022).
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The Jezirah and Khabur area is best 
exemplified by the sites of Tell Feres 
al-Sharqi, Hamoukar and Tell Brak (Abu 
Jayyab 2012; Baldi 2012a; Baldi, Abu Jayy-
ab 2012; Oates 2012). In the Post-Ubaid 
phase, the area seems to act as a crossroads 
between two distinct emerging traditions, 
an eastern and a western one (Marro 
2012: 22-23). The site of Hamoukar shows 
the presence of WFP, Impressed-Blister 
ware, Sprig ware, Red/Grey wares as well 
as bowls with inturned rims and ‘angle 
necked jars’ (Abu Jayyab 2012: figs. 1-4). 
Sites such as Tell Feres al-Sharqi and Tell 
Brak show a similar assemblage, to which 
is added the presence of so-called ‘Coba 
bowls’ of western tradition (Baldi 2012a: 
pl. 6, 2; Oates 2012: fig. 5, 45; see also Bal-
di 2012b). Coba bowls are a type of coarse-
ly made globular bowls characterised by 
a convex base and a coarse finishing by 
scraping on the outer surface of the base, 
typical of the beginning of the Late Chal-
colithic period in the regions west of the 
Jazirah area.

In fact, as seen from the Balikh area, 
the beginning of the Late Chalcolithic 
period (Phase V A) is characterised by a 
remarkable continuity with Phase IV, as 
seen, e.g., in the presence of the bead-rim 
bowls and pots (Akkermans 1988b: 288, 
305-306; pl. 99, 29; pl. 100, 30; pl. 101, 
43). However, Phase V A is also charac-
terised by the appearance in considerable 
quantities of Coba bowls, that are attest-
ed for the entire Phase V (Akkermans 
1988b: 304-305, pl. 99, 24-27). Their 
presence is also attested in the Middle 
Euphrates area and west of the Euphra-
tes, creating a rather clear contrast to the 
areas where WFP were widespread (for 
a complete overview, see Baldi 2012b). 
What emerges from this picture is the 
presence of two tradition of coarse-made 
and mass-produced bowls, intertwined 
with other and differently localised ce-

ramic productions, such as, e.g., Sprig 
ware and Impressed-Blister ware.

Even though the the Halaf ceramic 
regionalism is still to be documented in 
detail, the present research and the work 
by Abu Jayyab and Gibbon (2022) are 
both changing the perspective on the dif-
fusion of the Black-on-Buff phenomenon 
in Greater Mesopotamia. Looking at the 
entire framework, if we accept the possi-
bility that the phenomenon may have fol-
lowed diverse and localised contact routes, 
there is the possibility that these followed 
pre-existing contact pathways during the 
Halaf phase. Aspects of continuity in the 
trajectories of ceramic regionalism may 
also be identified in the following peri-
od, when the Black-on-Buff tradition is 
replaced by other ceramic productions 
that still maintain some of the localised 
contact routes already existing during the 
late 6th and the early 5th millennium BCE.
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