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The aim of this approach is to give a brief overview of the imports and local imitations 
of Hellenistic painted pottery in the N-W Black Sea area in pointing out to some features of 
fabric and style. On key-sites such as Olbia, Histria, Tomis and Chersonesus, beside 
Hellenistic wares with painted decoration in the canonical Hadra style, less orthodox pieces of 
careless manufacture seem to be interpreted as local imitations. 

Hadra pottery is commonly defined by its decorative technique. Typically, the Hadra 
style makes use of added colour – usually red, reddish brown, white, applied over the white 
(White-Ground Class) or  clay ground of the vases (Clay-Ground Class)1. The painted red 
over white technique appears more typical for Alexandrian fabrics; other colours applied on 
the clay ground are much common in the Cretan production2. These techniques were 
generally applied on closed shapes of bigger size, e.g. water or honey containers of hydria 
type, especially intended as cinerary urns in the well known eponym cemetery in Alexandria 
as well as elsewhere.                           

The beginning of the Clay-Ground Class of Hadra style occurs in Crete and the bulk 
seems to date between c. 260 and 190 BC or later3. Crete in particular produced Hadra 
vessels, usually of quite good quality, made of fine clay, well finished, with a fairly lustrous 
surface. The archaeological evidence suggests Knossos as the main centre of manufacture. 
Some imported vessels found on Pontic sites, especially the hydriai of the Northern Black 
Sea4, or one pyxis from Tomis5, appear to be very close in fabric to the Cretan specimens. The 
White Ground Class of Alexandria is represented by one Hadra hydria with polychrome 
decoration a tempera applied on a white slip ground, which has been found in the Hellenistic 
necropolis of Callatis6. Furthermore, the amount of genuine Hadra products identified on 
several sites of the Black Sea region was not very high, but their occurrence was sufficient to 
induce the manufacture of local imitations of Hellenistic painted pottery. 

It has also been possible to connect with the Hadra style a series of NW Pontic vessels 
mostly kraters but also some jugs, decorated with various motives and using techniques 
characteristic of the basic Hadra group. For some years, they have been given the appellation 
of “pseudo-Hadra” group within the Hellenistic Pontic Pottery, because of their obvious 
relationship with the canonical Hadra found in the excavations of Black Sea sites. However, 
scholars have long recognized that some of Pontic pieces could have be in fact connected to 
Alexandria7.  

Some Pontic local products8 may be considered as counterparts of genuine Hadra 
vessels. They are made of various clays, generally fine, smooth buff, light brown or reddish, 
clean-breaking, occasionally containing mica or lumps of lime. The painted field appears 
fairly lustrous and sometimes shows a pronounced metallic gloss. The vases are carefully 
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decorated on both neck and body with floral or geometrical friezes, such as leaves, spiral 
tendrils, ivy garland, and fillets of variable width, especially on the lower part of the body. 
Variations appear in the compositional scheme from one region to another one, from one 
period to another one. The range of decorative schemes is fairly limited and repetitive. 
Popular on the neck of different local shapes such as amphorae, jugs, hydriai and krateriskos 
are vegetal garlands9. The scheme of surrounding garlands is also to be found in the orthodox 
Hadra style. The drawing of the meander on one piece from Histria may be compared with 
that on a Cretan piece. In the later works the repertory is simplified and the quality declining.  

The investigated materials have put forward a range of shapes. Kraters are not 
common among the Black Sea imports, but they are attested in considerable quantities within 
the Pontic local products. Amphorae, especially of transport type, almost never appear in the 
Southern Mediterranean although amphorae of standard or fractional type are present in 
Chersonesus and Olbia.  

It is very difficult to determine the chronological limits of this group. Stylistic links 
suggest that it must have begun somewhere in the second part of the third century, with a peak 
in the 2nd -1st c. BC. An important batch of fragmentary pieces belong to this period and the 
evolution of  shapes within the group suggests that their manufacture has covered a long span 
of time.  

Virtually some pieces from Histria must have been made in or near this city, but from 
the second part of the 2nd century BC onwards, manufacture seems to have been undertaken 
on indigenous centres as well10.  In Southern and Eastern Dacia, it seems to have started on a 
number of autochthonous centres, where local potters were skilled enough to imitate the 
colonial products at various standards of quality. Most of these vases are made of well 
levigated clay and bear a carefully painted decoration, which seems typical for the 2nd- 1st c. 
BC.  

In order to check the validity of the hypothesis of local imitations of Hellenistic 
painted wares at Histria, we have submitted to chemical analysis (X-ray fluorescence) a batch 
of 24 samples of sherds from the former 1927-42 Lambrino excavations, all bearing a painted 
decoration of « pseudo-Hadra » type, but assumed to correspond to Pontic imitations, i. e. not 
randomly selected.  

The preliminary results obtained clearly show that, except two marginal pieces, most 
samples display a chemical pattern fitting quite well with those of Istro-Pontic colonial 
products, mostly using the same loessic clay material [Plate A]. In order to refine the regional 
differentiation between Histria and neighbouring settlements such as Tomis and Callatis in the 
South and Orgame, and Olbia in the North, more comparative tests have made, which have 
revealed that the chemical pattern of the Istro-Pontic branch of the dendrogramme [Fig. 1] 
differs at the same time from the main local groups of Histria, Orgame, Olbia and Callatis, but 
fits into a group of peculiar interest attested both in Histria and Tomis. At Histria, this group 
appears as a secondary one, including fragments of a distinctive type of Hellenistic jug or 
oinochoe with pale clay and rivet-like plastic ornament on top of handle, as well as some 
Hellenistic and, mainly, Roman terracotta figurines. At Tomis, a group with the same 
chemical pattern gathers one half or so of our batch of samples, i. e. a much more important 
share than in Histria. Until now it was assumed as local, under the denomination “Tomis A”.  
But from now on, we are faced with a keen problem of differenciation between Histria and 
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Tomis as to decide which one was the real centre of manufacture of these various wares. On 
one side, the Roman statuettes from Histria (14 complete pieces plus numerous fragments 
corresponding to some 150/200 others) are reported to have been discovered near a workshop 
of coroplaths and consequently assimilated to local products (however, the excavator’s 
paper11 is not clear and, even if the find place is located in the vicinity of pottery workshops, 
indisputably clearly misfired piece are seemingly not to be found among the excavated batch 
of fragments); on the other side, the fact that our sub-group “Tomis A”, including common 
ware, black glaze and two sherds of “Pseudo-Hadra”, forms almost one half of our batch of 
samples also suggests a local origin.  

As for the two isolated marginal samples to be interpreted as imports on the 
diagramme [Fig. 2], their chemical pattern does not fit satisfactorily with any local reference 
of  the network of the Lyon Lab for Eastern Greece and Alexandria. In the same manner, it 
seems to differ from the fragmentary data published by Richard Jones for Crete12. Of course 
these preliminary results are still to be refined; they also require further comparisons within 
the Black Sea area, where similar imitations of Hadra ware are also to be found either in the 
autochthonous hinterland or in more remote littoral regions – e.g. the Crimea with the local 
products of Chersonesus – , for which local references are still too lacunary.       
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