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Production centres of African red slip ware

(3rd-7th c.) in northern and central Tunisia:
archaeological provenance and reference groups based on chemical analysis

Michael Mackensen and Gerwulf Schneider

In the past two decades our knowledge of the production, chronology, and distribution area
of N African sigillata has increased enormously.! Of particular interest are the specialised
and highly productive pottery-making centres which produced not only to meet limited local
needs but also the needs of at least a regional market, while their finest wares were distributed
across a large part of the Mediterranean basin. On the basis of clearly defined criteria, the pro-
venance of this fine pottery can be determined at least by region, and some individual potteries
can even be identified. This is the prerequisite for, and the basis of, chronologically-
differentiated distribution maps and comparative analyses of urban and rural markets in the
provinces of Africa Proconsularis, Byzacena and Tripolitana, as well as for reconstructing the
mechanisms governing delivery to and supply of large cities such as Carthage.?

In the western Mediterranean countries the classification of various kinds of N African red
slip ware as sigillata chiara A, C and D, defined by N. Lamboglia in 1958 and 1963, was
widely applied. J. W. Salomonson recognised in 1968 not only the appliqué-decorated El Aouja
ware as a “transitional phase”, manufactured in central Tunisia, and named it sigillata chiara
A/C, but he also observed a gradual deterioration of the fabric of sigillata chiara C. These
three groups were then classified by A. Carandini as C! (early C, similar to El Aouja or A/C
quality), C? (classical C) and C3 (late C). Although J. W. Hayes had clearly distinguished and
carefully described the various fabrics of the African Red Slip Ware in 1972, he declined to
classify them. A very elaborate system of classification was suggested in 1981 by A. Carandini,
L. Sagui, S. Tortorici and S. Tortorella who differentiated the main classes and fabrics of
sigillata africana, as described by Hayes, by A2, C1'5, D2 and E; later, transitional fabrics
A/D and C/E were introduced and the relief-decorated sigillata with appliqués was classified
as C'2 (the former A/C), C3 (former C) and the relief-decorated mould-made C* (former D). At
least for the A2 and D! sigillata they rightly suggested a northern Tunisian provenance, and
for the C1'5 and E sigillata a central Tunisian provenance.3

By the early 1980s, ]. W. Salomonson, J. W. Hayes and A. Carandini had distinguished reg-
ional groups of stamp or relief-decorated sigillata on the basis of form, decoration and fabric,
although the centres at which it was made (some of which were already known) had not yet
been systematically studied. With the focussed surveys which I have carried out since 1981 in
the hinterland of Carthage, south of Tebourba (Thuburbo Minus),* and which D. P. S. Peacock,
F. Bejaoui and N. Ben Lazreg conducted from 1984 in central Tunisia® (fig. 1), it has been possi-
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