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CHAPTER IV 

ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING 

In its broadest sense, and as a spatial concept, landscape is the total appearance 

of the land in a place, district or region: the rocks, soils and minerals, the shape of the 

land and the scale of its features, its vegetation and land-use, the pattern and kinds of 

settlement, its industrial elements, and even the general appearance of the sky (Allen 

2017: 45). 

“Pottery and ceramics can be conceptualized as artificial stone, the first synthetic 

material created by humans thousands of years ago” (Rice 2015: 3). The preparation of 

these artifacts requires four elements of nature: earth, water, fire, and air (Rice 2015: 3). 

Therefore, information about the geographical position, climate, water resources, clay 

sources, and mineralogical composition of the Shkodra Region, provides data about 

ceramic ecology. Similarly, Matson (1965: 203) considers pottery studies as an attempt 

“to relate the raw materials and technologies that the local potter has available to the 

functions in his culture of the products he fashions.” The environment preserves what 

humans left behind - traces that need decoding. “Humans and nature interact through time 

at different scales, often generating various dynamic, reciprocal relationships, the effects 

of which may be recorded in Holocene sediment records as “impacts”” (Mazzini et al. 

2016: 2). Similarly, handmade prehistoric sherds provide evidence about human activities 

in the past. 
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Water resources, rock types, mineralogical composition, vegetation, and climate 

are all crucial components that affect human behavior over time. “The deposits where 

artifacts are found provide information on the age, landscape, and environmental setting 

of human occupations and on the processes that formed the archaeological record” (Rapp 

and Hill 1998: 18). Hence, integrating archaeological information with information on 

environmental setting helps in understanding patterns of pottery production and 

circulation. 

The Shkodra Region (Figure 1) lies in the northwestern part of Albania. It has an 

overall surface area of 2528 km2 of which 86% is mountainous and 14% is plain. It 

shares state borders with Montenegro and administrative ones with Tropojë, Pukë, Lezhë, 

and the Adriatic Sea (Gjoni and Dibra 1999: 291). In this area, dominant landforms and 

geomorphologic processes date from the Quaternary up to the current stage. The region is 

formed mainly by alluvial-proluvial and fluvio-glacial deposits of Quaternary date that 

overlap with the carbonate foundation of the Mesozoic (Krutaj 1999: 235). The territory 

of the Shkodër Region consists of Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Cenozoic rocks (Xhomo et 

al. 2004). 

Geological and archaeological evidence show that during the Holocene a series of 

prehistoric groups occupied the Shkodra Region (Mazzini et al. 2016: 2). Late-Final 

Neolithic (3500 BC) and Early Bronze Age (3100-2000 BC) is characterized by the 

nucleation of settlements in the area (Mazzini et al. 2016: 2). During the Bronze Age, the 

construction of hill forts and burial mounds, a practice possibly introduced by the Cetina 

culture of Croatia, became a common phenomenon (Galaty et al. 2014 and Mazzini et al. 

2016: 2). 
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Shkodra and its surrounding areas constitute a particular morphological and 

morphogenetic entity with a variety of ecosystems and landscapes linked mutually 

between them (Krutaj 1999: 235). This land-formation complex (Krutaj 1999: 235) 

includes Shkodra Lake, the Shkodra Plain, the Alps to the northeast, and the 

hydrographic interactions between the Drin and Buna rivers and Shkodra Lake. 

Geographers divide the Shkodër Region into two main components based on their 

geomorphological characteristics, Mbishkodër and Nënshkodër. 

In the Mbishkodër area, the Shkodra Plain occupies the northern part of the 

lowlands along the eastern coast of the lake, from Shkodra city in the southeast to Brigjë 

village in the northwest, and has a length of 36 km, is 4-15 km wide, and has a surface 

area of 390 km2 (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 457). Prehistoric sites located 

in this part of the region are Zagorë (Andrea 1986; Andrea 1987), Marshej (Karaiskaj 

1977), Mokset (Jubani 1984; Hoxha 2004), Vorfë (Jubani 1984), Kodër Boks, Kratul 

(Fistani 1983), Drisht (Jubani 1984; Jubani 1986) settlements and the Shtoj (Tumulus 

088), Shkrel (Tumulus 099), and Grizhë areas, where tumuli have been identified, (Jubani 

1984; Lera et al. 1983). Also, the PASH survey has identified archaeological evidence in 

the villages of Postribë, Gruemirë, and Dobraç (PASH Project, unpublished data). 

The subarea of Mbishkodër has a Mediterranean climate (Hoti 2004: 5) 

conditioned by its geographical position at the northern edge of the country, its low relief, 

encirclement to the east by relatively high mountain chains, and influence of the lake 

(Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 457). The prevalence of karst in the region has 

conditioned the hydrographic network, including the development of considerable 

underground flows. Kiri is the only river that flows through the southeastern edge of the 
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Mbishkodër plain; therefore, the vegetation coverage is sparse in general (Akademia 

Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 457). Strong karst formations characterize the Mbishkodër 

Plain, which almost all arise to the northwest and along the shore of the lake. 

The main soil type in the Mbishkodër Plain is brown meadow, which occupies 

53% of the total area of the plain (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990). This type of 

soil constitutes the main agricultural land, stretching from Koplik to Bajzë (Akademia 

Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 462). It is suitable for planting tobacco, grain, and fodder 

(Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 462). Brown pasture soil, formed at the foot of 

the hills, comprises an essential soil component in this area (about 16% of the area) and 

bounds the plain on the northeast. These soils are medium sub-argil (sub-clay) and are 

poor in humus and phosphorus. Hence, they are unsuitable for agriculture and suited for 

summer pasture (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 457). It is worth mentioning 

that a special type of soil has been identified in the Shtoj plain. These soils, brown forest 

meadow, are formed from the erosion of forest lands and the deposition of organic 

material (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 462). In the past, Shtoj plain was not 

suitable for agriculture nor for living purposes (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990). 

But as this soil type has developed in the area, it is now (Akademia Shqiptare e 

Shkencave 1990). 

Excavations and surveys conducted by the PASH project were mostly 

concentrated in the Mbishkodër area, particularly at the Zagorë settlement and in the 

vicinity of tumuli in the Shtoj and Shkrel plains. Based on geomorphological data, it is 

likely that the prehistoric populations living in the Mbishkodër area focused on animal 
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breeding rather than farming. PASH archaeobotanical and archaeofaunal data should help 

resolve this question. 

Different geomorphological characteristics represent the other part of the Shkodër 

lowland, the Nënshkodër subarea. It extends from the right bank of the Drin river (Vau i 

Dejës-Bunë), to the north, and includes the area positioned between the Kir river and 

Guri i Zi village up to the Adriatic seashore in the southwestern part. The Nënshkodër 

subarea extends south to the city of Lezhë (a distance of about 30 km), west to the foot of 

Hajmeli Mountain, and east to the Buna River (a distance of 25 km). Its overall surface 

area is about 630 km2 (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 466). In this part of the 

region are located the main archaeological sites with designated prehistoric phases. Some 

examples of these sites are Beltojë (Lahi 1988), Belaj (Prendi 1987), Gajtan (Islami and 

Ceka 1965; Jubani 1966; Jubani 1972; Korkuti 1979), Ganjollë (Lahi 1993), and Shkodra 

Castle (Hoxha 1987), to name a few. 

Non-uniform shapes characterize the relief of the Nënshkodër subarea, with fields 

and hills traversing its landscape. They constitute the main components of the 

morphology of the Nënshkodër area. Bregu i Bunës, Guri i Zi, Anamali, Trushit, and 

Velipojë are the foremost plains located in this area (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 

1990). The hydrographic network of the Nënshkodër subarea has numerous flows and 

enormous water reserves, which nowadays, are utilized in the economy of the country. 

The Drini i Bardhë and Buna Rivers, which transverse the area of Nënshkodër, have the 

heaviest water flows in the country. The main soil types of the Nënshkodër plain are 

gray-brown ones, which cover all its hilly areas (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990). 

Similarly, as with the Mbishkodër subarea, the natural vegetation in both the lowlands 
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and hills of Nënshkodër is sparse (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 467). 

However, as Albania has a Mediterranean climate, deciduous oak forest is present all 

over the country, including the Shkodra Region (Aufgebauer et al., 2012:124; Uncu 

2011: 47). In the Nënshkodër area, the PASH project conducted intensive survey, site 

collection, and test excavations in Gajtan and its surrounding areas. 

As the main components of pottery are clays and tempers, detailed background 

information regarding the sources of clay and mineralogy of the area is needed. Pottery 

production is primarily dependent on the existence of clay sources (Allen 2017: 109). In 

other words, it is worth mentioning the geological composition of the Shkodra Region. 

Unfortunately, until now, no evidence has been obtained about the areas of raw material 

exploited for pottery production in the Shkodra Region. Hence, geological information is 

valuable evidence for sourcing pottery under the study. Based on the geological evidence, 

the area near the Gajtan settlement (Table 2) is surrounded by Paleogenic deposits 

belonging to the Pleistocene and Lower and Middle Eocene. 

Table 2 Clay sources in the Shkodra and surrounding regions and their distances 

from Gajtan. 

Drisht Karma Melgusha Jushi Lezhë Gajtan 

mountain 
Area 

8.77 16.21- 8.01-9.58 13.14 37.65- Near Gajtan 

16.29 40.00 (?) 
Distance 

from 

Gajtan/km 

Distances were measured using ArcGIS 10.4.1 and data about clay sources were obtained 

from Gjeoportali i Shqipërisë: Autoriteti Shtetëror për Informacionin Gjeohapësinor 

“ASIG”. http://geoportal.asig.gov.al 
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These deposits have mainly a red-colored “clay marl” or clay formation layer that 

averages 10-12 m thick, near Gajtan, but can extend up to 20-30 m in thickness (Xhomo 

et al. 2004). Above the “clay marl” layer continues a sandy-clay flysch stratum composed 

of thin layers of calcium carbonate from the Paleocene-Eocene. Its thickness is about 10 

to 30 m (Xhomo et al. 2004). 

Gajtan is not the only area rich in clay sources. There are other parts of the 

Shkodra Region nearby that have raw materials, such as clay, suitable for pottery 

production. The closest clay source to Gajtan is located in Melgusha about 8.01-9.58 km, 

and Lezhë is the furthest, around 37.65-40.00 km from Gajtan (Table 2). Also, the 

geological map (Figure 1) shows that kaolinite or clay minerals are available in the 

Shkodra Region, in Qelza, Dedaj, and on the border with Lezhë. Reedy (2008) claims 

that, “kaolinites are one of the most widely occurring and extensively used clays. They 

can be found as primary clays, formed by an advanced stage of weathering of granitic 

rocks high in feldspar and quartz, or of micaceous schist” (2008: 109-110). 

Regarding mineralogy, geologists previously have mentioned only the presence of 

metallic minerals in the Shkodra Region, such as tin sources in Koplik and copper in Vau 

i Dejës (Akademia Shqiptare e Shkencave 1990: 467). 
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Figure 1 The map represents the main prehistoric archaeological sites, clay sources, 

and mineralogical composition of the Shkodra Region and its surrounding 

area. Data about geological sources were obtained from Gjeoportali i 

Shqipërisë: Autoriteti Shtetëror për Informacionin Gjeohapësinor “ASIG”. 
http://geoportal.asig.gov.al 

  

  

  

 

However, recent geological evidence reveals that the Shkodra Region has a diverse 

mineralogical composition (Figure 1). Common minerals found in Albania, including the 

Shkodra Region, are quartz, quartzite, and quartz sandstone (Leka et al. 2012: 97, 99). 

However, other kinds of minerals such as albitophyre (close to Ganjollë), magnesite 

(Levrushk), and quartz (Kërranja, Kukës) are present in the region and nearby areas 

(http://geoportal.asig.gov.al). Also, Çina (2012: 13) mentions the presence of additional 

ones identified in the area such as quartz (Dedaj, Shkodër), serpentinite (Lezhë), 
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titaniferous magnetite (Lezhë), tractoline (Lezhë), and travertine (Kërranja, Kukës). 

Moreover, Team F, which surveyed the area around Kodër Boks, Vorfë, and Kratul, has 

found mineral ores such as hematite or magnetite during the PASH survey (PASH 

project, unpublished data). 

Apart from minerals, rock types provide an extensive amount of information for 

determining the provenance and exchange patterns of pottery finds. Similar to minerals, 

rocks can occur naturally in clay, and, therefore, pottery. But, they also can be 

intentionally added by the potter to the clay. The identification of rock types provide 

valuable archaeological information when it comes to the origin of raw materials. The 

main rock types found in the Shkodra Region and its surrounding are gabbro (Levrushk 

and Lezhë), basalt (Lezhë), granite (Levrushk and on the border with Kukës and Fierzë), 

and peridotite (Kukës) (Haklaj and Tashko 2012; Hoxha and Boullier 1995: 224). In the 

PASH study region, limestone resources mainly dominate the area, especially in the 

Mbishkodër part. 

Over a five-year period, from 2010-2014, PASH surveyed and conducted 

excavations at sites in both the Mbishkodër and Nënshkodër areas. The prehistoric (Late 

Neolithic to Late Bronze Age) pottery finds from test excavations at Gajtan (Site 011), 

Zagorë (Site 015), Kodër Boks (Site 007), and excavations at Tumulus 099 (Site 016) and 

Tumulus 088 (Site 014) are the primary focus of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER V 

SITE INFORMATION AND THE STUDY SAMPLE 

Geological evidence, geographical position, and archaeological data indicate that 

the Shkodra Region is a suitable area for living purposes. In this area, human activities 

date back to the Paleolithic (Korkuti 1995: 5). In their study on the paleoenvironment of 

the area, Mazzini et al. (2014: 5) point out the following: 

A multidisciplinary micro-paleontological study of a sediment core (SK19) drilled 

in the coastal area of Lake Shkodra, northern Albania, integrated with 

archaeological data from the Projekti Arkeologjikë i Shkodrës (PASH), provides 

compelling evidence for a long-term relationship between Shkodra’s natural 

environment and its inhabitants. 

As pottery comprise the largest percentage of archaeological finds in the area, the 

interaction between prehistoric groups and their environment seems to have been crucial, 

because the primary resources needed to produce it are clay, water, and wood. 

This chapter will focus on work that 1) the PASH project conducted in the area, 2) 

background about sites, 3) pottery finds from previous work at Gajtan (Nënshkodër), 

Zagorë, Kodër Boks and tumuli in Shtoj and Shkrel (Mbishkodër), and 4) the sample 

selected for this study. 
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Figure 2 The Shkodra Region, the area covered by PASH project, prepared in ArcGIS 

by Shefqet Lulja 
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