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In a 2009 chapter on ancient Lucania, Elena Isayev questioned the value 
of ‘regionalism’, or defining populations by regional cultures, as a useful 
framework for analysis in early Italy. As part of this argument, Isayev 
cited, among other things, the problematic nature of the literature-based 
ethnic labels typically used as well as the overlapping footprints of dif-
ferent material culture practices.1 In challenging these pre-existing ethnic 
labels and paradigms, and particularly in contrasting them with the emerg-
ing archaeological picture, Isayev was certainly not alone.2 The past half-
century of archaeological and historical enquiry, rather than clarifying our 
understanding of both communal and individual identity in antiquity, has 
in many ways done the reverse. Modern scholarship, particularly in the 
aftermath of postmodernism, has proven very adept at deconstructing and 
problematising long-accepted models of ancient culture, demonstrating 
how once seemingly unshakable concepts (e.g., ‘Roman’ or ‘Greek’) often 
fall apart when explored in detail.3 Additionally, the increase in archaeo-
logical evidence and the development of new interpretative methodologies 
have given us far more data, and far greater specificity, upon which to 
base our understanding of life in the ancient Mediterranean. We are much 
more aware of both the complexity and diversity of ancient society at all 
levels, particularly as evidenced in material culture. Consequently, scholars, 
working with both the literature and archaeology, have increasingly sought 
to replace the old ‘grand narratives’ – the idealised stories of stable and 

* Many thanks must go to Elena Isayev, Troy Samuels, Joshua Emmitt, Rebecca Phillipps, 
Nicola Terrenato, Gala Morris, Sally Mubarak, and many others who read and commented 
on various drafts of this chapter. All errors and omissions, of course, remain our own.

1 Isayev (2009).
2 See, for instance, Bradley (1997), (2000a) for earlier suggestions along the same lines.
3 These issues were popularised with the ‘cultural turn’ of the 1980s and brought to the fore-

front of ancient world studies by works like Woolf (1998). Mattingly (2009) offers an appro-
priate contextualisation. For some recent work on this issue, see, for instance, Clackson et al. 
(2020) and Gruen (2020), amongst many others, grappling with this issue.
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homogeneous cultures which previously defined the discipline – with local 
histories and detailed case studies.4

It is clear, however, that this shift in focus has not solved the fundamental 
issue. The overlapping footprints of different material cultures have disrupted 
regional models that relied solely on archaeological classification while simul-
taneously challenging the applicability of literary-derived labels to material 
culture. We have yet to find a way to replace the regional labels and, without 
the structure provided by these regional entities and systems, even if only heu-
ristic in nature, we have struggled to knit detailed local histories (i.e., studies 
of specific sites, assemblages, or communities) together into broader social 
and cultural narratives of identity and society.5 In turn, this has limited both 
the scope of our interpretations and, perhaps most importantly, our ability to 
tell engaging stories about ancient peoples and their lives.6

At the core of our dilemma lies a fundamental disconnect in how our two 
primary forms of evidence for the ancient Mediterranean – archaeological 
material and written sources – encode and preserve notions of identity.7 
In the ancient literature, identity is generally conceived of socially, politi-
cally, or ethnically, and often in idealised terms. It is an intellectual or per-
ceptive identification, an immaterial idea. These ‘cognitive communities’, 
although nominally defining groups and often deployed at a regional level, 
are expressed and filtered individually by discrete authors and, in many cases, 
reflect an etic perspective. Although some of these biases have been increas-
ingly counterbalanced by New Historicism and similar approaches, adding 
an extra layer of context to the interpretation, we cannot escape the fact that 
the nature of the original identity expressed in this material is profoundly 
ephemeral and myopic.8 It is an individual’s view, expressed at a specific 
point in time and in a specific context, which is also part of a much wider, 

4 Gosner and Hayne’s forthcoming edited volume on local experiences of mobility and con-
nectivity is an excellent recent example of such an approach. See also Hodos (2008).

5 Isayev (2009) 224.
6 While there has been some notable theoretical discourse in recent decades to address this 

issue – such as on the principles of hybridity and connectivity (a principle, as the title of the 
chapter indicates, we will be returning to), as well as the attempted rehabilitation of terms 
like ‘Romanisation’ – the field has struggled to shape new narratives out of the ruins left by 
our deconstruction. See, for example, the pieces in Archaeological Dialogues, Volume 21, and 
particularly those by Versluys (2014); Stek (2014); van Dommelen (2014), and Woolf (2014). 
On hybridity, see, for example, van Dommelen (2005).

7 Each of these broad types of evidence contains a tremendous amount of diversity as well – 
and there are certain areas of overlap. For instance, a written text is also a material object, 
featuring its own object biography and materiality. Conversely, artefacts can also be read in 
symbolic ways more common in the study of literature. For the purposes of this discussion, 
this (overly) strict dichotomy does allow us to capture the different concepts to identity that 
still guide approaches to the evidence in the modern academic field.

8 Gallagher and Greenblatt (2000). On the expression of identity in literature, see Gruen’s 
oeuvre (esp. Gruen 2020). See also Balot’s (2021) useful epilogue in the special issue of Polis, 
entitled ‘Discourses of Identity in the Ancient World’.



Communities and connectivities 3

and typically theoretical or idealised, whole. In archaeology, by contrast, 
identity has traditionally been difficult to access directly. It has instead been 
defined circuitously through analysis of form, style, and function within the 
material record, often building on Childe’s problematic model of archaeo-
logical cultures and grouping together assemblages based on shared charac-
teristics.9 These ‘material communities’ are defined by modern scholars along 
somewhat arbitrary lines drawn around sets of unique items and, despite 
their origin as a typological heuristic, are at times assumed to represent 
real and distinct groups or identities present within ancient populations. 
Although the ‘material turn’ in archaeology has appropriately shifted atten-
tion towards the dynamic relationality between objects at multiple scales 
of analysis, the artificial grouping of material culture, now on the basis of 
consumption or depositional patterns, remains.10 We are therefore left with 
two systems. On the one hand, the ancient literature offers a limited set of 
idealised and absolute labels, but ones which seem to reflect how (at least 
some) ancient individuals seem to have understood and expressed various 
identities and relationships. On the other hand, the archaeology works from 
an exponentially growing corpus of evidence with virtually infinite options 
for categorisation and analysis, albeit always through a modern lens.11 It is 
the conflation of these distinctive approaches to ancient identity, each built 
on different bases of evidence and answering different questions, which often 
lies at the heart of scholarly disagreements about the ancient past.

In the same 2009 study, Isayev suggested that one way to combine these two 
forms of evidence, and their conceptions of community and identity, might be 
through ‘imagined communities’, critically drawing on Benedict Anderson’s 
model, and particularly the dynamic and multifaceted use of material culture 
for the performative construction of identities.12 This approach to identity, 
common across many postcolonial theoretical movements, represents one of 
the more fruitful approaches which has been applied in recent years. Indeed, 
cognitive and material communities have been profitably linked through 
concepts of performativity and social signalling – a view which sees material 
culture differences as the physical manifestation of conceptual and subjective 
experiences of identity.13 However, while there is an undeniable relationship 
between one’s cognitive identity and one’s use of material culture, this can 

 9 Trigger (2006), 232–313, on Childe’s models and culture-historical archaeology throughout 
the twentieth century.

10 Pitts (2019) and van Oyen (2016) offer recent examples from the Roman period.
11 Statistical methodologies, particularly multivariate techniques (such as correspondence 

analysis), are powerful tools for analysing ‘big data’ in archaeology. See Pitts (2019) and 
Murray (2020) for a recent use of these techniques.

12 Isayev (2009) 224; Anderson (1983).
13 See, for example, Hall (1997); Botchkovar et al. (2009); Riva (2009); papers in Knapp and 

van Dommelen (2010). On senses of ‘place’ as practiced space, see Lefebvre (1974/1991), 
amongst others.
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be highly individual; the relationship is often not generalisable at the group 
level and correlates poorly with textually attested identities in the ancient 
world. Further, the approach increasingly falls apart in areas and periods like 
pre-Roman Italy, where the relevant literature (and its labels and cultural 
constructs) is largely late, anachronistic, and often coming from a different 
cultural perspective.14

Connective communities

The present volume, and its varied contributions, offers (albeit often 
 indirectly) an alternative solution to this seemingly intractable issue, mov-
ing away from the traditional concept of ‘identity’ completely, in either a 
geographically local or ethnic sense, towards a more connective view of com-
munity. In this model, communities can be understood and described by the 
nature, frequency, durability, and directness of the various connections iden-
tifiable between people.15 In this, we draw inspiration from network analysis 
to explicate the overlapping layers of connectivity that emerge across the 
different domains of ancient life.16 In brief, we would suggest that one of 
the reasons why modern scholarship has struggled with the issue of identity, 
and particularly how to approach it through different forms of evidence, is 
because we are asking the wrong questions of our evidence. In societies and 
cultures without contemporary literary evidence for cognitive communities, 
we cannot, and should not attempt to, develop the same types of identity 
frameworks using the archaeology. In this volume, we explore another pos-
sible approach by emphasising and exploring connections and relationships 
as a different way to conceive of communities and groups, whether local, 
regional, or inter-regional. We do not seek to determine the personal signifi-
cance of specific objects or labels for creating an individual sense of identity.17 
Rather, we seek to investigate the actions preserved in the evidence and trace 
the connections and associations they reveal. Thus, we suggest that groups, 
at least in contexts like pre-Roman Italy, are perhaps more productively 

14 Armstrong and Richardson (2017) 1–20. While contemporary inscriptions are a useful body 
of evidence, they also have limitations – see following discussion.

15 This approach owes much to Blake (2014), who advocated for an interactionist view of ethnic-
ity and identity, with the aim of explaining ethnogenesis during the Italian Iron Age on the basis 
of pre-existing social networks from the Bronze Age. Drawing on principles of path depen-
dence, Blake argued that past interactions can predict future identities. Her view of interaction 
as fundamental to understanding community formation is thus applied here, but as a paradigm 
of community in its own right rather than a predictor of later cognitive communities.

16 Marsden (2005); Graham (2009); Brughmans (2010); etc.
17 A comparison to relational identity/identification within social network analysis is instruc-

tive as it highlights the importance of direct and indirect connections between individuals, 
rather than a sense of common membership. Yet the focus of the analysis on identity – an 
innate sense of belonging and self-recognition about one’s place in relationship to others – is 
not taken up here. See Peeples (2018), chapter 2, for discussion.
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defined not as collections of individuals but as overlapping, and potentially 
non-coterminous, collections of connections; they are defined by their rela-
tionships rather than their self-perception or performance.

The study of material culture and economic behaviours – namely the pro-
duction, trade, and use of objects – provides a crucial source of evidence for the 
social networks and connectivities that existed in prehistoric societies and there-
fore for connective communities. In particular, vertical social integration and 
relationships – between elite and non-elite – as well as horizontal connections –  
between individuals in ostensibly different communities – can be captured 
through this largely economic lens.18 A focus on technology also provides 
access to the contact points between these different connectivities, as we fol-
low the biography of different objects from initial resource extraction, through 
refinement, initial production, decoration, trade, primary use, and secondary 
deposition. At each stage we can see how the objects contain clues about the 
different communities that interacted with it, formed it, used it – each step 
an insight into different connections – sometimes overlapping and sometimes 
distinct. By exploring the multiple layers of connectivities visible in the produc-
tive networks, without subordinating material culture to the performance of 
some regional identity, it may be possible to provide a meaningful and work-
able replacement to the unitary and stable groups presented in the literature.

Focusing on connections and relationships is obviously not a new approach 
within the ancient Mediterranean. Indeed, if anything, ‘connectivity’ currently 
reigns supreme at the macro level in ancient Mediterranean studies. As an 
explanatory paradigm, it first gained mainstream acceptance with Horden and 
Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea and was expanded with Broodbank’s The Mak-
ing of the Middle Sea.19 Connectivity provided a counter-narrative to then-
prevailing models of the Mediterranean which saw movement as exceptional 
and, when it did occur, as being connected with the mass movement of ethnic 
groups – the Dorian invasion, Greek colonisation, ‘Orientalising’ movements, 
and Roman imperialism. These colonialist models had a simultaneously 
localising approach to trade and a diffusionist approach to cultural change.20 
Post-colonialism shifted our understanding of these narratives, bringing out 
connectivity as a powerful driver of cultural change. Where cultural con-
tact had initially been framed in hierarchical terms, with roots in modern 
European colonialism, scholars now explore the complex and bi-directional 
cultural exchanges that occur at these distinct points of contact – exchanges 
which produce unique ‘hybrid’ or ‘creolised’ cultural forms.21 Although this 

18 Bioarchaeological data – especially stable isotope analysis – provides another possible vector 
for study, although it is not dealt with in this volume and so will not be discussed here. See, 
among others, Trentacoste et al. (2020); Killgrove and Montgomery (2016).

19 Horden and Purcell (2000); Broodbank (2013).
20 Finley (1973); Boardman (1964).
21 Bhabha (1994); Gosden (2004); Malkin (2011); Knapp and Van Dommelen (2010); Versluys 

(2014), among many others.
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is certainly a movement in the right direction, these models have continued 
to be frustrated by the complexities of the situation in the ancient Mediterra-
nean.22 One aspect of this may be that many of these interpretative paradigms 
emerged from post-colonial revisions of modern European colonial encoun-
ters and therefore assumed a lack of previous connectivity in the interaction 
between two previously distinct, homogeneous, and stable cultural groups.23 
This model, obviously, does not reflect the situation in the ancient Mediter-
ranean, where long-standing connections existed between communities across 
the region from the Bronze Age onwards.

This image of a churning background connectivity across the Mediterranean 
allows us to account for the movement of objects and ideas between areas. 
That being said, we still have not moved very far beyond the basic premise 
that the peoples of the ancient Mediterranean were simply ‘connected’. Each 
new study on the subject highlights new evidence for connectivity, and our 
understanding of the depth and breadth of the networks in the region has 
expanded immensely as a result. But our models for them remain frustratingly 
unsophisticated and ad hoc. Various types of connection (economic, religious, 
artistic, legal, military, etc.) are thrown together into the same ‘connectivity’ 
matrix without being fully understood as proxies of human behaviour and 
interaction, or understood within a larger socio-economic framework. Addi-
tionally, although connectivity has been profitably applied at the Mediter-
ranean scale, analysis of the Italian peninsula itself often stops at the coast, 
privileging coastal cities and their interactions, and struggles to penetrate the 
dense connective networks within the peninsula itself.24 The broad ‘connec-
tivity’ approach thus either treats the peninsula as a monolith or simply fits 
in-between and binds together the existing identities and groups found in the 
literary evidence. It has yet to permeate or breakdown those groups themselves. 
Indeed, the regional approach has arguably flattened analysis of local and 
regional trends in these areas of high-intensity and long-standing connectivity 
and frames them in terms of hybridity, middle-ground, or third-space – con-
cepts designed to describe distinctive points/zones of contact between distinct 
cultural groups. In the historical period, this same trend continues with a dis-
cussion of Romanisation and Hellenisation. The Italian peninsula, however, 
with its interlocking cultural spheres, ‘fuzzy’ material communities, and long 
history of interaction struggles to accommodate such models.

We would suggest that we are currently only scratching the surface of the 
potential of the concept of connectivity in ancient world studies as it can be far 
more than simply descriptive. Connectivity can provide a viable interpretative 
framework for understanding communities – and one which is particularly 
useful in periods and areas like pre-Roman Italy, where other approaches seem 
to struggle. Rather than focusing on how people perceived their relationship to 

22 See particularly the discussion in Archaeological Dialogues, Volume 21 (1994).
23 Isayev (2017) 129.
24 Nowlin (forthcoming) highlights this phenomenon.



Communities and connectivities 7

the wider group or how they may have manifested identity through material 
culture, we can focus simply on the various ways in which these individuals 
were connected to each other. These connections – whether consciously sought, 
actively resisted, or structured by numerous factors (economic, technological, 
geographic) – are transformative and meaningful in their own right. It is these 
connections that drive social, political, economic, and cultural change at all 
levels. By understanding the structure of these connections we can discover 
multiple interlocking and overlapping connective communities and provide a 
way to move from particularism to regionalism once again.

Approaching the evidence: material culture and production

Although connective communities are a viable organising principle in con-
texts where we have both contemporary emic literature and archaeological 
evidence, they are perhaps most important in situations where such texts are 
lacking or limited. That material culture provides an uncertain and funda-
mentally unreliable proxy for social groups – that ‘pots are not people’ – is, by 
now, axiomatic in archaeological literature. As with our disclaimers on the 
applicability of later, historical, ethnic groups to the archaic period, scholar-
ship often asserts that we should employ archaeological cultures as purely 
heuristic categories that are distinct from the individuals that create them. 
Yet the typologies, forced upon us by a need to categorise and organise the 
enormous quantity of material culture we uncover, are deceptively difficult 
to shake off. The long history of connoisseurship and curation of objects for 
display in museums creates a self-perpetuating practice of identification and 
comparison with past typologies which are themselves tied into historical 
labels. Categorisation is undoubtedly an important part of the analysis as it 
allows us to accurately describe and compare objects as more or less alike 
and forms the basis of our chronological frameworks. While it does often 
capture the different stylistic influences and resonances of an object, this tra-
ditional descriptive process privileges the object as a single, fixed data point, a 
finished product. At most, two data points might be acknowledged – creation 
and deposition.25 Objects, however, are dynamic; they are created through 
multiple stages of production, they age, they break, they are repaired and 
repurposed, they are used and discarded, they move, they are co-located (with 
other objects where meaning is created relationally). While debates still rage 
over exactly how dynamic they are, it is clear they are more complex than the 
traditional approach allows.26 In order to allow a more dynamic understand-

25 This duality is particularly visible in discussions of Greek vases found in Etruscan tombs. 
See, recently, Bundrick (2019) for a discussion of the limitations of this approach and how 
it should be expanded to include production, merchants, consumers, repairs, deposition, etc.

26 The agency of objects has sparked considerable theoretical debate across multiple disci-
plines, see, among many others, Appadurai (1986); Latour (1996); Gell (1998); Brown 
(2001); Hodder (2012). For some recent application, see Pitts (2019) and van Oyen (2016).
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ing of the links which objects illustrate and facilitate in the ancient Mediter-
ranean, we need a more dynamic understanding of the objects themselves.

Archaeology as a discipline presupposes some relationship between, as 
Dietler and Herbich put it, the ‘material and non-material’, and, as such, 
we cannot escape the impact that our typologies have on the analyses we 
are able to do.27 Some slippage is inevitable. Given this, archaeologists have 
sought to shift the mode of enquiry from typology of whole forms, often 
reliant on style and form as the defining motifs, to a more comprehensive 
exploration of an object’s biography, following it through the different stages 
of production to consumption behaviours and, ultimately, depositional prac-
tice.28 This volume seeks to partially mirror that lifecycle. Through a focus 
on specific aspects of an object’s life, we are able to more directly access the 
relationship between the material world and the immaterial behaviours that 
it preserves. The area of interest is not the object, per se, nor do we make 
any claims to the ‘specialness’ of any particular objects as cultural markers 
or even attempt to use material culture to understand social groups. Rather, 
our focus is the physical techniques and processes that are, in turn, the result 
of countless choices of which the material is the only remaining witness. The 
relevant variable that is extracted is thus human action. In this volume, we 
argue that this approach, which eschews the goal of identifying groups in 
favour of identifying layers of connectivities, provides a fruitful perspective 
from which we can access social and cultural change.

To study production (and commissioning) is obviously not a novel concept 
either and has arguably formed the basis of much of the study of ancient vases 
and vase painting. Indeed, many facets of an object’s creation are already 
incapsulated in the categorisation of style and form. However, it may be 
possible to push this focus a bit further. As Dietler and Herbich have argued:

Material style can serve as a useful concept for archaeologists attempting 
to investigate the social role and meaning of material culture only if it 
is seen as the objectified result of techniques (rather than as straightfor-
ward objectified information); and more specifically it must be seen as 
the result of characteristic ranges of responses to interlinked technical, 
formal, and decorative choices made at all stages of a chaîne opératoire 
of production. . . . Understanding material culture as a social phenom-
enon, including the processes of stability and innovation within their 
historical trajectories, then becomes a matter of understanding the fac-
tors that condition these choices, their interrelations, and the reciprocal 
effects stemming from new choices made at various stages of the chaîne 
opératoire. This approach requires that we understand craftspeople as 
social actors (rather than simply as products/bearers of culture or as 

27 Dietler and Herbich (1998) 233.
28 Kopytoff (1986).
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acultural adaptive engineers) and that we understand the production 
and use of objects as social activity.29

Although an object can certainly be viewed and categorised based on its 
final form, many of the more important connections to its generative society 
relate to the active processes involved in its creation. As such, Dietler and 
Herbich advocate for an approach to objects which defines them in terms of 
technique and habitus.30 Things are the product of, and can also be defined 
by, the processes which created them. This is a useful construct in approach-
ing the analysis of ancient artefacts as it also results in removing objects from 
the rigid confines of their final state and context and creates additional nexus 
points through which an object can be understood.

The alternative set of approaches presented within this volume therefore 
shifts our focus to the specific actions that, we argue, underlie connectivity 
across the Italian peninsula and thus provide access to different communi-
ties. This approach allows us to move beyond the proliferation of categories 
for dividing individuals and artefacts which, regardless of their contingent 
and porous nature, constrain our models with static concepts. Instead, we 
choose to analyse a wide range of possible connective networks by breaking 
down broad labels, such as production, trade, and use, to their component 
phenomena. In doing so, we are able to build up a picture that assesses the 
entire system of connectivity at multiple scales and levels of social analysis. 
This redirection of enquiry towards action gives greater access to the edges 
that lie between the nodes in network analysis and allows for the vast array 
of actions that form society but are often lost in our search for the perfect 
node, typological category, or system.

Pre-Roman Italy

As should now be clear from the preceding arguments, pre-Roman Italy rep-
resents both an important and timely arena to explore concepts of produc-
tion, trade, and connectivity in the ancient Mediterranean. Despite concerted 
moves to shake off the tendrils of past debates, pre-Roman studies are often 
still wedded to ideas of political, ethnic, or geographically defined groupings 
and the intellectual and academic silos they create. On the one hand, this 
is entirely natural, as the foundations of some of these silos were arguably 
constructed by the ancient Italians themselves. We have extensive works on 
origin myths and the retrojection of later sociopolitical identities to help 
explain how these ideas came to hold such sway.31 However, the continued 
prominence of these labels and constructs, and both their impermeability and  

29 Dietler and Herbich (1998) 246.
30 Bourdieu (1977).
31 See, for example, Wiseman (1974); Farney (2007); Dench (2005); etc.
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timelessness, is arguably holding back the discipline through unnecessary 
regionalisation. Indeed, several recent books demonstrate this explicit ten-
sion between the history of scholarship on specific ethnic groups and regional 
studies on the one hand with a desire to show the importance of inter-regional 
connections on the other.32 Either through the juxtaposition of individual 
chapters on ethnic groups and those on pan-Italic themes or the explicit pair-
ing of archaeological and literary-historical treatments of ethnic groups, the 
very structure of our scholarship highlights the difficulty of extricating our 
debate from that of decades past. Scholars have long recognised the limited 
utility of ethnicity or politics as an explanatory and conceptual category for 
the period, as evidenced in the frequent placement of cultural labels into 
scare-quotes to indicate their sole heuristic value and ‘fuzzy’ boundaries. 
If our cultural typologies must be so loose in order to be accurate, to what 
extent is it worthwhile to continue employing them?

Pre-Roman Italy is also experiencing a rather radical decentring. The study 
of urban areas and the organisation of space around urban communities and 
their hinterlands are other prominent factors that have left their mark on 
scholarly debate in pre-Roman Italy. While Thiessen polygons are by now 
largely abandoned as a strict explanatory framework and rural field surveys 
proliferate, Weberian models of the city–country interaction still make their 
mark on analyses that track settlement expansion.33 Pre-Roman Italy, and 
indeed Roman Italy, is still generally conceived of in fundamentally urban 
terms. This has been slowly changing, with work on rural sanctuaries, Hel-
lenistic farmsteads the mid-Republican ‘rural infill’, the increasing place-
ment of powerful gentes in the hinterland instead of within urban centres, 
and a new awareness of the relationship between different ecological zones 
(most notably mountains and coastal plains).34 It must be noted, though, 
that the temporal focus for rural landscape analysis is still primarily in the 
Middle Republic and onwards, as ceramic chronologies become more visible. 
Debates around the Roman ‘expansion’ across Italy often recall the narra-
tive of contact between distinctive cultures that is common in colonisation 
debates. For earlier periods, the difficulty of locating rural sites or dating 
survey pottery has limited our ability to make meaningful conclusions that 
are not focused on urban landscapes.35 The historical framework, addition-
ally, is fundamentally teleological and urban in its outlook as it places the 
nexus of Roman and other identities within their urban (or other nucleated) 
settlements. The Roman historical tendency to project their own organisa-
tional constructs onto their neighbours has likewise led to an urban mindset 
proliferating across the peninsula.

32 Farney and Bradley (2018); Aberson et al. (2014); Bradley et al. (2007).
33 Fulminante (2014).
34 Stek (2009), (2018a), (2018b); Armstrong (2016a); Bradley (2020); Smith (2006).
35 Tol (forthcoming); Bowes (2021).
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In our focus on production and trade as actions that shape community 
and connectivity, we also differ from approaches already popular in stud-
ies of pre-Roman Italy which have focused, often through necessity, on the 
most visible aspects of these ancient societies. Both the archaeological and 
textual evidence have, for differing reasons, largely focused on the output of 
elite individuals and specific political arenas. Legal sources have preserved 
evidence of voting regimes which sought to differentiate groups, but these 
provide a limited window – excluding women, slaves, and foreigners – and 
pick up as a useful category of analysis only later in the period under study 
here. Additionally, for exploring pre-conquest areas of Italy beyond Latium, 
voting limits our inquiry to how individuals integrated with Roman-spe-
cific legal systems rather than their own methods of self-categorisation and 
organisation.36 Writing has also been an area of continued inquiry. Indeed, 
as recent studies have shown, a re-evaluation of traditional approaches has 
been profitable in exploring written language as an arena in which differ-
ent ideological statements and manipulations could be made.37 The window 
provided by writing practices is, however, also narrow and skews later in 
this period in terms of uptake. That being said, and while epigraphy and 
other aspects of writing and language are not explored in this volume, we 
affirm the importance of these recent nuanced approaches to writing as per-
formance in providing another facet of ancient society. The third main area 
in which human action has gained sustained attention for this period is 
religion and the various ritual networks across the peninsula that are evi-
dent in shared practice, use of syncretic or related deities, and the grafting 
of Greek and other imported deities onto what may have been pre-existing 
ritual networks.38 These ritual connections have claimed a central place in 
cultural definitions for this period, particularly through their association 
with ethnicity as a structuring principle and the abundant archaeological, 
artistic, and literary evidence from which these networks can be constructed. 
The minimal focus placed on ritual throughout this volume is not intended 
to minimise the importance of such networks but rather to highlight other 
critical areas – namely, areas of trade and technology. While ritual played 
a central role in these ancient societies, it was socially and economically 
embedded (see Becker and Cohen in this volume), and as such an exploration 
of other aspects of connection can further develop the aspect of the picture 
presented through a study of ritual.

All of this work has shaped the current models for production, trade, 
and connectivity in the Italian peninsula during the period from c. 900 to 
c. 400 BCE. The present volume merely scratches the surface but does, we 

36 Roselaar (2019).
37 Clackson et al. (2020). See also Feeney (2016) and the work of Katherine McDonald (e.g., 

McDonald [2019] on the dedications to the goddess Reitia).
38 Torelli (2018); Potts (2015); Bradley (2005).
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hope, offer a roughly indicative spectrum in its range of studies – moving 
from sourcing raw materials to production, trade, and ultimately deposi-
tion. Following Isayev’s lead, many of the chapters in this volume seek to 
place cyclical background mobility at the centre of discussions of cultural 
interaction within the Italian peninsula.39 While large-scale migrations have 
always been present in historical and archaeological discourse on the ancient 
Mediterranean,40 the picture of ancient society outside these migrations has 
struggled with how to understand different scales of mobility and therefore 
account for the impact this mobility would have had on social, political, and 
economic activities.41 Tracking the movements of individuals is still difficult 
at present, as the biochemical and bioarchaeological analyses required are 
only beginning to find funding in the last decade.42 Assessing the different 
mechanisms and arenas in which mobility occurs provides some insight. In 
this volume, Heitz and Cohen explore pastoral mobility as one aspect of this 
cyclical mobility which connected communities, thus shifting our focus away 
from fully static communities to ones that allow for co-existence of varying 
levels of mobility and sedentism. While the degree of this mobility and the 
scale of transhumant pastoralism are still debated, it remains an underex-
plored aspect of cultural interaction throughout the peninsula. Similarly, 
market spaces are another arena for interaction and cultural contact and act 
as nodes (both transient and more fixed) within the larger trade network. 
As Becker demonstrates, these defy simple typologies or correlations with 
political and economic systems. In fact, the intertwined and embedded nature 
of social, political, and economic facets forms the core of many contribu-
tions (see, particularly, Smith), engaging in an active discourse with ratio-
nal economic modelling, specifically New Institutional Economics (NIE). 
The contributions instead highlight the importance of socially embedded 
understandings of trade and shift our attention towards social and cultural 
production in early communities.

The various contributors to this volume also address techniques and pro-
cesses of production, particularly for ceramics and metals, and the relationship 
between producers and consumers. While objects themselves, and the behav-
iours associated with their use, are often seen as important mechanisms for 
connecting different groups, the producers of these objects and the connections 
formed through the production process, from initial extraction (see Bernard) 
to final decoration (see Robinson), have received considerably less attention. 
In this volume, attention is paid to the predictable constraints imposed upon 

39 Isayev (2017).
40 This stands in stark contrast to the rejection of diffusionism in other spheres of archaeologi-

cal enquiry, see Trigger (2006).
41 Although see Bradley (2020); Isayev (2017) for recent important works attempting to do this.
42 Recent projects have largely focused on stable isotope analysis and aDNA, e.g., Trentacoste 

(2020); Killgrove and Montgomery (2016); Cavazzutti et al. (2019); Emery et al. (2018); 
Prowse et al. (2007); Stark et al. (2020).
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production by the location of natural resources and the requirements of dif-
ferent production stages (see Armstrong and Bernard), although an emphasis 
on the social aspects of production organisation (see Bernardo-Ciddio) pushes 
against previous environmentally deterministic interpretations. Likewise, in 
current scholarship, the relationship between producer and consumer is not 
always well explicated in isolating the locus of cultural decision-making. The 
degree of mobility among non-merchant groups is often held to be much 
lower, even as the movement and trade of objects is considered substantial. In 
this volume, mobility is therefore also explored in relation to the movement 
of producers at all stages of the production process (see Bernardo-Ciddio, 
Robinson, Armstrong, and Iaia). As agents of cultural change in their own 
right, we argue that producers deserve greater attention in the discussion of 
cultural exchange and connectivity more broadly. These overlapping con-
nective networks continue through the trade and consumption phases of an 
object’s life, particularly when the use and function of an object in context 
are considered, rather than just its stylistic qualities (see Peruzzi).43

Conclusions

In sum, the present volume represents an attempt to use connectivity as a 
lens to reshape how we discuss and approach community and identity in 
pre-Roman Italy (and hopefully other contexts). While ancient world studies 
have rightly thrown off the chains of the traditional labels, we are in many 
ways still bound by their memory as we find new labels to replace the old 
without fundamentally rethinking the types of categories they describe and 
the evidence needed for them. Additionally, as Gruen recently noted, we are 
also bound by our own modern view of identity – and particularly ethnicity, 
on which he suggested ‘the topic of ethnicity speaks more to our concerns 
than to [the ancient]’.44

As a way of moving the conversation forward, Gruen suggested “that 
ancients expressed the collective identities of their societies less in terms 
of ancestry, genealogy, and inherent character than in a conglomerate of 
traditions, practices, and shared convictions. In other words, cultural com-
monality counted for more than shared lineage.”45 There is clearly some 
truth to this, and the connective character shares many resonances with the 
approach we propose in this volume. However, a focus on shared traditions 
and convictions – on ‘cognitive communities’ – is, as we have argued, already  

43 Due to constraints of time and space, we were not able to address all aspects of an object’s 
biography in detail, most notably, the role of merchants in trade, repair, and reuse of objects 
in new contexts, and use and deposition outside the funerary context. Many of these areas 
have been addressed in recent work on pre-Roman Italy (for a recent example, see Potts 
[2015]), while others, especially repair and reuse would benefit from more detailed study.

44 Gruen (2020) 6.
45 Ibid.
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difficult to apply to historic contexts and arguably impossible when we lack 
substantial contemporary emic texts. For these contexts, we would suggest 
that the increase of archaeological data, which, virtually by definition, con-
tains details of production, opens the door for another approach. An empha-
sis on connectivity – especially trade, production, and consumption – may 
offer a different set of tools. As noted earlier, this approach seeks to define 
communities not as collections of individuals but as collections of connec-
tions and networks. In doing so, we can not only cross the chasm between 
the literature and the archaeology but perhaps also bridge the divide between 
local and regional.

This book’s alternative approach to connectivity and community is rooted 
in specific actions and takes a pluralistic and multivariate approach that 
seeks to understand the economic activities and interactions with the physi-
cal world which, we argue, are fundamental to the formation of communi-
ties, societies, and identities. By tracing the productive processes, connecting 
them to transmission, trade, and ultimately deposition, we can reveal net-
works of interaction at different scales and resolutions. Each of these pro-
vides a new layer of understanding to the sociocultural processes at play 
in pre-Roman Italy. Rather than a story of two cultures, which meet and 
negotiate their interaction and are marked and defined by an artefact in a 
specific context, the narrative of pre-Roman Italy is one of deep, profound, 
and typically swirling and recursive connections where communities develop 
together in multiple overlapping and interconnected networks. We seek to 
explicate multiple connectivities rather than a singular connectivity that has 
often been a catch-all explanation for all types of cultural change or interac-
tion. In this respect, a collaborative volume with multiple approaches such 
as this is ideal both as metaphor and in scholarly reality. If our goal is to 
more deeply understand pre-Roman Italian society in all its permutations, 
and the connectivity that lies at the heart of that society, a multivariate 
approach is required. Each author in this volume presents only a particular 
aspect of these economic and social networks. In isolation, these will be by 
necessity incomplete pictures – whether, itinerant smiths and ceramicists, 
market administrators and merchants, transhumant pastoralists or sedentary 
consumers – but it is in the overlay and connections between these different 
pictures and associated communities that we can gain a deeper understand-
ing of pre-Roman Italy. 
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The purpose of this chapter is to explore what new ground has been gained 
in theorising about the archaic economy in recent years and what insights 
might be gained in future work. It is, of course, possible to continue to gather 
evidence. This is a valuable and important task as theory without evidence 
is somewhere between philosophy and theoretical physics – it is certainly 
not history. But evidence without theory risks being little more than ‘stamp 
collecting’. What progress is actually being made in understanding the cul-
tures of the Mediterranean basin in the period between the eighth and fifth 
centuries BCE? What are the big questions, and how might they be resolved?

In order to see what ground has been gained I will begin by discussing how 
scholars have addressed the archaic economy, especially in Italy, over the 
last 30 years and how models deriving from Mauss’ idea of reciprocity and 
Polanyi’s embedded markets have developed. I will also assess the extent to 
which the evidence we have for the archaic period fits with New Institutional 
Economics (NIE), a contemporary model often employed for subsequent 
periods. I will then explore approaches which place the artisan and trader 
more centrally in our models and which, I argue, seem to offer a path for-
ward. These approaches, much like others discussed in this volume, largely 
derive from a renewed emphasis on craft and production, with the ‘producer’ 
and ‘trader’ as vectors of change. In the end, I will argue that we risk radi-
cally underplaying community models in favour of ‘elite’ models, and I will 
suggest that assemblage theory offers a helpful paradigm for rethinking the 
material evidence we possess. Indeed, as illustrated by the chapters in the 
volume which follow, there is much that the non-elite community can offer 
to this discussion.1

* I am grateful to the editors, and anonymous reviewers, for wrestling with the text – they 
improved it greatly but the faults which remain are mine. I am also grateful to the Leverhulme 
Trust for a Major Research Fellowship during which the chapter was written.

1 The conference held in Auckland at the beginning of 2020 had as a core theme the exchange 
of ideas in archaic society; it was a remarkably fruitful instantiation of the exchange of ideas 
in contemporary intellectual society, but it was also at a strange inflection point in our own 
history. Just a few weeks later, our interconnected globalised world was frozen, certainties 
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The exchange and evolution of ideas

To begin, it is worth highlighting several areas where we have gained greater 
clarity over the last 30 years of scholarship and which are now firmly 
established.

First, we cannot get any further with Moses Finley’s models.2 The Ancient 
Economy has figured in enough literature reviews. The ancient economy was 
more sophisticated than Finley thought it was, and every literary prejudice 
he carefully replicated was precisely that, a prejudice rooted in the self-
posturing of a later elite who behaved differently from the narrative they 
offered. At the same time, extraordinarily, we still have much to gain from 
engaging with Finley’s predecessors, specifically Polanyi,3 who was a critical 
influence on Finley (though Finley was able to see his flaws), and with the 
debates that led to Finley’s own positions.4

Second, our patterns of connectivity are swirling, not unidirectional. The 
time spent debating over who did what first was not completely useless, in 
that arguments were sharpened and evidence analysed, and we are still to 
some extent trying to assess the points at which economies flare into greater 
life, abate, or intensify (to use the language of Horden and Purcell’s The Cor-
rupting Sea). But we now understand how deep Mediterranean history is, 
as Cyprian Broodbank’s magnificent account shows,5 and how rarely abate-
ment is absolute. Knowledge transfer must be conceived differently. Rather 
than the ex oriente lux, we are tracing the repeated interactions of different 
symbolic and knowledge systems.6

Third, there was quite a lot of ‘stuff’ around the ancient Mediterranean 
when seen over the longue durée. Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age people 
liked physical objects. They filled their houses, their graves, and their hoards 

overturned, connections cut or moved to a new (typically online) medium. We have some 
distance to go in analysing what this means for our practical understanding of the future, 
but even more distance to go in understanding where this leaves the theoretical frameworks 
which have dominated disciplines such as politics and economics. The game of predictions is 
foolhardy, but the financial crash of 2008 has still not yet provoked the depth of rethinking 
at a theoretical level one might have expected for such a momentous event – we will have to 
wait a while (three critical contributions are Graeber [2011]; Tooze [2018]; Piketty [2014]). 
This paper was delivered with a half an eye on that previous crisis and has been revised in a 
time of pandemic. As well as being a reflection on the themes of the conference, I offer it as 
a very modest, distinctly non-definitive contribution to what I hope will be a more conscious 
engagement with the moral and political baggage of the theories which swirl around our 
academic discourse.

2 Finley (1972), (1973).
3 Polanyi (1944).
4 On Finley see Nafissi (2005), and now Jew et al. (2016).
5 Broodbank (2013).
6 On connectivity, abatement, and intensification, see Horden and Purcell (2000); Harris 

(2005). On mobility, see Isayev (2017). On the Etruscans, see Riva (2009). On the disappear-
ing Dark Ages, the overwhelming case made by Lemos (2002) has only gotten stronger.
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with it, and this only increased over time. And, as far as one can tell, they 
were unabashedly aspirational about this. What they did with all this ‘stuff’ 
is one of the critical questions.7

Fourth, ‘things’ do things to people. The naturalisation of complex net-
work theories is one of the major advances of recent times; it makes us enrich 
our descriptive language. Latour’s insistence that, rather than seeing history 
as a problem to be solved, we should see it as a set of patterns to be described 
is a welcome development.8 Within this, the necessity of understanding the 
profundity of human engagement, or better, entanglement, with the material 
world is critical. It offers an enhanced notion of agency – not just individuals 
but also objects, nodes, and flows can be seen as active and shaping. Network 
theory pushes us beyond seeing connectivity as an artefact to seeing what 
connectivity does.9

Fifth, we are more scientifically literate and sophisticated. With this scien-
tific expertise, such as on bones, chemistry, palaeobotany, aDNA, or climate 
change, come new possibilities and new questions. There seems to be no 
doubt now that one of the factors which is at stake in the development of 
Iron Age and archaic Italy is related to increased opportunities for resource 
extraction. This is becoming visible in multiple proxies – increased rainfall, 
increases in livestock size, cultivation of vines and olives earlier than previ-
ously assumed, and so forth. This is fast becoming a critical element for our 
discipline.10

Sixth, we are getting a bit better at being relaxed about settlement typology. 
It was not so unusual, in years past, to witness, or be caught in, thunderous 
rows about ‘tribes’ and ‘states’ or to sit through entirely circular arguments 
about rank-size. I hope we have seen enough diversity in the archaeological 
record to move beyond this. The consequence of deep histories, filled with 
meaningful networks and actants, is that individual sites can be understood, 
each in their own complexity. Indeed, one can step beyond the particularist 
sense of the individual site to see the wider environmental context. Even 
‘urbanisation’ is (thankfully) beginning to appear in scare quotes.11

 7 For the relative object richness of the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age, we lack a clear 
account or proper quantitative data, but it is arguably obvious in any museum collection. 
On the importance of things, and their accumulation and movement, see the classic account 
in Appadurai (1986).

 8 Latour (2005).
 9 On networks, see Latour (2005); Knappett (2011), (2013). On entanglement, see Hodder 

(2012).
10 On the science of the archaic period, see Manning (2018) for climate change. For an exam-

ple of tracking long-term patterns see Roberts et al. (2019). For an illustrative case-study 
of the prospects of scientific work in Italy, see Trentacoste et al. (2020). The risks are also 
significant, especially when drawing out conclusions for relatively short periods; see Perkins 
(2009) on the unhappy application of DNA analysis to the origins of the Etruscans.

11 On urbanization, see Smith (2005a). For complexity, see Fernández-Götz et al. (2014). 
Woolf (2020) shows the power of the paradigm.
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One simple illustration of the progress we have experienced is that we had 
very little, 30 years ago, that would have matched, in content and sophis-
tication, a book which will inform this discussion and, I argue, our future 
work: Joseph Manning’s The Open Sea, which offers a detailed and environ-
mentally informed picture of Mediterranean commerce and exchange.12 The 
very idea of writing about the economic life of the Mediterranean before the 
Roman Empire would have seemed optimistic 30 years ago, and, for that 
reason, we tended to look to Braudel and others and infer similarities.13

We should not, however, be too triumphalist. In 1990, at the fourth Con-
ference of Italian Archaeology, John Wilkes noted:

One major problem with the way in which we as archaeologists and 
ancient historians go about our reconstruction, especially in the pre-
urban period, is that we take what we assume to have been human 
beings like ourselves, individuals with everyday lives, ideas and aspira-
tions inter-relating with other human beings, and we put them together 
into anonymous clumps which we call periods, phases, peoples, trends, 
developments etc.14

He goes on to argue for the importance of ‘idea networks’ of which ‘urban-
type societies’ are one, and that is very much the crux of the modern debate 
around archaic Greece and Italy. Indeed, it is sobering to note how much of 
the modern conversation would have not been out of place in 1990, although 
the focus is now tighter.

The archaic economy: from gift to market

Karl Polanyi offered a compelling vision of the relationship between society 
and economy that continues to be relevant for modern scholarship. This 
vision was also highly influential on Finley; Manning notes how Finley was 
responding to a long story in economic history, and Polanyi was Finley’s clue 
as to why the ancient economy was not a modern economy.15

Polanyi was a fascinating individual – a Hungarian Jewish émigré who 
learnt his craft in Vienna in the 1920s and embraced Christian socialism 
in the UK in the 1930s. Like so many who sought to explain the disasters 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Polanyi’s question was 
about modernism. Polanyi’s notion of the disembedding of the market from 
social relations is in many ways the same question that Marx was trying to 
address in his account of capital, or Weber in his notion of disenchantment, 

12 Manning (2018).
13 Braudel (1972), (1981–4). This was, in fact, the optimistic (and firmly rejected) subject of 

my original doctoral proposal.
14 Wilkins (1992) 227.
15 Manning (2018) 9–12.
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or E. P. Thompson in his account of the working classes, as Tim Rogan has 
recently shown.16 The obsession of the time was to understand the fracture 
that seemed to have taken place in contemporary society. The more com-
mitted were anxious to heal that fracture, and Polanyi’s argument was that 
‘social life must include more than the contractual relationships of barter and 
exchange’.17 In other words, The Great Transformation, his seminal book, 
was about how we had got the theory and practice of the economy wrong.18

Finley was not blind to the moral force of Polanyi’s argument and made 
strong interventions himself on the relevance of the past. But The Ancient 
Economy is perhaps a less significant work for our purposes than The World 
of Odysseus, since there Finley made a less problematic case for the signifi-
cance of anthropological theory.19 Alongside Polanyi, the other key figure in 
Finley’s thought was Marcel Mauss. It is Mauss’ theory of ‘the gift’ which, 
for Finley, explains how the ancient economy functioned as an economy 
embedded in social relations – it is the link between Mauss and Polanyi 
which underpins Finley’s key methodological position: ‘I deliberately select 
anthropology, not sociology, as the mentor. Ideally, we should create a third 
discipline, the comparative study of literate, post-primitive (if I may), pre-
industrial, historical societies.’20

In his recent work The Open Sea, Manning is a strong proponent of NIE. 
This is a label for a loose association of ideas which Manning defines as 
follows:

Transaction costs, property rights, methodological individualism and 
(bounded or perfect) ‘rational choice’, and the cost of information are 
the core concepts of NIE analysis. The aim has been to establish in 
historical time the connection between institutions and performance.21

NIE analysis is not unaware of social anthropology. Indeed, Douglass North, 
a key proponent, also engaged with Mauss’ arguments. But North’s view was 
that an economic understanding fully explained reciprocity and transactional 
modes, and indeed Mauss himself saw the gift as an economic activity, as well 
as a social one.22 These delivery systems and mechanisms are what North 
calls ‘substitutes for the market’, that is, the market that was to come and 
which is a key stage in human development and requires the constraint of 
institutions to lower transaction costs and improve efficiency. NIE is, in this 

16 Rogan (2017).
17 Rogan (2017) 91.
18 Polanyi (1944); see also Cangiani and Thomasberger (2018). On Polanyi and the critique 

of capitalism, see Rogan (2017).
19 Finley (1972); Finley (1973).
20 Mauss (2016); Finley (1972) 118–9.
21 Manning (2018) 28.
22 Cedrini et al. (2019).
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sense, profoundly evolutionary, and it is ironic that Manning recommends 
adding some more evolutionary theory to make it work even better.23

One of North’s interests is in the relationship between informal and formal 
mechanisms. How, why, and how well did they work? The answer was that 
they worked surprisingly well, but with serious limitations in comparison 
with the modern world. This led him, and colleagues, to the notion of limited 
access orders where an elite, based on rent extraction, suppressed violence 
by monopolising economics and politics. A key passage serves to illustrate 
this model:

Human history has known just three types of social orders. The first was 
the foraging order: small social groups characteristic of hunter-gatherer 
societies. Our concern is with the two social orders that arose over the 
last ten millennia. The limited-access order (or natural state) emerged 
between five and ten thousand years ago, and was associated with the 
increasing scale of human societies. Increasing scale is accomplished 
through a hierarchy of personal relationships among powerful individu-
als. Personal relationships among the elite form the basis for political 
organization and constitute the grounds for individual interaction. A 
natural state is ruled by a dominant coalition; people outside the coali-
tion have only limited access to organizations, privileges, and valuable 
resources and activities. Open-access orders emerged in the nineteenth 
century, and are associated with the beginnings of sustained economic 
and political development. Identity, which in natural states is inherently 
personal, becomes defined in open access orders by a set of impersonal 
characteristics. The development of impersonal categories of individuals, 
often called citizens, allowed people to interact over wide areas of social 
behavior where no one needed to know the individual identities of their 
partners. The ability to form organizations that the larger society sup-
ports is open to everyone who meets a set of minimal and impersonal 
criteria. Both limited- and open-access social orders have public and 
private organizations, but natural states limit access to those organiza-
tions. Open-access societies do not.24

Essentially, in economic terms, nothing changes between the agricultural 
revolution and the nineteenth century, when impersonal markets, disen-
chanted transactions, and open access burst forth. It is easy to see how the 
archaic economy gets left under-theorised in this vast frozen waste of elite-
driven, personal connections. The gift is a personal, reciprocal exchange 
between relative equals, which is thus inefficient because it is outside organ-
isational structure. It is highly dependent on individual relationships and 

23 Manning (2018) 32–4.
24 North et al. (2009) 56.
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only available to a few people. It works, because those limiting factors also 
permit a less violent society, but it is not very efficient.

Most ancient historians who work with NIE tend to pull bits of the 
‘evolved’, institutional world back into the past. Their argument is that there 
may have been a transformation in the nineteenth century, but it was not as 
stark as previously suggested. They point to private property and to public 
and private law defending property rights. They also argue for quasi-rational 
choices leading to growth performance across numerous proxies. This is not 
to say that the ancient world is as rational or institutional as the modern, but 
it is possible to claim some connection to modernity.25 As Mark Granovetter 
argued, we have probably overstated the embeddedness of early markets and 
understated the embeddedness of modern markets.26 In other words, social 
relations always matter, as Polanyi said and as Finley insisted. This can help 
us include the archaic economy in a modified NIE world.

NIE was born to celebrate the social and economic changes which earlier 
theorists had regarded as anomalous and worrying, which is why it carries 
problematic risks. Recasting what Weber called ‘disenchantment’ as ‘lower 
transaction costs’ normalised neoliberal economics. But it has also focused on 
important questions. Along the way, a Granovetter-inflected NIE started to 
look, to some, like a positive way of doing ancient economic history – though 
its evolutionist ‘wolf’ shows through the pastoral landscape. Scheidel, Mor-
ris, and Saller’s NIE-driven Cambridge Economic History focuses extensively 
on economic performance and transformations. For Ian Morris, however, the 
seventh, sixth, and fifth centuries BCE were something of an economic ‘sweet 
spot’ for Greece: ‘a structural revolution pushed Greece into the “optimality 
band”, in which the state is strong enough to provide security and guarantee 
property, but not strong enough to engage in destructive rent-seeking’.27 So, 
one can recast the emergence of the polis within a predominantly economic 
model and set that economic progress into a fundamentally evolutionary 
framework. In seeking to explain what is, effectively, the teleological triumph 
of the polis, Manning also resorts to claims about knowledge transfer as an 
evolutionary process – ‘the power of a good idea to catch on’.28

If one pursues this line of reasoning, then it is possible to arrive at ‘urban-
isation’ as a successful meme, and it is interesting that North and others 
found Richard Dawkins a congenial fellow-traveller. Dawkins’ notion that 
memes or carriers of cultural identity behaved in a quasi-evolutionary man-
ner sustains the conceit that economic progress through lowering transaction 
costs and the notion of urbanisation are a self-replicating cultural package.29 

25 The obvious place to look is in Scheidel et al. (2007).
26 Granovetter (1985).
27 Morris (2007) 241
28 Manning (2018) 34.
29 Dawkins (1976).
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This has provoked the ire of commentators, from Marshall Sahlins through 
to Francesco Boldizzoni,30 as exemplified in Sahlins’ critique of Dawkins and 
Edward Wilson:

In place of a social constitution of meanings, it offers a biological deter-
mination of human interactions with a source primarily in the general 
evolutionary propensity of individual genotypes to maximize their 
reproductive success. It is a new variety of sociological utilitarianism, 
but transposed now to a biological calculus of the utilities realized in 
social relations.31

John Wilkins took a rather different line when he wrote ‘urbanisation repre-
sents not only a very dominant set of ideas presumably across the Mediterra-
nean by the middle of the millennium, but its power is also greatly enhanced 
by the almost proselytising fervour of the newly urbanised’.32 The idea alone 
was not enough; it had to be sufficiently advantageous to ‘catch on’.

The recent revival of interest in Fustel de Coulanges offers a rickety bridge 
between the evolutionist urban paradigm and economic advantage.33 Isolat-
ing Fustel’s approach to the city as an ideological construct, a mentalité, 
Nicola Terrenato noted that families develop private property to bury their 
dead and then aggregate into wider groups. This process is transposed to 
the city, which is thus a form of organisation predominantly suited to elite 
behaviour and therefore a natural object of peer polity interaction. Elites, 
with sufficient resources and stability, emulated the successful evolutionary 
move. The city was one of the fittest social forms in the tangled hedgerow of 
Darwinian state formation. Moreover, it can be argued to have been a suc-
cessful mechanism for the extraction of resources from others, thus reinforc-
ing its attraction to elites. What Wilkins, with some degree of irony, called 
‘proselytising fervour’ might have looked like conquest or the deliberate 
propagation of inequality to the unconverted.

Putting all of this together, one arrives at a rationalist, elite-driven inter-
pretation of human history, and specifically the development of cities, as 
maximising economic advantage and institutionalising asymmetry. You can 
get to this model as easily from a position of brash neoliberal rationality as 
you can from one of concerned leftward empathy; many roads are converg-
ing. This is a fascinating outcome, in that there is a tendency to argue that 
the nineteenth century’s ‘great transformation’ finds an early precursor, and 
it is not entirely surprising then that some of these accounts toy with the 
notion of the ‘axial age’ – Manning is an example. The ‘axial age’ was Karl 

30 Boldizzoni (2007).
31 Sahlins (1976) x, cited at Boldizzoni (2007) 46.
32 Wilkins (1992) 227.
33 Yoffee and Terrenato (2015); Rüpke (2020) 30–46.
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Jaspers’ effort to explain what he saw as an early cultural revolution in the 
mid-first millennium BCE – the development of an ‘age of faith’ but also an 
‘age of expansion’.34 Critically, Jaspers was again responding to this central 
issue of how and when we became ‘modern’, and why it went so wrong; the 
implication was that we needed a new axial age (not run by Heidegger) or 
to recover the old one. It is equally instructive to see how this conception of 
recurrence and similarity also allows scholars to use globalisation as a persis-
tent process, not a specifically modern one. So, for instance, Justin Jennings 
argued that globalisation has happened repeatedly, and the development of 
cities is always part of the story.35

Between North’s NIE, Granovetter’s economic sociology, and the inter-
est in globalisation, we see a trend towards what has been called ‘global 
history’.36 The combination of a concentration on economic drivers and the 
use of a quasi-biological framework is popular and attractive, but it is poten-
tially reductive. A number of the critical elements of this pattern of argument 
can be flattened into ideal types – cities, trade, and elites – while there is a 
combination of ‘natural state’ and evolutionism which inevitably makes one 
worry that this is leading to the justification of ‘inevitable’ processes.

One way in which historians have reacted against this is by emphasising 
the local and the micro against the global and the macro. This idea, that 
microhistory can save global history, was the subject of a recent Past and 
Present Supplement.37 Being attentive to what Ginzburg and Poni called the 
‘decisive importance of those traces, those clues, those details previously 
overlooked, which upset and throw into disarray the superficial aspect of 
the documentation’,38 Ghobrial suggests that ‘microhistory could play a role 
in carrying us one step closer to a more rigorous, reflexive and critical form 
of global history’.39

It is particularly interesting for archaeologists, then, to think about the 
challenge of agglomeration, of what we do when we have ‘collected all our 
stamps’ (to use an earlier metaphor). If we take all the specific examples of 
knowledge transfer, which we have been working on for the past few decades, 
do we end up with a greater whole? Do our case studies simply mask the 
enormous gaps in our knowledge? Is there a smooth passage between case 
study and pattern? Does case study interfere with pattern? Are they funda-
mentally incompatible exercises? How does the study of particular actants, 
agents, and networks in their intense specificity put into question the broader 
outlines we have seen emerge from a global, and to a degree globalising, 

34 Jaspers (1953); Joas and Bellah (2012).
35 Jennings (2010).
36 Hunt (2014); Conrad (2017).
37 Ghobrial (2019a).
38 Ginzburg and Poni (1991) 8.
39 Ghobrial (2019b) 22.
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macrohistory? All these issues are associated with middle-range theory and 
the challenge of arriving at convincing frameworks of interpretation.

I want to pick two areas where, potentially, we might be able to disrupt 
the explanatory framework of economy and evolution, and to argue that we 
can find another, and I think more intriguing, way of understanding archaic 
economies. First, I will sketch out some problems with the emphasis on eco-
nomic drivers by thinking about the role of religion, and second, I will focus 
on artisans and technicians.

On the edge of institutionalisation

The institutionalisation of economic activity can be readily located in religion. 
Temples and sanctuaries allow for the transformation of value, and the devel-
opment of polytheism and of sacred spaces forms part of the development of 
denser settlements, intensification of space utilisation, and accelerated social 
interaction.40 In this section I want to sketch out a model which sees the reli-
gious aspects of community as not only essential to the construction of com-
munity but also part of the process of defining communities. This is perhaps 
one of the critical forms of knowledge which characterise the ‘long’ Iron Age.

The traditional model of polis religion made elite domination of religion, 
and its functional use as an instrument of that domination, relatively straight-
forward. However, that model is now under significant stress. It allows little 
room for individual belief or localised action, and its functionalism is too 
blunt to be helpful in describing the relationship between community and 
the gods.41 Nevertheless, for our purposes, the role of the temple as a meeting 
place, a marketplace of ideas, has significant value. Furthermore, there is no 
doubt that elites are inextricably connected with the development of what 
we call ‘urban settlements’. If we then think about elites as fragile, potentially 
unstable groupings which require huge performative effort to sustain, then 
religion appears to play an important role in the definition of elites, and 
the hierarchical nature of polytheistic religion mirrors the construction of 
unequal social orders.42

The notion of the sanctuary as a marketplace of ideas does not need much 
illustration; it works well for the Panhellenic sanctuaries, and Charlotte Potts 
has used this notion well for central Italy.43 Yet, in addition to its enabling 
force for connectivity, religion also played a constraining role. Religion serves 
to institutionalise the notion that princes and kings were not at the top of 
the hierarchy – the gods are above them. John Scheid has made some strik-
ing points about the ways in which developed notions of sacrifice instantiate 

40 Govi (2017); Agusta-Boularot et al. (2017).
41 Kindt (2013); Smith (2019).
42 For this understanding of the elite see Fisher and van Wees (2015) or Cicero or V. Gordon 

Childe.
43 Potts (2015).
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hierarchies – from vegetable to animal to human to god.44 While Homer 
offers little challenge to an established elite ordering, that order is hedged 
round with obligation and expectation. The elite are under question and 
attack from their very first appearance in Greek literature; Hesiod’s (Op. 
38, 220, 263) complaint about gift-eating basileis is both an insight into 
inequality and a reminder that elite performance was judged and scruti-
nised.45 Where did this idea come from? Jaspers would have said that it was 
part of the axial age ethical mentality. The NIE perspective might argue 
that a wider interrelationship between members of society was economi-
cally rational. I, instead, will argue for a ‘re-enchantment’ of our notion of 
community, and of communal institutions, that is to say, a more determined 
emphasis on community as sanctioned by, and performed with reference to 
and in company with, the gods. In other words, we ought to take seriously 
the previously held notion that modernity had significantly lost some ele-
ment of interpersonal relations and of relations between humans and the 
transcendent – a point strongly argued for in social anthropology.46

Scholars have argued that a critical feature in the development of archaic 
Greece and central Italy is the emergence of the city; we can also see a close 
relationship between cities and the institutions of religion, with temples being 
simply the most obvious. As a concept, the city has often been characterised 
as a ‘rational’ enterprise, to use Oswyn Murray’s term.47 Certainly, Mediter-
ranean city-states are not like the theocracies known from the ancient Near 
East or Egypt. Yet it is also the case that one of the most obvious develop-
ments of the period in which we identify Mediterranean urbanisation is the 
articulation of myth, differentiated polytheism, and increasingly monumen-
talised arenas for religious performance.

The community of citizens was, at least to some extent, defined as a com-
munity of believers, and, while political elites monopolised religious office, 
effective religious performance was essential for political prominence. Reli-
gion and politics were coterminous, which opens up the idea that there 
was no politics that was not also the working out of the will of the gods.48 
Critically, the creation of poliadic deities, the ‘nationalisation’ of cult, the 
communal oversight of family sacra, the overlapping of local, regional, and 
international deities support an overall sense that ritualised communication 
did not belong in only one place or at one level of society. It is absolutely 
pervasive, at and across borders, for men and women, and it transforms 
value persistently through deposition and votive behaviour. From Perachora 
to Pyrgi, the gods are at work.

44 Scheid (2012).
45 For brilliant work in this area, see Duplouy (2006).
46 Strathern (2019) for the arguments.
47 Murray (1990), (1991).
48 Champion (2017) for a first attempt to do better for mid-Republican Rome; the field is 

transformed by Padilla Peralta (2020).
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To give some chronological shape to this, it is striking how many other 
processes are coterminous with the beginning of spatial redefinition and/or 
the increase in settlement size across the long Iron Age. First is the differen-
tiation of the gods into recognisable mythical figures. Second is the prolif-
eration of religious spaces inside and outside borders. Third is the creation 
of foci of expenditure, such as temples, that are distinct from the personal 
or familial aggrandisement most visible in funerals. Fourth is the develop-
ment of literacy for non-bureaucratic purposes. Fifth, and latest, is the emer-
gence of codifications of law which enshrine notions of private property and 
behaviour vis-à-vis the sacred.49 On this last point, it seems plausible that 
the emergence of a notion of private property entails, and arises from, an 
enhanced notion of community; in other words, that rather than thinking of 
the evolution of family, private property, and the state from the perspective 
of communal sharing, we should contemplate an inverse process whereby a 
notion of the commons emerges alongside the definition of private space.50 
The community is the essential intellectual and social space within which it 
becomes possible to imagine and sustain the notion of ownership, which then 
encourages the creation of groups to manage transmission and inheritance. 
Some groups may have been ‘elite’, but some possessions are the property 
of different social levels, and that may include specialised ritual knowledge.

Rather, therefore, than think about urban space as the critical category, it 
is perhaps more profitable to reckon on the formalisation of rituals, some 
of which are specifically about the construction of community, in terms of 
people and boundaries.51 And this remarkably sophisticated notion of what 
it is to be a part of a community, and how to define communities within 
communities, might be the critical knowledge which is transferred in the 
early Iron Age.

Technicians of the city: forging community, weaving worlds

Who carried this knowledge about how to undertake formal rituals? 
Although religious expertise is often located at an elite level, this deserves 
some degree of challenge. Chalcas the seer is not a king. Tarchon, Romulus, 
and Numa are ‘kings’, but the notion of a king in Italy is not unitary or 
stable. Some Roman priests are shut out from other activity. Not all priests 
are patricians, and Attus Naevius, the augur from an apparently non-noble 
background who learnt his skill from the gods and stood up against a king, 
is a good example of a different genealogy of religious wisdom. Not all 

49 See now Bell and Du Plessis (2020).
50 Mackil (2017) 63–90.
51 Gargola (2017) has reshaped our understanding of some of these rituals but see also the 

reissue in English of Rüpke’s (2019) ground-breaking work, Peace and War in Rome: A 
Religious Construction of Warfare. I also want to flag here the focus of Humphreys (2004) 
on the intellectual work needed to confront unpredictable gods.
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religious stories are told by elite players. Athenian vase painters were not 
part of the elite, nor, one suspects, were those who created central Italic ter-
racotta friezes. What is the nature of artisanal agency in creating the city?52

Storytellers, myth makers, image carriers, seers, mystics, and strangers 
were all culture heroes of the archaic age (and some are retrojected into even 
earlier times). Regular and repeated acts of creativity characterised ancient 
societies. The rapidity of knowledge transfer and cultural transmission in 
what we (increasingly reluctantly) call ‘the Orientalising period’ was a symp-
tom of a remarkable intellectual openness, which was likely the product of 
vigorous interpretative behaviour.53 In other words, the cultural packages, 
which were in motion, were accompanied at the point of reception by a 
persistent and imaginative set of commentaries.

To simply state that artisans were at the service of the elite would under-
state the degree of innovation present in craft production. Moreover, it 
restricts the value of ideologically freighted material production to a single 
patron–client commissioning moment, therefore omitting any consideration 
of cultural expectations on the act of production by the viewers and the pro-
ducers.54 Rather, artisanal and craft activity constitutes, creates, and perpetu-
ally transforms the notion and reality of power.55 What we see, and what we 
search for, are the attributes of power, which emerge from a dialogue, how-
ever asymmetrical, between those temporarily possessing these attributes 
and those who are prepared to allow them to be meaningful and read them.

To take this argument further, we can refer to Mary Helms’ Craft and 
the Kingly Ideal: Art, Trade and Power, which is obliquely one of the best 
books ever written on what orientalisation was all about. It is first worth 
recalling that Helms’ previous book, Ulysses’ Sail: An Ethnographic Odys-
sey of Power, Knowledge, and Geographical Distance, made the case for 
the importance of distance in adding allure to objects and for differential 
knowledge of space and distance as being an aspect of power.56 Craft and the 
Kingly Ideal adds to this by focusing on the production of movement. Taking 
a very broad account of craft as an act of transformation, Helms argues that 
trade itself is a craft:

The capacity for successful travel may be seen not only as comparable 
to but also as a manifestation of a form of skilled crafting involving the 
creation or organization of an orderly, cultured, ritually sanctified social 
entity (for example, a caravan or ship’s society) which can successfully 
mediate geographical space/time and can pass between permanent and 

52 Brilliantly addressed in Osborne (2018).
53 See Snodgrass (1988) for an influential account.
54 See Bernardo-Ciddio in this volume for similar arguments.
55 Recent important attempts to focus on artisanal activity include: Biella et al. (2018); Gleba 

and Pasztokai-Szeöke (2013).
56 Helms (1988), (1993).
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settled foci of human society and more distant domains of the outside 
world.57

The skilled artisan is often an outsider and highly mobile.58 The specialised 
knowledge of the artisan is prized and feared, and the artisan may be repre-
sented not only as a flawed creator (for instance, physically disabled in some 
way) but also as essentially a human empowered to come close to the repeti-
tion of an original act of creation. This power, this aesthetic of transforming 
value, is akin to, and in Helms’ account often controlled by, a king or elite.

Turning then to acquisition, Helms differentiates the reciprocity involved 
in exchange with nearer neighbours from acquisition from distant places: ‘the 
locus of value of long-distance goods lies not in the reciprocity of exchange 
but in the inalienable qualities derived from association with a qualitatively 
defined but not necessarily accurately known distant place of origins’.59 Giv-
ing in order to receive something in return should be differentiated from the 
more embedded versions of neighbourly exchange. This makes the market a 
particularly important place – a place of order in potential disorder in which 
the maintenance of peace has cosmological significance. It is unsurprising 
therefore that the market is often also a place where craft – production most 
likely but also religion, poetry, music, and dance – is also performed.60

The acquisition of naturally endowed and specially crafted goods underlies 
Helms’ notion of political authority. Helms quotes Irving Goldman’s char-
acterisation of the Kwakiutl chiefs of British Columbia as ‘the assemblers, 
the concentrators and the managers of supernatural powers’.61 Acquisition, 
accumulation, and transformation underpin the legitimation of power; one 
draws authority from the display of connection with an outside world, which 
can only be imagined by most of the community, and precisely because it is 
imagined it can acquire extraordinary characteristics. The connection with 
‘centres-out-there’ works both horizontally across space, but also symboli-
cally as a connection with spiritually imbued realms, and as a reinforcement 
of aspirational power across time.

It is worth noting that Helms makes little reference to ancient Greece or 
Rome, but the general relevance of her argument is clear, particularly the 
way that craft operates, both in terms of local production and in long dis-
tance acquisition. This cleverly allows us to track analogous processes, even 
in less well-connected areas. Less robust, however, is Helms’ slightly flat-
footed approach to power and its operation in society. Although she quotes 
Benedict Anderson’s idea, derived from his study of Javanese culture, that 

57 Helms (1993) 43.
58 See Armstrong and Robinson’s contributions in this volume for discussion of mobile 

craftspeople.
59 Helms (1993) 99.
60 See Becker in this volume.
61 Helms (1993) 168, citing Goldman (1975) 198–9.
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‘power exists, independent of its possible users’, her description of society is 
dichotomous and without nuance.62

There may be a way forward by combining how Helms associates craft and 
acquisition with the notion of assemblage, which is hinted at by Goldman. 
More recently, Delanda has theorised the idea of assemblage as an exten-
sion to, and development of, network theory, derived from the theoretical 
work of Deleuze and Guattari.63 On this account, assemblages have a fully 
contingent historical identity, and each of them is therefore an individual 
entity. They are always composed of heterogeneous components; Delanda 
gives the following example:

persons, the material and symbolic artifacts that compose communities 
and organisations: the architecture of the buildings that house them; 
the myriad different tools and machines used in offices, factories, and 
kitchens; the various sources of food, water, and electricity; the many 
symbols and icons with which they express their identity.64

Assemblages can become component parts of larger assemblages, and while 
they ‘emerge from the interactions between their parts . . . once an assem-
blage is in place it immediately starts acting as a source of limitations and 
opportunities for its components’.65 Assemblage theory is complex but it 
is intended to link micro and macro scales because assemblages are active, 
combinatory, and define potential, as well as actual, opportunity. They are 
territorialised (they have a spatial component, however described) and they 
are, to varying degrees, coded – that is to say, subject to rules and norms 
which they perpetuate and are perpetually bringing into being.

Interestingly, Delanda turns regularly to Braudel’s theories in Civiliza-
tion and Capitalism, which likewise moves between the micro and macro 
scales. Braudel, of course, thought across long stretches of history.66 One of 
his preoccupations was how markets turned into more consolidated econo-
mies, and his emphasis on fairs and bazaars was taken up by Delanda as an 
example of how to work with assemblages.67 Their physical space, the objects 
traded, the people involved, and the knowledges transmitted are all part 
of the assemblage; the agglomeration and interaction of markets form a 
larger assemblage; the increased coding of the assemblages is part of the 
structuring of economic activity. The more coded, long term, and durable 
these assemblages, the closer we get to an economic system which supports, 

62 Helms (1993) 9, citing Anderson (1972) 7.
63 Delanda (2006), (2016).
64 Delanda (2016) 20.
65 Delanda (2016) 21.
66 Braudel (1981–4).
67 See Becker in this volume.
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and is supported by, asymmetrically solid social structures, that is, capital-
ism, which Braudel famously saw as ‘potentially visible since the dawn of 
history’.68

Helms’ arguments about crafting and trade fit easily into the Braudelian 
wheels of commerce. Each market moment is an assemblage, but each 
constructed store of resource is also an assemblage. At the market, we 
find objects that enact and encode their cultural capacity, whether they 
are from far away or are part of burgeoning artisanal production. These 
objects flow in and out of assemblages which (among other things) denote 
social status. And each assemblage is always being made and unmade, 
valued, revalued, and devalued by time, by the tension between the lure 
of innovation and the memory of tradition, and by entanglement with 
contingent political process.

Elsewhere, I have suggested that we might need to take more seriously 
theories such as Chayanov’s peasant or domestic mode of production in 
shaping early intensification.69 This argument points to two further themes. 
First, it would be pointless to fight against the clear significance of the 
elite capture of exchange networks, of elite motivation and mobilisation of 
resource, and of the relevance of exchange and acquisition to shoring up 
asymmetrical relations. However, it is certain that the assemblages we are 
discussing include – indeed require – a wider community and that in noting 
the significance of artisans and traders we are encouraged to look down the 
social order and across geographical boundaries. We need to include the 
‘real’ technicians of the city, who forge community values in their smithies 
and weave worlds of meaning on their looms. These figures, and these acts, 
are coded symbolically as well as economically, and my focus on assem-
blages suggests that their symbolic code is being unduly overshadowed by 
current economic models. The conclusion I am gesturing at is that the sym-
bolic coding we see in and around artisanal activity constrained behaviour 
in the direction of a broad notion of community, within which the power 
of the elite should be seen as transient, contingent, and performative. It 
takes time, and very complex processes of coding, to arrive at anything like 
a stable aristocracy. What we tend to see is repeated overlaying of social 

68 Delanda (2006) 17, and for Braudel (1981–4) on capitalism: ‘Throughout this book, I have 
argued that capitalism has been potentially visible since the dawn of history, and that it has 
developed and perpetuated itself down the ages. (III: 620). . . . The worst error of all is to 
suppose that capitalism is simply an ‘economic system’, whereas in fact it lives off the social 
order, standing almost on a footing with the state, whether as adversary or accomplice: it is 
and always has been a massive force, filling the horizon. Capitalism also benefits from all 
the support that culture provides for the solidity of the social edifice, for culture – though 
unequally distributed and shot through with contradictory currents – does in the end con-
tribute the best of itself to propping up the existing order. And lastly capitalism can count 
on the dominant classes who, when they defend it, are defending themselves’ (III: 623).

69 Chayanov (1966); Smith (2021).



Enchanted trade 31

structures – that is one of the key findings, for instance, of Sally Humphreys’ 
account of Athenian kinship and religion.70

An entangled meshwork

What I have outlined here does not, by itself, invalidate the NIE evolutionist 
model of an ever-improving market. At some level, human history is about 
the steady intensification of symmetrical economic exploitation in a competi-
tive world. But this picture excludes so much of the messy and contingent 
details, and occludes agency at different levels of society and in different 
kinds of actors. It calls to mind the fantastic Borgesian dictionary entry – 
animals that from a long way off look like flies.71 If you are far enough away, 
everything looks the same and, as a definition or indeed a description of real-
ity, the NIE evolutionist world can be so unhelpful as to be misleading. It is 
a flaw of big data, and of thinking solely at the macro-economic level. We 
have to include all the descriptive levels to come closer to reality; assemblage 
theory has been my way to illustrate this.

I have suggested that assemblage theory might help us scale back and 
forth, and might help us understand whether the agglomeration of instances 
of knowledge transmission gets us to an economy. I have argued that they 
perhaps get us to another imperfectly understood assemblage, a set of objects, 
individuals, and practices, at least some, and probably all, of which were 
deeply embedded in imperfectly articulated and never completely reproduc-
ible social relations and actor-networks. All these operate across the human 
landscape, but also in the vertical relationship between the world and the 
gods, as I have discussed earlier. It was an enchanted, not a disenchanted, 
world. This meshwork, to use Tim Ingold’s phrase, has an extraordinary 
horizontal and territorial extension throughout the Iron Age, but it is also 
both the product of and one of the constitutive elements of persistently 
rearticulated vertical cosmologies.72 The immensely complicated dance of 
structures, objects, and people, as it constantly reshapes, is also entangled 
in the understanding of ritualised and theologised cosmologies.73 They are 
inextricable, one from another.

This chapter has argued that the notion of the assemblage allows us to 
create dense and sophisticated descriptions which go beyond, and animate, 
collections of data. It has also argued that these assemblages have to be 
understood cosmologically and that this coding offers a more nuanced, 
accurate, and enchanted picture of the ancient economy than other current 

70 Humphreys (2018).
71 Borges (2000).
72 Ingold (2015).
73 Some of what I say here is influenced by neo-Spinozist approaches to materiality, for instance 

Bennett (2010).
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theories. The most important knowledge that was exchanged in the archaic 
period was that value and power are constantly shifting and being reassessed 
across time and space and in relation to pervasive immanent forces.74 It is 
precisely this fluidity that allowed archaic society to reimagine itself and 
rethink its values. Politics, religion, and economy were coded in the objects 
and processes of knowledge transmission and embedded in the broader econ-
omy of ideas, things, people, and gods. 

74 On immanence, see Strathern (2019).
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As a case study of ancient connectivity, this chapter focuses on the iron trade 
emanating from northern Etruria and involving much of Tyrrhenian Italy. 
Iron production was among the most important features of the region’s early 
economy, and this metal trade has featured prominently in research and pub-
lication, starting with two volumes on L’Etruria mineraria in the 1980s.1 In 
this chapter, I return to the topic to analyse northern Etruria’s metal trade 
as a form of connectivity, not analytically different from the phenomenon 
of movement carrying people, commodities, and technologies around the 
region. This optic allows us to expand the lens to take into account broader 
research on early iron technology and incorporate new evidence of seaborne 
commerce in ore. I suggest that a detailed examination of this trade is useful 
for thinking more broadly about connectivity’s effects on Iron Age Italian 
society.

The idea that the population of the historical Mediterranean was gener-
ally and regularly mobile has become more or less axiomatic in scholar-
ship. Ancient historians call the phenomenon ‘connectivity’, following the 
landmark work of Horden and Purcell; the concept may be compared to the 
‘connectedness’ explored by recent global histories of the early modern peri-
od.2 Arguments for the universality of movement in human history can even 
now turn to science for support: recent genetic work associates the presence 
of the DRD4 7R allele, the so-called ‘wanderlust gene’, with willingness to 
seek novelty and therefore to travel.3 For historians, the obvious danger in 

* I am grateful to the editors and anonymous readers for their guidance; Alex Moskowitz 
provided me with useful information about tuyeres, and Sarah Murray provided helpful 
comments on an earlier draft.

1 Aa.Vv. (1981); Camporeale (1985); among voluminous subsequent work, I highlight Corretti 
and Benvenuti (2001). For Populonia, see Cambi et al. (2009), esp. Acconcia and Milletti 
(2009). For Elba, Alderighi et al. (2013); Corretti et al. (2014) and other publications of the 
Aithalia project, esp. Pagliantini (2019); an excellent recent synthesis appears in Corretti 
(2017).

2 Horden and Purcell (2000); for ‘connectedness’ see Ghobrial (2014) 56.
3 Campbell and Barone (2012).
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this trend is that, as connectivity becomes a constant feature of the human 
past, it also risks becoming a vague concept like ‘influence’ or ‘interaction’ 
were to previous generations of scholars; its ubiquity explains everything but 
nothing in particular. Some reviewers of Horden and Purcell’s Corrupting Sea 
raised similar issues, complaining that the book offered a perspective of the 
Mediterranean past which replaced diversity with ‘frightening featureless-
ness’.4 This view underestimates the degree to which the authors’ concept of 
microecology allows for the incorporation of diverse Mediterranean land-
scapes and resources through the integrative effects of human movement.5 
However, Horden and Purcell’s equation is often held to grant greater vari-
ability in the human exploitation of landscapes while simultaneously holding 
movement itself as a sort of constant; the sea formed a perpetually available 
means of smoothing over the stochastic outcomes of regional ecologies. As 
a result, consequent scholarship often tends to view connectivity as inher-
ently economically beneficial; ancient economic life was characterised by 
risk, while communication and exchange formed ‘ineluctable imperatives’ 
for those seeking ways beyond the limits of unpredictability.6 This idea, that 
connectivity is conducive to economic success, has been used to great effect, 
especially by research informed by New Institutional Economics. By identify-
ing, as New Institutional Economic theory does, the mitigation of transaction 
costs as the pathway to pre-modern economic growth, scholars have often 
privileged the role of long-distance trade within our wider understanding of 
long-term economic development in ancient Mediterranean history.7

Problematically, this deductive assertion of connectivity’s beneficent eco-
nomic role contains assumptions that do not always match what we find on 
the ground. Smith’s chapter in this volume elegantly contends with the wider 
theory by reminding us that we are not dealing, in archaic Italy, with a world 
of atomised rational actors. Social relations mattered in decision-making 
processes then as they do now, and embeddedness need not imply a return 
to old views of economic primitivism. Regarding the particular link between 
connectivity and economic growth, we might respond by posing one of the 
oldest questions about Mediterranean trade: why were commodities, like 
olive oil and wine, which were seemingly producible everywhere, also the 
most frequently exchanged and often over long distances? In this world, it 
would appear that the simple availability of, or demand for, resources cannot 

4 Squatriti (2002) 277; see also Algazi (2005).
5 Horden and Purcell (2005) 366–7 respond directly to this critique, noting their Mediterranean 

is one in which ‘differences . . . resemble each other,’ citing Horden and Purcell (2000) 52, 
quoting Lévi-Strauss.

6 Horden and Purcell (2000) 178; see now Isayev (2017) 17: ‘Movement was the prerogative 
of all levels of ancient society, which depended on it for survival and growth.’

7 Terpstra (2019); see also Roselaar (2019); Smith in this volume. Long distance trade has like-
wise been used to explain the origins of iron in Greek antiquity, although see Morris (1989) 
for a critique of this theory.
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fully explain commercial movement, and this encourages us to look more 
closely at the complex of concerns which must have informed decisions to 
exchange and connect at the local level.

To this end, we can turn to a growing body of recent historical scholarship 
on the early modern world, which asserts that movement itself is highly con-
tingent and therefore deserves study in its own right. The work of Ghobrial 
and others promotes the concept of ‘global microhistory’, emphasising the 
value in detailing individual experiences moving within globalising worlds 
as a way to counteract the impulse towards simplification or generalisation.8 
The approach holds clear applicability to antiquity, where there has been 
long-standing discomfort with ideas of a uniformly ‘Roman’ or ‘Hellenised’ 
Mediterranean, even as there is the need to acknowledge the period’s global-
ising trends.9 I suggest one way forward is to speak of ‘connectivities’, rather 
than the singular connectivity, attending in detail not only to microregions 
but also to the modes or agents of their interaction.10 Of course, plural con-
nectivities will imply plural outcomes, and this shift therefore challenges 
models of connection as a predictable pathway to economic advancement. 
Within this framework, this chapter offers a microhistory of the connec-
tivities linking North Etruria with wider Tyrrhenian Italy based upon the 
exploitation of iron. Analysed in this way, the movement of iron reveals the 
complex and particular interaction of local and ‘global’ factors, while its 
long-run effects were not always positive.

The nature of North Etruria’s Iron trade between text 
and archaeology

In tracing the development of North Etruria’s iron economy in time and 
space, a common starting point is a chapter from the universal history of 
Diodorus Siculus. The lengthy excursus represents one of the most detailed 
ancient accounts of Tyrrhenian economic connectivity:

Off the city of Tyrrhenia known as Poplonium there is an island which 
men call Aithalia. It is about one hundred stades distant from the coast 
and received the name it bears from the smoke (aithalos) which lies so 
thick about it. For the island possesses a great amount of iron ore, which 
they quarry in order to melt and obtain iron, and they possess a great 
abundance of this ore. Those engaged in working this ore crush the rock 
and burn the broken lumps in certain ingenious furnaces. And in these 
they smelt the lumps by means of a great fire and form them into pieces 

 8 Ghobrial (2014), (2019a); see further Andrade (2010) and Trivellato (2011).
 9 For globalizing antiquity, see Pitts and Versluys (2014).
10 See Cohen and Armstrong in this volume for further discussion; the papers in this volume 

offer a useful set of case studies.
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of moderate size which are in their appearance like large sponges. These 
are purchased by merchants in exchange either for money or goods and 
are then taken to Dicaearchia or the other emporia, where there are 
men who purchase such cargoes and who, with the aid of a multitude of 
artisans in metal whom they have collected, work it further and manu-
facture iron objects of every description.11

Diodorus here shows intimate familiarity with the ancient production of 
iron and its stages, from the extraction of ferruginous ore to the roasting or 
beneficiating of that ore at very high temperatures into blooms or sponge 
iron – a semi-worked, but still raw, material. This smelting process produces 
enormous quantities of waste material or slag, often called scoria in Ital-
ian, whose regular appearance in the archaeological record we will discuss 
shortly. This sponge iron then needed further treatment, with high heat and 
hammering, to refine its metallic content, remove impurities, and be worked 
into iron implements – steps we refer to as the smithing process. In this pas-
sage, Diodorus portrays the process as a remarkable chain of productive 
relationships between those who mined ore on the island of Elba, those who 
refined ore into ‘sponges’ (probably working on the mainland where timber 
for fuel was more abundant as Strabo’s account informs us), and Campanian 
merchants and artisans who purchased and further processed this material 
into finished implements. Each link in the chain differed both geographi-
cally and technologically, forming a horizontally diffuse production sequence 
along Italy’s coastline.

As Diodorus wrote in the mid-first century BCE, the question is how far 
back in time we may trace this articulated network of metal production. 
Diodorus’ account shows a general fascination with the long distances over 
which metal trading connected ancient communities, elsewhere turning to 
Hellenistic authors like the Massiliote Pytheas to describe the trade in tin 
from Cornwall to the Rhone Valley (5.37–8).12 The source of information for 
Elba’s iron distribution is less clear but also likely early. Corretti notes that, 
among the list of donations given by Etruscan cities to Scipio’s expeditionary 
fleet to Africa in 205 BCE, Populonia gave ferrum, while Arezzo gave arms 
and armour, suggestive already of dislocated production.13 Moving further 
back in time, reference to Pozzuoli by its Greek name Dicearchia suggests a 
possible terminus post quem of that colony’s foundation by Cumae around 
530 BCE.14 Another noteworthy aspect is Diodorus’ use of Elba’s nickname 
Aithalia (‘Sooty’) in reference to smoke from metal production. The name 
appears first in a fragment of the sixth-century BCE writer Hecataeus and 

11 Diod. Sic. 5.13.1–2, translation modified from Loeb edition.
12 Cunliffe (2003).
13 Corretti (2009).
14 On the foundation of Pozzuoli, see Adinolfi (1987).
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is prominent in Hellenistic sources.15 While these authors recognise Elba’s 
involvement in iron production, none mentions the southward shipment 
of ore or any relationship with Campania as found in Diodorus. Aithalia 
appears in a fragment of the fourth century BCE writer Philistus’ work on 
Dionysius I of Syracuse, the monarch whose imperial ambitions extended to 
Etruscan Italy and Corsica, and perhaps also Elba and Populonia. Syracusan 
interest is sometimes connected to a story in Aristotle’s Politics (1259a) about 
a Sicilian merchant retailing iron ore at high price. Perhaps this was bloomed 
Elban iron, but Aristotle does not specify.

Considering this state of uncertainty with regard to the literary sources, we 
may turn instead to the archaeological record. One significant discovery is that 
of some fragments of Elban iron in a semi-refined state from an eighth-century 
BCE context at Pithecussae, the Euboean Greek colony on Ischia which also 
housed an industrial complex with metalworking workshops. For Ridgway, 
this material not only proved the early existence of something resembling Dio-
dorus’ commercial network linking Campania to Etruria but also explained its 
origins: as Phoenician presence shut off Sardinia and  Corsica from Eubeoan 
Greeks in the ninth and eighth centuries, they instead sought colonial terri-
tory far to the south, in the Bay of Naples, from where they formed links with 
Etruscan mines to the north.16 This grand idea of protectionary trading spheres 
claimed by territorial states in the Early Iron Age western Mediterranean seems 
anachronistic, while the archaeological record of a very early phase of Elban 
iron distribution is ambiguous. Although finds of bloomed Elban iron from 
Pisa or Tarquinia have been claimed for the eighth century, few examples have 
been subjected to scientific analysis to confirm provenance, and none furnishes 
a firm date.17 Some recently published evidence of metalworking from Cumae, 
both bronze and iron, may offer further validation but awaits fuller analysis.18 
The Pithecussae material itself is not unassailable, as iron slag found in the 
site’s metal workshops belongs to dumps dated by the excavators to the early 
seventh century BCE, while tuyeres resemble Greek examples of the sixth cen-
tury BCE.19 While the industrial site speaks to metal craftwork at Pithecussae, 
it cannot, on its own, confirm large-scale ironworking in the eighth century.

More importantly, there is no significant evidence for iron mining or pro-
cessing on Elba or the adjacent Etruscan shoreline until the sixth century 

15 See the catalogue of sources in Pagliantini (2019).
16 Ridgway (1992) 100.
17 Corretti and Benvenuti (2001) 142–3; Ligurian territory around Genoa is also sometimes 

included in this list, but see Cucini (2013), who affirms that much of that material is later 
and probably locally sourced.

18 D’Acunto (2018) 301.
19 Ridgway (1992) 91; cf. Corretti and Benvenuti (2001) 143; see also Nijboer (1998) 166–7; 

Alex Moskowitz’s presentation on tuyeres at the ‘Exchanging Ideas’ conference in Auckland, 
New Zealand from which this chapter derives identifies the Pithecussae example as a lasana 
type with parallels from Greece and Massilia.
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BCE. While this absence should not preclude the possibility of exploitation 
at some level, it casts doubt on the idea of surplus production or a stable 
export trade in iron at an early date.20 The lowest layers of ironworking 
waste material on Populonia’s Baratti beach also contained bronze working 
slag dated to the mid-eighth century BCE, drawing from mixed sulphide cop-
per deposits inland in the Colline Metallifere.21 However, such production 
appears limited by comparison to the later iron industry.

Etruscan ironworking underwent a radical shift in scale and organisation 
in the early sixth century BCE. Evidence of this shift comes from the coastal 
site of Rondelli, in the gulf of Follonica, where excavation of an industrial 
area, relating to a small settlement of the early sixth century, revealed 21 
smelting furnaces of the sort used for roasting raw ore, consisting of circular 
depressions lined with clay and vegetal material. These received loads of ore 
and charcoal of heather and holm oak, while high temperatures, achieved 
by forced air, bloomed raw ore into the iron sponges described by Diodorus. 
The Rondelli installation is the best explored of a series of similar sites with 
reduction furnaces along the coast.22 Around the same time, an industrial 
quarter was built near the beach at Populonia. Signs of ironworking appear 
at the site by the early sixth century BCE, while in the last part of the same 
century two buildings were constructed with rooms hosting an articulated 
process of metal production. Hematite dust in one room suggests the work-
shop received ore in completely raw form, while basins and hydraulic archi-
tecture in another room pertain to mineral-washing installations comparable 
with those from the Attic silver mines of Thoricus.23

The furnaces of Rondelli went out of use by the late fifth century, while the 
Populonia installation was long-lived, continuing into the mid-third century. 
The surrounding area at Populonia remained an active site of ironworking for 
centuries, and thick strata of ironworking slag and debris from used furnaces 
blanketed the beach. Camilli identified three main layers of accumulated mate-
rial. The first dates to the seventh and sixth centuries, reasonably associable with 
the metalworking activity to which the industrial quarter also relates, while the 
thickest of the three layers of slag dates to the third and second centuries BCE.24

20 Note that early iron mining was done by non-sedentary groups in the Levant; see, e.g., 
Ben-Yosef (2016). I would not exclude the idea of very early iron mining on Elba because 
of a lack of settlement in the island’s eastern iron-rich areas; however, in terms of what the 
archaeological evidence can tell us, the sixth century represented a significant turning point 
in the region’s iron economy.

21 Chiarantini et al. (2009); Zifferero (2009).
22 Aranguren et  al. (2009); Ciampoltrini (2018) 150 suggests the furnaces’ construction 

matches Diodorus’ account, but this is an overoptimistic reading of the vague philotechnoi 
applied to kaminoi. Another possible metalworking site is located at Scarlino, see Cambi 
(2002) 11–12.

23 Bonamici (2015) 412, 422.
24 Camilli (2016), (2018).
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In sum, the initially small-scale metallurgy of northern Etruria, perhaps 
concentrated on inland ore sources, expanded quickly in the decades fol-
lowing 600 BCE as Elban iron ore was brought to coastal smelting sites 
and refined in ever greater quantities. This activity first occurred at a num-
ber of centres in the region but increasingly concentrated at Populonia, 
which was well-equipped to process raw ore into beneficiated sponges. The 
urban focus of the industry at Populonia may have given it a durability 
not displayed by smaller centres tied to non-urban settlements in the sixth 
century.25

Turning to the distribution of bloomed iron, sixth-century production 
immediately linked into a wide network of consumers. The list of sites 
where bloomed Elban iron appears includes many in southern Italy but 
is not limited in that regard. Northern Etruria itself is rich in finds, with 
Elban iron known from the area of Lucca, the territory of Pisa, and possibly 
several sites around Genoa.26 Blacksmithing evidence frequently appears in 
the Albegna Valley at Doganella, Fonteblanda, and Ghiaccioforte.27 Further 
south, Elban iron is identified at Caere and its port at Pyrgi.28 While no 
testing has been done on material from the large forges at Gravisca, one 
suspects an Elban source, as may also have been the case for Rome, where 
archaic ironworking installations have been found beside the Capitolium 
and beneath the Forum of Caesar.29 Iron made from Elban ore was also 
moving into the Po Valley, to Marzabotto and Bologna, and all the way to 
Spina by the fourth century BCE.30 Along with this list of urban sites, we 
can cite rural contexts such as evidence of blacksmithing at the recently dis-
covered farmhouse at Spolverino in the Ombrone Valley.31 Iron emanating 
from northern Etruria appears almost ubiquitously along the Tyrrhenian 
coastline.

We turn now to an important piece of this puzzle, which has not yet featured 
in this discussion. The first known Iron Age shipwreck carrying fragments of 
bloomed Elban iron has been identified: the Grand Ribaud F, which sank off 

25 Cambi (2002) 11–3 reconstructs a situation in which Vetulonia controlled Rondelli’s iron-
working operations until the rise of industry at Populonia reflected its rising domination 
over the region. There is little evidence to support this assertion other than an assumption 
about these communities’ territorial interests, which may be anachronistic for the period. 
The appearance of smelting at Populonia, its decline of Rondelli, and the decline of Vetulo-
nia’s Archaic settlement are not sufficiently related in time to be conclusive to this point.

26 For further bibliography, see Bonamici (2015) 414–5; for Genoa, an archaeometric study 
by Cucini (2013) 91–7 raises the possibility of a more local source.

27 Doganella: Perkins and Walker (1990) 49–50; Fonteblanda: Ciampoltrini (2018); Ghiac-
cioforte: Firmati (2017).

28 Alderighi (2013) 173.
29 Gravisca: Fiorini and Torelli (2007); Rome: Giardino and Lugli (2001) for the Capitolium; 

De Santis et al. (2010) for the Forum of Caesar.
30 Cf. Bonamici (2015) 415.
31 Sebastiani (2012).
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Hyères in the first quarter of the fifth century BCE.32 This was an exceptionally 
large ship, with an unusually homogeneous cargo of nearly a thousand wine 
amphorae, the majority of which are Py4a containers from Caere. While the 
Grand Ribaud F was loaded for its last journey in southern Etruria, its geo-
graphical coverage was wider. One amphora from the wreck bears graffiti in 
two languages, an Etruscan inscription naming MANIIES on its neck and the 
Roman numeral CCCCCCCCCII (902) in Latin on its shoulder. The name is 
assimilable with a personal name of Campanian origin known in Latium and 
Rome (Manilius), while the number may be a bill of lading as it seems close to  
the count of amphorae in the ship’s hold. We have no way of determining this 
Maniies’ involvement in the ship’s journey – whether he was a captain, land-
owner, or merchant, for example. However, his name as well as the two languages 
on this amphora suggest a highly fluid and mobile orientation. This ship was 
part of ongoing connectivity between the Italian seaboard and the Rhone Valley.

Beneath the layer of amphorae on the seafloor were discovered approxi-
mately 30 fragments of bloomed iron sponges. There are no signs of the 
containers in which the iron was carried, but the original quantity in the hold 
was likely larger than that.33 Excavators identify this material’s source as 
northern Etruria. While this assertion should be secured through future sci-
entific analysis, both the spongiform nature of the iron and its stratigraphic 
position beneath the cargo of amphorae (and thus from an earlier voyage) 
support this provenance. The identification also gains plausibility from sci-
entific confirmation of Elban hematite from Pyrgi, Caere’s port.34 We can 
therefore reconstruct this ship’s probable route, travelling first south from 
Populonia to southern Etruria with iron, unloading that cargo near Caere, 
perhaps even exchanging metal for wine, before taking its final cargo north 
to France. Iron retained in the hold may have served as ballast.35 The Grand 
Ribaud F provides the missing merchant ship to complete Diodorus’ picture 
of the southward movement of bloomed iron from Elban mines, in this 
case in the early fifth century BCE. At the same time, the wreck importantly 
recontextualises iron’s movement within the larger Tyrrhenian distribution 
of wine and other commodities. The interconnectedness of these movements 
of goods seems logical but often gets lost in discussions of a discrete metal 
trade emanating from northern Etruria.

Other evidence confirms that Etruscan connectivities in metal and agri-
cultural produce overlapped. At Fonteblanda, the port of Talamone, in the 

32 Long et al. (2006); the wreck is often overlooked with respect to these finds; see, e.g., Poehler 
et al. (2019), 257, who state flatly that no such maritime evidence exists of trade in slag.

33 Metal ore and ingots seem regularly to have been transported in containers or wrapped in 
hay or other protective material; I thank Sarah Murray for drawing my attention the fact 
that bronze ingots in the Uluburun wreck showed signs of hay or other organic material 
and in the Cape Gelidonya wreck appear to have been transported in baskets; see Bernard 
(2014) 182 on epigraphic attestation of ore shipped in skeuai.

34 Alderighi et al. (2013) 173.
35 Cf. Bernard (2014).
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context of an articulated settlement, excavation revealed a significant black-
smithing installation relying on Elban iron, while survey of the settlement 
turned up a consistent scatter of Py3a wine amphorae. The site is interpreted 
as an emporium for the trade of wine and metal. It is even possible wine from 
the Albegna Valley was exchanged for incoming Elban iron. In any case, these 
different commodities were all part of overlapping and interacting maritime 
exchange networks.36

Returning to Diodorus’ account of a geographically extended chain of iron 
production linking Elba to Campania, archaeology reveals some parts are 
accurate and others misleading. It is less apparent that a specific economic 
relationship ever existed between Elban mines and Campania. Compared to 
the abundant appearance of bloomed ore at sites along the Italian coastline 
further north, evidence for Elban iron in the pre-Roman Bay of Naples is 
not particularly rich. The recently discovered Cumaean evidence for Early 
Iron Age metalworking has already been noted, and more work is needed 
to determine the source of metal.37 Certainly, Campania received its share 
of Etruscan iron ore, as confirmed by recent excavation of late Republican 
furnaces at Velia containing spongiform iron fragments identified as Elban.38 
However, these findings do not contradict the broader point that Campania 
was by no means a special destination for Etruscan iron, and there does not 
appear to have been a direct vector of metal trade linking the two regions.

How to reconcile the wider distribution of Elban ore with Diodorus’ more 
particular trade network? First of all, it should be emphasised that Diodorus 
speaks of iron shipments to Pozzuoli ‘or other emporia’, not limiting receipt 
of iron sponges to the Campanian port city. Pozzuoli may have been singled 
out because of its fame, or because it was the most important emporium at 
the end of the coastal route south from Etruria, with few other commercial 
ports in Tyrrhenian Italy further south. Whatever the case, we should empha-
sise what we know to be accurate, that Elban ore was beneficiated before 
shipping and smithing this raw material was not undertaken at its place of 
origin. Instead, northern Etruria, by an early point and possibly already in 
the sixth century, specialised in a sort of factor market for partially refined 
iron ore, which was traded widely in its bloomed spongiform state.

Deciding to connect

In an important and still influential paper published 20 years ago, Corretti 
and Benvenuti reached this same conclusion: that iron from Pithecussae was 

36 Ciampoltrini (2018).
37 It is worth highlighting the metal work in the urban quarter at Cumae starting from 720 

BCE, discussed in preliminary form by D’Acunto (2018). Further work will prove valuable 
considering the proximity to Pithecussae’s metal workshops as well the fact that Cumae 
colonised Dicearchia.

38 D’Angiolillo and Gasner (2017) 11.
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not sufficient to support the hypothesis of an articulated metal trade linking 
Etruria to Campania already in the seventh century BCE and that the real 
turn in the region’s association with iron production came instead in the 
sixth century BCE. As we have seen, their hypothesis continues to find sup-
port from more recent archaeological discoveries. They also argue that the 
scenario makes little economic sense. The Euboean Greeks reaching Pithecus-
sae, they point out, could have found iron resources in their immediate vicin-
ity. Why establish far-flung trade networks with Etruscans in the first place?39

Iron is one of the more common metals in the earth’s crust, far more com-
mon than copper and its alloying metals, and it is true that communities 
south of the Tiber could access iron ore from local sources.40 High levels of 
manganese in iron objects from Iron Age Satricum, for example, may sug-
gest the use of bog iron in Latium.41 Producing usable iron from these local 
resources was perhaps more labour-intensive, as Elban ore was of high qual-
ity and had comparatively high iron content. However, the idea that local 
resources diminished the impulse to exchange over longer distances funda-
mentally misunderstands the nature of ancient connectivities. As I have noted 
already, because many of the commodities moving around the Mediterra-
nean were widely produced, we cannot assume that commercial movement 
was always the straightforward result of the availability of local resources. 
The large-scale movement of wine and oil run counter to the principles of 
a modern economy. The cargo of the Grand Ribaud F wreck, as it confirms 
that metal was a part of this larger commercial movement, suggests that we 
should also not expect principles of supply and demand to fully explain iron 
distribution.42

In keeping with recent discussions of ancient metal use, I contend that 
social and political contingencies should be favoured in explaining the devel-
opment of northern Etruria’s iron industry.43 Of course, the availability of 
local resources was crucial for the region. This includes both the rich iron 
mines on eastern Elba and abundant timber for charcoal on the mainland.44 
However, it is also important to recognise that northern Etruria’s elite predated 

39 Corretti and Benvenuti (2001) 136.
40 Erb-Satullo (2019) 580.
41 Nijboer (1998) 179.
42 Indeed, one can note that Euboea itself was the area of some of Greece’s best local iron 

mines, and Bakhuizen (1976) 65–9 therefore suggested that early Euboean explorers came 
to Italy not in search of ore but to trade metal craftwork.

43 Discussions of the Eastern Mediterranean Iron Age have also moved away from trade-based 
explanations, see Morris (1989); Erb-Satullo (2019).

44 The comment of Strabo 5.2.6 that ore was unable to be brought up to sufficient tempera-
tures for smelting on Elba and was therefore brought to Populonia is usually taken in rela-
tion to the necessary supply of timber for charcoal. When Elba’s limited timber supplies first 
necessitated the bringing of ore to the mainland is hard to say for certain, but the fact that 
raw ore was brought to Baratti by the sixth century BCE may suggest an early date.
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its significant involvement in iron production. That is, the region hosted a 
complex, stratified society with a wealthy elite before it became a prominent 
source of iron. Moreover, while Cristofani supposed that the discovery of 
abundant iron resources helped transform northern Etruscan aristocracies 
from Villanovan warrior elites into commercial elites whose wealth was 
based on trading iron – the reality seems less binary.45

Elite burials on Elba are attested prior to the sixth century BCE, with some 
locations showing continuity from the Final Bronze Age. Populonia’s first 
chamber tombs date to the ninth century BCE.46 In addition, a large elite 
structure, a hut of the ninth century dubbed by excavators the casa del Re, 
has been found at the summit of Populonia’s acropolis, confirming that society 
was focused on that hill from an early date.47 Warfare remained an important 
aspect of northern Etruria’s society into the archaic period and beyond, while 
the dominant classes of northern Etruria, leaders of the so-called società gen-
tilizia of Early Iron Age Italy, participated in the exchanges characteristic of 
Italian elites of the period.48 Connectivity and commerce were also vital to 
sociopolitical success in this prestige economy, as is evident from the material 
culture. Grave goods from Early Iron Age tombs at Populonia included numer-
ous objects produced on Corsica or Sardinia, as well as locally made imitations 
of such objects, perhaps suggesting that craftspeople were also moving.49 One 
particularly rich hoard of metal objects from the site of Falda della Guardiola, 
perhaps relating to early fortifications around Populonia’s hill, contained an 
eighth-century bronze ship model, well-known from Sardinia and sites along 
the Italian coast from Croton to Pontecagnano, Portus, Vulci, and Vetulonia.50 
Burials from the Early Iron Age necropolis at Piano and Poggio delle Granate 
at Populonia include objects with parallels in Latium and further abroad, 
including a bronze fibula of possible Anatolian origin.51

It is likely, in the context of the elite exchange and mobility supporting 
the consumption of these prestige goods, that Elba and Populonia were 
brought into closer contact. There has been much discussion over when 
Populonia gained control over the island, or at least reliable access to its 
mineral resources.52 The relationship between the two areas extended back 
to the Final Bronze Age, when objects of likely Populonian manufacture 
appear on Elba. The aforementioned Early Iron Age hut on the acropolis 
of Populonia was sited with a privileged view from its location towards the 

45 Cristofani (1969); see Bartoloni (2015) 345.
46 For Elba, see Pagliantini (2019) 151–3; for Populonia, see Bartoloni (2005).
47 Acconcia and Bartoloni (2007).
48 For società gentilizia, see Di Fazio and Paltineri (2019).
49 Bartoloni (2015).
50 Lo Schiavo and Milletti (2011).
51 Bartoloni (2005).
52 Summary in Corretti (2017) 449–51.
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strait of water between Elba and the mainland, suggesting the importance to 
elite authority of the surveillance of maritime movement along that route.53 
It is clear that Populonia’s Early Iron Age elites were engaging in the produc-
tion of bronze, drawing on inland resources, as evidenced by the aforemen-
tioned slag from Baratti beach as well as some evidence for local craftwork. 
However, this small-scale production was not intended for significant export, 
and the region’s elite groups were as much consumers of metal objects as they 
were connected with their production, as demonstrated by prestige objects 
from Sardinian and elsewhere in Early Iron Age tombs. In this early period, 
the scarce iron objects found are mostly prestige goods, like ornaments or 
spits which are well associated with elite burials across the Mediterranean, 
rather than utilitarian instruments.54

What then was behind the dramatic increase in iron exploitation and pro-
cessing in the early sixth century BCE? Research on Etruria mineraria has 
rarely engaged with the question of motives and has generally been content to 
describe, rather than explain, the emergence of Etruscan ironworking. In dis-
cussing the origins of Etruria mineraria, scholarship sometimes employs the 
language of discovery and exploration, with prospectors ranging increasingly 
widely for novel sources of ore. While there was novelty in the scale of early 
sixth century BCE ironworking, this chapter’s discussion also emphasises 
continuity in terms of the social networks and seaborne connectivity upon 
which production depended. Importantly, sixth-century economic changes 
did not entirely efface the structures of the società gentilizia. Bonamici’s 
analysis of the industrial quarter along the beach at Populonia emphasises 
similarity of architecture and finds with palatial complexes such as Murlo or 
Acquarossa, where there is also evidence of metal craftworking.55

The observation of sociopolitical continuity down to the point of the metal 
trade’s emergence presents the question of why a stable social and techno-
logical system transformed when it did. Drawing from work on the rise of 
iron in post-Bronze Age societies of the Greek Aegean and Near East, we 
may emphasise the particular role which metal played in state formation 
processes, and especially the advantages gained by iron over bronze in terms 
of increased malleability and hardness. As smiths grew increasingly sophisti-
cated at hardening iron, these aspects became important to the production of 
edged weaponry.56 Snodgrass identifies a transition in Greece from iron’s use 

53 Pagliantini (2019) 148–9.
54 For iron finds from Piano and Poggio delle Granate, see Bartoloni (2005); for spits, see 

Kohler and Naso (1991); on their general relation to elite status, see Murray (2017) 269–71.
55 Bonamici (2015) 411–2.
56 Representative of a larger body of scholarship are Waldbaum (1980); Muhly et al. (1985); 

for the Western Mediterranean, see now Nijboer (2018). Relying on archaeometallurgical 
data, Erb-Satullo (2019) 576–80 questions whether the earliest Near Eastern smiths work-
ing with bloomery iron yielded noticeable advantages of hardness over bronze until they 
mastered carburization and quenching, but it is relevant that Tyrrhenian Italy’s ironworking 
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for ornaments and elite-status goods to tools and, significantly, weapons. A 
similar pattern takes hold in northern Etruria as well, if at a somewhat later 
date, whereby iron was devalued from a luxury metal to a base metal prized 
for its hardness and utility.57 From the seventh century BCE onwards, spears 
and swords in central Italy were predominantly made of iron.58 In ninth and 
eighth century BCE tombs from Populonia, swords and spear tips (albeit of 
bronze) appear inconsistently, while at other Villanovan necropoleis from 
the region, such as that at via Marche at Pisa, weaponry is conspicuously 
absent among grave goods, and iron is limited to prestige ornaments.59 In the 
so-called tombe a cassone of the sixth and fifth centuries BCE at Populonia, 
iron lance points and blades start to appear with more frequency.60

Contrary to the idea that the discovery of iron transformed Early Iron 
Age warrior elites into commercialists, it may have been that involvement 
in war drove initial demand for good iron. Warfare was changing in scale 
and scope in the same period that iron production began to expand. The 
Battle of Alalia, the large naval conflict between Phocaeans, Phoenicians, and 
Etruscans around 540 BCE, is the earliest encounter of its size known in the 
region and seems emblematic of a trend of increasingly organised violence. 
Following the lead of ancient accounts by Herodotus and others, scholar-
ship tends to see the battle as a conflict between territorial states competing 
over resources and routes. Things may have been trending in that direction 
and possibly reached that point by the fifth century when the Kingdom of 
Syracuse sent a fleet to Elba and a series of hilltop fortresses appeared on the 
island and mainland. However, it is possible that later Greek sources retro-
jected notions of territorial empire back to a time when, as Bonamici’s analy-
sis of Populonia’s industrial quarter indicates, elite groups still controlled 
the exploitation of resources.61 The earlier situation was fluid, but we might 
think that iron weaponry increasingly provided means for political groups to  

developed hundred years after the period to which he refers, by which time hardening tech-
niques were well established in Greece and the Near East. Hardness testing of iron blades 
from Satricum confirms that their edges were worked to a hardness above or at the upper 
limits of what was then characteristic for bronze artifacts, although they were not as hard 
as quenched steel; see Nijboer (1998) 171; Abbingh and Nijboer (2014).

57 Snodgrass (1980) 336–7, noting the comparatively late transition in Italy, although some of 
his views have been overturned by more recent discoveries in Latium. A similar transition 
is identified in South Etruria by Hartmann (1985) 285–9. See also Nijboer (2018), extrapo-
lating largely from the appearance of iron knives in Italy a somewhat earlier transition in 
Latium and Calabria of iron from luxury good to base metal than the one proposed here 
for Etruria.

58 Egg (2017).
59 For Early Iron Age weapons in tombs from Piano and Poggio delle Granate at Populonia, 

see Biagi and Milletti (2017).
60 Alderighi (2015).
61 For this process see Terrenato (2019); for the transition of warfare and its relation to state 

formation and warfare in Rome in this period, see Armstrong (2016a).
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gain advantage in the violent conflicts through which territorial control was 
established and maintained. In short, sixth-century Etruria saw parallel trends 
of state formation, urbanisation, and the organisation of collective violence, 
with iron bestowing important advantages in this context.

The rising sociopolitical significance of iron weaponry may explain why 
elite groups on Elba and the Italian shoreline in the sixth century started 
to invest in exploiting native iron ores. We still must explain the decision 
to focus on blooming iron and producing sponges, rather than capture the 
entire market by producing and exporting finished iron weapons and other 
implements. The primary motivations in this case are likely ecological and 
technological. The geographical dislocation of the stages of iron produc-
tion eased the tremendous demand for timber for charcoal-making, as only 
charcoal could achieve high temperatures necessary for beneficiating iron. 
Considering the quantity of metal processed in northern Etruria, the deci-
sion to limit production to blooming ore made a major difference in fuel 
when extrapolated over the long run at such a large scale. One attempt at 
quantification suggests Populonia’s smelting industry at its peak required 
77,000 tons of charcoal per year, equivalent to some 270,000 tons of wood, 
to operate.62

There is also the fact that technologies and techniques for smelting ore 
and for refining and shaping the resulting material (smithing) were suffi-
ciently different such that the former was more readily monopolised while 
the latter was more diffuse.63 Calling ancient smelting operations ‘industrial’ 
is somewhat misleading, as ethnographic research suggests that blooming 
iron could be done by teams of four men per furnace, so there is no reason 
to think that smelting operations extended beyond the capacity of the elite 
household economies to which Bonamici refers.64 Nonetheless, smelting was 
more capital- and technology-intensive than smithing. The high temperatures 
for smelting were achieved with tall shaft furnaces and forced air through 
specialised tuyeres. Furnaces lasted a single bloom and then needed to be 
rebuilt. Because various impurities or overheating could have detrimental 
effects on the quality of resulting iron, smelters attended closely to the fir-
ing process, often lasting several days, manipulating it to change the qual-
ity of the bloomed sponges. By contrast, refinement of iron sponges was 
less resource-intensive, achieved by heating in less controlled fires in open 
hearths and then repeated hammering. The process as a whole required less 
labour, although much more skill – and indeed would have required dedi-
cated artisans and craftspeople.65 Smithing hearths or forges could be simple 

62 Saredo Parodi (2013) 42–4.
63 For the following, see Nijboer (1998) 150–8. See also Armstrong in this volume.
64 Moesta (1983) 159.
65 See Armstrong in this volume.
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constructions, although more complex examples including some with tuyeres 
are known.

The confluence of specialisations and resources required by the smelting 
process meant that the circulation of related technological knowledge was 
more easily controlled. This fact, in combination with the considerable capi-
tal cost, may have contributed to a more circumscribed geographical spread 
as opposed to smithing technology, which is nearly ubiquitous in peninsular 
Italy and likely circulated along with the craftspeople who engaged in it. It 
is also important to highlight potential affinities between the ore-processing 
facility at Populonia and those of Attica. It would not be surprising if the pro-
cess of smelting created longer chains of technological transfer, with highly 
specialised artisans connected with it moving along the same exchange net-
works bringing prestige goods, like Attic pottery, to Etruria.

What we may emphasise is that this entire system worked because of 
existing connectivities. Not only was technology and knowledge imported 
into the region via elite exchange, but elites making major investments in 
smelting equipment could operate under the assumption that bloomed iron 
ore would find consumers everywhere who possessed the more basic tech-
nological knowledge and infrastructure for smithing. The stability of elite 
society up till the early sixth century was important, as it provided the social 
networks that made all of this possible. Without the ability to connect, it is 
hard to understand the initial decision to invest in smelting technology and 
infrastructure.

Connectivity and social transformations

While this chapter has so far emphasised the continuity of elite groups 
down to the starting date of northern Etruria’s iron industry, by contrast, 
social transformations accelerate considerably in the subsequent period. The 
region’s metal economy developed during a period of dramatic sociopolitical 
change across Etruria in the late sixth century; such changes did not spell 
the end of the elite nature of these societies but rather tended to transform 
their basis.66 Evidence from northern Etruria supports the idea that the shift 
was a radical one in the region. Starting at the macro level of settlement pat-
terns, Elba, by the early fifth century, saw cessation of burial in the island’s 
west and central areas and the rising importance of burial sites towards 
the island’s eastern side, closer to the iron mines, where some of the earli-
est archaeological signs of iron processing now appear.67 At Populonia, the 
Iron Age hut discussed previously, the casa del re on the hilltop, was rit-
ually destroyed in the seventh century BCE, while the whole hilltop was 

66 Synthesis in Pallottino (1984); for the particular effects of this trend on connectivity, see 
Dietler (2010) 102–3.

67 Pagliantini (2019) 164.
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completely abandoned by the mid-sixth century, as the settlement’s focal 
point moved elsewhere.68 Around the same time, the appearance of a new 
form of tomb architecture at Populonia, the tombe a cassone, has supported 
discussions of the rise of a ‘middle class’ of commercial aristocrats involved 
in trading iron.69 These tombe a cassone, also mentioned earlier for the inclu-
sion among their burial assemblages of iron lance points, were slab-built 
in rectangular form as self-standing sarcophagi intended for single burials. 
From the early sixth century through the late fifth century BCE, they appear 
in the same burial area as monumental tombe ad edicole, multi-burial tombs 
which continued the tradition of the grand tumuli of the earlier period. We 
should be cautious in interpreting individuals buried in tombe a cassone as 
a sort of ‘sub-elite’, as is sometimes done, as various sociocultural concerns 
shaped burial practices, and tomb size, contents, or monumentality cannot 
be taken as straightforward indices of wealth. Yet, whatever the standing 
of individuals buried in them, these tombs of strikingly different form, but 
similar date and spatial arrangement, to earlier burials confirm the growing 
complexity of the city’s social hierarchy.

Around the same time as we see these changes in funerary architecture, 
we can also detect clear economic interests in the external world. While the 
epigraphic record is sparse for this period, it furnishes examples of mobile 
individuals with Greek or other non-Etruscan names.70 In the fifth, or per-
haps even sixth, century BCE, Populonia, Vetulonia, and possibly also Lucca 
began to strike precious metal coinage on Greek weight standards, far earlier 
than silver and gold coinages appear elsewhere in Etruria.71 The extension 
of exchange networks, on both commercial and social terms, is also leg-
ible in the ceramic record. In the mid-seventh century, a group of bucchero 
high-handled cups of Caeretan manufacture appears at several coastal sites 
in northern Etruria. Examples from the region, as well as from Caere itself, 
carry inscriptions with the Etruscan personal name paiθina, probably attest-
ing to a Caeretan aristocratic family whose network extended to the mining 
districts of northern Etruria.72 By the sixth century, while Etrurian pottery 
continued to reach the area, its arrival was now paralleled by rising quanti-
ties of imports from further afield, particularly with the appearance of Attic 
pots in large numbers at Pisa and Populonia from c. 540 BCE onwards.73

In light of all of this evidence, Cambi justly speaks of a ‘Populonian mir-
acle’ brought on by the exportation of iron, as the capillary extension of 
exchange networks for ore returned transformative wealth to the region’s 

68 Bartoloni et al. (2015); settlement does not return to the hilltop until the later fourth century BCE.
69 Romualdi (1993) 105.
70 Maras (2015) 57–8; cf. Maggiani (2004), (2006).
71 Vecchi (2012).
72 Cappuccini (2007).
73 Bruni (2004) 244; Maras (2015) 57.



Metallurgy and connectivity 49

elite.74 As we have seen, this efflorescence appears at a time of great social 
upheaval. What I would like to point out is that it also failed to produce a 
stable or long-lasting elite. Rather than any particular social group or family 
emerging from the turbulent changes of the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, it 
is sociopolitical instability itself that continues to characterise the region for 
centuries afterwards.

An important ingredient to consider in the failure of any stable social 
order to consolidate from the changes observed in the material culture of 
the fifth and fourth centuries BCE is the onset of Roman imperialism. Rome 
becomes a factor in northern Etruria by the last decade of the fourth century 
BCE, and the Romans’ expansionist ambitions accelerate after the capture of 
Roselle in 294 BCE.75 The effects of this imperial process on the landscape 
and local populations of northern Etruria were inconsistent. A series of for-
tresses on Elba and the mainland, built in the fifth and fourth centuries, go 
out of use, some violently destroyed, in the early third century in the context 
of expanding Roman military activity. By contrast, the hilltop of Populonia 
itself re-emerges as an urban site slightly before the arrival of Rome and 
never seems to have been sacked or destroyed.76 No extant source describes 
Populonia’s capture by Roman armies, or any change of the settlement’s sta-
tus into a Roman colony as happened at Roselle. Instead, the recent discov-
ery of a monumental Etruscan inscription from the area of the city’s temples 
confirms an Etruscan-speaking elite continued to inhabit the site into the 
second century BCE.77

It is possible that the continuity visible at Populonia through this period 
reflects Roman interests in maintaining the region’s specialised technologi-
cal knowledge of iron smelting. While other areas of Etruria saw dramatic 
change, with the implantation of colonies and villas, the economic basis of 
northern Etruria remained the same through this period. Indeed, the scale 
of iron exploitation expanded, likely in response to the considerable new, 
and Roman-dominated, market for iron. As noted, Camilli’s study dates the 
thickest slag deposit at Populonia to the third and second centuries BCE, 
while an installation for ironworking was built on the shoreline around 300 
BCE and survived down to the late first century BCE.78 Archaeologically 
datable deposits of waste material from iron processing on Elba also point 
to intensive exploitation during the Republican period. The second century 
BCE forms a peak for ironworking installations on Elba with sites even 
located on the island’s west side, opposite the iron mines.79

74 Cambi (2002) 12.
75 For historical narrative, see Harris (1971).
76 For the relevant archaeology, see Acconcia and Nizzo (2009) 61; the acropolis walls may 

date either before or after the Roman conquest.
77 Benelli (2015).
78 Camilli (2016); Acconcia and Cambi (2009).
79 Pagliantini (2019) 183–4.
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Despite this evidence for energetic metalworking, it remains hard to pin-
point elites responsible for this activity. Epigraphy confirms this is not simply 
a case of the imperial Republican state exercising distant control and remov-
ing the local aristocracy, but Etruscan elites seem to have been incorporated 
into the region’s post-conquest society, as we sometimes find elsewhere.80 
The majority of onomastic epigraphy from Populonia in the period remains 
Etruscan, while names indicate the continued influx of non-local groups.81 
Still, there is little sense that any single family used their new position as an 
intermediary between the local community and the Roman state to achieve 
durable sociopolitical success. The region’s Etruscan texts reveal few families 
appearing for more than a generation, and binomial and patronymics are 
scarce, suggesting a generally lower social background of known individuals, 
many of whom come from servile backgrounds.82

The region’s limited Latin epigraphy similarly attests to few individuals 
with political power on a supraregional, or even regional, level.83 North 
Etruria produced no Republican or early Imperial senators. Inscriptions do 
reveal connections to metalworking, but among individuals of lower sta-
tus. Two rare instances of the family name Ferrarius (blacksmith), normally 
an occupational title, appear at Pisa and Populonia.84 The latter individual, 
Aulus Ferrarius Salvius, was a freedman whose funerary inscription records 
his wife or daughter Vettia Nicenus, also a freed slave. Her name suggests a 
possible connection with an Aulus Vettius inscribed on a third-century BCE 
black gloss bowl from Elba, found in connection with an active metalwork-
ing site on the island. This Vettius is identified as a Roman merchant active 
in the iron industry. If true, these two individuals provide the only long-term 
onomastic connection related to the region’s metal economy. In general, like 
this Vettia Nicenus, the region’s early imperial epigraphy shows the domi-
nance of freedmen and subaltern classes.85

80 The foremost study of this phenomenon is now Terrenato (2019).
81 E.g., from the Hellenistic necropolis at Buca delle Fate, a lintel inscribed with the Etruscan 

name Craik[, perhaps Graecus; Arbeid (2009).
82 Maggiani (1992) 184.
83 AE 1995.500 (Populonia): L. Vesonius IIIIvir, on whom see Ciampoltrini (1994–5); AE 

1985.388 (Pisa): L. Septimius S.l. IIvir; CIL 11.1440: Q. Severus Q.f. VIvir. From later 
periods, after the iron industry had largely ended, there are a few more individuals of rank: 
CIL 11.7248: P. Acilius Attianus praef. pr., Hadrianic,; CIL 11.1432–3 attest to L. Venu-
leius L.f., a senator from Pisa of the Antonine period; along with these, few members of the 
augustales are attested from Vetulonia (AE 1980.429, unnamed) and Pisa (CIL 11.1443–4), 
as are some members of Pisa’s ordo of decurions (CIL 11.1421, 1439, 1440, 1447; Insc. It. 
VII.1.22). For a princeps coloniae from Pisa of equestrian rank, see CIL 11.1428.

84 CIL 11.1471 P. Ferrarius Hermes; CIL 11.2605 A. Ferrarius A.l. Salvius. It is hard to find 
another clear example.

85 Ciampoltrini (2003) 320–1.
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Conclusions

While the initial formation of an iron industry in northern Etruria supported, 
or even perhaps facilitated, changes to the existing social order, over time this 
iron-producing society was marked by continuous turnover and ultimately 
failed to produce wider geopolitical power, something revealed not only 
by new burial patterns, but also by the epigraphic record. A crucial ques-
tion here is the role of Rome as a limiting factor on the region’s social and 
economic capacity. However, we have seen that iron productivity increases 
under early Roman hegemony, when there are indications of the continued 
presence of Etruscan elites. This militates against the idea that Rome was 
directly responsible for either ending northern Etruria’s economic livelihood 
or altering the possibility for local control and benefit.

In seeking to explain the fate of the region’s metal-producing elite, we 
might focus instead on the initial decision to smelt iron from Elban ore on 
a large scale. As we have seen, this step was justifiable in light of techno-
logical and ecological parameters inherent to metallurgy, and it found a 
ready consumer base among new, iron-using elites across Tyrrhenian Italy. 
Thus, the local abundance of good quality iron formed a way for commu-
nities in northern Etruria to join into an existing background of maritime 
movement, at the same time reshaping this connectivity around the export 
of bloomed iron sponges. However, this particular connectivity may have 
also carried a certain fragility. The decision to focus on a factor market 
for only partially processed iron, rather than produce iron weapons and 
implements, left the region susceptible to alternative sources of ore. By 
the second century BCE, just as slag deposits suggest exploitation reached 
a peak on Elba, the region was also beginning to encounter competition. 
Spain, newly incorporated into the Roman Empire, is widely known for 
precious metal mines but was also an important source of iron.86 By the 
late first century BCE, following the conquest of Gaul, wrecks in the Rhone 
delta are found carrying iron ingots, and the number of iron sources mul-
tiplies into the Empire.87

By the late Republic, the iron industry of northern Etruria was in serious 
decline. Cities in the region were sacked in the aftermath of war between 
Marius and Sulla, but there was little attempt to rebuild afterwards, and this 
suggests problems were deeply rooted. Sources report the increasing aban-
donment of the area by the early Empire. The iron workshop along Baratti 
beach at Populonia goes out of use, and Elba’s iron economy also largely 
disappears. Archaeology on Populonia’s hilltop suggests progressive aban-
donment in keeping with Strabo’s report (5.2.6) that in his time the acropolis 
was mostly abandoned except for its temples, and only the port showed signs 

86 Spain’s importance as a source of iron is emphasised by Cato in the second century BCE: 
Gell. NA 2.22.28–9 = Cat. Orig. FRH M. Porcius Cato F116.

87 Pagès et al. (2008).
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of occupation. These urban trends may be reflected in the absence of political 
elites from the region’s early Imperial epigraphic corpus.

Later imperial sources report that northern Etruria’s landscape of urban 
settlements, crucial to the production of iron, was transformed into one of 
agricultural estates.88 Land on Elba and the opposite coastline was given over 
increasingly to villas specialising in viticulture or salted fish products.89 The 
rise of this villa landscape reflects the replacement of a particular connectiv-
ity tied to metal with the more familiar Roman Mediterranean transmarine 
movement of surplus agricultural produce grown on slave estates.

In sum, metal offered the societies of northern Etruria a way of opting into 
seaborne connectivities that linked together the communities and economies 
of Tyrrhenian Italy. However, the particular way in which those links formed 
posed its own risks. For the wider network of people and goods, the source 
of beneficiated iron used for smithing operations in Italy did not matter, as 
the chain of production could continue independent of any particular link. 
In this situation, connectivity offered possibilities for the iron-producing 
societies of northern Etruria, while at the same time making those possibili-
ties ephemeral. One central tenant of microhistory is the ability of seemingly 
idiosyncratic or exceptional examples to reveal broader trends.90 The aim of 
this chapter’s history of a particular form of Italian connectivity dependent 
on locally specific resources has not been to suggest that all connectivity was 
detrimental or produced fragile gains but rather the situation as a whole 
was less predictable. Just like the metal trade of northern Etruria, we should 
expect other connectivities in Iron Age Italy to be contingent upon complex 
concerns with equally complex results. 

88 Rutilius Namatianus De reditu suo 1.224: nunc villae grandes, oppida parva prius; this shift 
was not absolute, however, as confirmed by a new study by Pagès et al. (2020) identifying 
Elba as the source of unworked iron found at several Imperial-period sites in the Rhone 
delta. Because of inland iron sources in Gaul, the authors suggest this Elban iron was for 
non-metallurgical, that is cosmetic or medicinal, purposes, but to my mind this evidence 
reveals the same issues in the later period with understanding distribution as strictly based 
on market forces.

89 For discussion focusing on villas on Elba, see Pagliantini (2019) 196–206; Genovesi and 
Megale (2016) publish a coastal fortress at Poggio del Molino north of Populonia trans-
formed in the first century BCE into a productive villa with fish salting vats.

90 Ghobrial (2014) 58.
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So saying,
he left her there, and went back to where his bellows were,
turned them to face the fire, gave them their working orders;
and the bellows, twenty all told, blew through their nozzles,
sending out blasts of air from every angle –
at times to support Hephaestus’ quick actions, or again
to do whatever he needed to make his work complete.
Into the fire he now cast solid bronze and tin,
silver and precious gold; next he set a large anvil
to stand on its anvil block, and then grasped in one hand
a weighty hammer, in the other his forging tongs.
First he fashioned a shield, both huge and sturdy, adorned
intricately all over, and around it set a bright rim,
three-layered and glinting, complete with silver baldric.

Hom. Il. 18.468–480 (trans. Green)

Made from materials which seem to have held intrinsic value (even in their 
raw forms), requiring skill, knowledge, and resources to fashion, and rep-
resenting a physical embodiment of military power (along with, perhaps, 
social status), the basic characteristics of ancient bronze armour1 seem to 

* I would particularly like to thank the Royal Society of New Zealand Te Apārangi Marsden 
Fund for supporting this work and the invaluable feedback from the two anonymous peer 
reviewers, and from my co-editor Sheira Cohen. Thanks as well to Seth Bernard, Josh Emmitt, 
Sally Mubarak, and Gala Morris for reading and commenting on drafts. All errors and omis-
sions remain my own.

1 It is worth noting at the outset that, due to the fundamentally different nature of ironworking 
and its associated industry/chaîne opératoire, this chapter will only focus on bronze equip-
ment and bronze working. While some broad principles may be applicable to both industries, 
exploring these (and the differences) are beyond the scope of this work. For discussion of the 
ironworking industry, see Bernard in this volume.
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encapsulate much of what we think about when considering ancient ‘elites’.2 
The literary evidence suggests that in Regal and Republican Rome, as in clas-
sical Greece, bronze armour was effectively synonymous with citizenship and 
political power, with citizens categorised politically by the types of military 
equipment they owned.3 Like the imported pottery often deposited alongside 
it in archaeological contexts, bronze armour found in Italy typically carried 
foreign associations. These range from the use of styles and forms which first 
appeared outside the peninsula,4 to hybrid designs and decoration with subtle 
artistic nods to other cultures,5 to the use of imported technologies and mate-
rials.6 Indeed, almost every facet of bronze armour seems to have emphasised 
some sort of connection with the wider world – itself a common feature of 
‘elite’ identity across the Mediterranean basin since the Bronze Age.7

Despite being both influenced by, and part of, wider networks and inter-
actions, these pieces of armour were not wholly foreign though, nor could 
they be. As much of this equipment (or something similar to it) was likely 
used on the battlefield and in combat situations,8 it presumably needed to 

2 ‘Elite’ status is a difficult term to unpick in any period, but particularly in the early periods of 
Italian prehistory before we have solid evidence for stable and embedded hierarchies. Given 
the absence of evidence, it is arguably impossible to identify elites via the usual methods in 
this period and place, and thus put them into the categories typically deployed for historical 
societies (reputational, decisional, or positional). However, the broad definition of a group 
‘defined by their influence on strategic (political) decisions that shape the living conditions 
in a society’ (Hoffmann-Lange [2007]) is arguably still applicable – at least at the local level. 
In addition, it may be useful to adopt a more archaeologically sensitive definition, like that 
offered by Earle and Kristiansen (2010), whereby elites are seen as those who are able to 
express status and wealth through the ownership of objects deemed valuable by a society. 
Finally, we can consider elite status as functioning in connection with, and in support of, 
wider elite networks, where status was partially determined and modulated by principles of 
hospitality, gift-giving, and reciprocity.

3 For Greece, e.g Ar. Ach. 57, 278; Plut. Mor. 241; Xen. Lac. Pol. 11.3.4; Plut. Pel. 1. For Rome, 
famously, Livy 1.43 and Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 4.18.

4 This includes the crested bronze helmets which seem to have origins in continental Europe 
(see Iaia in this volume for discussion).

5 See particularly the various Italic derivatives of helmet designs which seem to have originated 
in Greece – most notably the Apulo-Corinthian varieties. See Paddock (1993) 78–81 for 
discussion.

6 This will be discussed in more depth below, but, given the geographically bounded sources 
for copper and tin in Italy, for most pieces of bronze armour, the raw materials required for 
their construction would have needed to be sourced far from their end-users.

7 See, most notably, Broodbank (2013).
8 It must be noted that there is a longstanding debate over the practicality of some pieces of 

equipment (see Egg [2017] for discussion), and particularly the bronze crested helmets of the 
Late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age. Some of these pieces of equipment, for instance the eighth 
century BCE helmet from Tomb 871, Casal del Fosso necropolis, Veii (now on display in the 
Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia in Rome), would never have been worn in battle 
due to its crest of over half a meter. However, many other crested helmets could have been 
functional and it is likely that they at least resembled equipment worn in battle in order to 
keep their martial overtones.
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be something which worked for local people on a practical level.9 While 
scholars might allow archaic Italian elites to possess imported pottery simply 
to demonstrate their connections and status (a dubious proposition which 
has increasingly been challenged),10 military equipment arguably requires a 
deeper and more functional place and role within a local culture.11 It was 
worn to physically protect its user in a specific context and thus it needed to 
align with local military norms and practices.

Ancient bronze armour can therefore be found at the nexus point of at 
least two distinct elite networks – a wider social and economic Mediterranean 
network, full of symbolism and regional interaction, and a local framework 
which emphasised more political, practical, and often violent expressions of 
power.12 Because bronze armour is found across the Mediterranean basin, the 
comparison of equipment types and styles can offer vital information about 
the position of the end-user within the complex set of relationships which 
bound together the ancient Mediterranean world.13 A ‘Greek style’ helmet 
found in Italy may hint at links with the eastern Mediterranean, while the 
deposition of more ‘Italic’ forms of armour (e.g., the triple-disc cuirass) may 
emphasise more local connections. But even without these more subtle asso-
ciations, bronze armour has become an easy and useful identifier for ‘elite’ 
status – if an individual is found buried or otherwise associated with bronze 
armour in the ancient Mediterranean, they are automatically considered part 
of the local elite.

I would suggest, however, that this picture of the elite associations of 
bronze armour is still incomplete. To date, most interpretations of ancient 
bronze armour have focused on their end-user(s): the elites who used, depos-
ited, or were buried with it. Increasingly, however, it is clear that this may 
only be scratching the surface of the networks and contexts within which 
these items reside.14 On the other side of the equation there exists another 
set of networks, which had both regional and local aspects, focused on pro-
ducers – although it has not often been explored in this context. There is, 
in both the evidence and scholarship, a bias towards the final product and 
its consumer/user. This is due to a range of factors, including an assump-
tion (within both the ancient literary evidence, and modern receptions of 
it) that industry is somehow naturally ‘non-elite’, at least in productive  

 9 Famously, on the connection between military technology and society, see Keegan (1993).
10 See particularly Armstrong and Rhodes-Schroder (forthcoming).
11 Bishop and Coulston (2006) vii; Echeverría (2011).
12 This sort of nexus point between local and Mediterranean-wide elite networks is obviously 

not limited to bronze military equipment.
13 This is particularly important in the context of the more unified and connected Mediterra-

nean world, and Mediterranean elite, which has become common since Horden and Purcell 
(2000) and Broodbank (2013).

14 See Hirth (1996) for general discussion. More recently, and on the ancient Mediterranean, 
see Manning (2018).
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terms. Elites were obviously allowed to (and indeed expected to) control the 
industry, but they are not thought to physically produce goods themselves.15 
This subtle denigration of production is also a result of the relatively light 
archaeological footprint left by most ancient industries, as many could be 
classified as household or cottage industries.16 Additionally, there has long 
been an archaeological bias towards sites and contexts which contain fin-
ished items, and indeed towards recording and preserving finished items, 
rather than exploring production contexts. After all, a finished pot looks 
much nicer in a collection than the remains of a kiln. Thus, our current 
models and interpretations prioritise the consumers and end-users along 
with the role which the finished items played in expressions of their iden-
tities. However, it is increasingly clear that the finished product and its 
consumer(s) is only half the story.

Beyond simply representing symbols of elite status as finished artefacts, I 
would suggest that the very act of producing bronze armour may have also 
represented an expression of elite power. Bronze armour required metal to 
make, itself a form of wealth, and many stages of its chaîne opératoire were 
resource-intensive, requiring the mobilisation of significant amounts of wood 
(for charcoal) and labour. Additionally, and of at least equal importance, it 
required specific knowledge and expertise. The ability to mix bronze of a 
suitable composition for the piece being created,17 cast it into an appropri-
ate blank or sheet, and then work that by hand into its final shape required 
immense skill – even for what might be considered rather simple pieces.18 
The ability to do this work would have been incredibly valuable, particularly 
given the evident social and practical importance of the final objects. The 
skills involved would have also carried a strong interregional flavour, likely 
embedding the craftsperson within a wider network, as they were applicable 
across a wide area and often utilised forms, styles, and technologies from a 
range of regions and cultures. The production of bronze armour is therefore 
firmly entangled within a number of elite networks of varying size and reach, 
which included knowledge networks (of styles, productive techniques, and 
technologies), resources (most notably furnaces and charcoal), and likely 
even norms/agreements of movement and hospitality.19

15 McDonald and Clackson (2020) 75 note: ‘. . . individual artists . . . are much harder to track 
and, unlike the careers of elite men or soldiers, craftsmen’s lives are rarely memorialised 
in literature or outlined on gravestones’. Cf. Kuijpers (2013) 140; Molloy and Mödlinger 
(2020) 177.

16 Molloy and Mödlinger (2020) 193–8.
17 Admittedly, by the Early Iron Age this phase may not have been a particularly difficult pro-

cess, as many objects seem to have been relatively simple Cu-Sn alloys with Sn in the range 
of 7.5–12.5 wt.%. Further, this process would have been simplified by recycling bronze.

18 Doonan and Dungwort (2013).
19 Isayev (2017) 101–3; McDonald and Clackson (2020) 75–97. See also Robinson and 

Bernardo-Ciddio in this volume.
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Exploring the production of bronze armour may therefore give some 
insight into a new, often invisible, ‘productive’ category of elites. This is not 
to say that early Italian elites, as traditionally considered, are never credited 
with creating things, as famously many of early Italy’s temples and other 
public works are often seen as local elite productions.20 However, the vast 
majority of elites who commissioned structures did not dirty their hands 
with the actual construction. For this, they relied on invited artisans and 
craftspeople, with established reputations and networks, to complete various 
projects. A notable example is the Etruscan artist Vulca, who famously made 
the cult statue for Rome’s great temple to Jupiter Optimus Maximus (Pliny 
NH 35.157). These were not simply transactional hires, which occurred in 
a purely economic system. The Greek artist Phidias, although not descended 
from the traditional aristocracy, was seemingly able to cultivate a relation-
ship with Pericles by virtue of his reputation and skill (Plut. Per. 13.10). 
I would suggest that exceptional artists like Vulca and Phidias represent 
merely the tip of a vast iceberg of ‘productive elites’ who were able to exist 
and operate in the Mediterranean’s elite networks. These individuals’ claim 
to power and status was perhaps closest to merchants, or even religious 
specialists, as it was channelled through their specific knowledge and con-
nections.21 They are therefore part of the wider discourse on ‘travellers as 
agents of change’ – practitioners of knowledge who acted as instigators of 
technological diffusion and cultural change.22

Investigating these productive elites and their networks should have a 
significant impact on how we understand military equipment functioning 
within ancient societies. This, in turn, can reveal much about the nature of 
elite networks more generally as the two connect and likely overlap. Most 
notably, while the consumers of the items remain a vitally important part 
of the equation, a fuller understanding of the productive networks which 
helped to create them may alleviate some of the burden which elite consum-
ers carry in current models, particularly as the primary drivers for change 
and innovation.23 While it is probable that consumers had significant input 
into the production of items, at the very least through selecting and com-
missioning pieces which suited their needs, they were also confined by the 
nature of the industry and the productive elites which created them. The 
power dynamic was not entirely one-sided.

The full exploration of the productive processes for ancient bronze armour 
is far beyond the scope or ability of this chapter. However, the discussion which 

20 Smith (1996).
21 Interestingly, as Molloy and Mödlinger (2020) 208 argue, there seems to be a strong connec-

tion between ancient metallurgy, religion, and festivals. Indeed, as Haack (2017) 1002 noted, 
various aspects of metalworking in ancient Italy (during the archaic and early Roman periods) 
may have taken place in, or were otherwise associated with, shrines and religious spaces.

22 Aslaksen (2015) 12. See also Iaia in this volume.
23 See Bernardo-Ciddio, in this volume, for a discussion in relation to ceramic production.
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follows will sketch out the basic principles by which they can be understood 
in this period. In this, it will focus on the nature of control and interaction 
within the various systems, resources, and networks involved in the produc-
tion of bronze armour in pre-Roman Italy and the way in which this control 
was focused at particular nodes of production. These networks and nodes 
can further expose the wider productive systems and so-called ‘communities 
of practice’ which existed in various industries – and indeed are discussed 
elsewhere in this volume by Bernardo-Ciddio. In this model, the networks are 
composed of both the various entities and resources as well as the relationships 
which linked them together. In a basic sense, this can be understood as part of 
the chaînes opératoires and involves the procuring and movement of resources, 
both the basic materials needed for alloying bronze and the labour required 
to work it, as well as access to the knowledge required to use those resources 
to produce different items. The present chapter will highlight the relationships 
and networks of elite individuals that underpinned the production process. 
These networks seem to have come together at particular nodes of production 
where activity seems to have been focused and where we might be most likely 
to find productive elites in place to dominate the industry – either financially 
or through their control of specialised knowledge. These nodes include the 
initial mining and smelting operations as well as the craftspeople who carried 
the knowledge required to create these objects and the workshops where they 
worked. Understanding the basic nature of these networks and nodes, some of 
which existed outside of, or at least independent from, urban zones, may help 
to shed some light on the productive side of the elite equation.

Chaîne opératoire

The full chaîne opératoire for making bronze military equipment is complex 
and not always linear (Figure 4.1). However, it is worth running through the 
basic systems in order to understand the various types of control, and where 
that control might be focused, in the networks and nodes.

First, the raw materials for an item had to be sourced, most notably cop-
per. Discussions of ancient Italian metalworking virtually always begin, 
and arguably quite naturally, with mining for the raw metals needed for 
bronze. Italy offers a range of metallic ores needed for the production of 
bronze, particularly in the Colline Metallifere, Elba, and Latium (Monti della 
Tolfa).24 Indeed, the area between the Cecina and Bruna Rivers is so rich in 
these ores that it is often called the Etruria mineraria.25 These deposits have  

24 Zifferero (2017) 425. As Molloy and Mödlinger (2020) 201 note, scholarship has seen the 
‘pendulum swing away from analyses of crafting objects and towards the extractive metallurgy 
side of craft, along with research into the trade of metals. The technological and geo-graphical 
origins of copper have been at the forefront of archaeometallurgy since the early 1990s.’

25 See Corretti and Benvenuti (2001) for discussion. Ore deposits do not generally appear 
south of Latium, or indeed east of the Apennines (see Dolfini [2019]).
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been exploited since at least the Chalcolithic period but were extensively 
mined during the Iron Age and would have formed one of the primary 
sources for raw materials supplying the metalworking industry in Italy.26 
Countless publications have been devoted to describing these mines and 
their exploitation, so this will be discussed only briefly here.27 The process 
began with identifying a viable vein of ore. The easiest way to do this was 
to find one which was already being exploited. This occurred in the Renais-
sance (and indeed in modern times) when many ancient mining sites were 
reopened and likely occurred in antiquity as well. However, new veins were 
also exploited, which could be identified by seeking signs of sulphide deposits 

26 Northern Italy, and particularly Liguria, should not be discounted; Dolfini et al. (2020).
27 E.g., Mascaro et al. (1991); Mascaro and Cuteri (1995); Giardino (1995) etc. See Zifferero 

(2017) for relevant summary.

Smelting Processes
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Figure 4.1 Basic chaîne opératoire for producing bronze armour.
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or mineral-rich waters near karst caves. Once a vein had been identified, 
one needed to control the physical location and mobilise an appropriate 
labour force, both of which presumably required at least a local base of 
power. One should not overstate the point though. Although mining was 
a labour-intensive process and required both an organised approach and 
specific knowledge, the physical work itself was evidently not the most spe-
cialised.28 Excavations in pre-Roman Italy were often entirely manual,29 and 
there is little evidence that the work was particularly skilled – as pick marks 
are usually haphazard and uneven.30 Given the size of the mines, with shafts 
of less than 1 m in diameter (although with galleries of up to c. 800 m in 
length), the number of people needed to work a mine itself may not have 
been large either.31 Indeed, there is evidence that only the richest pieces of 
ores were actually taken out of the mine, suggesting a concern to maximise 
the quality, as opposed to quantity, of the output. It is entirely possible that 
a mine might be a family-run operation.

Once the ore had been extracted, it would need to be crushed, sorted, 
ground, washed, and transported to a smelting site, which may or may not 
have been connected to the mine.32 While smelting sites were sometimes 
located near mines, and indeed this seems to be the norm, they did not have 
to be.33 Indeed, sometimes they were located at a distance, and there is evi-
dence for ores of various types (esp. iron) being traded and transported out 
of the region as well – not only from locations like Elba to the mainland, but 
also around Italy and across the Mediterranean.34 Efficient smelting, which 
seems to have been the norm by the eighth century BCE (as the residual slag 
shows that the vast majority of copper was extracted), required a high degree 
of technical skill in controlling the furnace temperature and ore amounts. 
It was also a complex, multi-phased process involving roasting, primary 
smelting, secondary smelting, and refining, before the copper ingots could 
be produced.35 More importantly, however, the smelting process required 
substantial amounts of fuel to be concentrated in a single place at a specific 

28 Primas (2008) 135.
29 There is evidence of fire-setting from Bronze Age Liguria to loosen to the ore. See Dolfini 

(2019). However, by the Iron Age, most mining in Italy appears to have been manual.
30 Zifferero (2017) 430.
31 Ibid.
32 Nijboer (1998) 144.
33 Nijboer (1998) 31.
34 Nijboer (1998) 165. See Bernard, in this volume, for more discussion of iron ores. In addi-

tion to those noted by Bernard, iron ore was also found on the Les Sorres IV shipwreck 
near Barcelona dating to the second half of the first millennium BCE. For examples of other 
types of ore being shipped, over 1 ton of lead ore was found in the Bajo de la Campana 
A wreck (c. 600 BCE), lead ore was also found on the Rochelongue shipwreck (550 BCE) 
off the coast of France, and some evidence for it was also found on the Ma’agan Mikhael 
shipwreck near Haifa Israel – see Brown (2011) appendix for a more complete listing.

35 See Muhly and Kassianidou (2012) for discussion.
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time. Ore must be heated to between 1100 and 1200°C to release the copper, 
although even then it may be difficult to recover and a flux is often needed.36 
This temperature cannot be easily achieved with an open fire but is possible 
with a simple furnace with good air supply.37 The process also requires a 
large amount of fuel.38 The charcoal-to-copper ratio for smelted oxide ores 
seems to range from a minimum of 20:1 to as high as 40:1.39 Furthermore, 
even the most generous wood-to-charcoal ratios suggest that one would 
require at least three times as much wood (by weight) for the needed charcoal 
‘charge’. Thus, for 40 kg of charcoal, one would need 120 kg of wood.40 In 
order to smelt a single 25 kg ingot of copper (the average size for an oxhide 
ingot), a smelter would need, conservatively, between 1,500 and 3,000 kg of 
wood – and that is without considering the additional requirements of high-
efficiency smelting.41 Given these issues, it makes sense to centralise this sort 
of process, and there is evidence for smelting occurring on a large scale in a 
single location, particularly when it comes to iron.42 The same rules should 
generally hold true for copper as well, at least during the Italian Iron Age. 
Once the copper had been smelted, it could be (and evidently was) trans-
ported widely, as seen in the presence of copper ingots in ship cargo from 
the Middle Bronze Age onwards – most famously as part of the Uluburun 
shipwreck (c. 1300 BCE).43

36 The high efficiency copper smelting of the Italian Iron Age evidently required even higher 
temperatures, perhaps up to 1400°C. This allowed smelters to extract more of the copper 
from the ore, and to make use of poorer ore, although it also resulted in higher iron content 
(up to 40% in some cases) which had to be removed before the copper (or resultant bronze) 
could be worked by hand. See Merkel (1982), (1983), (1985); Craddock and Meeks (1987).

37 Coghlan (1975) 26–37; Tylecote (1987) 106–33, 179–83.
38 Cristofani (1986) 123; Craddock (1984) 216; Cucini (1992).
39 Horne (1982) 12; Craddock (2000).
40 Ibid.
41 Forbes (1966) suggests a figure of 90 kg of wood to 1 kg copper, resulting in a total of 2,250 

kg of wood for a 25 kg ingot.
42 See Bernard in this volume. Smelting iron is generally a more intensive process, in virtually 

every respect, compared to smelting copper. Smelting iron benefits from an atmosphere 
which is low in oxygen, and so virtually necessitates the use of charcoal. The higher tem-
peratures (at least 1535°C, likely closer to 1600°C) would have necessitated more fuel. The 
initial smelt also did not produce a finished ingot, but rather a ‘bloom’ (‘a viscous, spongy 
mass of iron, slag, and charcoal’ Horne [1982] 8) which must be further hammered, using 
heat of up to between 1250 and 1400°C (depending on carbon content), to create useable 
iron. After this, the working temperature of the iron is usually c. 800°C, which is achiev-
able in a far more basic setup. The first phase of iron smelting would have required roughly 
comparable amounts of charcoal/wood to copper smelting (20–40 kg of charcoal per kg of 
copper, or 60–120 kg of wood), with the addition of another 20 kg of charcoal (60 kg of 
wood) for the second phase of working the bloom. It should also be noted that many early 
blooms seem to have been much larger in size, c. 50 kg, than copper ingots (Smil [2013] 
137). All of this would have also, likely, required a specialist furnace needed to reach those 
temperatures consistently.

43 Hauptmann et al. (2002).
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The next stage in the chaîne opératoire was alloying the copper into bronze 
and casting it into a shape suitable for working. Although these processes 
were often connected, it is worth considering them separately for reasons to 
be discussed later. First, there is the alloying process. The smelted copper is 
re-melted at between 1100 and 1200°C. However, this process is arguably 
much simpler than the smelting process due to its smaller scale. Instead of 
requiring a large furnace, suitable for holding many kilograms of ore, metal-
workers only needed to heat up a small crucible usually holding 3 kg or less 
of material.44 While this process still required a reasonable amount of fuel, 
it did not require a custom furnace, and the process could arguably function 
alongside other industries, most notably pottery production, which required 
comparable temperatures. Once molten, alloying agents would be added – 
including tin, lead, and possibly arsenic45 – to create the required bronze. 
There is good evidence to suggest that metalworkers carefully manipulated 
the alloying elements in order to create a specific type of bronze which suited 
their needs – for instance, with a higher lead content to improve ductility and 
lower viscosity if they were going to cast a statue or bust.46

This brings us to the second part of this phase: casting the ‘blank’ or 
‘sheet’. Once the bronze was molten and of the right composition, it was cast 
into the shape which would then be worked/finished by hand. Weapons made 
from bronze (including swords and axes), more typical of the second and 
third millennium BCE, would have been cast into something roughly resem-
bling their final form and then finished by hand with cold hammering and 
annealing.47 However, these had been generally replaced with iron weapons 
by the first millennium BCE, and the vast majority of bronze equipment of 
this period consists of relatively thin armour (typically under 1mm thick) and 
shows little evidence of an initial cast shape. To create these, craftspeople cast 
the bronze into flat forms (typically 6–8 mm thick, as above that the metal 
is difficult to work) which were then shaped by hammering.48 This system 
is uniquely visible in the Corinthian-style helmet, which typically features a  

44 Gardner’s (2018) work on crucibles in Roman Britain has shown this appears to be opti-
mum size and it corresponds well with the typical weight of extant pieces of bronze military 
equipment, which are uniformly under this weight.

45 It must be noted that we are still uncertain how arsenical bronze was produced, although 
adding ‘pure’ arsenic (As) to the copper (Cu) is unlikely, as there is no evidence that As had 
been identified as a discrete element in this period. It is possible that the As was simply 
naturally occurring in some copper ores, or that it was added through the use of ‘fahlore’ 
or mixing different ores. This is in contrast to the use of tin or lead, which were certainly 
added as metal, given their lower melting and sublimation points.

46 There is evidence for this across Europe and the Mediterranean from the early Bronze Age. 
Manipulating the alloy to create a material with the right hardness (ability to resist defor-
mation), toughness (ability to absorb energy), and malleability (ability to deform without 
breaking), was vital (Molloy and Mödlinger [2020] 210).

47 Sapiro and Webler (2016).
48 Papadimitriou (2001); Nerantzis (2012); Mödlinger (2014).
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nose guard (and sometimes eye and rim features) that is cast into its final 
form (Figure 4.2), while the rest of the helmet is hammered into shape (see 
Figure 4.3).49 This casting process for the Corinthian-style helmet is likely 
indicative of the degree of forethought used in casting shapes for all pieces, 
even when working from a sheet-metal base. While it is possible that crafts-
people could work a simple, uniform sheet into any number of different 
armour types and shapes, it is probable that the dimensions of the cast sheet/
form were planned with the finished product firmly in mind. Stretching a 
bronze form by hammering carries the risk of cracking the metal, which is 
difficult to repair without substantial reworking. Additionally, although the 
vast majority of individual pieces of Italian bronze armour weigh between 
1 and 2 kg, and so could have been made using pours from comparable 
crucibles, it would have saved countless hours of hammering and annealing 
to cast the metal into something approximating the final dimensions of the 
desired piece.50

49 This productive process has been demonstrated by analyses done at the Royal Ontario 
Museum on their ‘Nugent Marathon helmet’ (ROM no.926.19.3), where the nose guard is 
an incredible 10mm thick, areas around the eyes thinned to between 2 and 3mm thick, while 
the crown and rear of the helmet has been hammered to less than 1mm thick. See Mason 
(2014) for images and discussion.

50 Treister (2001) 35–7.

Figure 4.2 Making a Corinthian-style helmet, from cast form to final product.
Source: Courtesy of Nicholas Harrison, Redoubt Forge, NZ.
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There was only so much a craftsperson could do by casting though, at 
least when making armour and using the type of bronze which seemed to 
be favoured for this type of item down to c. 400 BCE.51 The Cu-Sn alloy52 
used for military equipment typically resulted in a cast form which was 
both porous, due to dissolved gases, and brittle, due to the formation of 
the eutectoid.53 In order to turn this cast alloy into a piece which could 
be useful as armour, it needed to go through an extensive hammering and 
annealing process. This process removed the porosity and increased its 
ductility and hardness, resulting in a thin piece of armour which was nev-
ertheless effective when backed with organic elements (leather, felt, etc.). 
However, it meant that skilled hammering was always required for military 
equipment when using this type of bronze for this purpose. This is in contrast  

51 Armstrong et al. (forthcoming).
52 Typically, c. 85% Cu, c. 10–12% Sn, and 3–5% trace elements. See Molloy and Mödlinger 

(2020) 202–6 for more general discussion of alloys in use broadly across Europe and the 
Mediterranean in this period. Molloy and Mödlinger (2020) 201 also note that smiths were 
‘unlikely to be working to the sub 1% margins of error that our [modern] scientific analyses 
reveal.’

53 Ancient bronzes were impure and imperfectly mixed, and so often display both dendritic 
structures and various types of segregation. See Scott (1991) 5–10 for discussion.

Figure 4.3 Corinthian-style helmet (early fifth century BCE).
Source: Unknown provenance. Metropolitan Museum of Art (Accession Number: 2016.235a).

Used with permission under OASC license.
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to the type of bronze working seen with statuary, which was generally cast, 
often using bronze with a higher lead content which improved the pour 
but resulted in a softer metal. Provided the surface was free from defects, 
it did not matter if the bronze of the statue was porous or brittle, as it usu-
ally did not need to withstand significant punishment. Consequently, the next 
stage of armour production involved extensive working of the cast item by 
hand – including annealing, hammering, polishing, punching holes, chasing 
or engraving decoration, adding attachments (often soldered on), and adding 
the final polish. The amount of work required at this stage would have varied 
significantly by item, period, and region – even within the relatively narrow 
confines of this study (Italy, c. 900–400 BCE) – but was always present. Finally, 
almost all bronze items were combined with organic elements of various types 
which functioned as liners, padding, harnesses, and straps/attachments.

Once completed, the items would then enter the ‘marketplace’, although 
what that means in practical terms is uncertain.54 It is probable that many 
items were ‘made to order’ for specific individuals. While some types of equip-
ment, for instance Negau-style helmets, often featured relatively uniform 
decorative elements, the elaborate decorations found on many others, from 
ornate crests to chased/repoussed designs (see Figure 4.4),55 suggest at least  

54 See Becker in this volume for discussion of marketplaces.
55 See, for instance, the bronze cuirass shaped to mimic the anatomy of an Amazon from the 

Room Tomb, Marcellino, Fig. 4.4.

Figure 4.4  Repoussé girdle with faces and a suspended pectoral, possibly a single-disc.
Source: Reggio Calabria, Museo Nazionale, (Inv. 11803–11804). Photograph courtesy of Dan 
Diffendale.
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a degree of choice was involved. There is also some limited literary evi-
dence for the commissioning of large orders, as with Dionysius I’s order 
for 140,000 shields in the early fourth century BCE (Diod. Sic. 14.41–43). 
Alternatively, looking at fourth century BCE Athens, there do seem to have 
been stores and warehouses for these items as well (Dem. 45.85; Lysias 
12.4–19). Although this aspect is beyond the limits of the present study, 
which is focused on productive processes, the control and distribution of 
completed objects is an important area which is deserving of further study.

Resource networks

In the chaîne opératoire given earlier, several different resource networks 
are required. First, those associated with the raw materials for bronze. The 
trade networks that were needed to acquire relatively rare elements, like tin, 
have long been a topic of research and hint at the wide-ranging nature of 
these productive networks from an early period.56 At its most basic level, all 
bronze originates in this resource network. However, it is worth noting that 
metals could also be acquired through the use of recycled materials. Indeed, 
it is probable that the chaîne opératoire for the vast majority of bronze pieces 
of equipment skipped the initial steps and began with the re-melting and 
recycling of existing bronze items. This is suggested by the ease and efficiency 
with which bronze can be recycled (with a minimal loss of tin or other scarce 
elements),57 the evidence for extensive recycling of bronze in Italy going back 
to the Bronze Age, the large hoards of bronze from the Early Iron Age found 
at sites like Bologna,58 the limited nature of ore deposits compared to the 
wider metalworking industry, and the costly nature of smelting in terms of 
fuel. While access to local sources of new copper would have added to the 
available pool of material, control of mines and smelting operations did not 
give individuals or communities a monopoly on bronze production. Crafts-
people, at least in this area and period, were not dependent on them as source 
of material for their work.

56 The source of tin for early Italian bronze is debated. Tin, in the form of cassiterite, can 
be found in Campiglia and it is often argued that this was exploited in antiquity (Warden 
[1984] 353; cf. Nijboer [1998] 164). Indeed, Craddock (1984) notes that bronze artefacts 
in Italy generally contain a slightly higher percentage of tin than those in Greece, hinting at 
increased availability. See also Meeks (1986). However, even if available within Italy, this 
element would have been far more difficult to source than copper and the recent discovery 
of tin ingots from a shipwreck at Hishuley Carmel off the coast of Haifa, originating in 
Britain and dating to the late Bronze Age (see Galili et al. [2013]), suggests that these net-
works could extend very far indeed. Pernika’s (currently ongoing) ERC project exploring 
tin-isotopes may change this situation (see, for example, Berger et al. [2019]).

57 On the scarcity of tin see Pernicka (1998) and Vandkilde (2016). On the minimal loss of 
elements in recycling see Mödlinger et al. (2019).

58 For Bronze Age recycling see Iaia (2015), for the bronze hoards at Bologna see Sassatelli 
(1981).
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A second resource network relates to fuel. Bronze working requires some 
degree of heat at almost every stage in the production. Whether it is the 
intense heat needed to smelt the raw minerals from the ore, to the more 
moderate heat needed to anneal a piece while working it with a hammer, 
the requirement for fuel for a fire was a virtual constant. However, the 
amount varies with different processes, as does the ability to utilise the same 
fuel/heat for different purposes. By far the most fuel intensive processes, 
and those which allow the least economy in terms of energy use, are those 
involved in smelting. As noted earlier, every 25 kg ingot of copper would 
have required, conservatively, between 500 and 1,000 kg of charcoal (which 
would in turn have required between 1,500 to 3,000 kg of wood). This fuel 
would have been packed into custom-made furnaces which would typically 
be destroyed after a single use. The re-melting and mixing of the copper with 
various elements to create the desired alloy (or, in the case of recycling, the 
melting of existing bronze pieces) was also fuel intensive. However, it was 
arguably more efficient and certainly more flexible. While the furnace still 
needed to reach roughly 1200°C,59 it only needed to heat a crucible hold-
ing 3 kg or less of material and could therefore be achieved using a much 
simpler and more economical arrangement. It is possible that they could 
have used a pottery kiln or similar set up (although the different func-
tions and the need to remove a crucible at 1200°C may have necessitated a 
slightly different design). Whether the crucible was heated in a pottery kiln 
or a custom furnace, kilns would have been ideally suited for both creating 
and preheating moulds. The ability to use the same space and resources for 
two industries would have lowered the effective fuel cost, and both would 
have used many of the same bellows and assorted infrastructure. Thus, the 
casting and working of bronze could have occurred anywhere with a func-
tioning pottery industry. As many moulds are made from fired clay, the two 
industries likely functioned in tandem. Finally, the hammering of the bronze 
items would have required heat to regularly anneal the piece while working 
it. This could be achieved using an open flame, although a kiln would have 
been preferable.

A third resource network can be seen in the organisation of manual labour 
throughout the production process. The most labour-intensive processes 
were again those at the beginning – the extraction of large quantities of ore 
and the creation of copper ingots. This included mining the ore, removing 
it from the mine, transporting it to the smelting site, and then smelting it. 
However, the amount of labour needed should not be overstated, and the  

59 Copper melts above 1083°C, but needs to reach a constant temperature of c. 1100°C to pool 
in the crucible. 1150°C would represent the operating range for alloying, and the tempera-
ture at which the tin usually be added; 1200°C would then be the optimum temperature for 
the alloy and crucible before removing it from the furnace, in order to keep it hot enough 
to stay fully molten for the pour.
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way in which it was deployed was not uniform. Ethnographic parallels 
from iron smelting in Africa, which requires a higher melting point, sug-
gest a furnace could be built and run by only four people.60 The most sig-
nificant labour would be in transporting the needed ore and fuel, which 
could take place over many weeks. Once the copper ingots were created, 
they were much more portable and could be transported along with other 
items of comparable size and weight. Labour would also be required in the 
re-melting and casting phase, similar to what would be needed to work a 
pottery kiln. The only other significant labour need would be the intensive 
hammering needed to produce sheets (perhaps no more than three people – 
one person to hold the metal, and one or two people to hammer it), as well 
as the hammering needed to complete the final item. However, for the latter 
at least, this required a highly skilled workforce.

Of all the resource networks in play in the production of bronze military 
equipment, however, the most important were the knowledge networks. All 
stages required knowledge of specific processes, although the amount of 
input needed varied. Mining required its own unique set of skills in terms 
of identifying sources of ore and planning the extraction layout. However, 
once a viable vein had been identified and developed, the work seems to 
have been largely a process of unskilled, manual labour. The same is true 
for the extraction of the ore and the transport of it, along with the fuel 
needed, to the smelting site. Smelting required knowledge of how to build 
and pack the furnaces as well as how to maintain sufficient heat to extract 
the copper. However, all of these systems could be managed using the input/
knowledge of a single, well-placed individual coupled with large amounts 
of resources. Skilled knowledge became much more important at the next 
stage, which involved re-melting the copper and mixing the bronze. In every 
case, including where existing bronze was being recycled, the craftspeople 
needed to carefully select and mix the elements to create the right type of 
bronze for the desired product. For instance, too much iron would make the 
bronze brittle, although a small amount would result in a dense and ductile 
alloy. Higher lead content would create a very pourable bronze which was 
good for casting, but not particularly useful for armour. Thus, each indi-
vidual crucible would have to be carefully prepared. Also in this stage, the 
craftspeople had to create the required mould and then cast the shape that 
would subsequently be worked by hand. In some cases, and particularly in 
later periods (c. 400 BCE), this cast shape required only minimal additional 
hammer work and polishing to complete. However, even with simpler casts, 
the process required skill and experience. A good knowledge of forms and 
styles was also important as the basic shape of items would be determined at 

60 Moesta (1983) 159. See Nijboer (1998) 173 for discussion, who notes ‘This figure includes 
the production of charcoal, the mining of ore and the building of a furnace which took 
about 2 days.’
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this stage; the cast blank for a Corinthian helmet would have been entirely 
different from that needed for a Negau-style helmet or a Montefortino hel-
met. While quite a few items could be formed from a single sheet of bronze, 
including cuirasses and the bronze covers for aspides, even here the size and 
thickness mattered immensely. The difference of only 0.1 or 0.2 mm across 
an aspis would add a significant amount of weight and material.

The final stages of production – which involved hammering/annealing, 
engraving or stamping decoration, adding attachments, and polishing – were 
almost all highly skilled labour and would have required years of training 
and experience to master. While some aspects, for instance the flattening of 
sheets, could probably have been delegated to apprentices or assistants, even 
these would have required strict oversight in order to ensure that the metal 
was not being overly thinned or becoming too brittle and cracking – a duty 
presumably performed by the individual actually handling the metal, as it is 
typically done by feel.

Nodes of production, nodes of control

There are three distinct places where the various resource networks involved 
in the chaîne opératoire of bronze military equipment came together into 
what we might call ‘nodes of control’: the mine, the smelting site, and the 
workshop (Figure 4.5). These are places where the resources and knowl-
edge needed within the industry were relatively centralised and localised in 
a single, physical space and thus where they could be easily controlled. They 

Node 1: Mining
Control of mines

Node 2: Smelting
Control of 
Smelting

Node 3: Mixing Bronze Recycling Bronze
Control 
of
Workshop

Casting Blank

Hammering and Annealing

Decoration and Polish

Finished Bronze Piece 

Figure 4.5 Chaîne opératoire for bronze armour with ‘nodes’ of control.
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represent vital choke points within this industry, and it was only by control-
ling these nodes that one could control the production and spread of items.

The copper mines represent the first of these nodes.61 In one respect, these 
were relatively easy to control as they were fixed locations, but they required 
labour to work them. As noted, there was probably significant labour costs 
involved in removing the ore and transporting it to the smelting site, although 
it is uncertain whether the transportation of the ore should be considered 
as part of mining, smelting, or an entirely different transport process. There 
seemed to be minimal skill involved in this aspect of the process, apart from 
identifying viable sites for mines. Although mining would have benefited 
from economies of scale, with the average yield of copper to ore being 1% 
or less, there is no reason to think that mines had to be large or ‘elite’ opera-
tions necessarily – although the control of land may have necessitated some 
degree of local power.62

Smelting sites were another key node of control. These sites would have 
required and contained huge amounts of resources, including literal tons of 
both ore and fuel as well as people able to work the furnaces. It is not clear 
how consistent or long-term such smelting work was, and it may have been 
seasonal.63 The ability to mobilise, organise, and protect this collection of 
resources – almost all of which needed to be locally acquired – hints that at 
least this node should be associated with local elites and/or local communi-
ties (it is possible that this was achieved through a less hierarchical organisa-
tional model). It is therefore, perhaps, not surprising that recent excavations 
have found smelting sites associated with sanctuary sites in archaic Italy.64 
This process also involved significant skill and knowledge in terms of con-
structing the furnaces and managing their loading and temperatures in order 
to extract the maximum amount of metal from the ore, although even for a 
relatively large operation this could be managed by a relatively small set of 
individuals. It was therefore this node, or stage in the process, which seemed 
to offer the most potential for control/monopolisation by local elites and 
communities – and indeed, as seen in Bernard’s chapter in this volume, there 
may be comparable evidence for this in the iron smelting at Populonia. The 
smelting process prioritised location and economies of scale with regards to 
raw materials, while also allowing the producers to keep the key knowledge 
in the hands of a relatively small group if they wished and to easily control 
the output.

61 It is worth noting that we do not know a great deal about tin mines and ore, and how it 
was produced, so tin steps into the network here only at the workshop level.

62 Ellingsen et al. (2015).
63 Molloy and Mödlinger (2020) 208 have suggested that certain parts of the chaîne opéra-

toire, and particularly those associated with fire, may have been attached to festivals and 
other annual cycles. This would make some sense, given the need to stockpile charcoal in 
advance of major smelting operations.

64 Haack (2017) 1002.
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Once this copper was smelted and put into circulation, however, the con-
trol of the product and production seems to have devolved.65 This is a widely 
visible pattern and there are many ethnographic parallels illustrating that the 
groups who exploit the metal ore are often not the same as those who work 
it.66 Once smelted, copper (and bronze) could be recycled almost endlessly, 
allowing craftspeople and consumers to circumvent the first two nodes of 
control.67 Indeed, as noted earlier, bronze recycling was likely widespread 
in Italy from the start of the Bronze Age.68 Not all pieces of bronze would 
have been as easy to recycle as others, most notably, the high iron content in 
the bronze often used for ‘ramo secco’ bars, aes signatum, and aes rude may 
have complicated matters as separating iron from copper alloys is problem-
atic even in modern industry.69 However, the vast majority of bronze found 
in archaeological contexts from 900–400 BCE in Italy could be recycled as 
part of new items. Craftspeople would need to be careful about the relative 
amounts of various elements, most notably tin and lead, as they crafted their 
new alloys. But, with the notable exception of iron (where even small quan-
tities can make a significant difference to its properties),70 bronze seems to 
have been a relatively forgiving medium which was conducive to recycling 
from multiple sources. In this way, bronze working was fundamentally differ-
ent from many other industries, like pottery and textile production, as it did 
not necessarily require a connection to new, raw resources (clay, wool, etc.). 
The industry could sustain itself indefinitely by recycling older and broken 
pieces of bronze, which seem to have been relatively widely available.71 One 
should not push this too far, as it is likely that local warrior elites pursued 
and attempted to control bronze in whatever form it took from at least the 
Bronze Age.72 Indeed, as previously noted, bronze seems to have been a form 
of currency from the beginning of the first millennium BCE in Italy and there 

65 As Georgakopoulou (2016) 47 suggested, these two activities represented part of the ‘metal 
production’ phase, which is separate from the ‘metal working’ phase, and seem to feature 
an entirely different set of choices and processes.

66 Rowlands (1971) 210–24, esp. 212.
67 Georgakopoulou (2016) 46–67.
68 See Zimmermann (2007) and Iaia (2017) 742. Cf. Bartoloni (1989) 32–3; Maras (2017) 

281–2. There is comparable evidence from elsewhere in the Mediterranean as well, for 
instance there is evidence from Cyprus that this was widespread in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean by the thirteenth century BCE (Pickles and Peltenburg [1998]).

69 This is one of the key functions of ‘roasting’ the ore, which is the first step in the smelting 
process. The copper ore is heated to c. 590°C, which removes some more volatile impurities 
(arsenic, mercury, etc.), as well as some iron through oxidation. However, Tylecote and Boydell 
(1978) suggested that one could drop the levels of iron down to 0.5% with relative ease – sim-
ply by sprinkling clean sand on the top of the molten bronze and skimming off the residue. 
The remaining amount still had a significant impact on the metal, however, and it is clear that 
craftspeople worked hard to purify things even further. See Craddock and Meeks (1987).

70 See Nerantzis (2015) for discussion based on experimental data.
71 Nijboer (1998) 146.
72 Earle and Kristiansen (2010) 227.
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is a long tradition of capturing bronze armour from defeated warriors, vis-
ible from Homer onwards, which may have not only represented a trophy 
but also a way to control the raw material.73 However, it is clear that the 
materials needed for the bronze industry were not controlled by the own-
ers of mines and smelting sites, thus placing a greater emphasis on the final 
node of control, workshops, where this material was actually transformed 
into high-status items.

Workshops seem to have been one of the most important nodes of control, 
and yet also one of the more flexible. It must be noted that while, for the 
purposes of this study, we are considering that mixing/casting, hammering/
finishing, and even the addition of organic elements all occurred at the same 
workshop, this was not necessarily the case. In the case of bronze Etruscan 
mirrors, the existence of blanks suggests that the final stages of work could 
occur much later and possibly in a different location – as the work which 
occurred after casting required very little in the way of infrastructure or 
fuel.74 However, it is entirely possible (and indeed plausible) that they did 
occur in a single workshop and, even if they were spread across several dif-
ferent workshops, each of these dispersed spaces would have functioned 
along similar lines. We must also consider that these workshops were pos-
sibly multi-craft sites and thus metalworking may have only occurred for a 
portion of the time, or even infrequently, at such sites.

Perhaps the more accurate way to think about this node then is not as a 
‘workshop’, at least in the sense of a physical space, but as a skilled craftsper-
son and their social circle.75 Although work may have happened in dedicated 
workshops, as we can see in the late Bronze Age workshops at Frattesina76 
or various sites in Sardinia,77 the industry was ultimately structured around 
a series of highly skilled craftspeople (and their associates/dependents) who 
carried the required knowledge and skill with them (Figure 4.6).78 This 

73 Armstrong (2016a) 100.
74 Swaddling et al. (2000) 117–40; Caccioli (2009) 39. Although it must be noted that it is 

entirely possible that they were never meant to be inscribed.
75 See Nørgaard (2018) esp. 307–8 for a discussion of a comparable situation in the Nordic 

Bronze Age. See also Levy et al. (2007) for a modern ethnographic example from southern 
India as well.

76 See Salzani (1989), (2000).
77 Lo Schiavo (2012).
78 It may be worth differentiating the various levels of ‘craftspeople’. At the most basic level, 

this term could include anyone with the specialist knowledge which allowed them to control 
production beyond that of a novice. Within this, though, there would have been significant 
variation. Following Kuijpers’ (2018b) 550 classification of four levels of metalworking 
(‘the amateur, showing basic knowledge but little refinement; the craftsperson, producing 
well-made practical objects; the master, striving for perfection and setting the norm; and 
the virtuoso, taking risks in creating original and unique products.’) there were undoubt-
edly various levels of expertise present amongst Italian metalworkers, each one presumably 
corresponding to a level of elite status, both within the industry and amongst other types 
of elites.
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concept fits broadly with the literary evidence. The trope of an itinerant 
smith is a familiar one in the ancient Mediterranean and has been a regular 
theme in the study of ancient bronze working going back to Childe in the 
1930s.79 Although their level of embeddedness and role as fulltime crafts-
people are still hotly debated,80 it seems clear that these figures were both 
common and hugely important. They were capable of carrying with them 
all the most important aspects of the metalworker’s trade in the form of 
their knowledge and skill, and only required readily sourced materials (a 
kiln/furnace with fuel, a small store of bronze to recycle, and perhaps extra 
tin or lead to include) to create bronze military equipment.81 The specialist 
tools required by a bronze worker were minimal, including hammers, tongs, 
small crucibles, moulds for casting, chisels, and various types of small, stake  

79 Childe (1930). See Iaia in this volume.
80 E.g., Rowlands (1971); Neipert (2006); Nørgaard (2014).
81 As Georgakopoulou (2016) 49 noted, since the Late Bronze Age, bronze working was an 

inherently mobile industry.

Figure 4.6  Bronze armourer working on a helmet (late eighth to early seventh 
century BCE).

Source: Unknown provenance. Metropolitan Museum of Art (Accession Number: 42.11.42). 
Used with permission under OASC license.
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anvils. All of this could be easily packed onto the back of a donkey and car-
ried from site to site.82 Provided the next location has a functioning pottery 
industry with a kiln and access to fuel (arguably even at the household level), 
craftspeople could easily use existing infrastructure to work. Indeed, similar 
models may have also been at play in other industries, like the production of 
rooftiles, where epigraphic evidence hints at a highly mobile set of artisans 
and workers despite the industry’s reliance on materials which were difficult 
to transport across long distances.83 It is likely that the local community 
provided the infrastructure and raw materials, while the craftspeople sup-
plied the expert knowledge to create a specific commission before moving 
on. This is not to say that this is how these individuals always functioned or 
that the most extreme position – of the smith as a ‘nomadic outsider’ – was 
the norm. Bronze working, and particularly military equipment production, 
seemed to function alongside other industries in the community, most nota-
bly pottery (which shared similar fuel requirements) but also textile and 
leather industries (for padding and organic elements), and eventually iron.84 
Additionally, given the elite associations with military equipment, smiths 
may have attached themselves to other elites or elite groups for protection, 
to facilitate travel, and perhaps even for a steady market/demand for their 
items.85 However, this attached or embedded status should not necessar-
ily diminish either their potential mobility or their status within the com-
munity, as there is comparable evidence for elites becoming ‘attached’ in 
archaic Italy – albeit in a social, military, and religious context (for instance 
as patron–client or, on more equal terms, as suodales).86 The central point 
is that these craftspeople likely had transportable and transferable value, by 
virtue of their skill and ability, which they may have been able parlay into 
social and cultural status.87

This situation also allowed for a fluid and dynamic movement of style and 
technology. Rather than being tied to particular and geographically fixed 
‘productive centres’ during the first half of the first millennium BCE, as is 
often supposed, bronze working was potentially as mobile as the crafts-
people who practiced it. This allowed new techniques and styles to travel 
quickly across the Mediterranean, as indeed we see in the archaeological 

82 Indeed, the presence of items associated with the production of bronze items (esp. moulds) 
in graves from Bronze Age Europe hints at both their strong association with specific indi-
viduals and their portable character. See Overbeck (2018) for catalogue and discussion.

83 Bernard (2017); Bonghi Jovino (1990) 49–54.
84 See Molloy and Mödlinger (2020) for more general discussion.
85 For examples from the Near East, see Zaccagnini (1983).
86 Armstrong (2016a) 142–4.
87 Alternatively, as Nørgaard (2014) 40 provocatively argued relating to the Nordic Bronze 

Age, the ability of craftspeople to embody value may have led to a slightly different types 
of exchanges amongst elites – as she suggests ‘what if not the goods but the craftsmen able 
to produce such high quality work were exchanged?’
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record. It also allowed for a dynamic, responsive, and direct relationship 
between producer and consumer which may have helped facilitate the range 
of regional styles we see across Italy during this period.88 However, despite 
all of this dynamism, it may have also promoted a degree of conservatism in 
the fundamental nature of the craft. Key to the status of the craftspeople was 
their monopoly on the skills and knowledge needed to mix the bronze, cast 
the base shape, and work each individual item by hand. Thus, although styles 
varied, the basic nature of production – hammering Cu-Sn bronze alloys by 
hand into relatively thin pieces of armour – did not change for hundreds of 
years and indeed can be tracked back into the Middle Bronze Age.89

There are indications that this situation began to change from the fifth 
century BCE onwards with a rise in the use of casting for specific pieces of 
bronze armour. Beginning in the late fifth century, there is increasing evi-
dence for items which were cast into a form very close to their final shape, 
as opposed to being cast into a rough blank or a sheet and then hammered 
into shape. Although there is nothing to stop an individual craftsperson 
from casting an individual item in this way, this technique is conducive to 
mass production and the shift coincides with what has been called a wider 
‘democratisation’ of military equipment in Italy with simpler designs and 
placement in graves associated with a wider cross-section of the socio-
economic spectrum.90 Coinciding with this development, there is also an 
increase in the use of iron as part of bronze armour, particularly as hinges 
and attachments. The working temperature for iron (723–c. 900°C) is actu-
ally lower than that required for casting bronze and roughly the same as 
that needed for annealing bronze. Thus, this work could have occurred in 
the same workshop and using the same infrastructure, although the metals 
behave very differently and the skills required to work them (hammering 
iron and casting bronze) were increasingly diverging and possibly becom-
ing more specialised in this period. This combination of factors suggests 
that the physical space and infrastructure of the workshop, in contrast to 
the individual craftspeople, was becoming more important in this later 
period. In this situation, a single workshop could produce a large amount 
of bronze military equipment relatively quickly with a single ‘master crafts-
person’. Skilled hammer work would still be required for the iron, although 
this was an industry which seems to have been far more widely spread and 
non-elite in nature, attested by the ubiquity of iron tools and implements 
which seem to have been produced in small farms and hamlets.91

Once items left the workshop, they were functionally complete and would 
have then gone to the marketplace, or wherever these items were transferred 

88 Paddock (1993).
89 Mödlinger (2018) 177–98.
90 Burns (2003) 74; Paddock (1993) 45.
91 Nijboer (1998) 158–62.
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from craftspeople/workshop to consumers. For the purposes of this study, 
we have not included this as a node as it is not technically a part of produc-
tion, although it would have certainly represented another control point.92 
However, our information on the market for these types of items is incred-
ibly vague, and indeed it likely varied based on region and context. As noted 
previously, speeches from Lysias offer evidence for stores selling armour and 
weapons in Athens and we have several references to states or leaders com-
missioning craftspeople to create equipment for armies. We have very little 
evidence for how individual warriors acquired their arms and armour and 
whether there were social and cultural controls on its acquisition, in addition 
to the obvious economic cost.

Evidence from craftspeople, ancient and modern

The tremendous importance, flexibility, and potential mobility of individual 
craftspeople in the production of bronze armour, suggested by the chaîne opéra-
toire and nodes above, is also supported by the (admittedly limited) ancient 
textual evidence, as well as by modern experimental archaeology. Beginning 
with the ancient textual evidence, perhaps the best evidence for the military 
equipment industry in the western Mediterranean is given by Diodorus Siculus 
in his discussion of Dionysius I’s preparations for war c. 400 BCE. He notes:

At once, therefore, [Dionysius I] gathered skilled workmen, comman-
deering them from the cities under his control and attracting them by 
high wages from Italy and Greece as well as Carthaginian territory. . . . 
After collecting many skilled workmen, he divided them into groups in 
accordance with their skills, and appointed over them the most con-
spicuous citizens, offering great bounties to any who created a supply 
of arms. As for the armour, he distributed among them models of each 
kind, because he had gathered his mercenaries from many nations; for 
he was eager to have every one of his soldiers armed with the weapons 
of his people, conceiving that by such armour his army would, for 
this very reason, cause great consternation, and that in battle all of 
his soldiers would fight to best effect in armour to which they were 
accustomed. And since the Syracusans enthusiastically supported the 
policy of Dionysius, it came to pass that rivalry rose high to manufac-
ture the arms. For not only was every space, such as the porticoes and 
back rooms of the temples as well as the gymnasia and colonnades 
of the marketplace, crowded with workers, but the making of great 
quantities of arms went on, apart from such public places, in the most 
distinguished homes.

Diod. Sic. 14.41.3–6 (trans. Oldfather)

92 See Becker in this volume.
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Although one should obviously take this account, written centuries after 
the fact, with a healthy dose of scepticism, the picture it paints is instructive 
and aligns well with the models presented earlier. We see that Dionysius I 
was able to recruit a large number of evidently mobile craftspeople from 
across the region who are able to produce equipment in a range of different 
styles with minimal infrastructure (e.g., in temples and gymnasia). In this 
account, it seems clear that the key component in the productive system was 
the mobile craftsperson and not a stable workshop or pre-existing industry.

Turning our attention towards Rome, although we do not have any direct 
evidence for the production of armour comparable to the passage in Dio-
dorus, there are hints that Rome also existed within a similar system – act-
ing as a hub for mobile metalworkers and craftspeople in this period. For 
instance, there is the reference to the Gallic craftsman Helico, who Pliny 
suggests may have contributed to the Gallic invasion of 390 BCE.

It is related that the Gauls, separated from us as they were by the Alps, 
which then formed an almost insurmountable bulwark, had, as their 
chief motive for invading Italy, its dried figs, its grapes, its oil, and its 
wine, samples of which had been brought back to them by Helico, a 
citizen of the Helvetii, who had been staying at Rome, to practise there 
as an artisan (fabrilem ob artem). We may offer some excuse, then, for 
them, when we know that they came in quest of these various produc-
tions, though at the price even of war.

Pliny NH 12.2 (trans. Bostock)

Although it is uncertain what sort of industry Helico was involved in, met-
alworking is arguably one of the more likely options given the long-standing 
associations between this industry and Cisalpine Gaul. Either way, we have 
some anecdotal evidence for a Gallic craftsman of some type moving from 
northern Italy to Rome, and back again, in the period c. 400 BCE,93 and evi-
dently one with enough wealth to purchase and transport dried figs, grapes, 
oil, and wine to take with him.

The ability of relatively mobile craftsmen to produce bronze military 
equipment is also supported by recent experimental data. Researchers from 
the University of Auckland, working in collaboration with Redoubt Forge 

93 As has been hinted at previously, the situation after 400 BCE seems to change in Italy, and 
this is particularly relevant with the working of iron. Some of this might be evidenced by 
the fascinating discovery of the San Vittore sword (a La Tène sword found in San Vittore 
del Lazio) dating to the second half of the fourth century BCE which bears the inscription: 
TR POMPONIOS C (F.?) (M)E FECET ROMA(I). ‘Tr[ebonius] Pomponius, (son of) Gaius, 
made (m)e in Rome’ (see Taylor [2020] for discussion). The reference to the location where 
the sword was made, as well as the craftsman, is instructive. This is also the period within 
which we begin to get makers marks on some (Montefortino) helmets, albeit stamped and 
not inscribed (Paddock [1993]).
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of Hamilton, New Zealand, have been working to recreate ancient Italian 
bronze armour since 2018, and the results have been instructive.94 Much of 
the work is still ongoing and will therefore be discussed in detail in future 
publications, but an initial conclusion is that the work is incredibly portable. 
The c. 2 kg of bronze needed to create virtually any individual piece of 
bronze armour can be melted using a small furnace which can be constructed 
in a weekend (Figure 4.7a). The initial casting of the blank or sheet of bronze 
is a somewhat fraught process, in terms of achieving the right shape as well 
as issues with large grains, dendritic structures, and porosity,95 although it 
turns out bronze itself is a very forgiving medium if it is going to be ham-
mered. With annealing, which can happen in an open flame, the crystalline 
structure of the metal can be ‘reset’ and all gases and defects in the initial 
cast form can be worked out by hand with limited tools (see Figures 4.7b–d).

94 This work was supported by the Royal Society of New Zealand Te Apārangi Marsden Fund 
project ‘Blood and Money: The ‘Military Industrial Complex’ of Archaic Central Italy’ 
(17-UOA-136).

95 See Scott (1991) esp. 5–6.

 

 

Figures 4.7a–d  Experimental archaeology in the construction of a Negau helmet.  
(a) Melting bronze in a temporary furnace; (b) Shaping the Negau helmet; 
(c) Hammers used to shape the Negau helmet; and (d) use of a pneu-
matic power hammer to stretch the initial bronze sheet to c. 1.5 mm.

Source: Photographs courtesy of Nicholas Harrison, Redoubt Forge, NZ.
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The largest takeaway from this experimental work so far has been the 
central importance of the skilled craftsperson wielding the hammer. Indeed, 
almost all the work was completed by a single individual, although some 
phases would have benefited from the addition of assistants. For instance, 
the furnace would have been fed by bellows which needed to be worked by 
hand. The initial stretching phase, working the cast form down to a workable 
thickness of c. 1.5mm, would have likely involved the use of two ‘hammer 
men’ (one with tongs and one with a hammer) – this was replicated with the 
use of a pneumatic power hammer. Overall, however, this was not a large 
operation.

Conclusions

It seems clear from this brief exploration of the topic that the basic nature 
of bronze military equipment production in Italy has been misjudged. Typi-
cally, scholarship has focused on the end-users and, when production has 
been discussed, has highlighted the obvious connections between mining, 
smelting, and metalworking to connect Etruria – and particularly sites like 
Vulci or Arezzo – with important and supposedly established metalworking 
workshops. The industry has generally been envisaged as a fixed and stable 
one, under the control of communities and/or local elites,96 and simply feed-
ing the elite desire for metal items.97 However, while the production of the 
raw materials needed for bronze working at these key sites is important and 
may have led to higher levels in circulation locally, this model places too 
much emphasis on a linear, and ‘from scratch’ chaîne opératoire and largely 
ignores the availability and implications of recycled bronze.98 A significant 
percentage, and indeed likely the vast majority, of bronze equipment was 
made from recycled material and so could have circumvented these nodes of 
control. Instead, and of far greater importance to the industry, is the work-
shop level of production and, within that, individual craftspeople. These 
individuals held the knowledge needed to create the appropriate types of 
bronze, to cast it into the appropriate shape/sheet, and then to finish the 
work with a hammer and various surface treatments (grinding, polishing, 
decoration, etc.) before finally adding any organic elements (padding, etc.). 
The minimal infrastructure they required could be either carried with them 

96 See, for instance, Paddock’s (1993) regular references to hypothesised workshops associated 
with particular communities (e.g., Vulci workshop A, or Vulci workshop B).

97 As Molloy and Mödlinger (2020) argue, metalworking is often seen as supporting local 
elites, and not as an independent set of processes.

98 This is not to say that new material was never needed. While craftspeople could recycle 
bronze easily, and check the composition visually (similar to the medieval use of touch-
stones), at a certain point, or in certain situations, they would have needed new material 
(Cu and Sn) to achieve the desired alloys. However, I would emphasise that this was likely 
more the exception than the rule.
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or sourced locally within any community which had a functional pottery 
industry. While significant casting operations, for instance those associated 
with large statues or later types of military equipment (from c. 400 BCE), 
may have somewhat prioritised the physical workshop over the individual 
craftsperson, it is likely that the master craftsperson still maintained a posi-
tion of personal prominence.

A key aspect of this productive landscape therefore seems to have been 
its fluid, seemingly devolved, and dispersed nature.99 The networks, through 
which the resources and knowledge seemed to flow, were in many ways fluid 
by definition. But, perhaps surprisingly (given our usual fixation on urban 
zones and communities), while some nodes were geographically stable, the 
most important ones may have been mobile and transitory. Physical work-
shops may have provided stable centres for production, but their importance 
for a single industry may have waxed and waned. It is likely that many 
workshops were multi-craft zones, and bronze working occurred alongside 
both pottery production and leather/textile working at many sites. Indeed, 
given the importance of fit for armour (a point emphasised by Xenophon),100 
and the use of padding and other organic elements to achieve it, significant 
cooperation between industries was almost certainly required along with 
some direct contact with the client. More importantly, craftspeople, the hold-
ers and curators of the specialist knowledge and skill required to make this 
equipment, seem to have been highly mobile and were able to travel across 
the Italian peninsula (and the wider Mediterranean) with an ease normally 
associated with elites. Indeed, as suggested at the outset, it may be useful 
to think about these craftspeople as representing part of a different type of 
‘elite’ network based on their knowledge and skill and not, or at least not 
directly, due to any military or political power.101

Within this context, it is probable that these craftspeople were often 
attached to either other elites, traditional elite groups, or elite networks 
which may have facilitated their travel or accommodated their stay in vari-
ous locations. Such connections were necessary at a basic level for crafts-
people to know where their skills were required; how would Dionysius I have 
been able to summon enough craftspeople to produce his 140,000 shields 
without a network to communicate through? We should also not assume 
that, simply due to their knowledge and evident mobility, all metalworkers 

 99 The same is arguably true for iron working, and for good reason. As Corretti (2017) 456 
notes, ‘this system distributed the environmental and economic problems connected with 
charcoal production to a wider area, since every step of the ironworking process (from 
smelting to refining to forging and shaping) was located in a different place.’

100 Xen. Eq. mag. 13.1.3; Xen. Mem. 3.10.9–15.
101 Following here the view of ‘elites’ offered by Earle and Kristiansen (2010), who suggested 

that elites were those who were able to express status through the ownership of objects 
deemed valuable by a society. See also Helms (1993), who pursues a similar argument 
regarding the elite nature of productive transformations.
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were independent elites or itinerants of the Childe model.102 It is entirely pos-
sible that many individuals involved in this industry were enslaved people. 
In Nørgaard’s analysis of craftspeople in the Nordic Bronze Age, she sug-
gested that craftspeople were exchanged among the elite, effectively as a type 
of prestige good, in the same way the items they produced were.103 Some-
thing similar may have happened in early Italy, reminiscent of the trade and 
exchange of Greek intellectuals as slaves in the later Republic.104 However, 
as Bernard’s analysis of workers’ signatures on roof tiles and other archi-
tectural elements from Hellenistic Italy (300–50 BCE) has revealed, while 
skilled artisans were sometimes enslaved they could also be found across 
the socio-economic spectrum up to elite masters.105 We should therefore be 
careful not automatically relegate all metalworkers to followers or enslaved 
people or vice versa. Taking the parallel of artists and coroplasts, it is clear 
that there were also men like Vulca or Damophilus who seem to have func-
tioned within the same social, economic, and hospitality networks as the elite 
consumers who acquired their wares. Whether they were masters or slaves 
(or located somewhere in-between), it seems evident that craftspeople existed 
as part of an elite productive network which seems to have been distinct, 
albeit connected, to the more traditional elite networks developing around 
Italy’s urban centres.

Like Hephaestus crafting armour for Thetis and Achilles offered in the 
passage at the beginning of this chapter, those who controlled the production 
of ancient bronze armour likely held power and prestige through their abil-
ity to create the tools needed by other elites to express their martial ability. 
Also, like Hephaestus, we should not always assume a strict economic rela-
tionship. The divine smith did not create armour for everyone, and indeed 
did not charge an economic fee for his labour – although, in this instance, it 
was in response to a personal debt (Hom. Il. 407). Armour was often gifted 
or formed part of the social and cultural relationships which bound elites 
together. We should consider the possibility that mobile craftspeople were 
an important part of the complex elite networks which existed across the 
ancient Mediterranean, not as humble servants, but as elites themselves. Or, 
at the very least, we must recognise that they were not quite as dependent 
on early Italy’s burgeoning urban zones and traditional elite structures as 
we often suppose. 

102 It is clear that the situation is more complex, see Rowland (1971) and Nørgaard (2014).
103 Nørgaard (2014).
104 Hunt (2018) 92.
105 Bernard (2017).
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We have become accustomed in these last few decades to understanding 
that mobility and migration were the norm in the ancient Mediterranean, 
rather than the exception. Already a decade ago, Moiatti was able to claim 
that ‘The importance of mobility in early societies now no longer needs 
demonstration.’1 She was mainly interested in the early Principate but 
Isayev’s study, concentrating on Italy in the mid-late Republic, clearly shows 
that similar conditions existed earlier.2 In southern Italy, though, condi-
tions had changed dramatically in the third century BCE. Roman control 
had led to the disappearance of many towns and sanctuaries as well as 
large-scale population movements in and out of the region. Yntema char-
acterised the major trends from the mid-third century as ‘detribalization, 
peasantization, urbanization and Mediterraneanization’.3 In the fifth and 
fourth centuries BCE, southern Italy gives the appearance of having settled 
into a series of polities with stable social and cultural institutions. The Greek 
cities on the coasts were large, urbanised centres with constitutional govern-
ments and clearly defined territories. Beyond those territories, in the zones 
controlled by Italic peoples, there was a wider variety of social, political, and 
territorial organisation. Strong levels of cultural diversity in the region was 
a persistent phenomenon over several centuries and, despite the appearance 
of various Greek objects, practices, and technologies in the Italic settlements 
(the phenomenon previously known as ‘Hellenisation’), an argument could 
be made that an Italic settlement and a Greek ‘colony’ were less similar in 
400 BCE than they had been in 700 BCE. How is this to be explained?

There has not been an explicit discussion of cultural diversity in South 
Italian archaeology. Since interpersonal encounters are generally seen to 

1 Moatti (2013) 77.
2 Isayev (2017). I take the evidence of the comedies of Plautus to be highly significant, since 

they show us the assumptions of the audience. These were that mobility was ubiquitous and 
that people from elsewhere were commonplace, yet xenophobic ethic labels and caricatures 
are more or less absent in the plays (rather unlike Greek ‘New Comedy’).

3 Yntema (2013) 268.
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be strong vectors of cultural assimilation,4 the (largely unspoken) explana-
tion for persistent cultural diversity in southern Italy is a presumed low 
level of interpersonal encounters. Greek and Italic communities are still 
seen as largely closed to each other. There was some trade, of course, but 
binary opposition and military hostility between the two groups are gener-
ally stressed.5 This chapter seeks to reassess evidence for the mobility of 
individuals in ‘classical-period’ (c. 500–300 BCE) southern Italy from out-
side the region, between Greek cities, and between Greek cities and Italic 
centres.6 It will argue that, in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, painted 
pottery gives us by far the best evidence for personal mobility. It will ask 
whether the high level of mobility seen among ceramicists has implications 
for wider questions of trans-cultural mobility. That is, does the movement 
of artisans, that we can trace archaeologically, have any implications for our 
understanding of the larger number of people whose movements are more 
difficult to follow?

Stepping back into the immediately preceding period, the sixth century 
BCE in southern Italy was one of significant identity creation among the 
Greek cities as large cities and territories emerged; it was the period in which 
the origo myths, which offered a single, unifying origin story for each Greek 
city, were plausibly created.7 Identities solidified, although we are perhaps too 
seduced by our knowledge of the strict citizenship laws of Periclean Athens 
since most scholars imagine that it was relatively difficult to move from one 
Greek city to another.8 As for moving from an Italic centre to a Greek one, 
many seem to imagine a type of ethnic hostility which would have largely 
precluded it.9 While it is true that there were major wars between Greek 
cities and their Italic neighbours, for which clear literary, epigraphic, and 

4 Flache (2018).
5 Knapp and van Dommelen (2010) 1 argue that ‘bounded cultures and well-defined popula-

tions with readily distinct identities may have been less common than usually assumed’ and 
this was surely true in southern Italy.

6 I leave aside questions of mobility between Italic zones for which there is increasing archaeo-
logical evidence, such as the probable presence of Hirpinians, Oenotrians, and others at 
Pontecagnano (Della Fina [2013]; Pellegrino et al. [2017]; Petta and Russo [2017]; Desid-
erio [2018]), potential Etruscans at Ruvo and elsewhere in Peucetia (Montanaro [2010]), 
and ‘Samnite’ burials in south-eastern Italy, e.g., at Lavello (Bottini [1985]). Transhumant 
pastoralism is probably underestimated as a vector for the mobility of people, ideas, and 
technologies: see Heitz (2015b), and his contribution to this volume.

7 Yntema (2011).
8 Lomas (2002) 173. We do not have a clear idea, for this period in southern Italy, about the 

categories that might have existed between ‘citizen’ and ‘foreigner’.
9 Tom Carpenter (2009) 28, in his celebrated article on Apulian red-figure, has many interesting 

and useful things to say, but he perpetrates the idea of hostility when he comes to characteris-
ing the relationship between the Greek cities and the Italic centres: ‘Relations between the 
Greeks of Taranto and the Italic people of Apulia were usually fraught.’
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archaeological evidence has been found,10 it should be noted that accounts 
of warfare between Greek cities are even more dramatic: Siris was destroyed 
by a coalition of her Greek neighbours around 560 BCE, and Sybaris was 
destroyed by Croton in 510 BCE. Two large, rich, Greek cities were wiped 
off the map by other Greeks.

Generally in the ancient Mediterranean, trade and other contact activities 
seem to be rather poorly correlated with military competition whenever evi-
dence has been available.11 For example, Athenian manufactured products, 
and even Athenian artisans, plays, playwrights, and actors were, at the time 
of the Peloponnesian War, going to places that would be unthinkable in a 
modern ‘total war’ scenario.12 It is relatively unlikely that there were high 
levels of binary thinking in southern Italy but, even in this generation of Hor-
den and Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea, Ian Morris’ ‘Mediterraneanization’, 
Irad Malkin’s ‘Greek Networks’ and Elena Isayev’s Migration, Mobility and 
Place, there is still a persistent view that there were low levels of contact, and 
even familiarity, among the various groups living in southern Italy.13 This is 
certainly the case with discussions of representations of Greek theatre on 
South Italian pottery. The vast majority of these vases have been found in 
non-Greek centres, at sites like Ruvo. How would they have been understood 
by the people in whose graves they were found? Luca Giuliani argued that 
such was the level of cultural disconnection that, for the understanding of the 
pictures, the presence of Greek experts to explain the vases in the context of 
a funeral oration or performance would have been necessary.14 Others have 
gone further, arguing that bilingual experts would have been needed because 
no one at Ruvo would have been familiar with Greek language or culture.15

Views like these spark a series of questions to do with physical and cultural 
mobility, which can be listed as follows: Could people from Greek cities 
easily move from one to another? Could people from Italic centres easily 
move to Greek cities? Could people from Greek cities easily move into Italic 
areas? To what extent could people be ethnically and culturally mobile – that 
is, in moving from one place to another could they change their habits and 
material culture in such a way that they would become indistinguishable as 

10 Pausanias mentioned dedications at Delphi commemorating Tarentine victories over 
her neighbours in the early fifth century BCE, for which the inscribed statue-bases have 
been found: see Nenci (1976). The last of them corresponds perfectly with the date of the 
destruction and abandonment of several Messapian sites, such as Cavallino and I Fani: see 
D’Andria (2005); Descœudres and Robinson (1993).

11 On this, see Cohen in this volume.
12 MacDonald (1982) for Attic pottery exports in the late fifth century. The plays of Euripides, 

even those with explicitly Attic political content, seem to have been widely performed in 
Doric cities in southern Italy and Sicily in the late fifth century: see Allan (2001).

13 Horden and Purcell (2000); Morris (2003); Malkin (2011); Isayev (2017).
14 Giuliani (1995); he does, however, accept that some Italic people must have had a good 

knowledge of Greek. It was more the obscurity of the texts which required an explanation.
15 Todisco (2012). I have argued against this position in Robinson (2014a).
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migrants? Could boundaries be crossed more than once, in sophisticated 
‘code-switching’ operations?

Assessing mobility in southern Italy

There are various types of evidence that can be used to study mobility and 
permeability in southern Italy: literary, epigraphic (especially onomastics), 
scientific (e.g., genetics, isotopes), archaeological, and stylistic/technological. 
I shall deal with each in turn, with the last category particularly relevant to 
ceramics and, in my opinion, the most revealing.

Literary evidence for mobility offers some clues, but is largely anecdotal 
and best-known from the biographies of celebrities, like the philosopher 
Pythagoras. He was from Samos, migrated to Croton, was eventually 
expelled from Croton, but was able to settle in Metapontum. There is no 
literary evidence, in southern Italy, of the large-scale demographic manipula-
tions typical of the Sicilian tyrants and Republican Roman views of the laxity 
of citizenship practices in southern Italian cities are unlikely to be reliable.16 
There is, therefore, little hope that the literary sources are going to give us a 
reliable picture of what was happening on the ground and at a large scale in 
terms of the general openness of Greek cities to migration.

There is no record at all of individual Italians moving into Greek cities, 
and only the odd intriguing anecdote about moving from Greek cities to 
Italic ones. Herodotus (3.138) recounts the story of Gillos, said to have taken 
place around 515 BCE, not long before Herodotus himself migrated to the 
Athenian colony of Thurii. The story is of Persian ambassadors shipwrecked 
on the coast of southern Italy and taken prisoner. An exile from the Greek 
city of Tarentum named Gillos is said to have been living among the Mes-
sapians in Brindisium and he is mentioned because he was able to intercede 
and have the ambassadors sent back to the Persian court. So, in the late sixth 
century BCE, it was apparently plausible that a Greek could live happily in 
an Italic community in southern Italy, although we don’t know if this was 
exceptional.

Epigraphic and onomastic evidence doesn’t help a great deal either, mainly 
because southern Italy did not have an especially epigraphic culture. There 
are a few Italic names in inscriptions from Greek cities, most notably on the 
Heraclea Tablets. The inscriptions, of the fourth/third century BCE, deal with 
the lease of land to citizens by sanctuaries in the territory and in them we 
meet one Dazimos Pyrrhou.17 The first part of the name is Italic; the second, 
a patronymic, is Greek. He was certainly a citizen of Heraclea and was one of 

16 E.g., Cicero (Pro Archia V.10): Southern Italian ‘. . . Greek states often went out of their way 
to associate with themselves in their civic privileges undistinguished men, of unimportant 
attainments, or of no attainments at all.’ 

17 Uguzzoni and Ghinatti (1968) 125–45; Lo Porto (1988–1989) 402–3.
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the horistai who undertook the division of lands belonging to the sanctuary 
of Dionysus. These rare cases are not straightforward to interpret. It could 
be, for example, that Dazimos Pyrrhou testifies to a type of mobility quite 
different from migration: xenia, formal guest-friendships between foreign-
ers.18 It was common to name a son after your xenos; Thucydides’ father, 
for example, had a foreign, Thracian name (Oloros), presumably because his 
grandfather was xenos to a Thracian.19 This could be the case with Dazimos 
Pyrrhou; certainly a magistrate of the city would have been at the social 
level in which xenia relationships were possible, even probable (and such a 
relationship would imply a high level of mobility, at least among the elite 
groups of the Greek and Italic centres). Overall, epigraphic evidence is not 
very compelling in southern Italy, especially when an Italic name does not 
necessarily signify an Italic person.20 A number of objects found at Italic sites 
have inscriptions in Greek or bear apparently Greek names; some of them, 
like the famous pyxis from Gravina, were produced locally,21 but often they 
do not speak to us unequivocally about the origins of the persons concerned.

Scientific evidence – genetic studies and isotope analysis – ought to help us 
in looking at the question but, so far, the results have been mixed. In 2017 a 
team from Tübingen did a study of genetics, via non-metric traits, on teeth 
from a number of sites in southern Italy.22 The teeth came from two Italic 
cemeteries dated before Greek settlement, at Santa Maria d’Anglona and 
Incoronata, and then from another Italic site dated after Greek settlement, 
Passo di Giacobbe. Added to this were two populations from the Greek city 
of Metapontum, one from the city necropolis and another from an urban 
necropolis about 5 km away. The results showed that the Italic sites had 
populations with significant genetic similarity to each other, and less similar-
ity to the populations of Metapontum. The main problem was that no two 
sets of samples were more genetically dissimilar than the urban and rural 
populations of the Greek city. The authors offer two possible explanations 
for this anomaly which, while both interesting and plausible, are more or less 
diametrically opposed: (1) that there was significant genetic diversity among 

18 The tesserae hospitales from Rome and Carthage show that formalised elite guest-friendship 
was already well-known in central Italy by the sixth century BCE: Isayev (2017) 101–3.

19 Malkin (2004) 349.
20 Malkin (2014); another Italic name in Heraclea was found inscribed on a marble block in 

the western sector of the Collina del Castello at Heraclea: Makkos. Like Dazimos, it is an 
Apulian name, further complicating the issue: Giardino (2005) 397–8. Captives and slaves 
were probably more important elements of mobility and technological transfer than we 
think, but here too the exiguous epigraphic record for southern Italy prevents any useful 
speculation. Even in Attica, with its abundance of inscriptions, deducing ethnicity from 
slave-names is far from straightforward: Lewis (2017). See McDonald and Clackson (2020) 
77–8 for discussion of the ‘onomastic fallacy’.

21 Most recently: McDonald and Clackson (2020) 79–81, with other examples cited. Lom-
bardo (2014) 47 discusses further cases.

22 Rathmann et al. (2017).
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the first Greek migrants, who tended to be the land-owners still living in the 
territory, with new Greek migrants to the city being less genetically diverse, 
or (2) that the early settlers were genetically fairly similar (i.e., from one 
place) and later arrivals came from various places and were more genetically 
diverse.23

A follow-up study, two years later and using both non-metric and metric 
traits in teeth, produced quite different results.24 The authors claim to see 
low levels of human mobility before the arrival of Greeks in southern Italy 
and high levels afterwards, both in the Greek and Italic centres. They further 
claim that, in the post-colonisation period, approximately 18% of those liv-
ing in both the Greek cities and the Italic settlements were of Greek ancestry. 
While evidence for greater admixture of people in southern Italy than previ-
ously thought is welcome, this result seems astonishing. Carter has proposed 
that the depleted population of the chora of Metapontum was refreshed by 
enfranchised Lucanians in the fourth century BCE.25 The argument is based 
both on the evidence of changing burials customs and on physical anthro-
pology.26 The most important evidence, though, remains unpublished.27

Isotope analyses are desperately needed in southern Italy to pursue ques-
tions of mobility; so far, the results of only one small study have been 
reported, finding that 10% (two out of 20) of the individuals studied from 
Siris and Metapontum were of non-local origin.28 Since DNA preservation 
is poor in many southern Italian skeletons, no new perspectives are available 
from that direction.29 There have been some studies of modern DNA, looking 
at the extent of the Greek genetic contribution to the modern populations 
of southern Italy and Sicily.30 An interesting bias was found: a few thousand 
Greek men were identified, but only a few hundred Greek women were in 
the estimated number of early migrants to Sicily. But areas like southern Italy 
and Sicily, where there has been constant population-churn for millennia, 
seem very poorly suited to these kinds of studies and it is difficult to see how 
anything specific can be concluded about population movements in the first 
millennium BCE on their bases.31

23 It should be noted that Carter’s surveys have shown that there was apparently very little 
settlement in the chora of Metapontum before about 550 BCE: Carter (2011a). The first 
farmhouses may have been in the river valleys and are now covered with alluvium and 
invisible to field survey.

24 Rathmann et al. (2019).
25 Carter (2011b) 842–3.
26 Carter (2006) 81–3, 219–23.
27 Henneberg (1998).
28 The study, using strontium isotopes, was carried out as part of a Master’s thesis at Leiden: 

Vos (2018). Its results are reported by Rathmann et al. (2019).
29 Rathmann et al. (2019) 2.
30 Tofanelli et al. (2016).
31 The frankly ridiculous conclusions made about the ‘origins of the Etruscans’ based on mod-

ern population genetics are a cautionary tale for the use of modern populations as proxies 
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Archaeological evidence for mobility is also extremely difficult to find, 
beyond the clear influx of Greeks in the eighth and seventh centuries BCE. 
That evidence has now demonstrated clearly that places which went on to 
become Greek settlements generally had mixed populations (Greek/Italic) in 
the earliest period of Greek migration.32 But if a resident of ancient Brindi-
sium, in Messapia, moved to Tarentum in 400 BCE, how could their presence 
be detected in the archaeological record?33 It may be possible through dis-
tinctive worshipping, cooking, or eating practices,34 but the presence of some 
Messapian habits in Tarentum could have also arrived through cross-cultural 
interaction.35 If an enclave of people using foreign practices within Tarentum 
could be identified, we might be on firmer ground, although the level of pres-
ervation and excavation of domestic contexts in southern Italy means that the 
evidence is relatively unlikely to be found, if it exists. In any case, beyond the 
well-documented cases of foreigners living in ancient emporia, it is far from 
clear that foreigners in Greek cities would have lived in enclaves and contin-
ued to have identified with their places of origin. Imperial Rome, filled to the 
brim with migrants, does not seem to have had ‘quarters’ like a modern city.36

It is notoriously difficult to find evidence in the archaeological record of 
people making clear statements about their ethnicity or origins. Burials might 
be one such arena and, indeed, in Brindisium there seems to have been a 
small enclave of Greeks living in the town in the seventh century BCE based 
on a group of burials at Tor Pisana with burial practices and material culture 
that was entirely foreign to the local habits.37 In the Greek cities of southern 
Italy, there are rare examples of graves that are completely unlike other buri-
als for the town, but very similar to what is found in the Italic zones. Crucinia 
Tomb 17 and Torre di Mare Tomb 18 at Metapontum are two such burials, 
filled with Italic armour, weapons, and tools that are otherwise unknown in 
graves from the Greek city.38 The burials presume at least a small community 

for ancestral source populations, particularly in areas where we know that there have been 
very high levels of population replacement: see, amongst others, Achilli et al. (2007); Perkins 
(2009), (2017)

32 Good examples are Siris, Francavilla Marittima, L’Amastuola and Incoronata (the latter not 
surviving beyond the seventh century BCE).

33 See also Bernardo-Ciddio in this volume for an exploration of some of these issues and 
tensions.

34 For cooking practices see Quercia (2015).
35 The use of cippi outside houses and graves within the city-walls at Taranto has sometimes 

been seen as Messapian influences, but Lombardo is sceptical: see Lombardo (1994b).
36 Greg Woolf (2017) has recently argued for this in public fora. Varro (LL 5.46, 51) makes 

a claim that there had once been ethnic quarters in Rome, e.g., Etruscans on the Caelian, 
but the phenomenon is situated firmly in the past: Farney (2014) 438. Carroll (2020) has 
recently demonstrated how migrants in Rome seem not to have alluded to their origins, at 
least in their dress on funeral monuments; see also Tacoma (2016) and Elder (2020).

37 Lombardo (1994a); Yntema (2016).
38 Crucinia Tomb 17: De Siena (1993b); Torre di Mare Tomb 18: De Siena (1993a). There are 

a couple of other examples of such tombs from the urban and rural necropoleis; otherwise, 



Potters and mobility in southern Italy 89

of Italians in Metapontum who knew how to bury these bodies in a ‘proper’ 
fashion, but what was the fate of this community? Either they were only 
in the city temporarily, or subsequent burials of people from this group 
have changed to completely conform to local habits.39 But even these appar-
ent ‘Italic’ burials in Metapontum are not necessarily crystal clear in their 
meaning. Christiane Nowak has recently argued that such burials may rep-
resent residents of the Greek cities who were emulating the customs of elite 
Italians.40 Her study focused especially on Campania, where the situation 
seems rather different to the other parts of southern Italy; mass-migration 
from Italic areas into Greek (and Etruscan) cities seems to occur in the late 
fifth century, after which time Oscan names frequently appear in the lists 
of magistrates in Neapolis and in public and private contexts in Paestum.41

So, we have glimpses of mobility from the literary, epigraphic, scientific, 
and archaeological sources for southern Italy; should they be regarded as 
symbolic of a much wider phenomenon, for which evidence so far mostly 
lacks? Where does the burden of proof lie? Given the evidence for high levels 
of mobility in Italy and the wider Mediterranean in this period, perhaps it 
is the existence of closed societies in southern Italy that needs to be proven, 
rather than the opposite. For Isayev, assuming a mobile rather than a stable 
society will change the way we interpret cultural interaction,42 and it is hard 
to see how using this assumption as a starting-point would not make better 
sense of a number of the phenomena we see in southern Italy.

Mobility and artisan production

One is always a bit hesitant to accept articles of faith (although simply accept-
ing that there were relatively static societies in southern Italy has tended to be 
an unspoken article of faith until now). Fortunately, artisan production gives 
us a good opportunity to observe solid evidence for patterns of mobility and 

weapons are only present at Metaponto in the highly unusual early aristocratic burials in 
loc. Crucinia: Bottini et al. (2019).

39 Something like this appears to have happened in Paestum, where a late sixth century burial 
in the Gaudo necropolis has significant analogies with the habits of the Etrusco-Campanian 
area; the subsequent ten burials in the cluster, ranging down to 450 BCE, are similar to 
standard Paestan burials (apart from the fact that a high proportion of them have plastered 
walls, a number of which were also painted with coloured bands): Cipriani (2000) 198. 
Cipriani presents evidence for further Italic groups that appear to have migrated to the city 
before the mass-migration around 400 BCE.

40 Nowak (2016). The proposition might be valid for certain burials in Campania but I find 
it harder to accept for the Metaponto graves. The problem yet again exposes the difficulty 
of linking material culture with ethnic identity.

41 A process labelled ‘decolonization’ by Asheri (1999), and seen in a number of other Greek 
cities. For Naples: Lomas (2002) 177–8; for artisans with Oscan names decorating tombs 
in Paestum: McDonald and Clackson (2020) 81–2; Cipriani and Longo (1996) 203, no. 98 
for the inscription of the Paestan meddix Staiis.

42 Isayev (2017) 5.
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migration. In the eighth and seventh centuries BCE, the migration and settle-
ment of Greeks at many coastal sites is well-attested. Potters and painters 
from many parts of the Greek world were among the migrants. The literary 
record often tells us who ‘founded’ the Greek cities of southern Italy. The 
origins of the early potters at these sites, however, correspond rather poorly 
with the putative origin of the first settlers and this evidence has been one 
of the major planks in the ‘revisionist’ views of early Greek colonisation.43 
This is not to say that there is no correspondence between ceramics and 
the literary tradition: the Euboean component in the earliest locally made 
ceramics at early Pithecusae and Rhegium are interesting reflections of the 
literary sources. But what characterises the ceramics of most of these early 
sites, including Pithecusae, is the diversity in the origins of artisan migrants, 
quite unlike the single origins promoted by the later literary accounts.44

The effect of the new ceramic technologies seems to have been minimal 
beyond the coastal areas where Greeks settled, which is remarkable given 
that most, perhaps all, of the early ‘colonial’ sites probably included residents 
of Italic origin. One Greek potter/painter certainly settled in Pontecagnano in 
the eighth century and produced painted wheel-made pottery but the Italic 
communities generally stuck with their traditional matt-painted and impasto 
wares, at least until the sixth century BCE.45 There is some evidence for itin-
erant Greek potters and/or coroplasts in Italic settlements in the sixth century 
BCE, such as the famous pyramidal clay votive inscription with a dedication 
to Herakles in the late Archaic Achaean alphabet from San Mauro Forte 
on the upper reaches of the Cavone River, made by the kerameus Nikoma-
chus.46 Giammatteo has demonstrated through archaeometric analysis that 
the relief slabs which decorated the so-called anaktoron at Torre di Satriano, 
with inscriptions in the Laconian alphabet on the reverses, must have been 
produced locally.47

It is perhaps surprising that there is so little evidence for the migration of 
ceramicists from mainland Greece into the Greek cities of southern Italy in 

43 Donnellan and Nizzo (2016).
44 The centres of the Ionian Gulf seem to have collected a particularly diverse set of migrant 

ceramicists, with origins in Corinth, the Cyclades, Asia Minor and elsewhere: Denoyelle and 
Iozzo (2009) 49–52; Denti and Villette (2013); Denti and Bellamy (2016); Denti (2018). 
There is some imported and locally-made pottery of Achaean type, which does little confirm 
the literary accounts of the foundation of e.g., ‘Achaean’ Metapontum or Sybaris: Papado-
poulos (2001).

45 For Pontecagnano: Bailo Modesti and Gastaldi (1999); D’Agostino (2014); Naso (2014). 
Between the second half of the sixth and the early fourth centuries BCE, Italic communities 
largely shifted to predominantly wheel-thrown pottery, and such a move is unlikely to have 
occurred without some degree of personal mobility since, as Gosselain (2016a) 204–5 noted: 
‘Adoption of wheel-throwing would have implied a long period of learning only made pos-
sible through participation in a community of practice.’

46 Guarducci (1967) 556.
47 Giammatteo (2009); Baglivo (2013).
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the sixth century BCE. A few Corinthian ceramicists appear to have migrated 
to Tarentum,48 and an East Greek painter seems to have been working at 
Oria, in Messapia,49 but no Attic black-figure vase-painters moved to south-
ern Italy (Chalcidian black-figure is an isolated group).50 Many more Greek 
potters and painters migrated to the Etruscan-speaking towns of central Italy 
than to the Greek-speaking towns of the south.

In the middle of the fifth century BCE, a new class of pottery began to be 
made, apparently by immigrant artisans: red-figure.51 The complexity of the 
decoration and the vast size of the corpus of vases give us broader access 
to a category of analysis now often ignored in archaeology: style. We can 
plausibly attempt to distinguish the hand of an individual artisan and see 
how their career developed, how they related to other artisans, and whether 
they moved around. Red-figure pottery was, of course, widely traded but, 
by studying in combination style, shapes, iconography, and provenience, we 
can aspire to distinguish traded ceramics from those made on the spot. In 
southern Italy and Sicily, there was intense migration of ceramicists both into 
and within the region from the middle of the fifth century onwards. Athe-
nian potters and painters went from Athens to Metapontum,52 probably to 
Tarentum,53 to Campania,54 and to Sicily (but, strangely, not to the two places 
where Athens were involved in colonial foundations at this time: Thurii and 
Heraclea; see Figure 5.1).

48 Neeft (2018).
49 D’Andria and Semeraro (2000). Elsewhere in Messapia at a similar period, see D’Andria 

(1977); D’Andria (1988) for the possibility of itinerant craftsmen from Corcyra or Epidam-
nos producing capitals in local limestone at Cavallino, Vaste, and Ugento.

50 Iozzo (1994).
51 Silvestrelli (2018) makes a case that migrant ceramicists from Athens had already arrived 

in Metapontum in the first half of the fifth century BCE, since Attic black gloss forms are 
produced there which have never been discovered as imports to the site, speaking against 
simple emulation.

52 The Pisticci Painter was probably an Athenian (rather than a southern Italian metic vase-
painter who came home): see Denoyelle (1997). Lippolis (2018) looked at a large corpus 
of epigraphic material in Greece between the fourth century and the Hellenistic period. At 
Delos alone, he found the names of 652 artisans between 314 and 166 BCE; they came to 
Delos to do specific jobs, before departing again. At Ephesus, Rhodes, and Eretria cerami-
cists seem to have come to make vessels of Panathenaic shape as prizes for local sporting 
contests. The Pisticci Painter may conceivably have come to Metapontum for the same 
reason, and stayed. One black-figured pseudo-Panathenaic amphora, found in the chora of 
Metapontum, has been attributed to his hand: see Denoyelle (1997) figs. 11–12.

53 The style of the first Apulian painter, the Painter of the Berlin Dancing Girl, shows a rather 
eclectic mix of Attic influences. His use of the Doric alphabet for inscriptions is a decisive 
element for Denoyelle in seeing him as a colonial Greek who travelled to Athens for training: 
see Denoyelle (1997) 402.

54 McPhee (2018) proposed that the Spinelli Painter, the Chequer Painter, and the Eros and 
Hare Group all represent migrants from Athens to Campania, with the Chequer Painter 
probably ending his career in Syracuse. The Dundee Painter may have been another such 
personage: see McPhee (2015).
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Sicily is an interesting case. In the 25 years since the end of Trendall’s 
career, a good deal of what he wrote has been revised, some of it quite 
radically.55 Trendall tended to see the organisation of the Athenian ceramic 
industry being directly reproduced in southern Italy and Sicily, when the 
reality was probably quite different. Trendall saw the Chequer Painter, an 
Athenian migrant to Syracuse (probably via Campania), as what Barresi 
has termed the protos euretes of Sicilian red-figure, the prototype painter 
from whom all subsequent painters stemmed. But there is, for example, a 
series of vases found mainly at Himera which Trendall dated to 380–360  

55 Trendall himself recognised the need for a complete re-appraisal: LCS Suppl. III, 267.

Figure 5.1  Proposed movements of ceramic artisans in southern Italy and Sicily in 
the second half of the fifth century BCE.
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BCE on stylistic grounds. The excavators of the site agreed to this date, 
although perhaps reluctantly, since the sack of the city by the Carthaginians 
in 409 BCE always provided a much more likely explanation for the highly 
fragmentary nature of the red-figured pottery found in domestic contexts. 
Trendall’s dating has now been altered through Marco Serino’s detailed 
study of the group which pushes its inception back to the period before the 
Carthaginian sack.56 By careful analysis of the shapes, accessory decoration, 
style, and iconographic schemes used by the Himera Painter, Serino has also 
shown that, far from originating in the ‘workshop of the Chequer Painter’ 
as Trendall had thought, the painter seems to have migrated from south-
eastern Italy.

The ‘Locri Group’ is a group of related painters which Trendall had dated, 
again, after 380 BCE. He placed it in the Lucanian sequence, despite the fact 
that the group used a number of strange shapes, foreign to Metapontum, and 
that the earlier vases were almost universally found in western Sicily. The 
likely migratory path of the Locri Group has now been set out by Barresi:57 
(1) initial training of some painters in Metapontum, and others perhaps in 
Athens in the late fifth century; (2) the establishment of a workshop in Seli-
nus and/or in other parts of western Sicily; (3) flight from western Sicily with 
the Carthaginian sack of Selinus in 406 BCE; (4) refuge found perhaps first at 
Gela;58 (5) some time spent in Syracuse; (6) a final jump to Locri in Calabria 
where there is a very consistent production, contained almost entirely in 
the necropolis of Locri, from the early- to mid-fourth century BCE.59 These 
painters clearly had no problem relocating, and doing so quite frequently.

When it comes to the migration of ceramicists from Greek cities to Italic 
centres, the Arnò Painter is a fascinating example. He was an early Luca-
nian painter, working in Metapontum c. 400 BCE, with a very distinctive 
style, especially for the anatomy of male figures. This personal style is what 
allowed Martine Denoyelle to link him to the work of the Perugia Painter, 
of the first generation of Etruscan red-figure painters. The Perugia Painter’s 
vases have all been found in Etruria, mostly around Cerveteri. This individual 
is apparently the same person as the Arnò Painter, who migrated from south-
eastern Italy to southern Etruria.60

At around the same time, Sicilian painters seem to have migrated to Cam-
pania and settled at sites like Paestum.61 This Greek city may have come 

56 Serino (2019).
57 Barresi (2018).
58 Santostefano (2018).
59 Elia (2018).
60 Denoyelle (1993); now also Gilotta (2014).
61 Trendall (1987) 22–40; Denoyelle and Iozzo (2009) 181–99; Pouzadoux (2017) 194–6 for 

additional information and changing ideas about the routes of mobility in the Tyrrhenian 
Sea. The Thyrsus Painter, from Tarentum, may also have spent part of his career in Paestum 
at this time: see Denoyelle and Iozzo (2009) 184–5; Denoyelle et al. (2018) 8.
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under the control of Oscan speakers shortly before the arrival of the first 
red-figure painters. That control may have been, in part, responsible for the 
creation of the red-figure industries in these towns; it had always been the 
Italic people in Campania who were more desirous of Athenian figured pot-
tery than those living in the Greek cities, at least to judge from the contents 
of graves. The new Oscan elites of the Campanian metropoleis presumably 
desired new forms of self-representation. As far as the mechanism goes, we 
should not underestimate the importance of mercenary activity in this period 
when it comes to the mobility of people, ideas, and technologies. Campanian 
mercenaries were used extensively in Sicily at the end of the fifth century and 
this may have been another factor behind the movement of vase-painters.62 
There are, it should be added, a relatively large number of vases of the later 
fifth and early fourth centuries BCE that have never been attributed to the 
hands of Attic or southern Italian artisans, and there is reason to believe that 
there were many more artisans on the move in this period than we can clearly 
identify from the evidence.63

The fourth century BCE sees a tidal wave in the passing of red-figure ceramic 
technology from Greek to Italic sites in southern Italy. The Choephoroi Painter, 
in the earlier part of the century, must have been working in Metapontum; his 
vases are very close in style to the Dolon and Creusa Painters, whose work 
has been discovered in the kerameikos at Metapontum, and he seems to have 
collaborated with those artisans on some vases.64 His later vessels are made of 
a different clay and have mainly been found in the Val d’Agri; local shapes of 
ritual significance, like the nestoris, were often decorated. Clearly this artisan 
migrated from Metapontum to an Italic settlement.65 A little later, the Lampas 
Painter seems to have moved from Tarentum to Canosa.66 After the middle 
of the century, many other painters followed, certainly to Ruvo, Canosa, and 
Arpi.67 Some of these movements have been confirmed archaeometrically. Sev-
eral Apulian painters and groups, which were not suspected to have been 
working outside Tarentum (simply because too few of their products had a 
provenience to show see a clear local distribution-pattern), used clays typical 
of Peucetia.68 A great deal more could still be done using archaeometry to trace 
the movement of southern Italian vase-painters.

Tarentum became the principal artisan centre of southern Italy in the sec-
ond half of the fourth century BCE, also supplying vase-painters to Italic 

62 Tagliamonte (1994).
63 Barresi (2005), (2014).
64 Silvestrelli (2018) 148.
65 Denoyelle and Silvestrelli (2019).
66 Corrente (2005).
67 Robinson (1990); Mazzei (1996); Lippolis and Mazzei (2005); Lippolis (2007); Denoyelle 

and Iozzo (2009) 157–61.
68 Robinson (2014b) 23–4 and fig. 5, for the Painter of the BM Centaur and certain Gnathia 

painters probably working in southern Peucetia.
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centres in the Val d’Agri, to Metapontum (after a hiatus where red-figure does 
not seem to have been produced there for a few decades), to Paestum, Cumae, 
Capua, and eventually, in the third century, to Rome, when artisans decorat-
ing pots in added paint, like the Volcani Painter, moved to central Italy.69

In these examples of mobility, it may sometimes have been the case that 
individual painters migrated; more often, much larger groups were prob-
ably involved. The ceramic technologies were often new, and the artisans 
who dug and prepared the clay and gloss, formed the vases, painted the 
subsidiary decoration, built the kilns and performed the firing may all have 
been individuals who cannot be identified on the basis of their personal style 
(to say nothing of the families that may have accompanied them). Study of 
the remains of the workshops of potters and painters in the kerameikos at 
Metapontum (including an analysis of the fingerprints left in the wet gloss) 
have given an indication of the size of the workforce.70

Discussion so far has revolved around the possibility of the migration of 
potters and painters from Greek cities, taking their ceramic technology with 
them. That is, of course, only one possible mechanism, and we certainly 
have to think about other modes of transfer. One of the minor Late Apulian 
painters, recognised by Trendall, was someone that he called the Lucera 
Painter, who was working, it seems, in Tarentum.71 Trendall recognised that 
a few of the vases produced by the Lucera Painter were found in Campania, 
and seemed to have used a non-Apulian clay, and thus he speculated that 
this artisan had migrated. On one vase, connected to the painter, there is an 
inscription painted, before firing, under a handle.72 Trendall provided no 
translation, but Rucco and Tagliamonte have recently proposed an interpre-
tation.73 They read the inscription as an artisan’s signature, extremely rare 
in southern Italy: Stenis Pupdiis, in Oscan. Stenis is a very common Oscan 
praenomen, while Pupidiis is a relatively rare Oscan nomen, found especially 
in Pompeii and attested rarely in Bruttium and in a couple of other places. If 
they are right, we have a painter who was an Oscan-speaking Campanian, 
who travelled to Tarentum to learn his trade (his vases are 100% canonical 
in terms of Tarentine style and shape), and then went home.74

Beyond migration, the practice of itinerancy by vase-painters was surely 
quite common in southern Italy. There are occasions when one detects a 
concentration of vases from precisely the same phase of an artisan’s career 
at a particular site, for example, vases by the Iliupersis Painter at Ruvo. Of 

69 There is a strong ‘Apulianising’ phase in all the production centres in Campania, through 
apparent immigrant painters like the Aphrodite Painter, the Libation Painter, and the CA and 
APZ Painters: LCS Suppl. 3.234. For the Volcani Painter in Central Italy, see Green (1976).

70 D’Andria (1997); Cracolici (2003).
71 RVAp II 577–9.
72 RVAp II 579, no. 181.
73 Rucco and Tagliamonte (2007).
74 Pouzadoux (2017) 198.
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course, this could be due to the vagaries of distribution systems; a merchant 
may have had a relationship with a particular ceramic workshop in Taren-
tum and therefore took their wares to a site where he had a particular con-
nection, but it is also possible that the Iliupersis Painter went to Ruvo for a 
period to produce pottery.75

Sometimes the presence of itinerant artisans is quite clear. At the site of 
Roccagloriosa, on the Tyrrhenian coast, a group of chamber-tombs in an 
elite cemetery of the second half of the fourth century contained vases by 
a painter whose personal style is distinctive. The Underworld Painter, who 
seems to have been based in Tarentum, apparently travelled to Roccaglo-
riosa to execute a commission; the vases are made from a clay that is quite 
different from that which he used for his regular production.76 The clay is 
dramatically inferior but, working in a different location, there might not be 
the opportunity to procure and prepare clays of the desired quality.

Although we cannot always see the mechanism of the transfer of styles 
(migration, visits for training, itinerancy, etc.), what seems to characterise 
the southern Italian ceramics industry is amazingly high levels of mobility 
between and among the Greek and non-Greek centres, perhaps character-
istic of a culture in which migration was a founding factor.77 Barresi saw a 
‘productive decentralisation’. Unlike Athens, where a centralised industry 
attempted to adapt its products to the needs of internal and external con-
sumption, in southern Italy we see a transfer of the technologies of produc-
tion towards the areas of consumption.78

Artisan mobility and population mobility

The broader question, provoked by the evidence outlined earlier, is whether 
these high levels of personal mobility – much higher than we can detect with 
any other sort of evidence – can be imagined as indicative of the wider pos-
sibilities for movement between Greece, Greek cities, and Italic centres. It is 
hard to be certain, but the more abundant literary and epigraphic evidence 
from Greece and central Italy demonstrate high levels of personal mobility 

75 Roscino (2019) for the possibility of the Iliupersis Painter working for periods in Ruvo. 
A perfect opportunity for testing this hypothesis through archaeometry exists, since the 
clays of Ruvo are quite different to those used in Tarentum. But if the phenomenon is to 
be explained by a trade relationship, one thinks of the negotiatores with specialised trade 
routes for the distribution of Italian sigillata, helpfully stamped with the names of the 
workshop-owners: see Kenrick (1993).

76 Gualtieri (2012).
77 There are, of course, cases of the migration of ceramicists within Greece, especially in the 

late fifth and early fourth century BCE, when Athenian potters and painters relocated to 
places like Olynthos, Old Smyrna, Corinth, and Olympia: see MacDonald (1981). The 
level of movement in these decades is exceptional for Greece. See also now Schierup and 
Bundgaard Rasmussen (2012).

78 Barresi (2018) 56.



Potters and mobility in southern Italy 97

in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, and it is very unlikely that southern 
Italy lagged behind in this respect. The strong cultural diversity in southern 
Italy needs an explanation beyond ethnic hostility and low levels of inter-
personal contact. The explanation for persistent cultural diversity between 
well-connected people is a field of intense interest to anthropologists, and 
archaeologists would do well to incorporate some of this theoretical work.79

In the interests of balance, there are some reasons why the mobility of 
artisans, and particularly of ceramic artisans, might not be representative 
of wider populations. Pottery-making was a famously hard and dirty job 
and, according to Plutarch (Solon 24.4), Solon attracted foreign artisans to 
Athens and made them citizens.80 The Athenian habit of signing vases makes 
it easier for us to trace the phenomenon, and there is an astonishing number 
of artisan-names that are non-Attic (e.g., Myspios, Oltos, Psiax, Amasis), 
which refer to foreign places (Sikanos, Lydos, Kholkos, Thrax, etc.), or which 
use non-Attic letters in their signatures (including painters as quintessentially 
Attic as Exekias and the Brygos Painter).81 But even if ceramicists had higher 
levels of personal mobility than most people in southern Italy, the evidence 
presented earlier shows that ‘borders’ were a great deal more permeable in 
southern Italy than has often been thought.

The demonstration of mobility should not be an end in itself but rather 
serve as a starting-point for asking what motivated people in southern Italy 
to move around, and what were the consequences for the migrants and their 
hosts.82 The ‘new mobilities paradigm’ with its interest in ‘how mobility and 
control over mobility both reflect and reinforce power’ ought to be incorpo-
rated better into studies of this period.83 The politics of mobility is not much 
discussed in southern Italy. State-level exchanges are virtually unknown; in 
southern Italy, there is nothing akin to the exchange of specialised artisans 
between the courts of the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean in the Bronze 
Age.84 The migrations of Greeks into southern Italy in the eighth, seventh, and 
sixth centuries BCE are now generally seen not as directed, state-sponsored 
enterprises but as much more random diasporas. The artisans of the first waves 
of migration, along with the later ceramicists who arrived in established poleis  

79 Flache (2018).
80 Boegehold (1983).
81 Papadopoulos (1996), (2009); Hurwit (2015) 92–3.
82 van Dommelen (2014) 480.
83 Skeates (2017) 167.
84 Many case-studies can be found in Kiriatzi and Knappett (2016). There is very little evidence 

in southern Italy for a trade in prestige items (e.g., gold, silver, bronze, or stone vessels), or 
even in the types of pottery (rhyta, pictorial kraters) that have often been associated with 
centralised production in Greece (Borgna and Càssola Guida [2005] 500), but a number of 
Mycenaean vase-painters migrated to southern Italy. Archaeometry has been able to distin-
guish locally-made vases from imports, and demonstrated that the production of Aegean-
type wares in southern Italy was not a matter of simple emulation: see Jones et al. (2014); 
Buxeda i Garrigós et al. (2003).
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(e.g., Corinthian potters at Tarentum), are generally perceived as individual 
entrepreneurs. Some of the transfers of Greek ceramic technology to Italic 
sites, though, may have been negotiated at a more explicitly political level. 
The anaktoron at Torre di Satriano, discussed earlier, was certainly a build-
ing for elite activity and the Laconian ceramicists who travelled there to 
make its terracotta decorations must surely have had experience working on 
public buildings in Taranto. Their presence in Torre di Satriano might have 
been brought about by state-level contacts or through the type of elite net-
works between Greeks and Italians that have been proposed already in the 
archaic period.85 In the fourth century BCE, itinerant red-figure painters (e.g., 
the Underworld Painter at Roccagloriosa) or migrant painters at Italic sites 
(e.g., in Paestum, the Val d’Agri, Ruvo, Canosa, or Arpi) are quite likely to 
have been permitted and encouraged by the elites of those regions to supply 
new modes of self-expression to ‘both reflect and reinforce power’.86 Red-
figured pottery almost immediately spread to a much wider part of the social 
spectrum, although the monumental kraters found in the chamber-tombs of 
northern Puglia, decorated with mythological themes, probably retained an 
element of prestige well beyond that of the mass-produced small vases that 
appeared in the more modest burials. This is worth mentioning, not least 
because these remarks otherwise have a strong whiff of caricature: indepen-
dent Greek entrepreneurs versus hierarchy-bound Italic societies, only able to 
receive new objects, people, and ideas with the consent of their rulers. Those 
are precisely the sort of assumptions that the study of mobility in southern 
Italy should invite us to interrogate. 

85 Robinson (2011). See Armstrong in this volume for artisan attachment to elite networks for 
bronzeworking.

86 Some idea of the sophistication of the iconographies in use can be gleaned from Pouzadoux 
(2013).
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Archaeologists often grapple with the principles of ‘innovation’ and ‘imita-
tion’ in material culture. Those who work on pre-Roman Italy have par-
ticularly focused on relationships between Greek and non-Greek forms and 
between material culture and sociocultural change from a perspective that 
focuses on consumption choices and identity signalling. There is, however, 
a critical need to consider material culture change, and the emergence of 
regional trends, from a production perspective – one that considers the pro-
ducers of objects, their social worlds, and the way they learn within and 
across communities. This approach, when carefully undertaken, offers an 
alternative to viewing consumer demand and/or major migrations as the 
catalysts for change. In this chapter, I will argue that the social realities and 
embodied practice of potters are highly important factors to consider when 
examining ceramic change through time and identifying its origins. Potters 
are not motivated by solely economic or market-based considerations in their 
productive or innovatory choices; their choices are instead rooted in their 
dynamic social worlds and the contexts of their learning. It is only by keep-
ing this in close consideration that we can come to discuss ceramic changes 
from a producer-centred approach that recognises potters as social actors in 
their own right and as agents of material culture change.

As a case study, I will focus on these questions in the context of emergent 
regional change in the matt-painted pottery of Salento, in south-eastern Italy, 
which has been attributed variously to economic pressures or to mass migra-
tions westward from across the Adriatic. I argue for an approach that is 
focused on the technological profiles of Salentine matt-painted pottery and 
on relevant comparanda from outside Italy to assess whether or not regional 
developments resulted from potter interaction. While this is a restricted case 
study, the approach and principles can be applied to many other cases in Ital-
ian archaeology in which cultural changes are attributed to strictly external 
and/or economic factors, particularly when dealing with an assumed Greek 
influence on local production and practice.

The chapter will first introduce this case study by providing an overview 
of the ceramic class, regional developments in Salento, and past approaches 
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to this material. Then, I will discuss the methodological and theoretical 
approaches that support exploration of ceramic evidence from a producer-
centred lens. Finally, I will move to my analysis of currently available data 
and offer pathways for future research.

A case study from the Southern Adriatic: matt-painted 
pottery in Salento

This chapter offers a case study from south-eastern Italy as an argument for 
approaching stylistic change, at the local and regional scales, not by cataloguing 
the economic pressures on producing communities but by accounting for typi-
cal patterns of cultural transmission within them and the various mechanisms 
by which the wider environment encourages shifts in typical behaviours. Here, I 
will focus on the developmental trajectory of South Italian matt-painted pottery 
in the Salento area through out the eighth century BCE,1 when regional traits 
began to emerge in the local production at Otranto – specifically, new shapes 
associated with new dining and drinking practices, which bear strong resem-
blance to vessels produced in the Korçë-Devoll Valley of south-eastern Alba-
nia.2 These changes are variably attributed to sudden local consumer demand 
for Devollian-style vessels, to potter responses to the presence of foreign goods 
in local markets that created competition and imperilled their livelihoods, or to 
a heavy influx of migrants into south-eastern Italy from Albania.

My aim is to counter approaches to these changes that have leaned alter-
natively towards diffusionist or isolationist rationales for material cultural 
change and to avoid strictly addressing elite consumption. Rather, I will 
focus on the potters responsible for the creation of new forms and the social 
context of innovations in crafting communities that are often driven by social 
interactions between groups of consumers and producers. At the core of this 

* I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers who offered robust and helpful feedback on a 
previous version of this chapter. Many and endless thanks go also to the editors, Sheira Cohen 
and Jeremy Armstrong, both for their patient guidance through the editing process, and for 
their organization of the Exchanging Ideas conference in Auckland in February 2020, along 
with Aaron Rhodes-Schroeder. I am deeply grateful to Natalie Abell for multiple rounds of 
comments, suggestions, and encouragement from a ceramic specialist’s perspective. Eliane 
Brigger and Ted Robinson were both supportive and offered important and much-appreciated 
help by sharing their work that was not previously available online. My advisor Nicola Terre-
nato and my colleague Alex Moskowitz thoughtfully read and listened to early versions of this 
paper and offered crucial suggestions to strengthen and reorganise it. My colleagues Nadhira 
Hill, Machal Gradoz, and Caitlin Clerkin patiently fielded a barrage of questions as I worked 
on the final edits. I also would like to thank Dorjan Kallanxhi, Director of the National 
Archaeological Museum of Korçë, for his warm welcome in 2018 and for his patience with 
my eleventh-hour requests of him. Finally, I am grateful to the Interdepartmental Program in 
Classical Art and Archaeology and Rackham Graduate School at the University of Michigan 
for financial support to attend the Auckland conference.

1 I use the most recently defined chronology, found in Brigger (2007).
2 Yntema (1990); Herring (1998); De Juliis et al. (2006); Colivicchi (2014).
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re-examination is the intention to define different communities of practice 
through the traces of similarity and difference in the technical behaviours 
undertaken during production process for ceramics – that is, through the 
identification of different or overlapping chaînes opératoires.

The chaîne opératoire framework allows some initial steps towards 
the identification of different communities of practice sharing space; the 
resulting producer-centred approach to South Italian matt-painted pottery 
provides a greater understanding of the social dynamics underlying its devel-
opment. Applying this framework to the material from Salento will illumi-
nate the relationships and interactions between local and mobile producers, 
if those relationships and interactions truly existed. While it is clear from 
the archaeological evidence that the Adriatic was a nexus of communication 
and human mobility between south-eastern Italy and the western Balkans,3 
the question of whether potters were mobile within this space, and whether 
their migration shaped the development of local Salentine style, requires a 
more rigorous analysis of the matt-painted pottery itself.

Matt-painted pottery was produced in southern Italy from around the 
mid-twelfth century BCE. The fabric is fine and light in colour, and the 
manganese oxide–based paint is matt and dark, usually black or brown or 
sometimes slightly purple.4 The vessels were typically hand-built or formed 
partially by hand and partially on a wheel used at medium or low speed.5 
They are typically self-slipped. They are high-fired, requiring a high level 
of skill on the part of the potters and significant investment in their pro-
duction, thus explaining their rarity and probably their high value. In the 
past, the origins and development of this class was considered using ‘import 
replacement theory’;6 it was claimed that the decline of external trade and 
connections with the Aegean created a gap in the market which indigenous 
potters managed to fill.7 Recent statistical analysis indicates, however, that 
the production and use of matt-painted pottery overtook that of Aegean-
type/Italo-Mycenaean pottery at a moment when imports from the Aegean 
world were still at their zenith.8 This class was therefore not something local 
potters began to produce suddenly when they realised that there would be 
fewer Aegean-style products among them. Rather, it was developed by pro-
ducers already situated in the local impasto tradition, which is apparent from 
the morphology of the matt-painted vessels, while also engaging with some 
production methods of Aegean-style pottery, specifically the high-firing and 
the application of a dark paint on a light fabric (Figure 6.1).

3 Batović (1975); Bass (1998); Forenbaher (2009); Tomas (2017); Forenbaher (2018); Iacono 
(2018); Recchia et al. (2018).

4 Brigger (2007) 16.
5 Boccuccia et al. (1995); Brigger (2007) 23–5.
6 Jacobs (1972).
7 Herring (1998) 127–30.
8 Brigger (2007) 588, Fig. 138.
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Figure 6.1  Example of a matt-painted vessel, from the Borgo Nuovo deposit. Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale di Taranto, Inv. 611, 14078.

Source: Photo by author. By permission of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Taranto.

South Italian matt-painted pottery from across Apulia, Basilicata, and 
Calabria did not reflect regionally diverse traits (morphologically or stylisti-
cally) through the first few centuries of its production, though there are no 
suggestions of a centralised industry either.9 From the eighth century BCE, 
however, differences in morphology and style emerged within regional rep-
ertoires. This is first observed in the Salento region, specifically at Otranto 
and Taranto. The local matt-painted pottery period, called Salento Middle 
Geometric (SMG), mostly comprised shapes and motifs that had clear prec-
edent in the earlier South Italian Early Geometric and Protogeometric tradi-
tion, and technical features remain consistent. Some new forms and motifs 
were incorporated into the repertoire in this period, which can be observed 
in the assemblages retrieved during the Otranto excavations conducted by 
the University of Lecce10 and in contemporary assemblages from the Borgo 
Nuovo deposit at Taranto11 and I Fani.12

While most vessels of the period were morphologically similar to those 
being produced earlier, some local potters began to produce two forms that 
have no contemporary or preceding parallels in the matt-painted class, in the 
repertoire of plain (unpainted) fine pottery, or in the poorly decorated local 
impasto. The first, a small one-handled vessel, is referred to as the ‘bag-shaped 

 9 Brigger (2007) Ch. 2; cf. Dietler and Herbich (1998) 250, n. 5. It is difficult to detect any 
patterns among the earliest matt-painted pottery of Italy that would allow us to construct 
regional typologies, but hyperlocal ‘microstyles’ probably existed due to communication 
amongst and education between potters.

10 D’Andria (1979); Yntema (1982).
11 Lo Porto (2004).
12 Descœudres and Robinson (1993); Brigger (2007).
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Figures 6.2a–d  (a) Bag-shaped jug from the Borgo Nuovo deposit. Museo Archeo-
logico Nazionale di Taranto, Inv. 14090; (b) bag-shaped jug from the 
Borgo Nuovo deposit. Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Taranto, 
Inv. 14061; (c) two-handled vessel from the Borgo Nuovo deposit. 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Taranto, Inv. 14049; (d) new 
motifs in SMG pottery – pendent rays (solid and hatched) and hang-
ing ladders.

Source: (a–c): Photo by author. Used with permission of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di 
Taranto; (d): adapted from Yntema (1990) 51.

jug’. The second type is typically called either an ‘olla’ or a ‘kantharos’, with 
tall rising strap-handles and an articulated neck. In this chapter I will refer to 
them as two-handled vessels. While most of the decorative motifs often (but 
not always) used in this period have precedent in the earlier matt-painting tra-
dition, the pendent rays and the hanging ladders, almost exclusively restricted 
to these two new forms, are entirely new. Rather than being applied to the 
upper half of the vessels, as is common in the rest of the SMG forms, these 
are regularly placed on the lower half of the jugs and two-handled vessels, 
‘hanging’ from a band that traces the widest point of the vessel body.

The source of influence for these changes in the matt-painted wares of 
Salento seems to have been the influx of Albanian handmade matt-painted 
pottery from the Korçë-Devoll Valley (south-eastern Albania) and of Greek 
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Geometric pottery, possibly from Corinth.13 The forms and motifs I focus 
on in particular are attributed to the Albanian Devollian products, which do 
turn up consistently in eighth-century assemblages, although at a low rate 
(about 1% of any context).14 There are two explanations that have been 
given for the sustained presence of Albanian material in Salento and the sub-
sequent enduring effects on the local ceramic repertoires. The first is a pro-
posed migration of Illyrians from what is now Albania to Italy who brought 
these vessels with them and continued to produce matt-painted pottery once 
they had settled in Italy.15 The matt-painted pottery is thus taken as one of 
multiple signs of significant migration from Albania to Italy.16 The other 
explanation offered is both economic and grounded in discourse about mate-
rial culture as a reflections of identity.17 Herring, for example, addressed poten-
tial motivations of potters and the organisation of their production units, thus 
conceptualising innovation from a non-diffusionist perspective that instead 
focuses on internal developments. At times, however, economic-focused expla-
nations have tended to be structuralist and functionalist, focusing on cost-
benefit analyses and the social functions of use rather than production.18 This 
approach cannot examine how change occurs within the technical processes 
and social/cognitive worlds of potters, and the extent to which relationships 
between potters and their communities drive that change.19

Herring proposed that the process of stylistic regionalisation in the matt-
painted repertoire reflected a desire of a specific group – Salentine potters – to 
differentiate themselves from others with whom they interacted and commu-
nicate their identity.20 This implies that stylistic change functions primarily 
as a mode of differentiation and separation in situations of competition for 
markets and livelihoods by potters who otherwise were inherently conserva-
tive. It is difficult, however, to accept this as fully explanatory of the pres-
ence of Devollian pottery in Italy and the absorption of its traits into local 
repertoires. The total quantity of Devollian pottery present at Otranto is 
overall quite low, so it is unlikely that local potters could face serious com-
petition. The adoption of the two specific forms – the bag-shaped jug and 
two-handled vessel – is also not explained.

13 D’Andria (1979) 18–22; Yntema (1990) 78–82; Herring (1998) 159.
14 Yntema (1990) 53–8.
15 D’Andria (1984) 340–1; Descœudres and Robinson (1993) 30.
16 See Norman (2013) for a similar argument for influence on funerary commemoration in 

northern Puglia; see also Barresi (2016) 143.
17 Herring (1998).
18 Such economic explanations have some affinity with New Institutional Economics, see 

Smith in this volume.
19 Wobst (1977); Hodder (1979); Wiessner (1983), (1990). Herring makes use of texts that 

Dietler and Herbich (1998) explicitly refute as containing partial arguments that do not 
fully account for both the structure experienced by and agency exerted by craftspeople.

20 Herring (1998), influenced strongly by Wiessner (1983).
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To explain stylistic change without leaving craftspeople behind or mis-
interpreting their choices, we must deploy an explicitly interactionist view. 
This is especially true when discussing regionalisation, development, and 
innovation within ceramic repertoires. This approach centres interactions 
between producers/producer and communities/communities of practice 
rather than tension between broadly conceptualised and rigidly defined 
ethnic/cultural groups, or between producers and consumers, or between 
producers and imported objects. When we understand the social embedded-
ness of craft production, we recognise that material culture change reflects 

 

Figures 6.3a–d  (a) Matt-painted, two-handled vessel with pendant ray motif. 
National Archaeological Museum of Korçë; (b) matt-painted, two-
handled vessel with pendant ray motif. National Archaeological 
Museum of Korçë; (c) matt-painted, one-handled vessels. National 
Archaeological Museum of Korçë; (d) selected motifs typical of 
Devollian Iron Age pottery in the Barç tumulus.

Source: (a–c): Photos by author, taken in 2018; (d): adapted from Yntema (1990) 56. See also 
Agolli (2014) 640–1.
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realities beyond difference – it also suggests exchange, heightened commu-
nication, alternating cultural affinities and economic foci, rearranged and 
reconfigured social and learning groups, and shifting ideologies.21 Colivic-
chi’s consumption-focused explanation for the appearance of new forms 
begs for a correlate explanation from a production-focused perspective – a 
description of the new social engagements arising between producers, direct 
or indirect.22

Illyrians across the Adriatic?

The interactionist model requires addressing the proposed migration of 
individuals from the Devoll Valley in south-eastern Albania to Italy. The 
narrative of a large migration from the western Balkans to Italy has been 
repeated frequently through the years.23 There is much evidence for mate-
rial exchange across the Adriatic through prehistory, but the distribution of 
similar objects and styles does not automatically indicate human mobility. 
Likewise, even if compelling conclusions can be drawn about human mobil-
ity from one set of evidence (e.g., burial customs or personal objects such as 
fibulae, belts, and pendants), this cannot always be applied unquestioningly 
to another set of evidence (i.e., pottery). To discuss the current Salentine 
case study, therefore, it is crucial to consider it in its full geographic and 
material contexts.

What is typically proposed is that populations moved from south-eastern 
Albania to Italy.24 This part of Albania was a nexus of communication 
within the Balkan peninsula during the Iron Age. Presumably, the pres-
ence of Devollian pottery at Otranto indicates communication and travel 
along the Devoll and Seman River basins down to the coast of Albania 
and then across the Adriatic. The distance between the Adriatic coasts is 
not problematic since it was short-enough to be easily navigable. How-
ever, there is little contemporary material evidence for direct connections 
between this specific part of Albania and this specific part of Italy. There is 
evidence for common metal artefacts, mainly personal adornments found 
in burials, between north-western and central-northern Albania and north-
ern Apulia.25 However, no burials have been recovered in Salento that date 
to the period in question, so whether this phenomenon of shared female 
costume and burial assemblage extended this far south cannot be explored, 
nor would it say much about ties with south-eastern Albania. Another 
present, but limited, sign of exchange between Albania and southern Italy  

21 See Cohen, in this volume, for a wider discussion of interactionist approaches.
22 Colivicchi (2004), (2014).
23 Andrea (1975); Batović (1975); D’Andria (1984); Pallottino (1984) esp. 53–4, 57, 62, 66, 

92; Korkuti (1985); Bodinaku (1990); Barresi (2016).
24 D’Andria (1984) 340–1; Descœudres and Robinson (1993) 30.
25 Iaia (2007b); Kurti (2012), (2020).
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in this period comes in the form of evidence for trade of bitumen moving 
from east to west, potentially across the Adriatic, including at multiple 
large dolii at Otranto that may have been used to store large quantities of 
the substance.26 Although evidence for this potential connection is intermit-
tent, Albania was a well-known location for harvesting this resource, which 
was exploited long term.27 However, the sources of bitumen are located in 
south-western Albania, not from the Devoll Valley, and thus it is probable 
that this bitumen was part of a wider Balkan exchange network that even-
tually linked with those on the Italian peninsula. Bitumen and metals, along 
with pottery, could have both belonged to wider, interconnected Adriatic 
exchange networks, which certainly required the movement of people, but 
not necessarily migration.

The material evidence of these trans-Adriatic exchanges is sporadic, but 
constant through time, and involves various other artefact classes and cul-
tural phenomena.28 There is little to suggest a major population transfer. The 
‘maximalist’ model of Albanian/Illyrian migration to south-eastern Italy can-
not explain the patterns that characterise the material culture of Salento and 
wider Puglia. This material culture is admittedly idiosyncratic, but to explain 
it cursorily by proposing major migratory episodes for which there is scant 
evidence overlooks a more nuanced answer: that the indigenous peoples of 
Iron Age Puglia communicated with other peoples of the Adriatic region, but 
that this communication happened at various scales and intensities over time, 
involving and influencing individuals holding various social roles, including 
craftspeople. The intention is not to downplay communication or cultural 
interaction but to understand the multi-scalar nature of both and the integra-
tive nature of these phenomena.

If we examine the hypothesis that Illyrian people, Illyrian objects, or both 
were present in Salento in the Iron Age, how would that come to affect 
local ceramic production? It is difficult to accept the suggestion that pure 
consumer demand would have been suddenly significant and influential 
enough to create changes in local behaviours and choices. Why would local 
people want these vessels? What value were they assigning to them? How 
can imports drive demand if most consumers do not actually know about 
the imports prior and or do not assign them sufficient value to drive local 
production? Unfortunately, the lack of burial evidence for Salento in this 
period means we cannot examine contemporary burial assemblages for clues 
about if or how these vessels were used as cultural objects.29 Their produc-
tion alone, however, does suggest that there were individuals in Salento who 

26 Guglielmino (2012); Iacono (2018) 181.
27 Morris (2006), (2014); Pennetta et al. (2020).
28 Broodbank (2013) offers brief discussion of the phenomenon. Iacono (2018) Ch. 2 provides 

a cursory discussion of some of the published evidence, however there is no single publica-
tion that comprehensively collects all of it.

29 Yntema (1982); Lo Porto (2004).
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wanted and used these shapes. Who, then, was producing them? Engaging 
with research from Albania can help explore this as it provides studies of 
contemporary Devollian pottery in Albania.30

A recent study by Esmeralda Agolli approached the production and distri-
bution of southern Albanian pottery in the Bronze and Iron Ages (2500–500 
BCE) in Albania proper.31 Her research tracked the qualitative properties of 
the matt-painted pottery of southern Illyria to examine the changing social 
contexts and the intensity and models of regional and intra-regional net-
works in the period. Her discussion was not restricted to the Devollian pot-
tery, but also addressed the matt-painted pottery of all parts of Albania. As 
a result, it is possible to use her conclusions to begin to re-think the rela-
tionship between the populations and producers of south-eastern Italy and 
southern Albania, and trade and mobility between these regions.

Based on ethnographic parallels and systematic analysis of the standardi-
sation and production steps, Agolli argued that, in Iron Age Albania, vessels 
were produced at the household level by women potters who rarely moved 
far from their home settlements. At the same time, she noted that the Early 
Iron Age was a period of change in which the matt-painted pottery became 
more technically standardised with more attention to varying aesthetic attri-
butes. However, the technological profile of the pottery is consistently one 
usually associated with household production, and it never reaches the status 
of a commodity with a sharply increased production scale or assigned value 
in a formal market.32 Contrary to assumptions, pottery produced in domestic 
contexts can be objects of intra- and inter-community exchange,33 but there 
is not any strong evidence that this was happening at the inter-regional scale 
in Iron Age Albania.

While a ‘Devollian heartland’ in which potters were producing similar 
vessels with similar techniques of production and decoration could develop 
through the vertical transmission of knowledge and then subsequent move-
ment of women potters to a new community after marriage,34 there is little to 
explain the wider usage or significance of Devollian shapes and motifs into 
Italy. One possible hypothesis is a general increase in mobility among previ-
ously closed/isolated communities. This increased mobility and communica-
tion may have allowed the steady change of practices and dispositions widely 
within the region. Illyrian women may have then travelled to Italy, but per-
haps not necessarily those from the Devoll Valley. Another hypothesis is that 
the vessels produced by these potters were being produced and exchanged 

30 Brigger (2007) notes in her dissertation (317–21) that this comparison is absolutely essen-
tial; it is unfortunate both that it was written when we had less material available from 
Albania and that this dissertation has never been published.

31 Agolli (2014).
32 Agolli (2014) 204.
33 Abell (2020) 382–4.
34 As Agolli (2014) argues.
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somewhere outside of the context of strictly household production for daily 
use, within wider exchange networks, without the potters themselves being 
mobile.

There are multiple hypotheses for this journey across the Adriatic, of either 
people or concepts, that must be tested from a material perspective. The pres-
ent study forces us to determine whether Illyrian potters were migrating to 
Italy and producing at the household level, whether Illyrians were bringing/
exporting these vessels already made but also creating a demand for similar 
products among local Italians, whether only the pottery was moving, or 
some combination of the above. To get the clearest picture, it is important 
to compare – technologically and compositionally – the imported Illyrian 
pottery to that from secure contexts in southern Albania as well as to local 
SMG. However, even before moving to these archaeometric approaches, it is 
important to identify the questions about production and learning that are 
most important and to develop a methodology for preliminary analyses. For 
this case study, then, there are specific theoretical considerations and meth-
odological approaches that can be combined to address these questions. This 
approach can be also applied to other studies examining issues of stylistic 
change and migration. A robust understanding of producer agency, learning 
processes, and social interactions must underlie the necessary close study of 
the material.

Producer agency and social contexts for material 
culture change

New styles in artefact repertoires should be understood as the material cor-
relates of different social behaviours that arise and adapt through periods of 
increased social entanglement as connectivity between microregions ebbed 
and flowed. In periods of material culture change, it is critical to think 
through implications of these moments of increased connection on producer 
communities. Change should be understood as also driven by choices and/or 
interactions between producers or producer communities rather than solely 
by consumer desire.

The interpretation of the presence and style of ‘high-value objects’ and 
‘prestige goods’ is often linked to discussions of ‘elite’ identity, status display, 
and personal connection with other elite communities. Stylistic or morpho-
logical change through the incorporation of ‘foreign’ or external styles in 
local products is usually attributed to these elite individuals, their need to 
demonstrate their power locally, their desire to communicate some sort of 
oppositional identity, and their control over local industries or artisans. This, 
admittedly, is the case in certain contexts, and some elites likely coveted for-
eign or foreign-looking objects. However, such a generalising model makes 
broad assumptions about consumer–producer relationships based on a capi-
talist, rational economic idea and denies the agency of producers. Further-
more, it cannot be applied uniformly to all societies or all periods. Economic 
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preoccupations have also beleaguered attempts to centre the motivations 
of producers who innovate, leading to conclusions that innovation is not 
logical, is high-risk, and is undertaken as a reaction to external pressures.35 
The result is a rigid paradigm for ceramic style which is both increasingly 
external to the context of production and necessarily homogeneous until 
some economic peril or consumer desire suddenly forces individual potters 
or communities of potters to change typical behaviours in order to compete 
on the market. This also supposes that all actions taken by craftspeople dur-
ing the production process are undertaken with a specific idea in mind for 
what a consumer should understand and communicate when looking at or 
using the product.

External factors do have a part to play, but they are not invariably cul-
tural (the need to communicate identity) or economic (the need to compete 
in the market). There are also external factors that are social and mate-
rial. Dietler and Herbich’s exploration of material culture change made 
illuminating use of Bourdieu’s dynamic and relational concept of habitus36 
to argue that the practices of craftspeople are both conditioned by struc-
ture and continuously reshape that structure. When we approach material 
culture change through this lens, we understand that craftspeople exist 
and develop within a set of material and social conditions that dictate the 
development of certain dispositions that constitute their habitus. This, in 
turn, structures the way they respond and behave when faced with changes, 
opportunities, or problems (technical or social) that might be hyper-local 
or might have a regional or supra-regional origin. In concrete terms, when 
we think through what this means for the actual process of producing an 
object, we conclude that these changes, opportunities, and problems force 
craftspeople to make decisions to respond to them at any, or all, stages of 
that process.37 Those responses contribute to, and alter, the material and 
social contexts of the dynamic habitus, which will in turn structure further 
responses infinitely.

The potential range of responses and decisions that could be made by 
craftspeople is vast, but the choices made are not random. They are condi-
tioned by various factors, both material and social. Craftspeople are ‘social 
actors’ in their own right, and the very actions of not only producing some-
thing but also teaching another person how to produce something are social 
activities. Every choice made at every step of the production process is 
influenced by, and itself influences, the social world of the producer, the 
contexts of their teaching, and their own embodied learning. Because crafts-
people do not exist as islands but are deeply embedded in their communi-
ties, their innovations and their responses to changing material and social 

35 Wobst (1977); Arnold (1985); Herring (1998).
36 Bourdieu (1977), (1980).
37 Dietler and Herbich (1998) 245–8; cf. Giddens (1984).
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contexts have the potential to set off a ‘ripple effect’ or to themselves be 
a ripple already formed by some earlier decision and pushing forward yet 
another. But the process of macro-scale material culture changes does not 
happen overnight; relying on macro-scale perspectives focused on bounded 
cultural structures is itself inadequate. Well before changes or innovations 
can be detected or appreciated at the macro scale, a long series of preceding 
changes will have occurred within the producers’ social world, particularly 
within their contexts of learning and training. Craftspeople linked within 
that world, and within those contexts, belong to a ‘community of practice’. 
It is through the ongoing social interaction within and between communi-
ties of practice that we can explain how perceivable material culture change 
can eventually result from a series of decisions and responses structured by 
habitus.38

A community of practice is constituted by craftspeople who, due to the 
shared context of their learning and training, make similar productive and 
technical choices which are socially embedded and driven by a variety of 
environmental and cultural factors. In the context of ceramic production, we 
are referring to choices made when procuring, sorting, and adulterating raw 
materials, forming vessels, modifying their surfaces in topography and deco-
ration, and so forth. Members of communities of practices typically make 
consistently similar choices throughout the production process, especially for 
steps requiring accumulated skill (i.e., wheel-throwing), but innovation and 
differentiation to varying degrees do occur.

The communities of practice approach is grounded in the idea of situ-
ated learning as described by Lave and Wenger.39 The authors proposed 
that learning was both a process linked to daily life and interactions and 
something that was grounded in participation; skills are neither fixed nor 
only mutable solely in times of flux. Artisans, and the communities of 
practice to which they belong, are fully engaged and dynamically entwined 
with their wider, sometimes geographically immediate/local, community; 
thus, they are bound up in the same changing spheres of interaction as 
the consumers of their products, experiencing the same shifts in environ-
mental, economic, social, and political realities that structure their actions, 
their dispositions, and any adjustments. Various episodes of turbulence 
(in a neutral, not necessarily negative, sense) also forge contacts between 
producers/producer communities with other individuals, groups, objects, 
and ideas. These new interactions elicit responses manifesting as material 
or stylistic change.

In practical and productive terms, multiple communities of practice may 
co-exist in one geographic place or region (i.e., groups producing different 
classes of pottery at a single site) and might also overlap (i.e., groups that 

38 Lave and Wenger (1991); Dietler and Herbich (1998); Gosselain (1998); Wenger (1998).
39 Lave and Wenger (1991).
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share the same process for clay processing but not for vessel decoration, 
groups that use the same method for the production of fine pottery but dif-
ferent methods for large storage vessels).40 A community of practice is not 
necessarily restricted to one artefact class – a group of potters may have 
their own characteristic ways of producing coarse pottery and fine pottery 
that differ from the production of coarse and fine pottery by other groups of 
potters. A single community of practice may also be spread across significant 
geographic distance and, though some elements of their production process 
may change to adhere to local custom, there are certain habits and gestures 
that may remain unchanged.41

These communities, and their physical productive output, are not static 
entities. They develop and reorient constantly through interactions within 
their own group and outside of it, with other producers, with consumers, 
with their families, and with social peers.42 They may also be connected to 
each other indirectly as they become engaged in broader ‘constellations of 
practice’ through the agency of boundary objects that connect communities 
or through individual brokers who exist at the peripheries of different com-
munities of practice and bridge social gaps between them.43

While the transmission of technical knowledge tends towards consistency, 
innovation was a frequent response to interactions, both quotidian and 
exceptional – between potters, between their loci of interaction, between 
potters and the objects within their sphere of existence, and between potters 
and the very materials and resources essential for their craft.44 Community 
members could also act as mediators bringing together groups of producers 
with distinct knowledge bases, allowing for different bodies of knowledge 
to intersect, for new information to be exchanged, and thus for innovation 
to occur.45 This type of brokerage does not necessitate a demand issued by 
consumer to producer – that is, a standard market-driven approach to sty-
listic change via a capitalist lens, one that suggests someone who wants a 
specific type of pot would visit a workshop and commission it on the spot.

The gradual, developmental nature of innovations in ceramic produc-
tion and the influence on, and from, wider social and cultural phenomena 
underscore the need for highly contextualised studies of local and regional 
change. The transmission process of technical or procedural dispositions 
occurs at the collective level within social groups/communities of practice, 

40 Gosselain (2016b) reviews an example of the potters of the Niger River Polychrome Tradi-
tion, who produce what is typically seen as a relatively homogenous class but include several 
variations at all stages of the chaînes opératoires.

41 Gosselain (1998) 83, 102–4; Abell (2014) 532, n. 277, (2020).
42 Bowser and Patton (2008).
43 Wenger (1998) 126–7; Davies (2005); Knappett and van der Leeuw (2014) 73; Lyons and 

Clark (2012); Roddick and Stahl (2016) 10–1; Gosselain (2016b); Abell (2020).
44 Roddick and Stahl (2016); Gosselain (2016b).
45 Knappett and van der Leeuw (2014); Gosselain (2016b).
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which are themselves highly dynamic – growing or shrinking, incorporating 
other groups partially or wholly, adapting to new material and social cir-
cumstances.46 Intergenerational continuities or modifications of the technical 
traditions can indicate fluctuating compositions of the social components or 
age cohorts of the community of practice and the dynamic tension involved 
in that fluctuation, as new members are incorporated or as younger potters 
with different priorities grow older and assume new statuses in their com-
munities – all against the backdrop of changing sociopolitical realities.47

It is thus important to identify and describe co-existing chaînes opératoires –  
the series of operations undertaken in a specific order to transform raw 
material into finished product – to identify where and how adaptations begin 
to propel change. The combinations within the sequences of techniques, 
methods, gestures, and tools employed in the stages of forming finished ves-
sels from raw clay will vary between individuals and between communities 
of practice, even those existing in proximity, but will also be altered when 
necessary. The degree of variation and standardisation from a morphological 
perspective and across these production sequences allows for the identifica-
tion of homogeneity or variability across assemblages and thus across local 
producer groups. Sudden changes can suggest an influx of new elements, 
ideas, and/or persons into the social sphere, or adjusting economic reali-
ties. Interpretations can then address the dynamics of social and historical 
change in new ways that centre producers as agents rather than as passive 
and reactive.

Analysing SMG pottery: first steps

SMG pottery is a tricky data set to analyse due to the unevenness of publi-
cation in multiple respects, including lack of publication, barriers to travel 
with the purpose of accessing unpublished data, and inconsistency in what 
kind of information is presented across those publications that do exist. For 
example, some publications include fabric descriptions while others do not, 
and some ceramic specialists provide measurements that were not collected 
or not published by others. This next section will, however, demonstrate pos-
sible analyses that can be done with the data that have been published and 
offer pathways for continued exploration.

Ideal comparative explorations would involve petrological and chemical 
studies of the material in order to look at the different choices made when 
selecting resources (clays, tempers),48 but they would not tell us whether 

46 Roux (2015) 102–3.
47 Bowser and Patton (2008); Roux (2015) 103.
48 Some of this compositional analysis has been carried out using x-ray fluorescence (XRF) 

and laser-ablated inductively-coupled plasma mass spectrometry (LA-ICPMS) to test the 
chemical and elemental composition of matt-painted pottery from both Salento and from 
Albania. The Salentine material from Otranto, Vaste, and I Fani was analysed by E.G.D. (Ted)  
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Illyrian potters were present and actively producing in Salento, or whether 
they interacted with local potters. Chemical and elemental analysis can tell 
us whether potters were making use of the same clay sources, but explor-
ing standardisation and the steps of the production process can allow for 
identification of the technical and procedural choices of different potters or 
groups of potters.

Given the current state of published data, it is possible to consider degrees 
of standardisation across assemblages in a general way. Examining the mor-
phometric standardisation of the Salentine vessels, and comparing it to those 
of the Devollian vessels, can offer insight into the metrical and/or conceptual 
comparability of these shapes across cultures. Approaches to the degree of 
standardisation usually refer to variation or homogeneity in the materials, 
dimensions/shape, and/or decoration of an object. The degree of standardisa-
tion across a group of objects has, in the past, been interpreted as a reflec-
tion of the degrees of economic specialisation, skill (through experience or 
effort or a combination thereof), and/or intensity of production (i.e., full- or 
part-time) in pottery production.49 Higher standardisation, and thus more 
uniformity, has been taken to reflect higher rates of production by special-
ised, full-time artisans in routine fashion. However, standardisation or varia-
tion can also reflect specific economic, environmental, cultural, and/or social 
conditions, realities, or constraints.50 Some attributes that might reflect stan-
dardisation or variability are intentional and consciously controlled by the 
producer – these might include decoration, size/shape, or the specific choice 
of materials based on knowledge about their properties or intended use that 
is passed from teacher to apprentice or parent to child. This is not a type of 
standardisation that comes from simple mimicry but implies a full under-
standing by the producer of the choices they are making, whether functional 
or otherwise. Other attributes are mechanical and are unintentionally or 
unconsciously created, which might include colour differences in fired pots 
or choice of materials without any specific attention to formal properties 
(i.e., chosen due to proximity or availability).51

Robinson in 2006 (Robinson [2007]). The Albanian material from the Cave of Tren, in 
the easternmost corner of the Devoll Valley, was undertaken recently (Agolli et al. [2020]). 
The difference in years and in research questions mean that a comparison of the results 
of these studies is difficult and can only be suggestive rather than definitive. Robinson’s 
results indicate that the pottery he tested shows clear chemical differences from local pot-
tery including Salento Middle Geometric, being noticeably lower in calcium and higher 
in iron than the other samples. They are thus certainly non-local, though their precise 
origin cannot yet be determined. The results from the Tren material seem to show similar 
compositions for these vessels tested by Robinson. Further analysis and the acquisition of 
comparable data sets would allow for us to confirm whether those non-local vessels are 
indeed from the Devoll Valley.

49 Blackman et al. (1993); Costin and Hagstrum (1995); Longacre (1999).
50 Costin and Hagstrum (1995).
51 Costin and Hagstrum (1995); Roux (2003a).
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As ever, archaeological and ethnographical evidence has revealed that we 
are mistaken to assume too much when we encounter high standardisation 
or high variability. Low standardisation/high variability is one criterion often 
considered when trying to determine intensity and organisation of ceramic 
production, but, as already mentioned, the household–workshop dichotomy 
is problematic – high variability can emerge from workshop production 
contexts (especially where multiple specialists share a work space), just as 
high standardisation can be achieved by part-time, household-based produc-
ers.52 Handmade pottery will often reflect more variability than wheel-made 
by nature but with simple tools – such as a stick to measure height and 
diameter – even handmade vessels can be produced in standard dimensions.53 
Ethnographic studies also indicate that even where the wheel is used, there 
can often be a surprising degree of variation within assemblages, even among 
vessels of the same general shape or type.54 From the ancient world, note 
the interesting example of conical cups at Bronze Age Ayia Irini (Kea) and 
Phylakopi (Milos).55 At Ayia Irini, the cups seem intentionally standardised 
in dimension, but at Phylakopi there is more metrical variation despite also 
being wheel-made. There is no way to precisely account for the difference, 
but automatically assuming that Kean potters were more skilled or faced 
more economic competition is difficult to support. A viable option is consid-
ering that at Phylakopi there was no cultural expectation that a conical cup 
should be of a certain size, or at least that even within a broad ‘size class’; 
consumers at Phylakopi were not bothered with metrical uniformity. In this 
case study, morphometric standardisation is thus not employed as a direct 
proxy for production organisation.

Morphometric standardisation

To examine variation within morphometric attributes, such as height, diam-
eter, wall thickness, and handle thickness, the coefficient of variation (CV) 
for the sample is used, which indicates the degree of variation from the mean 
expressed as a percentage.56 A lower CV suggests high standardisation, while 
a higher CV suggests low standardisation. Eerkens and Bettinger established 

52 Esposito and Zurbach (2014) 40; Kotsonas (2014) 12.
53 Longacre (1999) provides an ethnographic study from the northern Philippines explored 

the practices of four potters (two very experienced and two with less experience) who made 
traditional water jars by hand using the paddle and anvil method before finishing them on 
the tournette; these vessels were very standardised despite being handmade.

54 Benco (1988); Esposito and Zurbach (2014); Fragnoli (2021).
55 Berg (2004).
56 Coefficient of Variation = (Standard Deviation / Mean) * 100. There are other methods for 

evaluating standardisation such as the Brown-Forsythe test and jack-knife method, but CVs 
are adequate for evaluating intra-site phenomena and are also relatively simple to undertake 
and communicate. Kvamme et al. (1996); Longacre (1999); Eerkens and Bettinger (2001); 
Kotsonas (2014).
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that even a specialised and highly skilled potter producing identical objects 
can and will commit ‘scalar errors’ when producing multiple objects from mem-
ory and that variation below 1.7% was thus not possible unless production was 
automated or an independent standard of measurement (i.e., use of tools) was 
implemented.57 Roux thus suggested that a CV of up to 3% reflects highly spe-
cialised local production at high intensity, the 3–6% range reflects a slightly lower 
scale of production, the 6–10% range reflects small-scale and part-time specialist 
production, and any figures above 10% suggests that producers were not spe-
cialists (see Tables 6.1 and 6.2).58 Roux’s figures do not necessarily provide a sim-
ple correlate for production organisation. The most standardised vessels could 
have been made by producers who produced at a large scale, and whose routine 
high-volume production might either require or foster an ability to repeatedly 
recreate vessels of consistent dimensions. Conversely, they could also have been  

57 Eerkens and Bettinger (2001) 494–5.
58 Roux (2003a); Kotsonas (2014); Fragnoli (2021).

Table 6.1 Types of specialisation and proposed corresponding levels of standardisation.

Type of specialisation Intentional 
Standardisation

Mechanical 
Standardisation

Non-specialist Low Low
Individual specialisation Low-high Low
Community specialisation Low-high Low-moderate
Dispersed workshop Low-high Moderate
Nucleated workshop Low-high Moderate-high
Dispersed corvée Low Low
Nucleated corvée High Low-moderate
Individual retainer Low Low-moderate
Retainer workshop High High

Source: Adapted from Costin and Hagstrum (1995).

Table 6.2 Coefficients of Variation associated with varying scales of production.

Scale of production Range of Expected CVs

Large-scale production (14,000 pots a year per potter) < 3%
Large-scale production or small-scale production 
(between 14,000 and 4,000 pots a year per potter)

3–6%

Small-scale production or very small-scale production 
(6,000 pots a year or fewer per potter)

> 6%

Source: Adapted from Roux (2003a) 780.
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made by producers who produce less but actively try to ensure standardisa-
tion across their products (possibly with the help of tools). Additionally, her 
study of CVs addressed standardisation across limited production events and 
thus the resultant models are idealised; we should expect that assemblages 
and products made across a significant period of time will not exactly map 
on to her figures directly and might be more variable. This does not mean 
that these are not useful models to consider, but it does suggest that this kind 
of analysis must take a flexible approach, especially diachronically.

Metrical data available from various sites in Albania and in Italy, includ-
ing for the shapes in question, allow for an initial exploration of morpho-
metric standardisation.59 Agolli reported remarkably low CVs among the 
two-handled vessels from the Barç tumulus near Korçë. Two-handled vessels 
from the nearby tumulus at Kamenicë were less standardised than those 
at Barç but still reflect relatively low CVs.60 To attempt to compare what 
are interpreted as analogous, similar, or inspired shapes in Italy, CVs were 
calculated for the bag-shaped jugs and two-handled vessels at Otranto, I 
Fani, and Taranto.61 The results are presented in Tables 6.3 and 6.4 and 
compared to the CVs from the analogous one-handled vessels at the Barç 
and Kamenicë tumuli, as well as to the one-handled vessels from Lofkënd.62 
This material was included here because the site is close to the coast and 
because the matt-painted pottery there does exhibit similarities to that from 
the Devollian area.63

It is a challenge to interpret these figures. Of primary concern is that the 
sample sizes from Italy (especially from Taranto) are larger than those avail-
able from Albania, but some early observations are worth exploring. The 
low CVs for the two-handled vessels from the Barç tumulus, and similarly 
low CVs for those from Kamenicë, suggest that at these settlements there 
must have been a general idea of what size these vessels should be, and there 

59 Uneven publication of excavations and inconsistencies in terminology and detail across 
multiple projects’ publications mean that a robust exploration of standardisation must wait 
for further, multi-methodological investigation.

60 Agolli (2014) Appendix 2 584–5. These vessels date to the Early Iron Age period which 
Agolli identifies as ranging from 1100 to 800 BCE. More precise dating is unclear, but the 
tumuli have multiple burial events with material dating as early as the Early Bronze Age 
(second millennium). States of preservation of the vessels were not entirely clear.

61 Lo Porto (2004); Brigger (2007). These are from the same chronological period (dating 
broadly between 775 and 730 BCE). The material from I Fani and Otranto is from settle-
ment contexts while that from Taranto is from a single deposit of an unidentified nature. 
States of preservation of the vessels were not entirely clear, though it appears that vessels 
from Taranto were more complete than those from I Fani and Otranto.

62 A comparison between the data for one-handled vessels at Lofkënd and those in Italy is thus 
important for exploring whether there might have been an intermediary closer to the coast 
for the transmission of Devollian styles and Albanian shapes. The Lofkënd vessels come 
from Phase II-Va at the site, between the eleventh and ninth centuries BCE: this is slightly 
earlier than the other vessels in Albania and in Italy.

63 Agolli (2014); Pevnick and Agolli (2015).
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was possibly less tolerance for variability (on the part of either producer or 
consumer or both). This is also the case for one-handled, fine light vessels at 
Lofkënd; the sample size is small (six vessels), but the fabrics are so different 
that they cannot have been made by the same potter. However, across other 
sites, there was a high tolerance for variability in the morphology of one-
handled vessels more generally.

The volume/scale of production and the generally low standardisation over-
all (cf. Table 6.2) mean that those incidences of higher standardisation were 
not the result of mass production, specialisation, or routinisation in local pro-
duction. This level of standardisation could be achieved through the use of 
measuring implements, but the question would remain: why would so much 
attention be paid to one specific shape and not others at these Albanian sites? 
Whether measuring implements were used or not, the data suggest that an effort 
was made to keep two-handled vessels at a specific size, or capable of holding a 
specific volume. The reasons for this are unclear and are currently irrecoverable. 
Comparison in future with examples recovered from non-funerary contexts 
may yield more answers; it is possible that these funerary goods were modelled 
on, or the same as, vessels used in life for specific social or cultural practices.

Table 6.3  Comparison of Coefficients of Variation for bag-shaped jugs from Italian 
sites and one-handled vessels from Albanian sites. This includes versions 
with articulated neck and without articulated neck.

Site Height Diameter

Otranto 29.56% 26.42%
Taranto 19.29% 13.2%
I Fani 31.79% 19.48%
Barç 18.28% 16.05%
Lofkënd Rim: 

10.88%
Max:
13.17%

Base:
6.2%

Rim Int:
8.27%

Rim Ext: 
11.71%

Max:
9.79%

Source: Data from Yntema (1982) (Otranto); Lo Porto (2004) (Taranto); Brigger (2007) (I Fani; 
Otranto); Agolli (2014) (Barç); Pevnick and Agolli (2015) (Lofkënd).

Table 6.4  Coefficients of Variation for two-handled vessels from Italian and Albanian 
sites.

Site Height (rim) Diameter (rim)

Taranto 25.26% 27.78%
I Fani 20.88% 13.3%
Barç  8.64%  3.37%
Kamenicë 14.96% 10.42%

Source: Data from Lo Porto (2004) (Taranto); Brigger (2007) (I Fani); Agolli (2014) (Barç and 
Kamenicë).
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The boxplots64 in Figures 6.4a–d are useful for visualising the similarities 
and differences across these samples in terms of absolute size and size ratio, 
as well as the degree of variation within each sample group.65 Interesting pat-
terns emerge when the data are approached in this fashion. There seem to be 
significant size and ratio differences among the vessels from Lofkënd, while 
those found elsewhere – from Taranto and Barç and, for one-handled vessels, 
I Fani – show some interesting and perhaps unexpected overlaps. The data 

64 Boxplots (or box-and-whisker plots) divide the data into quartiles; one quarter of the data 
is between each line or “whisker” and the top or bottom edge of the box, and within the 
box two more quartiles are above and below the line that indicates the median. This type of 
graph is helpful for displaying the dispersion of data across ranges. Taller boxes and longer 
whiskers suggest more variable data, while shorter boxes and shorter whiskers suggest 
data that cluster around centre values. Overlaps between boxes and medians suggest some 
similarity in the data and the groups that they reflect, whereas there are differences between 
boxes and medians that do not overlap.

65 There is no boxplot for Kamenicë as there is no detailed pottery catalogue published. 
Otranto has also been removed from the boxplot due to inconsistencies in approach to 
measurement (reconstructed vs. measurements of sherds); while estimating CVs from this is 
fine because those measurements are internally consistent, placing them on a boxplot with 
data obtained differently is inadvisable since these are not congruent metrics.

 

 

Figures 6.4a–d  (a) (Coefficients of Variation CV) for height (to rim) of one-handled 
vessels; (b) CV for rim diameter of one-handled vessels; (c) CV for 
height (to rim) of two-handled vessels; (d) CV for rim diameter of 
two-handled vessels.
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seem to indicate that, although the vessels in Italy were not as standardised as 
those from the area around Korçë, the Italian vessels are of similar dimension 
to those from Albania. Those at Lofkënd are of generally larger dimensions. 
This offers some early data that might rule out Lofkënd and western/coastal 
Albania as an intermediary and reinforces earlier hypotheses of a connection 
with the Devollian pottery specifically. Whether that connection is direct 
imitation or producer mobility will be further explored in future analyses.

Let us revisit the three significant hypotheses that have been used to 
explain the new production of these vessel shapes in Italy:

1 There were Illyrian potters in Salento.
2 There were Illyrian consumers in Salento.
3 There were Illyrian pots in Salento, but no Illyrian potters or consumers.

It is difficult to conclusively prove or disprove most of these based on mor-
phometric data alone for multiple reasons. Those are, in brief, the current 
inability to confirm fabric diversity at some sites, the sharp contrast in find 
contexts between the sites, and the inability to recover information about 
use/consumption. Tentatively, it can be said that whoever was producing the 
vessels in Italy clearly was not working with the same sense of appropriate 
standardisation, but that there are indications of a similar sense of appropri-
ate size ranges. It is currently impossible to say that this is because the potters 
were or were not from Albania, or because there were or were not Illyrian 
consumers with specific expectations, or whether outside of specific sites in 
Albania it was not relevant to consider size when producing these vessels, or 
because the producers were simply imitating imports.

Beyond morphometric standardisation

Morphometric standardisation can be a problematic attribute to focus upon 
alone, especially when approaching partially or fully handmade vessels, and 
when we cannot access information that would allow us to recover the uses 
or significance of these vessels in different contexts. Standardisation or vari-
ability in technological and production processes, as well as in the actual 
composition of clay fabrics (reflecting different paste ‘recipes’), can there-
fore provide another approach to understanding the organisation of ceramic 
production at a site. Compositional and technical choices – of materials, of 
sequences, of forming gestures – are less visible in the final product but are 
also deeply embedded in the learning and interactions of potters and are thus 
important to investigate.66

The choices made throughout the process may have, at some point, origi-
nated in practical and functional considerations, but through the diachronic 

66 Gosselain (1998), (2000); Hilditch (2014) 26–7.
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transmission of knowledge between potters became characteristic of specific 
communities of practice. Members of these communities might thus not 
make the most ‘practical’ choices when producing vessels. They may instead 
make choices that were socially contextual and tied to their identities – that 
is, it was the way they learned to do it and the way they always did it. This 
is directly relevant to the current case study and to producer-focused studies 
of material culture change because, when the composition and forming of 
vessels recovered locally that ‘look foreign’ (in this case, look Devollian) are 
closely analysed, it should become clear whether their producers are in fact 
from a community of practice entirely separate from those responsible for 
the rest of the local repertoire or belonged to multiple communities of prac-
tice and potentially could act as brokers between them. In the former case, 
the two chaînes opératoires would probably have some major differences, 
while, in the latter case, there would be similarities between the chaînes 
opératoires for different kinds of production, including in elements that are 
not replicable on the basis of observation of a finished pot.67 The need to 
combine approaches when exploring such issues is demonstrated by a com-
parable study exploring Late Cycladic conical cups and Minoan-inspired 
ledge-rim bowls at Akrotiri. While the producers of both did make use of a 
typically Minoan forming method – combining coil-building with smoothing 
on the wheel – they used typically local clay paste recipes that did not vary 
sharply from their other products and did not reflect Minoan approaches 
to clay/paste processing.68 This combined methodological approach, which 
included statistical analysis, scanning electron microscopy (SEM), energy-
dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS), quantitative evaluation of materials by 
scanning electron microscopy (QEMSCAN), petrography, and macroscopic 
analysis, offers a robust example of the various scales at which material must 
be studied in order to identify and explore local chaînes opératoires and 
technical behaviours to best examine the nature of change.

To approach the current case study, then, some initial analysis of Salen-
tine fabrics can be done. Salentine matt-painted pottery assemblages com-
prise eight different fabric groups (Groups IV–XI) as identified by Brigger 
(Table 6.5).69 These groups co-exist at multiple Salentine sites. Brigger dis-
tinguished them from each other based primarily on the size and sorting of 
inclusions. Each group has a variety of inclusions, including grog, vegetal/
organic material, and micas. However, there is a notable divide even among 
these eight groups in terms of the predominant macro inclusions found in 
the clay paste.

67 Davies (2005); Knappett and van der Leeuw (2014) 73; Lyons and Clark (2012); Roddick 
and Stahl (2016) 10–1; Gosselain (2016b).

68 Gillis (1990); Hilditch (2008), (2014).
69 Brigger (2007) 20–3. Brigger identified 11 groups; three were from Lipari and thus are not 

addressed here. These groups are present at I Fani, Vaste, and Otranto. The Taranto matt-
painted awaits this analysis.
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Table 6.5 Salentine matt-painted fabric groups, as identified in Brigger (2007), 20–3.

Fabric 
Group

Colour variance Macro 
Inclusions

Inclusion 
Size

Other Inclusions Surfaces Slips Finishing

IV Grey-brown, 
beige-brown, beige-
yellow, grey-pink, 
beige-orange, 
orange

Limestone 1–7 mm Shell, quartz, 
vegetal 
inclusions, grog, 
micas

Hard, porous, 
sometimes with 
deep cracks and 
holes

Self-slip in similar 
tones to the paste

Brushed bottom; 
internal and 
external surfaces 
smoothed a stecca

V Beige-orange, 
orange-brown, 
orange

Limestone Iron, sand, micas, 
grog, plant 
inclusions

Hard, porous, 
sometimes with 
cracks

Similar tones to the 
paste, or off-white or 
beige-yellow

Internal and 
external surfaces 
smoothed a stecca

VI Beige-pink to pink Limestone 0.5–9 mm Iron, mica, 
quartz, shells, 
grog, plant 
inclusions

Hard, sometimes 
with cracks, 
never porous

Similar tones to the 
paste or beige-yellow 
or orange

Internal and 
external surfaces 
smoothed a stecca

VII Beige-brown Limestone 0–5mm Iron, plant 
inclusions, micas, 
shell, grog

Hard, porous, 
sometimes with 
cracks and holes

Similar tones to the 
paste or beige-yellow 
or light grey

Smoothed 
internal surfaces.

VIII Beige-brown, 
beige-yellow, beige-
orange, light grey

Quartz Iron, mica, shells, 
grog, plant 
inclusions

Hard, porous, 
sometimes with 
cracks and holes

Similar tones to the 
paste or green-yellow 
or light grey

Smoothed 
internal and 
external surfaces

IX Brown-red, beige-
orange, orange

Quartz Iron, mica, shell, 
grog

Hard, porous, 
sometimes with 
cracks and holes

Similar tones to the 
paste or beige-brown 
or brown-yellow

Smoothed 
internal and 
external surfaces

X Beige-pink Quartz, iron, 
mica

Grog Hard Similar tones to the 
paste or beige-yellow

Smoothed 
internal and 
external surfaces

XI Beige-brown Quartz, iron, 
mica

Plant inclusions Hard, sometimes 
with cracks

Similar tones to the 
paste or beige-yellow

Smoothed 
internal and 
external surfaces
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What exactly do these variations in clay recipe signify? There are multiple 
answers which potentially interrelate. From a practical and mechanical per-
spective, the differences in inclusion size and type may be functional choices 
made by potters. Different inclusions have different effects in a clay body 
at various stages of vessel manufacture. The firing temperature range of 
Italian matt-painted pottery is 900–1000˚ C.70 At these high temperatures, 
the minerals and inclusions within a clay body undergo multiple changes. 
The transformations of quartz can reduce vessel shrinkage during firing, 
but above 870˚ C there occurs a second inversion of the quartz that could 
cause stress on the vessel and result in cracking.71 Calcareous inclusions, such 
as limestone, can be even more problematic. Calcium carbonate begins to 
decompose on heating to 700–900˚ C and forms lime and carbon dioxide. 
Upon cooling, lime absorbs moisture from the air, forming quicklime and 
releasing heat, resulting in the expansion of the clay and stress to the clay 
body, resulting in cracks, spalling, and even the crumbling of the body and 
complete vessel failure. Solutions to this problem are possible – the use of 
finer inclusions, the addition of salt to prevent spalling, and wetting hot ves-
sels with water.72 Larger inclusions do increase the strength of fired vessels 
and slow heat transfer through the body, but smaller quartz inclusions can 
avoid causing stress during firing due to ‘thermal dimensional mismatch’ in 
which various minerals expand differentially.73 There is a delicate balance 
to be struck.

It is clear that the different fabrics identified in Salento reflect multiple 
phenomena. While there are colour differences across them, colour is also 
affected by firing temperature/control and the clay itself and therefore is 
not the ideal attribute to discuss here. Instead, a focus on what were active 
choices, and likely not accidental outcomes, is important. First, differential 
processing of material is evident; the Group VII fabric, for example, shows 
consistently smaller limestone inclusions, while other fabrics contain these 
inclusions in different size ranges. Producers of these different groups were 
accustomed to grinding their limestone to different fineness before including 
it as temper. Second, some understanding of the different performance of 
various tempers may be reflected in the choices of quartz (sands) or limestone 
(crushed rocks). Third, there are some signs of being able to appropriately 
offset potential problems that could be caused. All of the calcareous fabric 
groups include vessels with cracks and holes, although some are porous 
while others are not. This suggests that there were some consequences for the 
choice of temper (in both size and material), but also that some steps were 
being taken to mitigate them. Among the quartz fabrics, holes and cracks 

70 Herring (1998) 37.
71 Rice (2015) 108, 112.
72 Rice (2015) 80, 108–9.
73 Rice (2015) 86, 329.
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and porous surfaces are a problem except for Group X, which is described as 
having a very smooth surface. Fourth, all of the fabric groups describe vessels 
with a self-slip that appears as a beige-yellow, except for Group IV, which 
not only has more variable slip colours but also reflects a habit of finishing 
the bottom of the vessel with a brush (perhaps suggesting that these were 
dipped upside down into the slip while others were fully dunked). Fifth, three 
of the groups comprise vessels with surfaces clearly smoothed or burnished 
(a stecca), while the rest were smoothed by another method (perhaps with a 
cloth or the potter’s hand). Finally, the sixth point is not a point of difference 
but one of general similarity – all fabrics included additions of grog, plant 
material, and sometimes shell; however, some tended to include all of these, 
while others tended not to include either plant material or grog at all.

These patterns across the fabric groups are important, and especially 
so given that all of them are present at multiple sites in Salento and dated 
to the same period. The overlapping distribution of various fabric groups 
across multiple settlements in the extreme reaches of the Salentine Peninsula 
suggests a context in which multiple potters or communities of practice 
co-existed at one or more settlements or were themselves mobile (or some 
combination of the two). Robinson’s chemical analysis indicates chemical 
differences between some material from I Fani and Otranto, supporting 
the existence of local production rather than a strict model of centralised 
production at Otranto followed by transport to nearby centres.74 The over-
lapping of steps in the production process is especially interesting given 
the clear differences. The image of organisation of production in the settle-
ments of Salento is one in which essentially the same natural resources were 
exploited to make the pottery, but with different approaches to processing 
some of them. Given some of the functional implications of these choices – 
that is, that some of them could cause serious problems for vessel integrity – 
one might wonder whether potters discussed their choices with other potters 
in order to achieve an optimal clay recipe. This question, however, assumes 
that the production steps and technical choices existed only to achieve the 
optimal product.75 Approaching this diversity with a robust understand-
ing of communities of practice – how they learned, and what they learned 
to do – it is clear that some patterns and choices persisted because they 
are what was learned and taught consistently within those bounded com-
munities. Yet some of these fabric groups might also reflect ‘intermediary’ 
practices and choices; the clay recipe of fabric Group VIII shares multiple 

74 Robinson (2007) 645.
75 Müller et al. (2015) undertook an experimental study to assess the addition of phyllite 

temper to the clay recipes of Bronze Age cooking ware from Akrotiri; they determined that 
phyllite temper did not increase performance properties of the cookware – it did not increase 
thermal shock resistance or thermal conductivity. They propose a cultural reason for the 
change instead, namely Cretan/Minoan influence, as this change in clay recipe coincided 
with the introduction of a new shape (tripod-leg cooking pot) and of the potter’s wheel.
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traits in common with groups VI through VII, with the only difference being 
the choice of quartz-based temper, likely sand, rather than crushed lime-
stone. This fabric group may well be the result of a potter/group of potters 
interacting with other potters (those who had always used sand) in some 
way and thus adjusting the recipe. The nature of this interaction is what is 
difficult to reconstruct.

Let us return to the shapes of interest in this case study. Of the bag-shaped 
jugs from Otranto and I Fani that Brigger included in her catalogue, about 
half belong to Group IV and the other half to VIII. Of the two-handled ves-
sels, the majority were also made in Group IV fabric, with a few in Group V. 
We are dealing with a very small sample – only about a dozen or so vessels 
of each shape. It is notable that there are plenty of other vessels at these sites 
that are also made in fabrics IV and VIII – the fabrics of these bag-shaped 
jugs are not outliers in the context of the local assemblage, despite their 
‘foreign’ shape.

Paths forward

These shapes were produced by potters who were at least partially, if not 
fully, integrated into the local production sphere, using recipes and fabrics 
that were common to other shapes. They were also making vessels of vaguely 
similar dimensions to those from the Devoll Valley. What we do not know is 
whether there is anything notable (either for similarity or for difference) in 
the way they were forming these vessels.

There are a number of other methodologies that might be applied to this 
material to answer further questions, but an analysis of forming techniques 
of both the Albanian and the Salentine materials is critical to get closer to the 
fullest possible understanding of the origins of the shapes in Salento. While 
a potter or group of potters might adapt to new situations post-migration 
by making use of local resources and learning from other local potters’ tech-
niques and recipes, forming methods are an aspect of vessel production that 
are more resistant to change.76 If, however, there is a very specific concep-
tion of how a type of vessel should be made, local potters might adopt that 
method and newly arrived potters might continue to produce vessels in the 
same way even after an episode of displacement or migration. The study of 
ledge-rim bowls and conical cups at Akrotiri is relevant here again; in that 
case, it was determined that local potters were using the same paste process-
ing and composition to make these vessels but made use of the wheel for 
exclusively these two types and not for others. Theran potters thus had had 
contact with Minoan potters and learned how to use the wheel, but only for 
vessels that they perceived as Minoan.77

76 Arnold (1981); Roux (2011); Gosselain (2018).
77 Hilditch (2014).
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We know that the majority of Albanian matt-painted pottery was 
handmade,78 and that Salentine matt-painted is generally understood to 
have combined coil-building with smoothing on the wheel using rotative 
kinetic energy (RKE). A vessel-by-vessel and attribute-by-attribute analysis 
of forming is not available in either case, however. This is a major and criti-
cal future pathway for the exploration of this case study – the recording of 
evidence for the shaping, fashioning, and preforming techniques, surface 
treatments, finishing methods, and tools and instruments that were used 
for each vessel.79 This approach would allow not only for the more refined 
and thorough identification of chaînes opératoires within settlements and 
regions, and the communities of practice they reflect, but also for a very 
real look at whether there is something different about the forming of 
the bag-shaped jug and two-handled vessel at Salento. We might want to 
explore, for example, whether these two shapes were made exclusively by 
hand without any use of the wheel (and whether that reflects what was 
happening in Albania contemporaneously), or whether these vessels were 
formed in the same way as other local vessels. This analysis must go beyond 
the actual fashioning of the body of the vessel and focus on all other steps 
in the physical production process. There are multiple ways to attach a 
handle, for example; at Late Bronze Age Sovjan, handles were attached to 
the body by means of a clay ‘pivot’ or nodule, a notably different method 
than used earlier at the same site.80 Handles and other appendages would 
have to be added in different ways depending on whether this was done 
while the clay was still wet or when it was leather hard,81 and this might 
vary between potters. If there are clear differences in the process of physi-
cally constructing these two shapes in Salento, this would suggest that 
local potters had an understanding that these vessels were different and 
that there were specific ways that they should be made. This would suggest 
in turn that there was some sort of cultural significance with which they 
were viewed – whether because they were exposed to some cultural event 
that involved them, whether they met people who used them, or whether 
they were producing for customers who wanted to use them in a culturally 
specific way. This alone would not clarify who these potters were – whether 
they were local or non-local. If, however, these vessels were built differ-
ently than the rest of the assemblage, and if those differences in technique 
are also reflected in contemporary Albanian matt-painted repertoires, this 
would be strong evidence to support the presence of Illyrian potters in 
Salento, or at least of potters who had learned in an Illyrian context.

78 Agolli et al. (2020) note that there are examples of wheel-made pottery in Iron Age Albania 
but that the technology was not popular or in wide use.

79 Roux (2016) Ch 2.
80 Gori and Krapf (2015) 97, 101 Fig. 3.
81 Roux (2016) 90.
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Conclusions

This chapter has argued for producer-focused, robustly contextualised, and 
localised approaches to material culture change. Specifically, in the context 
of ceramic change, I have proposed that close attention to the archaeologi-
cal correlates of the production process, framed by a disentanglement and 
description of multiple and possibly overlapping chaînes opératoires, is fun-
damental to this kind of study. My advocacy for this methodology is shaped 
by the understanding of craftspeople as social actors whose decisions are 
structured by habits cultivated by their social and material realities. Within 
this framework, change and innovation are not only possible but undeniable; 
as craftspeople interact with each other, with their wider communities, with 
objects, with their ‘taskscapes’, their choices are shaped by and reciprocally 
shape infinite possible variables. In this way, material culture change occurs 
gradually and is driven by choices made by those responsible for produc-
ing these objects. The infinite possibility of how change might appear is a 
function of the dynamism of the habitus and the potential for dispositional 
changes to snowball and result in changes that later, to us, seem sharply 
divergent.

The changes comprising the regionalisation of Salentine matt-painted 
pottery are a case study ripe for analysis through this lens. Such analysis 
must be grounded in the social and material realities of Salentine potters 
while also engaging with the evidence for high connectivity within Adri-
atic area – in this case, the southern Adriatic in particular – in the long 
term. Rather than interpreting the developments of Salentine pottery in 
the eighth century as a sign of stress and competition, and the formation 
of regional and local identities as antagonistic or oppositional, we should 
view material culture changes as unintended reflections or manifestations 
of identity and belonging rather than necessarily intentional tools for dem-
onstrating it.

Should a fuller comparative analysis reveal that the new vessel shapes – 
the two-handled vessel and bag-shaped jug – were produced just the same 
as any other in the settlements of Salento, this is not the end of the road 
for a producer-driven approach to understanding their production. As it is, 
there would still be a lack of evidence to support the many hypotheses that 
could be or have been offered to explain their presence, whether that be 
those that suppose local potters felt threatened or that local consumers had 
a sudden appreciation for Devollian-like objects. In this case, we could return 
to the concept of ‘boundary objects’,82 and to the point of this volume – 
the exchange of ideas, and the ways in which that is codified materially in 
object form. An object created by one community of practice in one cultural 

82 Wenger (1998) 103–31; Roddick and Stahl (2016) 10–2.
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context may find its way to other producers or consumers in another cul-
tural context, who adapt them for local needs, and invest them with specific 
and distinct meanings and values. Much like the metal and amber personal 
adornment from graves in eastern Italy and north-western Albania,83 these 
objects may not have been produced by mobile artisans but still materialise 
the complex histories of millennia of exchange and communication between 
the coasts of the Adriatic Sea. 

83 Iaia (2007b); Kurti (2012), (2020).
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The primary aim of this chapter is to argue that, in the earliest stages of the for-
mation process of urban centres in central Italy, highly innovative and mobile 
craftspeople actively helped construct new collective and individual identities 
for emerging social groups, mainly, though not exclusively, articulated along 
gender lines. Moreover, in this particular context, some craftspeople, and par-
ticularly metalworkers – part of an elusive and diverse collective body – were 
among the agents of intercultural exchange between the ‘Etruscan’ proto-
urban centres and distant areas, particularly in central and eastern Europe.

Some underlying principles guide this chapter’s approach. First is that arte-
facts are not passive containers of meanings but are active participants in 
their social context or, indeed, expressions of and participants in a dynamic 
‘network’.1 Second is that the technical systems and systemic relationships 
which existed between producers and consumers in any particular sociocul-
tural context contributed to the shaping of styles and identities that we can 
recognise in artefacts.2 In an effort to explore this point and these principles, 
a selection of artefact classes and related contexts will be examined, with par-
ticular regard to the most sophisticated bronze products from the convention-
ally named ‘Villanovan’ culture in Etruria (tenth to eighth centuries BCE). For 
a better contextualisation of this evidence, some comparable artefacts belong-
ing to the ‘Latial’ culture, immediately to the south, will also be considered.

Before we continue, some caveats are necessary. The evidence garnered from 
metalwork in the early first millennium BCE in central Italy is inexorably inter-
twined with the problematic funerary record and, in particular, the idiosyncratic 
cremation burials common in this period. This issue is not unique to the Early 
Iron Age (c. 950–730 BCE, henceforth EIA) and is present across many periods 

* I warmly thank Jeremy Armstrong and Sheira Cohen for inviting me to contribute to their 
exciting conference, book, and for their excellent editing work. I also owe genuine thanks to 
the anonymous reviewers, who stimulated what I hope is a decisive improvement of complete-
ness, clarity and consistency of the subjects I discuss in this chapter. All errors and omissions 
are obviously only mine.

1 Knappett (2005).
2 Dietler and Herbich (1998). See, also, Cohen and Armstrong in this volume.
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of human prehistory when the archaeological record is dominated by this one-
sided type of evidence.3 At the onset of the Iron Age,4 other types of essential 
archaeological evidence and contexts, well-known in the previous period (the 
Final Bronze Age, 1150–950 BCE, henceforth FBA), disappeared almost entirely. 
In central Italy c. 1000–950 BCE, the last ‘hoards’, that is to say highly diverse 
assemblages including a comprehensive inventory of metal products (including 
tools, weapons, etc.), were deposited.5 This hints at the profound shift in con-
sumption patterns that was taking place during the earliest stages of develop-
ment of ‘proto-urban’ centres. However, it also complicates our interpretation 
of the material deposited subsequently. Following this period, which features 
significant evidence for metallurgical production linked to daily life, work activi-
ties, and the economy, there is an archaeological lacuna of about 100–150 years; 
this substantially affects our archaeological picture, which will be dominated by 
a few selected classes of items. A more extensive repertoire of objects reappeared 
only during the eighth century BCE (in the conventional chronology), or EIA 
Phase 2, when forms of conspicuous consumption took hold in the ritual sphere. 
Thus, studying metalwork in this specific period and region means tackling a 
complicated entanglement between crafts, rituals, and ideology.

In the following pages I shall focus on selected artefact categories that will 
allow us to trace the relationships between metalwork and group and indi-
vidual identities, and to survey trans-regional and trans-cultural transfers of 
models and technologies over broad areas: in particular, weapons (helmets, 
swords) and fine ornaments (belt plates and ring-pendants). The treatment 
here constitutes an updating of an argument which I began in a 2005 mono-
graph, in the light of recent discoveries and further reflections.6

The construction of warrior material identity at the 
dawn of the EIA

In contrast to the relative homogeneity of the cremation graves in the FBA in 
Middle-Tyrrhenian Italy, the transition between the FBA and the EIA, c. 1000–
900 BCE, saw a marked divergence in the representation of individuals of differ-
ent genders within burial assemblages.7 Metal objects played an important role 
in this divergence. In this period, grave-sets associated with women, with a few 
notable exceptions, lacked a specific characterisation while, in contrast, many of 
those associated with men seemed to go through an increasing elaboration.8 In 
particular, an image of an armed man emerged, particularly within the funerary 

3 On the importance of archaeological visibility for the definition of metallurgical ‘horizons’ 
see Hansen (2010).

4 There is increasing evidence (mostly C14 and dendrochronological dates) for the beginning 
of Early Iron Age in Italy within the tenth century BCE, probably well before 950 BCE. See 
on this: van der Plicht and Nijboer (2018), with earlier literature.

5 E.g., Fugazzola Delpino and Pellegrini (2009–2010); Lo Schiavo et al. (2013).
6 Iaia (2005).
7 Pacciarelli (2001) 202–16; Iaia and Pacciarelli (2012).
8 The overall picture of southern Etruria is extensively discussed in Iaia (1999a), (2013b).
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assemblages in cremation burials, which is varied but corresponds to culturally 
determined models displayed via carefully selected items and assemblages.

Within this wider phenomenon, there are regional differences visible in Etruria 
and Latium Vetus. These two contiguous regions shared numerous sociocultural 
developments in the FBA. However, they were characterised by, at least partly, 
different trajectories towards early ‘urbanisation’. Within Latium, this involved 
the development of a seemingly hierarchical system of villages centred on hilltop 
settlements and secondary positions, while in southern Etruria we already find 
more nucleated ‘mega-sites’, c. 900 BCE.9 Evidently, in the latter region, more 
radical and rapid processes of social, political, and spatial centralisation were in 
action, which in the end led, without interruption, to a landscape dominated by 
urban centres by the seventh century BCE. To be clear, and in accordance with 
recent developments in studies on a European scale, in this paper ‘urbanisation’ 
is not conceived as a phenomenon with a definite ‘start’ or ‘end’, or indeed a 
‘natural’ or inevitable progression, but as a process characterised by continuous 
developments and changes.10 In this view, I consider EIA developments in south 
Etruria as the early stages of a peculiar ‘urbanisation’ process.

A common type of grave assemblage for a male cremation burial in Latium, 
between the eleventh and ninth centuries BCE, consisted of complex miniature 
panoply made of bronze.11 These sets included an array of types of armour, 
including ‘figure-of-eight’ shields, breast-plates, and greaves, along with differ-
ent weapons, and (possibly) ritual tools, such as knives (Figure 7.1). Sometimes, 
even miniature reproductions of war chariots were deposited.

 9 On the Late Bronze and Early Iron Age settlement system in Latium: Alessandri (2013) 
29–33. On the coeval situation in Etruria, with particular regard to processes of urbanisa-
tion: Pacciarelli (2001), (2017a). On the funerary evidence: Riva (2009).

10 Fernández-Götz (2020).
11 De Santis (2011); Bietti Sestieri and De Santis (2003).

Figure 7.1  Pratica di Mare (ancient Lavinium), tomb 21. Cremation burial with set 
of miniaturised weapons

Source: Final Bronze Age late, c. 1000 BCE. After Iaia (2013a).
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It is possible that some of the full-scale artefacts which presumably inspired 
these miniature replicas, and in particular shields and breast-plates, were 
made of perishable organic materials (namely leather and wood), since no 
metal examples of them (esp. shields) are known for this period in Latium 
or Etruria. The socio-ritual context visible within these mortuary contexts 
and assemblages is characterised by extremely limited access to burial space, 
including no more than four to five graves per funerary plot. Since these 
figures certainly did not represent an entire demographic spectrum, there are 
strong hints that these represent selected elite burials. A. M. Bietti Sestieri and 
A. De Santis have emphasised this last point, and interpreted burials with 
miniature panoplies as evidence of a ‘chiefdom society’ that was experienc-
ing an increasing self-consciousness as a distinctive entity in this period.12 
However, one cannot avoid the impression that these burials, though unusual 
and carrying a strong symbolical message, are far from impressive in terms of 
investment of raw materials and techniques. Moreover, the surprisingly high 
number of these ‘chief graves’ in Latium, and their codified characteristics, 
raises the possibility that they represent more of a nod towards an ideal image 
of an elite-status group in a pre-urban context, as opposed to representing 
burials of the totality of actual, prominent individuals within a community.

In contrast to the situation in Latium, in the incipient proto-urban centres 
of Villanovan Etruria (EIA, Phase 1), we find selected metal weapons of full 
size. Bronze swords, and occasionally helmets and spear-heads, were placed 
in a small number of burials (e.g., Figure 7.2, nos. 3–6, from Tarquinia).13 
In the very early stages of the Iron Age, bronze bell and hemispherical hel-
mets – whose body was made of sheet with an over-cast apex on top – were 
adopted (e.g., Figure 7.3, n. 1). Their technical and formal roots are clearly 
in the metal industry of the FBA in east-central Europe.14 It is virtually cer-
tain these items represent a local re-interpretation and re-contextualisation 
by local workshops of an ‘exotic’ model brought about by a long-distance 
connection. The positioning of helmets on top of cinerary urns – a custom 
documented solely in this area – hints at their use as an extension of the 
deceased’s body or, more appropriately, as permanent symbols of the heads 
of warriors.

This martial symbolism is not the only association though. In both south-
ern Etruria and southern Campania (Vulci, Tarquinia, Caere, Veii, Pontecag-
nano, Sala Consilina), ceramic replicas of cap helmets, used as the lids of urns, 
frequently feature an apex shaped like a house roof (Figure 7.3, nos. 2–3). In 
other cases, the entire helmet-lid can be shaped as something akin to a complete 
domestic structure. A comparable motif can be found in other contemporary 
media, most notably hut-urns, funerary stone receptacles, and grave-stones  

12 Bietti Sestieri and De Santis (2003).
13 Iaia (1999a), (2005); Iaia and Pacciarelli (2012); Pacciarelli (2001), (2017b).
14 Iaia (2005) 47–53; Mödlinger (2017) 83–90.
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Figure 7.2  Tarquinia, tomb Poggio Selciatello 75, Early Iron Age phase 1A, 
c.900–850 BCE.

Source: After Iaia (1999a); Bianco Peroni (1970).

Figure 7.3  Cinerary Urns (1) Tarquinia, Arcatelle necropolis, bronze bell helmet with 
knob; (2) Tarquinia, Villa Bruschi Falgari, pottery helmet lid with roof-
shaped apex; (3) Veii, Quattro Fontanili, pottery helmet lid with roof-shaped 
apex; (4) Tarquinia, Arcatelle necropolis, pottery hut urn; (5) Tarquinia, Villa 
Bruschi Falgari, stone receptacle of a cremation burial with roof-shaped lid.

Source: After Iaia (1999a), (2005); Trucco (2002).



134 Cristiano Iaia

(e.g., Figure 7.3, nos. 4–5).15 These ‘polysemous objects’16 may evoke a trans-
parent overlap between the concept of military prowess and authority in war 
and the notion of the ‘house’, or the domestic sphere, as the core of the (proto-) 
urban community.17 This implies strong metaphorical associations. Interestingly, 
the adoption of the helmet-lids with a roof-like apex had a significant impact on 
local cremation rituals. In the Villa Bruschi Falgari cemetery at Tarquinia, graves 
containing these forms, all made of ceramic, were clustered in the south-western 
sector of the burial plot. This suggests that some social groups, probably clans, 
claimed the privileged access to the role of warrior and head of the house.18 At 
the same time, these same groups did not include any bronze military equipment 
(or other prestige items associated with warfare) in their burials – a practice that, 
in this period, seems to be the preserve of the much more affluent social groups 
burying their dead in the nearby Arcatelle necropolis.

Corinna Riva has interpreted the absence of a precise equivalent to this 
funerary symbolisation in coeval female burials as an intentional statement 
about status, at the cost of a balanced gender differentiation.19 Even though 
exceptions were always possible, it is undeniable that the earliest cremation 
rituals in southern Etruria emphasised one dimension of gender, the male 
warrior identity, while neglecting others.

In a slightly later phase, innovative metalworkers at Tarquinia created the 
first crested helmets with pointed caps in the region (e.g., Figures 7.4, n. 
1a and 7.5, n. 3A).20 Early bell and cap helmets were made of a unique, 
very thick and irregularly hammered sheet, and the decoration was absent or 
very simple. Overcasting the apex, albeit a sophisticated technique, did not 
constitute a particularly difficult or long process.21 In contrast, the chaîne 
opératoire to produce crested helmets was the product of a more painstaking 
and time-consuming process. It required (a) hammering two separated blanks 
in order to form two halves made of very regular and thin sheets (less than 
1 mm); (b) casting the two protective plates for the forehead and the nape, 
then adding exactly planned, embossed and punched decoration (in the case 
of the plates possibly already incorporated into the casting process) to the 
plates and sheets; and (c) assembling the four parts through riveting. Recent 
experimental replication suggests that only highly skilled artisans, real mas-
ters, have the total control of this entire process and the ability to reproduce 

15 Bartoloni et al. (1987); Iaia (1999a); Trucco (2002).
16 This definition has been perceptively proposed in D’Agostino and De Natale (1996) 111. 

See also, Gastaldi (1998).
17 Cf. Naglak and Terrenato (2019), who focus on the role of continuity of kinship groups 

(‘houses’) as critical elements of the social reproduction in the proto-urban and early state 
situation of Iron Age Latium.

18 Iaia (2013b) 77, fig. 4; Trucco et al. (2005) fig. 2.
19 Riva (2009) 74–84.
20 Iaia (2005) 63–112 (with literature).
21 Mödlinger (2017) 158–67.



Bronzesmiths and material identity 135

such objects.22 In this respect, we can say that, in the EIA context of peninsular 
Italy, these new objects (or rather, new within Italy) may have represented a 
real technological breakthrough, whose impact was seemingly felt more in the 
symbolical and ideological sphere than in the field of warfare.23

The oldest example of a Villanovan-type bronze crested helmet that can be 
dated on a contextual basis, c. 850 BCE, comes from an exceptional burial found 
in the aforementioned Arcatelle necropolis at Tarquinia, tomb Monterozzi 3 
(Figure 7.4).24 This burial comprised other ‘novel’ objects that are technically and 
stylistically akin to the helmet, most notably a bronze cup, reminiscent of those 
found in central Europe, and a miniature bronze table on three legs (Figure 7.4, 
nos. 2 and 8). These likely represent an allusion to the importance of feasting for 
social groups, competing for social prestige and power. It is possible they were 

22 Retrieved on 20/01/2021 from www.hephestus.net/2019/11/12/etruschi-maestri-artigiani/
23 The innovative nature is due to the complicated process and skill needed in production. 

These helmets utilised two distinct production techniques, with two hammered sheets and 
cast protective plates. The sheets are very thin with complex, hammered decoration. The 
project involves tremendous forethought and complete control of the overall scheme. See 
Armstrong in this volume for some discussion of the production process for bronzework.

24 Hencken (1968) 86–8, figs. 73–4; Iaia (1999a) 42, fig. 9b, (2019).

Figure 7.4  Tarquinia, Arcatelle necropolis, tomb Monterozzi 3, Early Iron Age 1B, 
c. 850 BCE

Source: After Iaia (1999a), (2005); Bianco Peroni (1970).

www.hephestus.net/2019/11/12/etruschi-maestri-artigiani/
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both manufactured by the same smith or workshop that produced the helmet; 
the shaping technique and the embossed decoration of the cup, for example, sug-
gests this. The grave also contained a new type of sword, with possible Nordic 
associations, which will be commented on later. The Monterozzi 3 grave was 
part of an area of the necropolis where unusually wealthy graves were concen-
trated, attesting, for arguably the first time, to the appearance of what might be 
considered a restricted elite burial ground in the early Etruscan context.25

The advent of the Villanovan crested helmets can be argued to mark a 
shift of meaning of these broad types of artefacts, from symbols of war-
riorhood in the framework of the nascent proto-urban community to sym-
bols of sociopolitical power. From this point on, bronze crested helmets, 
as opposed to weapons, would only be found in burials assemblages with 
other exceptional or highly prominent characteristics, seemingly belong-
ing to incredibly high status individuals.26 This is particularly evident in 
a cremation burial dating to the end of the ninth century BCE, the tomb 
Impiccato I at Tarquinia, which is characterised by a sumptuous ritual in 
which the deposition of the items appears to mimic the corporeality of the 
individual (Figure 7.5).27 This burial, including all of the main symbols asso-
ciated with individual prestige during this period, such as golden ornaments, 

25 Iaia (1999a) 123, (1999b).
26 Iaia (2005) 132–6.
27 Delpino (2005); Iaia (1999a) 53–4.

Figure 7.5 Tarquinia, Poggio Impiccato tomb I, Early Iron Age 2A, c. 830–800 BCE.
Source: After Delpino (2005); Iaia (2005).



Bronzesmiths and material identity 137

a sword with finely decorated scabbard, an exceptionally big spear, part of 
a chariot and bronze vessels, anticipates the so-called ‘princely’ assemblages 
of later EIA Middle-Tyrrhenian Italy. Again, in this burial, an object with 
strong resemblances to central-European specimens occurs, a bronze cup of 
the ‘Stillfried-Hostomice’ group (Figure 7.5, n. 1).

Pottery imitations of the bronze crested helmets also began to appear in 
numerous burials belonging to individuals of seemingly lower status in the same 
centre of Tarquinia (Figure 7.6).28 Some specimens were also characterised by 
a sort of skeuomorphism, indicated by the application of bronze bosses to the 
ceramic surface – a detail clearly aimed at imitating the repoussé ornaments on 
bronze artefacts (Figure 7.6). This suggests a prompt response to this novelty 
by the Tarquinian community at large: the new artefact class was incorporated 
into other crafts (pottery), and became an integral part of the burial ritual.

The impact on the ideological sphere of these objects was a lasting one. 
Figural evidence attests how bronze crested helmets, in the subsequent period 
of the late eighth and early seventh centuries BCE, became stereotyped icons 
that helped shape the visual identity of the warrior leaders in vast areas of 
north-central Italy. Both in Etruria proper and neighbouring areas (e.g., Bolo-
gna and the Veneto), warriors wearing this kind of helmets are frequently rep-
resented as schematic designs on bronze helmets or bronze figurines applied 
to ceremonial paraphernalia (Figure 7.7).29 Later, echoes of a variant of this 
iconography (warriors mounting horses and wearing crested helmets) can be 

28 Iaia (1999a), (2005) 112–4; Mödlinger (2017) 134–6.
29 Iaia (2005) 141–9.

Figure 7.6  Tarquinia, pottery crested helmets used as lids for ossuaries, Early Iron 
Age 1B-2A, c. 850–780 BCE. The helmet on the left features bronze bosses 
to imitate the repoussé decoration on bronze prototypes.

Source: After Iaia (1999a), (2005) with modifications.
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found even north of the Alps in the Strettweg cult wagon, dating c. 600 BCE.30 
Some evidence suggests that the crested helmet became associated with ances-
tors, heroes, or demigods, after having been dropped as a standard element 
of the military panoply in this area, except for at Verucchio.31 Indeed, a tell-
ing piece of evidence comes from the well-known Verucchio wooden throne, 
dating to c. 700 BCE, where figures wearing crested helmets and holding tall 
shields, possibly ancestors or supernatural beings given their static posture, 
watch over an enigmatic ritual scene that is taking place.32

Technologies and craftspeople on the move

As already intimated, EIA bronze work in Middle-Tyrrhenian Italy pro-
vides some significant clues of technological transfers. This phenomenon 
emerges clearly in specific branches of metalworking, such as the hammered  

30 Egg (1996) 14–61.
31 Iaia (2013b) 83.
32 von Eles (2002) fig. 121.

Figure 7.7  The iconography of a warrior wearing a crested helmet on bronze arte-
facts, north-central Italy: (1) Ornament detail on a crested helmet of 
unknown provenance (possibly Vulci), Musée du Louvre; (2) Reggio 
Emilia; (3) Lozzo Atestino (Padova); (4) Tarquinia, Monterozzi.

Source: After Iaia (2005), with modifications.
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bronze industry, and in cast swords.33 In particular, the impressive connec-
tions and interdependence of the sheet bronze industry of north-central Italy 
with that of final Urnfield and early Hallstatt in central Europe attests to the 
movement of craftspeople, or at least their knowledge, over long distances.34 
This needs to be briefly contextualised. For instance, among the most explicit 
evidence for these connections are the aforementioned bronze cups of the 
‘Stillfried-Hostomice’ group (Figure 7.5, n. 1.), which feature several morpho-
logical and technical details, including form and decoration of the attachments 
of handles, that are highly similar – although not identical – to those visible 
on central-European specimens.35 The same applies to other sheet bronze arte-
facts, such as neck-amphorae and biconical vessels ornamented with solar and 
bird-boat motifs according to a typical northern and eastern-European decora-
tive style.36 Notwithstanding these similarities, the key factor here is that some 
specific formal and technical details suggest the vast majority of objects were 
produced locally, although according to ‘exotic’ stylistic/technological models, 
while imports of already fashioned items are hard to identify.

In the previous section, I examined the class of bronze cap and bell helmets 
with apex, whose origin, in terms of shape, ornament style, and technol-
ogy is evidently connected to, and likely from, eastern-central Europe. In 
contrast, Villanovan bronze crested helmets cannot be directly connected 
to ‘foreign’ prototypes, although this is somewhat debated in scholarship. 
Since the seminal G. von Merharts’ study,37 it has been customary in Ger-
man-speaking scholarship to consider European bronze crested helmets as a 
unitary category with geographical and chronological ramifications, whose 
later manifestations appeared in Italy.38 Undeniably, the earliest specimens 
of metal crested helmets appeared in temperate Europe at the transition of 
the Middle to Late Bronze Age (Bronzezeit C-D, c. 1400–1200 BCE), or in 
the FBA at the latest.39 However, the different techno-morphological charac-

33 Since an in-depth examination of the relevant Italian artefacts through analytical techniques 
is still lacking, I will limit myself to typological insights and macroscopic observations. Some 
comments on technical details are found in Iaia (2005); Lehoërff (2007).

34 On the general topic: Iaia (2005) 238–43, (2017) 745–50.
35 Iaia (2005) 188–201, with literature.
36 Jockenhövel (1974); Iaia (2005) 223–37. On recent finds from eastern Europe that confirm 

the strong relationship between the Danube-Carpathian sheet bronze craft and the Villano-
van one, see Gábor Tarbay (2018).

37 Von Merhart (1940); on the same line Hencken (1971).
38 E.g., Lippert (2011); Brandherm (2011); Mödlinger (2017) 90–126.
39 Only a vague resemblance with the Villanovan specimens can be found in the north Alpine 

crested helmets of the Pass Lueg type, whose chronology is a matter of controversy, due to 
the problematic find contexts. However, there is no doubt that these helmets are much older 
than the Italic ones: Egg and Tomedi (2002) date them to Bronzezeit C; Lippert (2011) to the 
Final Bronze Age; Mödlinger (2017) 106–7, to Bronzezeit C/D. This means we should think 
of a date around 1350–1150 BCE at the latest, while the Etruscan specimens do not appear 
before 900–850 BCE. The French-German helmets of the types Bibesheim and Bernières 
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teristics of the older transalpine examples, and the huge chronological gulf 
between these and the peninsular ones (about two centuries for most types), 
are such that any direct relationships, in terms of ‘genetic filiation’, between 
the two groups appears unlikely. The issue needs to be addressed in a dif-
ferent way. On one hand, the Villanovan crested helmet was the product of 
craftspeople who operated within the framework of an artisanal tradition, 
hammered bronze work with embossed decoration, which existed within 
a broader transregional framework and network which went back to at 
least the FBA and included regions as far afield as central Europe.40 On the 
other hand, some morphological features and details of the decoration of 
the Villanovan helmets can be only contextualised within a very local tradi-
tion. For instance, the hemispherical shape of the cap with pointed apex is 
completely absent in the central European crested helmets of the LBA, yet 
it is reminiscent of the local, Italian helmets with a hemispherical cap (on 
which see earlier). Additionally, the decorative ornaments of punched con-
centric circles, that occurs frequently on the highly peculiar protective plates 
(e.g., Figures 7.4, n. 1; 7.5, n. 3B), are well known in other locally produced 
products from earlier periods.41 Thus, the creation of this class of artefacts 
seems a complex process of creative hybridisation and re-contextualisation 
of artisanal knowledge, combining local and interregional influences, and 
cannot be explained in purely diffusionist terms.

Later developments within the same class of item reveal a different sce-
nario. While initially restricted to a small area of southern Etruria in the 
ninth century BCE, the Villanovan-type bronze crested helmet became a 
transcultural element in the eighth century and the artefact type is shared by 
different groups across the broader region, some of which seem to have been 
otherwise unrelated to each other (Figure 7.8). This suggests that its produc-
ers played a special role as vectors of technological and cultural transmission 
beyond their local region. Specimens were deposited, since the early eighth 
century BCE, into burials in regions historically linked to Etruria through 
a range of connections (including material culture, trade, epigraphy, etc.): 
Fermo in the Marche, Capua and Sala Consilina in Campania.42 Among 
these findings, we can also recognise helmets which seem to be imported 
from Etruria as well as locally made imitations. At Verucchio in Romagna, 
for instance, recent studies have made it possible to discriminate between a 

d’Ailly are also completely different, particularly in terms of the cap and decoration (which 
is usually absent): Mödlinger (2017) 109–23.

40 In particular, compare the large bosses recurring on the decorative schemes of the caps in 
the oldest examples from Tarquinia with those occurring on the bronze flasks of the type 
Blanot: Thevenot (1991) fig. 9–10.

41 See, for instance, the same ornaments on the spear heads and knives from the Goluzzo 
hoard (northern Etruria), dating to the tenth century BCE: Fugazzola Delpino and Pellegrini 
(2009–2010) tab XX, 1–2; tab. XIII, 1; tab. XXIV, 1.

42 Iaia (2005) 245–50.
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Figure 7.8  Map showing the distribution of bronze crested helmets of the Villano-
van type.

small number of earlier specimens, directly dependent on southern Etruscan 
prototypes, and numerous later developments that attest to the emergence 
of a local manufacturing tradition.43 In regions further from Etruria, crested 
helmets, either of possible Etruscan manufacture or local imitation, have 
also been found in what appear to be sacred depositions. Examples have 
been found in the river Tanaro near Asti (Piedmont), where the artefact was 
probably an import from Etruria,44 and in a cave used for cultic purposes 
at San Canziano-Škocjan in Slovenia. In the latter case, at least three of 
the crested helmets were, given their formal idiosyncrasies, manufactured 
by workshops that were not in the Italian peninsula.45 Small fragments of 
crested helmets and shields of southern Etruscan manufacture have come 
to light in Greek (or Greek/Italic) sanctuaries as well: Delphi, Olympia, and 

43 Negrini et al. (2018) 12–3.
44 Iaia (2005) 83, n. 31, fig. 26.
45 Iaia (2005) 87, n. 33, fig. 27; Teržan et al. (2016) 129–32, tab. 18.
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Imbelli near ancient Temesa in southern Italy.46 However, this is contentious 
as we do not know whether objects reached the cult sites intact or already 
as fragments, since the custom of offering scrap metal as raw material to the 
divinities is amply attested in archaic Greek sanctuaries.47 For this reason, 
these findings will not be further commented on.

The presence of Villanovan-type crested helmets in east-central Europe 
raises important questions. A variant of these crested helmets reached sur-
prisingly remote regions, including Hallstatt, north of the Alps, and espe-
cially the eastern Carpathians, now Ukraine, where a helmet comparable 
with those from San Canziano-Škocjan and Hallstatt was found in the late 
nineteenth century at Zavadintsy (Figures 7.8 and 7.9).48 Furthermore, three 
new helmets, almost identical to the one from Zavanditsy, have recently been 
identified from the black market in Ukraine.49 Parts of these helmets show 
technical and decorative details that hint at a manufacture by workshops 

46 von Hase 1997 (with previous literature); Iaia (2005) 245–9, fig. 100; Mödlinger (2017) 
126–36; Naso (2006).

47 Baitinger (2018) with literature.
48 Iaia (2005) 88, fig. 27 (‘Elmi crestati tipo San Canziano’).
49 In addition to the specimen cited in Mödlinger and Tsirogiannis (2020) 331–2, two other 

crested helmets of Villanovan type have recently turned up in the Ukrainian black market 
(I owe the information to the courtesy of Marianne Mödlinger).

Figure 7.9  Zavadintsy (Kamenets-Podolsky, Ukraine), bronze-crested helmet found 
in the nineteenth century CE, formerly preserved at the Musée Massena, 
Nice.

Source: After Iaia (2005).
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distinct from those in peninsular Italy,50 but the similarity in the overall 
design with the southern Etruscan specimens is nonetheless impressive and 
suggests a direct connection between Etruria and this area.

Swords are another significant case in point. Here we can observe an 
intriguing relationship between ‘local’ and ‘foreign’ shapes. In Villanovan 
Italy, short swords with a flanged T-shaped hilt (e.g., Figure 7.2, n. 3.) cor-
respond to a local type, visible from the FBA to the EIA.51 Swords of this type 
are mainly found in rich burials, although they are not exclusive to them. 
Different workshops situated over a wide area, including southern Campania 
(Pontecagnano), seem to have produced these bronze swords, along with 
fine scabbards with incised decoration.52 In contrast, swords with a solid 
handle, most of them belonging to the so-called ‘antenna-hilted’ group, were 
introduced into Italy in the late tenth to early ninth century BCE, seemingly 
through central European connections.53 The earliest known specimen from 
Etruria is that from the aforementioned tomb Tarquinia-Monterozzi 3 (Fig-
ure 7.4, n. 3). These swords were made by casting them in two separate parts, 
the hilt and the blade. Analytical work on some specimens confirms that at 
least the hilt was made by the lost-wax technique, while the blade could 
have been made by using a clay mould;54 a similar procedure was probably 
also applied for shaping the blade of the Tarquinian sword, since, techni-
cally speaking, the regular and deep grooves on it could hardly be made in 
the post-casting stage. Seemingly made for the purpose of use in combat, 
the blade was probably also hardened by hammering but, since we do not 
possess archaeometric analyses of the Italian specimens, this detail can only 
be reconstructed in theory. Importantly, the lost-wax technique was only 
used intermittently for creating solid-hilted swords in northern Italy in the 
Middle/Late Bronze Age, and was utterly unknown in the rest of peninsular 
Italy until the EIA.55 Hence, it is possible to conjecture that antenna-swords 
represent the product of a different set of innovative metalworkers who 
specialised in this manufacturing technique. Antenna-swords are indeed a 
transcultural type, whose distribution covers vast areas of Italy and central 
Europe.56 Even in this case, considering the broad extent of its spread and 
the relative homogeneity of the artefacts, it is difficult to imagine other ways 

50 For instance, in the Hallstatt-Škocjan-Zavadintsy specimens (e.g., Fig. 7.9) the outward 
folding of the rim of the cap, and the decorative panels consisting of ribs (Leisten-Buckel 
Zier), instead of the classical rows of dots, are characteristics unknown in the Italian crested 
helmets: Iaia (2005), fig. 27, 33a, 35, 36.

51 Bianco Peroni (1970); Bietti Sestieri and MacNamara (2007).
52 Gastaldi (1998).
53 De Marinis (1999) 542–7.
54 This technical procedure is confirmed by archaeometrical observations (X-ray analysis) of 

an antenna sword from Terni preserved at Essen, Germany: Brandherm and Sicherl (2001) 
228–31.

55 Bianco Peroni (1970).
56 Baur (2019) sums up the discussion and the rich previous literature on this topic.
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to transmit the special knowledge necessary to produce these objects other 
than through the mobility of craftspeople and direct interaction between 
members of different artisanal traditions.

As suggested by ethnographic observations, the transmission of detailed 
artisanal knowledge, including, in this case, the ability to craft highly elab-
orate products is something that cannot be conceived without a long and 
intense apprenticeship;57 this implies a direct training relationship between 
masters and apprentices, which cannot be surrogated only through imitation 
of finished artefacts. A corollary of this is that the circulation of models and 
artisanal knowledge is expected to be as important as the mobilisation of arte-
facts. Vectors of these transfers could be highly skilled craftspeople, who were 
probably pushed to travel by strong attractors, such as powerful élites and/
or emerging central places, and eventually induced to settle in new areas.58

This must be considered as one aspect of a wider phenomenon, which 
deserves to be briefly sketched here. Evidently, basic metalworking in EIA 
central Italy, for instance that devoted to producing bronze fibulae, work-
ing tools, and other common artefacts, was in the hands of average resident 
smiths, who were likely well-integrated into local communities.59 The classes 
of artefacts discussed here, however, belong to a different level of production, 
which implies superior skills, a measure of mobility, and stronger relation-
ships with elites – the consumers of such goods. In this, the model differs from 
Childe’s classic model of Bronze Age metalworkers as ‘itinerant smiths’,60 
which assumes that metalworking, in general, was practiced exclusively by 
outsiders who were holders of mysterious, quasi-religious knowledge; this 
model has been rightly criticised in the past or even overtly dismissed.61 In 
particular, while the religious nature of metalworking is impossible to dem-
onstrate in most cases (although it cannot be rejected in principle), the model 
of generalised mobility does not account for the evidently strong integration 
between local societies and settled smiths in Europe from the Late Bronze 
Age onwards. Conversely, a degree of limited mobility of specialised crafts-
people has been assumed for the Bronze Age in continental Europe by some 
scholars who relate this phenomenon to the emergence of social stratification 
and interconnected ‘chiefdoms’.62 Travelling smiths could be elite-attached 

57 Nørgaard (2018) 270–2 on the importance of long and face-to-face apprenticeship for 
‘quality-oriented’ craft.

58 On this, see also Armstrong in this volume. Bernardo-Ciddio in this volume discusses similar 
issues around the movement of ceramic styles and production techniques.

59 For an overview of metal production in the Villanovan context: Iaia (2017) 741–52.
60 Childe (1930).
61 Rowlands (1971). For an updated discussion on this subject, with an intentional aim at 

deconstructing the notions of the Bronze Age smith as specialist and owner of a superior 
knowledge, see Kuijpers (2018a) 24–6

62 An extensive treatment in Nørgaard (2018) 360–5 (with literature). A different view is 
proposed in Dietrich (2012), who suggests the possible mobility of smiths producing more 
common type artefacts (axes) with the purpose of serving large areas.
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specialists, who produced rare prestige goods in order to bolster the power 
and social prominence of their patrons, even on a regional or interregional 
scale. They would therefore have especially moved through areas where raw 
materials and artisanal skills were rare and concentrated in particular plac-
es.63 However, the specific case of Villanovan bronze workers has further 
implications: in particular, the smiths played an active role as vectors of 
long-distance connections by introducing technologies and stylistic features 
deriving from distant areas, namely transalpine and eastern Europe.64 Thus, 
this phenomenon goes beyond the interactions between local neighbouring 
communities and small networks of villages, and presupposes the existence 
of wider network and set of dynamics. This is probably dependent on the 
nature of early Etruscan central places and related communities, which are 
huge proto-urban agglomerations, with high population density and consid-
erable centralisation of wealth, individual power, and economic functions. 
Textual and archaeological evidence from ancient civilisations, for instance 
Late Bronze Age Egypt and the Near East, amply demonstrate that mobil-
ity of craftspeople was an important aspect of interconnectedness between 
archaic states, in the form of forced resettlements, gift-exchange between 
courts, and as a facet of trade relations.65 Exchanges of special artisans might 
have been an integral part of alliances between ruling elites and power-
ful individuals. In particular, it is conceivable that, behind the movements 
of craftspeople across large swathes of the peninsula, and across the Alps, 
there was an exchange of sought-after raw materials, such as copper, salt, 
and amber.

Epilogue: the construction of material gendered identities in 
the eighth century BCE

As illustrated in the opening sections of this chapter, the funerary record 
of the tenth and ninth centuries BCE in south Etruria saw a concentration 
of high-quality metalwork in a few prominent burials, mainly cremations 
housing the burnt remains of male individuals. This reflects an increasing 
hierarchisation of power and wealth, partially enhanced by the illusory ‘egal-
itarian’ attitude of the cremation ritual. During the eighth century BCE, the 
gradual emergence of inhumation rites corresponded with a radical trans-
formation of the depositional patterns of metalwork and luxury objects. 
This phenomenon occurs alongside a general intensification of metalworking 
(and other crafts) within the framework of gradual ‘urbanisation’. Generally 

63 Nørgaard (2018) 364–5.
64 Technologies and style are here intended as synonymous, that is to say specific ways of 

making things by means of techniques: cf. Lechtman (1977); Lemonnier (1986); Dietler and 
Herbich (1998).

65 Moorey (2001); Nørgaard (2018) 365–7.
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speaking, inhumation, and to a lesser extent cremation, entails an emphasis 
on the display of the corporeality of the dead. The shift to inhumation buri-
als resulted in an increase in the quantities of goods deposited in connection 
with the body itself, either as dress accessories and equipment linked to 
social roles (weapons, working tools, etc.), or as vessel-sets for commensal 
activities. From a consumption viewpoint, the utilisation of prestigious metal 
artefacts in mortuary contexts in the eighth to early seventh century BCE 
can be understood as a form of ‘sacrificial economy’,66 whereby ever-greater 
quantities of valuable objects were taken out of circulation by depositing 
them in the grave.

In this period, and for the first time in Etruria, the mortuary record seems 
to indicate the existence of a sort of military hierarchy in which metal weap-
ons played a prominent role.67 We can roughly distinguish between burials 
containing simple associations of spear, javelin, and knife, possibly corre-
sponding to lower social levels, and more elaborately equipped leaders, asso-
ciated with offensive weapons, several elements of armour, horse harnesses, 
and parts of chariots. In the most extreme cases, many coming from the 
cemeteries of Veii,68 grave assemblages seem to emphasise aesthetic values (an 
ambiguous ‘warrior’s beauty’) through the display of splendid armour, sug-
gesting parallels with the Homeric ‘men of bronze’ celebrated in the Iliad.69

Within this social setting, dress accessories in metal seem to have taken on 
a new importance in signalling various forms of group membership within 
female burials. It is probably not by chance that the most elaborate sets of 
metal ornaments correspond with the new inhumation rites: transformations 
in ritual practice, an emphasis on the body as social locus, and a quantitative 
rise in the production of metalwork all seem to be interlinked phenomena. 
As an example, we can explore two cases which will allow me to sketch the 
expression of female material identity through metal objects.

Lozenge belt plates, made of thick bronze sheet, constitute a remarkable 
class of items that feature prominently in the eighth century BCE (e.g., Fig-
ure 7.10). In this context, these appear to be considered jewellery and are found 
as part of the ceremonial clothing in wealthy female grave-groups.70 Seem-
ingly originating in southern Etruria, the class of artefact subsequently appears 
in a much wider set of contexts, apparently imitated by local workshops in 
central-eastern and north-eastern Italy.71 Accordingly, they may plausibly be 
considered a typical product of early Etruscan manufacture and type, later 
transmitted to other areas. They are characterised by abundant ornamentation, 

66 Bachhuber (2011); Wengrow (2011).
67 Pacciarelli (2001) 261–76, (2017b) 767–75.
68 E.g., De Santis (2005); Iaia (2013b) 85.
69 Treherne (1995). A collective re-assessment of this seminal paper: Frieman et al. (2017).
70 A complete corpus of this class is still lacking. For partial syntheses see: Lucentini (2009); 

Naso (2020) with literature.
71 Naso (2020) abb.3.
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made principally by engraving, punching, and embossing, in a wide variety of 
decorative schemes. The most widely used decorative motif was a cosmological 
representation utilising traditional Late Bronze Age iconography. Nine relief 
bosses in the middle of the belt are flanked by heraldic allusions to the wagon 
of the sun pulled by birds. The chariot’s divine connection is also highlighted 
by the use of solar elements, albeit ambiguously, representing wheels.72

Solar and bird-boat motifs occur in a wide range of prestige bronze arte-
facts in Villanovan contexts, mainly as decorative elements on armour and 
vessels. It can be considered a stylistic trait of an emerging status group, and 
carries strong central-European linkages.73 However, lozenge belts carry a 
particularly intricate version of the sun-wagon motif, which has no paral-
lel in other classes of metalwork, both from a technical and stylistic point 
of view. This suggests that they were tailored to the specific taste of female 
members of certain elite social groups. Interestingly, the vast majority of 
female burials, identified as elite and sub-elite, in Etruria during the eighth 

72 Zipf (2006).
73 Iaia (2005) 224–36.

Figure 7.10  Bronze lozenge belt from Veii, tomb Quattro Fontanili OP 4–5, early 
eighth century BCE.

Source: After Bartoloni and Pandolfini (1972).
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century BCE include a lozenge belt, which therefore may represent a visual 
marker of identity in a very general sense and possibly an emblem of a 
nascent ‘ethnic’ or cultural distinction.74

A second example of this sort of ornamental class of items in female buri-
als across the Middle-Tyrrhenian region involves the use of series of bronze 
rings, mostly rhomboid or circular in section, known as anelli da sospensione 
(suspension rings). As a rule, they lay suspended from one fibula, whose 
placement was originally upon the chest or the belly of the female deceased 
(the range of variability is exemplified in Figure 7.11).

74 A similar view has been recently argued by Naso (2020).

Figure 7.11  Latium Vetus and southern Etruria, main examples of ornament sets 
including bronze suspension rings, eighth to early seventh century BCE.

Source: After Iaia (2007a).
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At the onset of the Iron Age, anelli da sospensione occurred only in the 
historical region of Latium Vetus and only subsequently, in the eighth century 
BCE, crossed the River Tiber to be adopted in the southernmost district of 
Etruria and neighbouring areas.75 Compared with the artefact classes exam-
ined earlier, this one shows a more extensive distribution in burials and could 
be considered a general ‘folk custom’ in the ceremonial attire of women. These 
objects belong to a different sphere of craft production and consumption than 
the fine belts described earlier, not to mention helmets and swords. Albeit 
finely ornamented, they represent a far simpler and standardised artefact, 
which neither requires outstanding skill from the bronze workers nor does it 
indicate a particularly close relationship with the very highest levels of society.

Some years ago, I proposed that the movement of this class of item may 
be connected to a corresponding inter-regional and inter-cultural marriage 
network, involving family groups moving and residing across the traditional 
boundary between Latin and Etruscan territories.76 Whether this hypothesis 
is accepted or not, the distribution map of these ornaments strongly suggests 
some sort of directional social interaction, which also involves the contribu-
tion of metalworkers: most specimens concentrate east and south of the River 
Tiber, but they are also present in Caere’s territory, in the Ager Capenas, and 
in Sabine territory, while completely absent in the rest of South Etruria. This 
absence is especially striking when considering the area around Veii and the 
Ager Faliscus, which are obviously in the same region and share many other 
connections. This selective distribution hints at the possibility of specific rela-
tionships and alliances between female members of the households of some 
early Latin and Etruscan centres – something that anticipates later phenomena.

Conclusions

This short overview has hopefully managed to stress the crucial role which 
metalwork had in shaping the material identities of both genders in burial 
contexts of the EIA in central Italy. The deposition of different metal artefacts 
in burials emphasised the dichotomy between masculine, war-dominated 
imagery, and the feminine sphere, in which adorning the body with elaborate 
adornments was symbolically important. The use of metal objects in this 
way is a phenomenon which emerged gradually, between the Early Iron Age 
Phase 1 and 2. It corresponded to a transformation in the realms of funerary 
practices and, in the end, of ideology and beliefs.77

Special artefacts, such as helmets, lozenge belts, and suspension rings have 
an essential feature in common: they all correspond to, and enhance, a body 

75 Iaia (2007a) with literature.
76 Iaia (2007a). Cf. Fulminante (2012) for a comprehensive overview of questions of ethnicity 

in protohistoric Latium Vetus.
77 On the strong relationship between burial practices and beliefs: Rebay-Salisbury (2012).
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part – helmets to a warrior’s heads, lozenge belts and suspension rings to 
the torso and chest. Furthermore, these artefacts show a dual nature: on one 
hand, they were standard markers of individual status; on the other hand, they 
tended to function as emblems of new collective entities, possibly ‘ethnic’ or 
cultural groups.

The strong iconic character of these artefacts, and their aesthetic strength, 
relied on the ability of highly skilled artisans to both craft the items and to 
serve as a conduit for new techniques and shapes, either imported or locally 
derived. Specialised technical knowledge incorporated into these objects 
by master craftspeople provided additional value. At the dawn of the Iron 
Age, given the impressive technological and stylistic parallels with central 
and eastern European metalwork, it is likely that some artisans moved 
from and between those areas. The alternative, that these parallels were the 
result of trade in finished artefacts, is at the moment both unconvincing and 
lacking in any concrete evidence. In contrast, while most metalwork in the 
Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages was almost certainly produced by local 
practitioners with standard levels of competence and skills (this is demon-
strably the case of those making fibulae and working tools), some specific 
branches of production, because of their level of complexity and transcul-
tural connections, may have been dealt with separately. For instance, we 
could imagine producers of sheet bronze artefacts and swords were elite-
attached or connected specialists who were moving across long distances, 
not necessarily through direct paths but via intermediate nodes, and who 
settled in distant areas giving way to new artisanal traditions. This mobil-
ity of master artisans and the transfer of knowledge was not a rare phe-
nomenon, but a structural one. Hints of two-way movements indicate this. 
From 950 BCE onwards we witness the introduction to Italy from central 
and east-central Europe of two distinct technological/stylistic ‘packages’, 
including shapes, decorations, and technical recipes. In an earlier stage, a 
group of workshops (or individual smiths) were manufacturing hammered 
bronzes with embossed decoration (helmets, vessels), while others, appar-
ently holding a different expertise that presupposes a mastery on casting 
techniques (lost-wax and similar techniques), were crafting solid-hilted 
antenna swords. Both seem to owe their know-how to older metalworking 
traditions of continental Europe. In a slightly later stage (eighth to early 
seventh century BCE), a reverse, but more selective phenomenon occurred: 
a transmission of specific types of crested helmets (and other shapes) from 
Etruria to Northern Italy, eastern Alps and east-central Europe (helmets 
from Škocjan, Hallstatt, and west Ukraine).

In conclusion, this chapter has argued that technological innovation 
by craftspeople, perhaps coming from distant areas, likely exerted a real 
‘transformative capacity’.78 In the period c. 1000–700 BCE, the emerging 

78 Maran and Stockhammer (2012).
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proto-urban centres of Etruria functioned as a powerful catalyst and nexus 
for people, new technologies, and cultural traits. This resulted in a burst of 
creativity and cultural hybridity in the field of metalworking. Craftspeople, 
artisans, specialists, and the objects they created, were essential for the legiti-
mation of emerging elites and were actively sought after. Technologies and 
craftspeople provided an effective form of symbolic and economic capital for 
these new centres of power. I have limited my inquiry to metalworking, but 
other forms of craft production could be usefully considered in this regard, 
such as ceramics which are considered elsewhere in this volume. Further-
more, this phenomenon started a domino effect as we see further echoes 
of these forms and technical solutions through northern Italy and further 
north. Thus, bronzesmiths in this context played not merely the role of pas-
sive recipients of elite inclinations and wills, but instead can be considered 
autonomous agents of innovation and transculturality.
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Apulia has long remained a marginal area in the scholarly debate on pre-
Roman Italy. Yet, in antiquity, this region was far from being part of the 
periphery. In the fourth and third centuries BCE, it was the stage for major 
events of Mediterranean history – from the arrival of Alexander the Molos-
sian and the other condottieri, to the Samnite Wars, to the Battle of Cannae. 
Furthermore, Apulian burials show evidence of enduring long-distance trade 
and complex social organisation, while the iconography of Apulian red figure 
pottery hints at a discerning population who understood and appreciated 
Greek literature.

In the past few decades, some Apulian populations – the Messapians, for 
example – have received increased attention, although other communities 
remain understudied. Among these lesser studied people are the inhabit-
ants of the central part of Apulia, traditionally known as the Peucetians.1 
The Peucetians left no written accounts and were largely ignored by the 
writers of the ancient literary sources. Moreover, because of the continu-
ity of life in this part of Apulia, many settlements have remained largely 

* This chapter is a revised version of the paper that I presented at the conference held in Auck-
land in February 2020. I am very grateful to Jeremy Armstrong, Sheira Cohen, and Aaron 
Rhodes-Schroder for asking me to participate and to T.H. Carpenter, Fabio Galeandro, Val-
entina Natali, and Marisa Corrente for their help. In the months between the conference and 
the publication of this volume, both Douwe Yntema and Ettore Maria De Juliis passed away. 
This paper could not have been possible without their life long dedication to the archaeology 
of Apulia.

1 Several important central Apulian sites have been published in the past couple of decades: 
e.g., Small (1992); Ciancio (1997); De Juliis (2007); Riccardi (2003), (2008); Ciancio and 
L’Abbate (2012); Ciancio and Palmentola (2019). However, the only monograph-length study 
on pre-Roman central Apulia remains Claudia Greiner’s (2003), which covers only the period 
between the eighth and fifth centuries BCE. Even the proceedings of the 2009 University of 
Bari’s conference on central Apulia (Todisco [2010]), whose aim was to assess the state of the 
discipline, read more as a series of case studies than an attempt to create a complete narra-
tive on Peucetia. Douwe Yntema’s (2014) recent book on south-eastern Italy largely ignored 
Peucetian sites.

The ‘Bradano District’ revisited
Tombs, trade, and identity in 
interior Peucetia

Bice Peruzzi

8

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003120728-8


The ‘Bradano District’ revisited 153

unexcavated; thus, their necropoleis are our largest data set to study their 
worldview.

This chapter investigates the definition of cultural identity in central 
Apulia between the end of the sixth and middle of the fourth century BCE 
on the basis of geographical variability in burial customs. The distribu-
tion patterns of certain classes of artefacts show substantial differences 
between the sites closer to the Adriatic Sea and those in the interior portion 
of the region. By comparing the composition of grave assemblages across 
Peucetia, I will explore whether these differences gave expression to the 
identities of sub-regional groups or if they reflected patterns of trade and 
connectivity. Between 525 and 350 BCE, Peucetian communities saw the 
emergence of new social groups which used funerals as arenas to negotiate 
status. Thus, understanding Peucetian funerary practices will give us bet-
ter insights into the movements of goods within central Apulia and nearby 
regions, and will shed light on the relationship between the consumption 
of material culture and the construction of identity during a time of social 
restructuring.

Cultural background

Apulia, the ‘heel’ of the Italian peninsula, was lightly touched by Greek 
colonisation. The only Greek city in Apulia was Taras (Tarentum), which 
controlled a chora with a radius of c. 15 km2. The rest of the region was 
inhabited by Illyrian-speaking people who have been defined in scholarly 
literature alternately as ‘indigenous’, ‘native’, and, more recently, as ‘Italic’.3 
The existence of three local styles of pottery, and different burial customs, 
shows that, at least from the mid-seventh century BCE, the inhabitants of 
Apulia can be plausibly divided into three archaeological cultures, conven-
tionally known as Daunian in the north, Messapian in the south, and Peuce-
tian in the centre. These names have been borrowed from Greek and Roman 
sources; however, attempts at reconciling ancient tribal designations with 
recognised archaeological and linguistic cultures have been only partially 
successful. While mentions of the Peucetians have been found already in 
fifth century BCE works, there was no consensus among the earlier authors 
about their precise location or even exact name. Furthermore, Strabo in 
the sixth book of the Geography, after defining the land of the Peucetians, 

2 Whitehouse and Wilkins (1989) 107–9. For the debate on the chorai in Magna Grecia, see 
also the proceedings of the 1967 and 2000 Taranto conferences (Aa.Vv. [1968], [2001]).

3 Although the population cannot be defined as ‘Italic’ sensu stricto, as these people did not 
speak an Italic language, this is the term that is used in this paper, as it has become common 
in scholarship on south Italian pottery to distinguish the non-Greek populations from the 
Greek settlers or Italiotes.
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claims that the name Πευκέτιοι was not used by the local populations, except 
maybe in earlier times.4

In this chapter, I will continue to use the label ‘Peucetian’ to identify these com-
munities, because this term has become conventional in scholarship. However, 
I am not implying that the Peucetians were necessarily an ethnos. As Sian Jones 
has recognised, ethnicity is not just the reflection of the sum of all the shared 
characteristics of a culture; rather, ethnic groups ‘are self-conscious/self-defining 
groups, which are based on the perception of real or assumed cultural difference’.5 
As the inhabitants of Peucetia have left no written accounts, we are not able to 
determine if, and how, they identified themselves. Therefore, the label ‘Peucetian’ 
is intended, in this study, to represent an archaeological culture that shared com-
mon behaviours and practices – however, as Cohen and Armstrong argue in this 
volume’s introduction, this is but one way of considering a population.

The land of the Peucetians is identified with the part of Apulia that ran 
along the Adriatic coast between the Ofanto River and Egnatia (Figure 8.1).6 
Inland, the town of Gravina di Puglia (ancient Sidin/Silbion), has been tra-
ditionally considered as the westernmost Peucetian settlement, following 
Strabo’s description; however, archaeological work in the province of Matera 
and the ongoing survey of the Basentello Valley have revealed that Peucetia 
might have extended further inland.7

Between the seventh and the middle of the fourth century BCE, the region 
was populated by small, scattered sites, in which small groups of houses co-
existed with open areas for agriculture and burials.8 The second half of the 
sixth century BCE saw a period of great activity and change in central Apu-
lia: permanent domestic architecture appeared across the entire region, settle-
ments seemed to be organised in regular grids, and new burial practices were 
introduced.9 These changes, which indicate profound social transformations, 

4 The first mention of the tripartite subdivision of Apulia is found in Polybius (3.88.3–6). 
For mentions of the Peucetians, see, e.g., Hdt. 7.170; Paus. 10.10.6; Pherek. FGrH 3F 156; 
Herodoros FGrH 104; Dio 1.12; Strabo 6.3.8. In Roman times, there was no triumph on 
the Peucetians in the Fasti triumphales, while all other Apulian populations are mentioned; 
Nikander (Ant. Lib. 31) and Trogus (Justinus Epit. 12.2.12) both mention the Peucetians, 
but otherwise the term disappears completely by the Imperial period, and they were not even 
included in Pliny’s list of the populations of Regio II; see, e.g., Grelle (1989) 111–6; Peruzzi 
(2014) 33–9; Fioriello (2017).

5 Jones (1997) 108.
6 There is no consensus on the nature of Egnatia, which has been considered both Peucetian 

and Messapian; see, e.g., Cocchiaro (2002) 10; Mannino (2006) 17; Galeandro (2005), with 
previous bibliography.

7 Strabo 6.3.8; Lo Porto (1973) 149–251; Ciancio (1989) 48; Fioriello (2002) 75–136. Cf. De 
Juliis (1995); Ciancio and Riccardi (2005) 57–60; Mannino (2004) 333–55. Small (2014a) 
13–35.

8 On Peucetian settlement patterns, see, e.g., Galeandro (2010) 195–206. It does not seem that 
areas for domestic architecture were separated from tombs, as tombs appeared in areas that 
were previously allocated to settlement, and houses were built in areas originally dedicated 
to tombs. See, e.g., Ciancio (2008) 895–918; Ciancio and Palmentola (2019).

9 Small (2014a) 13–36.
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fit within broader patterns noticeable in all of south-eastern Italy.10 Another 
moment of boundary creation, illustrated by extensive changes in Peucetian 
material culture, is visible in the second half of the fourth century BCE. This 
period was characterised by a substantial increase in the number of tombs 
and the size of the assemblages; a change in feasting behaviour, as indicated 
by the introduction of new shapes in the pottery repertoire; and the disap-
pearance of locally made, matt-painted pottery in the funerary assemblages. 
Furthermore, there was a profound shift in the settlement pattern, with the 
progressive abandonment of many sites and the construction of circuit walls 
around most of the surviving ones.

The current state of published evidence does not permit us to speculate 
on the existence of a hierarchy among Peucetian settlements; however, there 
seem to be visible differences in the settlement patterns between the coastal 
area, which was more densely populated by smaller sites, and the interior 
region, which had fewer, but larger, settlements.11 This arrangement might be 
at least partially explained by looking at the landscape, as central Apulia is 

10 Yntema (2014) 160–4.
11 Galeandro (2010) 195–7.

Figure 8.1 Map of Peucetia
Source: Adapted from De Juliis (1995) Carta A by Joshua Emmitt.
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characterised by two distinct geographical zones. The Adriatic coastal zone 
(now called Terra di Bari) consists of a Pliocene plain crossed by the southern 
tributaries of the Ofanto River and is particularly suited for the cultivation 
of cereals. The interior is, instead, dominated by the Murge, a Cretaceous 
limestone massif, whose typical karst topography must have affected land 
use, settlement distribution, and the movement of people.12

Scholars have noted that differences between the Adriatic zone and the inte-
rior are also visible in the distribution of certain classes of pottery, both local 
and imported. For example, Peucetian sub-geometric wares were attested 
in central Apulia between the middle of the seventh and the first quarter 
of the fifth century BCE. Production comprised a limited number of shapes 
(primarily ollae, kantharoid vases, askoi, and amphoriskoi) in two distinct 
decorative styles: monochromatic, with geometric motifs, and polychrome, 
with both geometric patterns and stylised figures.13 The first type was found 
almost exclusively at sites closer to the coast; in contrast, polychrome pots 
were common in the interior. As this latter style of ceramics had closer ties to 
the vessels produced in Basilicata, Yntema argued against the existence of a 
cohesive cultural entity named ‘Peucetia’, and instead considered the interior 
of central Apulia as part of the ‘Bradano District’ – a rather eclectic region 
that extended from the Murge to Metapontum.14 Scholars have criticised both 
Yntema’s typological clusters and the notion of a ‘Bradano District’ itself, as it 
grouped together sites seemingly belonging to different cultures. Nonetheless, 
there is general agreement that the circulation of the two styles of pottery had 
very little overlap, and that Peucetian polychrome sub-geometric pottery was 
found at sites in the valleys of the Rivers Bradano and Basentello.15

Similarly, the popularity of Attic imports varied between the coastal area and 
the interior of Peucetia. As Katia Mannino and Claudia Lucchese have observed, 
there were almost four times as many Attic black and red figure vases in the 

12 Under Vespasian, the Adriatic zone was largely centuriated and many sites located in this 
area became municipia. Contrarily, the interior area became a saltus under the Romans and 
was used primarily for sheep raising and other activities connected with animal husbandry, 
such as textile production. Small (2014b) 53–64.

13 Yntema (1990); De Juliis (1995); Herring (1998).
14 Yntema (1990) 16; 45–85; 236–50. Yntema reprised the concept in his 2014 book, dividing 

central Apulia into several districts, including a ‘Bari district,’ defined as a ’20 km wide and 
25 to 35 km long coastal strip’ which included the sites of Ceglie, Rutigliano, Noicattaro, 
Bari, Bitonto, and Conversano. His proposed ‘Bradano-Basento district’ consisted of the 
‘lower Basento and Bradano with their gently sloping hills’ and included the sites of Monte 
Sannace, Santeramo in Colle, Gravina di Puglia, Altamura, Ginosa, Palagiano, L’Amastuola, 
Montescaglioso, Timmari, Difesa S. Biagio, Cozzo Presepe, Metaponto, Pisticci, Ferrandina, 
Pomarico Vecchio, Miglionico, and Garaguso. See Yntema (2014) 41–2.

15 De Juliis (1995) 21–2. Greiner (2003) 55. Both De Juliis and Greiner have criticised the idea of 
a ‘Bradano district.’ However, De Juliis sees ties between the two styles of pottery (monochro-
matic and polychrome) found in Peucetia and admits influences from the nearby Basilicata – see 
De Juliis (1995) 80–1. Greiner, in contrast, believes that the pottery found in interior Peucetia 
has followed a completely separate stylistic evolution – see Greiner (2003) 193.
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Adriatic zone as there were at inland sites. Furthermore, in the coastal area, there 
was a distinct preference for larger shapes, in particular kraters, while in the inte-
rior, Athenian imports consisted primarily of smaller vases (cups, kantharoi, and 
oinochoai).16 Such a stark contrast between the two zones, however, is dimin-
ished if one considers that well over 60% of the catalogued Attic vases from the 
Adriatic zone were decontextualised pots from nineteenth-century excavations 
at Ruvo.17 Therefore, this data likely speaks more to the exceptionality of this 
site in antiquity rather than any true regional patterns.

In order to determine whether the interior part of central Apulia had dis-
tinctive cultural characteristics, I will now turn to the necropoleis and discuss 
the grave goods in their archaeological context and ‘context of use’. The con-
text of use is here intended as the purpose, occasion, and users of the objects 
found within and around the tombs. The purpose of the objects includes both 
their practical function (e.g., storage, defence, decoration) and their cultural 
use (e.g., the banquet). This type of analysis offers a better understanding of 
the assemblages as organic units and shifts the focus from the artefacts to 
the people who used them.

The potential of burial practices to reveal an individual’s affiliation to a 
particular social or cultural group has long been assumed. However, more 
recently scholarship has highlighted how the relationship between material 
culture of the tomb and cultural identity has to be read as an evolving dialec-
tical discourse made of practices.18 In other words, artefacts derive value and 
meaning from being employed in different social contexts, and, at the same 
time, their materiality is engaged in the very structuring of practices.19 In fact, 
although material culture stores the ‘codes of signification’ that can be drawn 
upon in social exchanges, an object (e.g., a pot), after being deposited in a 
new context of use (the tomb) during a prescribed set of actions (funerary 
rituals), might acquire a different meaning from what it had in other social 
processes and contexts. The movement of the vase – both the material prod-
uct, and its symbolic value – from one type of social practice to another was 
possible because the agents shared a common frame of reference.20

16 Mannino (1997) 389–99; Lucchese (2010) 299–306. For the importance of specific shapes 
in Apulia, see, e.g., Carpenter (2003) 1–24; Colivicchi (2006) 117–30. On general trends of 
Attic imports in Apulia, see Giudice (2007) 411–24.

17 Ruvo di Puglia, identified with ancient Rubi, is a town about 40 km northwest from Bari and 
15 km from the sea. After chance findings at the end of the eighteenth century revealed many 
rich burials, this site attracted the interest of local antiquarians and international collectors 
alike. As a result, from the first half of the nineteenth century Ruvo suffered what scholars 
have called a ‘systematic sack’ of the necropoleis, the looting of which has continued well 
into the twentieth century. For a study of Ruvo’s necropoleis and an attempt to reconstruct 
ancient contexts from archival documents, see Montanaro (2007).

18 Chilton (1999) 2, with previous bibliography.
19 The arguments borrow notions from Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory and Giddens’ duality 

of structure; see, e.g., Barrett (2001) 151–4.
20 Barrett (1987) 468–73.
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What is considered significant in social interactions depends on such a 
shared conceptual framework. The idiosyncratic ‘way of doing things’, specific 
to each society, informs behaviours in the social arena, often unconsciously, 
on a daily basis. It both shapes, and it is shaped by, repeated actions and 
knowledgeable decisions about what can be done in any given situations –  
at a funeral, for example – and it is these shared, often subliminal, disposi-
tions that are at the basis of the construction of cultural identities among the 
users of items.21 In order to investigate such behaviours, I will pay particular 
attention to the ceramic analysing them both according to class and to the 
function they might have had (e.g., drinking, offering, mixing).

Evidence from the necropoleis (525–350 BCE)

This chapter will explore four sites as case studies: two from the Adriatic 
zone (Rutigliano and Bitonto) and two from the interior (Gravina di Puglia 
and Monte Sannace). Beyond their topographic locations, these sites were 
selected because they have been excavated with modern methodologies, have 
been more extensively published than other sites, and because they offer a 
representative image of the social hierarchy, since they contain burials of 
individuals from different strata of the population.22

More than five hundred Peucetian tombs have been published from the 
territories of these sites, about a third of which were dated to the period 
considered in this chapter (525–350 BCE).23 They were virtually all inhuma-
tions, with the bodies buried in the rannicchiato position (i.e., on their side, 
flexed) or on their back with the legs contracted.24 The most common type 
of burials were fossa tombs, closed by one or more slabs of calcareous stone; 

21 There is a vast bibliography on this notion, usually known as habitus – see, e.g., Bourdieu 
(1977) 261–2; and Dornan (2002) 305; Jones (1997) 128; Barrett (2001) 141–64; Dietler 
and Herbich (1998) 232–63. See Bernardo-Ciddio in this volume for a discussion focused 
on the production of vessels, rather than their use; see also Cohen in this volume for an 
alternative approach to community which draws on similar concepts of habitus.

22 Rutigliano: see, e.g., Lo Porto (1976) 736–45, (1977) 501–4; De Juliis (1980) 425–42, 
(1981) 468–9; Damato (2001); De Juliis (2007). Bitonto: Riccardi (2003), (2008). Gravina: 
Small (1992); Ciancio (1997); Whitehouse et al. (2000). For Monte Sannace: Scarfì (1961); 
Ciancio (1989); Ciancio and Palmentola (2019).

23 This chapter considers data from 46 tombs from Monte Sannace, 55 from Gravina di Puglia, 
70 from Rutigliano, and 20 from Bitonto.

24 Cremation is almost completely absent in central Apulia, and only very few exceptions are 
known: one tomb from Monte Sannace (tomb 8/2003 dated to 600–575 BCE), one from 
Bari, loc. Punta della Penna (575–500 BCE); one from Gravina Botromagno (DA S7/1969, 
difficult to date) and one tomb from Timmari (tomb 33, 350–300 BCE). The individuals 
from Monte Sannace and Bari Punta della Penna are usually interpreted as foreigners – see 
Montanaro (2010) 185. The cremation from Gravina Botromagno is in a chamber tomb 
that has been used from the late fourth until the second century BCE – see Small (1992) 80. 
Tomb 33 from Timmari is an exceptional burial that the excavators have hypothesised was 
the tomb of Alexander the Molossian – see Canosa (2007).
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higher expenditure tombs included monolithic sarcophagi and semi-camera 
tombs with painted walls.25 Tombs may or may not have featured permanent 
markers on the surface; nonetheless, the communities must have maintained 
knowledge of their location, as tombs were routinely reopened and reused.26 
At both Rutigliano and Monte Sannace, sarcophagi tombs often also had a 
ripostiglio – a secondary, rectangular pit dug at the foot of the burial. This 
smaller space was usually lined with thin slabs of calcareous stone, and it 
was used to hold ceramic grave goods.

The assemblages found in these tombs were composed primarily of pot-
tery and a few metal artefacts (weapons, ornaments, and, rarely, banquet 
paraphernalia). The ‘standard set’ seems to have been a combination of local 
forms, a limited number of imports from Athens, Corinth, and Etruria, and 
a larger quantity of vases produced in the nearby Greek colonies. Elements 
that pointed towards personal identity or achievements were very rare, and 
usually limited to ornaments (e.g., pendants and fibulae).27 Weapons have 
been found in all tombs that have been identified as containing adult males 
by anthropological analysis.28 They consist primarily of spears and bronze 
belts, although more complete panoplies have been found at Rutigliano; 
unfortunately, looting – both in antiquity and in modern times – has meant 
that fewer metal objects have survived at Gravina and Monte Sannace.

Analysing the pottery found at the four sites, some patterns emerge (Fig-
ure 8.2). Among ceramic vases (2119), 12 classes of pottery were repre-
sented: Peucetian sub-geometric, matt-painted (banded and mixed), brown 
slipped, Attic black figure, Attic red figure, south Italian red figure, Gnathia, 
overpainted, black gloss, acroma, and cookware.29

25 Ciancio (1997) 70–2.
26 The exceptions could be three tombs on the Acropolis of Monte Sannace (104/1960, 2/2002, 

and 3/2002), dated to the end of the sixth century BCE. Tombs 2/2002 and 3/2002 might 
have used a vase as a segnaculum: respectively, a sub-geometric olla and a middle-Corin-
thian krater attributed to the Memnon Painter. Tomb 104/1960 might have had a structure 
built on top, which Nevio De Grassi believed was a naiskos. See Capozzi et al. (2012) 55–92.

27 A staggering 23% of all amber found in pre-Roman Apulia comes from Rutigliano. No other site 
comes close. The second richest site was Canosa (11%) in Daunia. See Montanaro (2015) 35–64.

28 Belts appear also in tombs of sub-adults. For the importance of belts in Apulia, see Herring 
(2017) 22–30. There are also two tombs from Bitonto (7/2003 and 3/2003) and one from 
Rutigliano (84/1978) with weapons that were associated with adult females. See Riccardi 
(2008) 20–1, 27–31 and De Juliis (2007) 229–31.

29 Percentages expressed in the graph refer to the total of vases found at each site. A very small 
percentage of Corinthian imports (less than 1%) was found both at Rutigliano and at Monte 
Sannace. Corinthian pottery at Monte Sannace was more common in the period between 
625–575 BCE (e.g., the very fine middle Corinthian krater attributed to the Memnon painter 
mentioned above). Corinthian imports must also have inspired a very interesting hybrid pot-
tery style; four ollae have been found at Monte Sannace, whose shape resemble local sub-
geometric production, while the decoration – in particular, the long rays at the bottom and 
the Σ patterns – uses different motifs known from proto-Corinthian pottery. See Gallo (2019) 
170–3.
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Comparing the distribution of classes between the sites in the interior and 
the Adriatic zone reveals both similarities and differences. For example, the 
most common classes at all sites were black gloss and matt-painted fineware, 
decorated either with bands or with a mixed style of bands and phytomor-
phic motifs. In contrast, we find fewer Attic imports at Gravina (6%) and 
Monte Sannace (4%) than at Rutigliano (9%), although there was no real 
difference in the chronology and authorship between the vases found in inte-
rior Peucetia and those found at sites closer to the coast. It appears, in fact, 
that the same painters were attested across the entire region.30

Peucetian sub-geometric pottery was found in very small quantities. How-
ever, the analysed grave assemblages confirm that the polychrome style was 
attested only at Gravina and Monte Sannace, even if monochromatic vases 
were present at all four sites. Furthermore, the percentage of sub-geometric 
pottery from sites in the interior was double that of Rutigliano and Bitonto, 
illustrating a less decisive break with the previous pottery tradition in this 
part of central Apulia. On a similar note, there were fewer black gloss vases at 
Monte Sannace than the other sites, as its inhabitants seem to have preferred 
locally produced, brown-slipped pottery, in particular for drinking vessels.31

A traditional interpretation would just explain these differences in distribu-
tion away as a sign of fewer interactions with the Greeks. According to the old 

30 The oldest Attic import in interior Peucetia is a fragment of Siana cup (MG 1467), attrib-
uted to Lydos (560–550 BCE) from Monte Sannace, CVA Gioia del Colle [Italy 68] pl. 24 
[3071]:1. For a complete list of the Attic painters found in Peucetian sites, see Lucchese 
(2010) 302, with previous bibliography.

31 8% of all vases attested at Monte Sannace were brown-slipped kantharoid vases, while, at 
the other sites, this shape makes up 4–5% of the total pottery.

Figure 8.2 Distribution of pottery classes at the four sites (525–350 BCE).
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principle of diffusionism, which postulates that different forms of borrowing 
had to be equated with different depths of cultural assimilation, the people 
in internal Peucetia would simply have to be considered less ‘Hellenised’ than 
their counterparts in the Adriatic area. Yet, excavations of the earlier phases 
of Monte Sannace – and to lesser degree at Gravina, località Jazzo Fornasi-
ello – have revealed long-standing exchanges with Siris and Metapontum.32 
Furthermore, Gravina and Monte Sannace had proportionally more south 
Italian red figure pottery, and indeed were among the first sites to adopt it as 
the presence of early works of proto-Lucanian and proto-Apulian painters 
illustrates.33 Similarly, some of the first examples of overpainted pottery in all 
of central Apulia, dating to the late fifth century BCE, were found at Monte 
Sannace and Gravina, often in association with early Italiote vessels.34

It is also interesting to note that, despite the disparity in sample size, there 
are closer parallels between the general distribution of classes at Rutigliano 
and Gravina – and Monte Sannace and Bitonto – than between the pairs of 
sites that were geographically closer, weakening the hypothesis of the exis-
tence of two internally cohesive but distinctive cultural zones.

Furthermore, in order to determine how the inhabitants of Peucetia styled 
themselves in death, as well as what social, cultural, and behavioural norms 
they embedded in the items they used, it is necessary to understand both 
what their grave assemblages looked like and how they were used during 
funerals. This is because meaning is not a characteristic inherent to the arte-
facts themselves; rather the message objects carry is (re)negotiated every 
time they are deployed, both by the individual who uses them and others in 
the community who recognise them to be meaningful. Some performative 
aspects of the rituals might remain ephemeral, although the analysis of the 
spatial distribution of human remains, grave structures, and artefacts reveals 
traces of the gestes funéraires that were carried out.35 Similarly, while pots 

32 Gallo (2019) 165–81; Lambrugo (2018) 62.
33 Scarfì (1961) 230–46; Gargano (2019) 631; CVA Gioia del Colle [Italy 68], pls. 34 [3081]: 

1–2; 35 [3082]: 1–4; 37 [3084]:1; Ciancio (1997) 204–96; Schierup (2014) 191–215; Cian-
cio (2005) 50–1.

34 E.g., in tomb 4/1957 at Monte Sannace, there was an overpainted kantharos of the Xenon 
group, associated with a proto-Lucanian bell krater attributed to the Amykos painter (430–
410 BCE) and a Saint Valentin kantharos. The tomb also contained a banded column krater, 
two brown one-handled bowls, one banded cup, two black gloss skyphoi, a black gloss cup, 
a brown-slipped miniaturistic kantharoid vase, a trefoil oinochoe decorated in silhouette, 
an Apulian red figure pelike, two black gloss oinochoai, a black gloss plate, two chytrai, 
an Apulian red figure askos, a banded stamnos, a banded lekythos, mixed kalathos, black 
gloss lekanis base, black gloss askos, and an acroma basin. There were also a bronze lebes 
of possible Etruscan manufacture, eight iron fibulae, and parts of four more. See Gargano 
(2019) 631; Scarfi (1961) 230–46; Robinson (1996) 447–52; De Juliis (2002) 176.

35 As demonstrated, in particular, by archaeothanatology, an approach that relies on the col-
laboration between anthropologist and archaeologists. See, e.g., Duday (2009). For gestes 
funéraires, see Scheid (2000).
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might have had more than one use, information can be extrapolated from 
a vessel’s mechanical performance characteristics (e.g., fabric, size, shape, 
technological details), which limit the ways it could have been utilised.36 A 
taxonomy based on the assumed function of the vases, therefore, is a useful 
framework to investigate practices when we lack emic knowledge about the 
cultural environment. For example, in a Greek context, a hydria or a kala-
thos carries specific, gendered connotations. This does not seem to apply to 
their Peucetian counterparts, as these shapes have been found in both male 
and female burials; nonetheless, they remain, respectively, a vase to pour 
liquids and a storage vessel.

Organising the vases on the basis of which behaviour they most likely 
facilitated shows that virtually all Peucetian burial kits, for both male and 
female adults (and many found in burials of sub-adults), include a decorated 
mixing vessel, vases for serving and drinking liquids, a small vase for libations, 
a number of pots, and implements for food preparation and consumption.37 
The number of vases per tomb varied between five and more than one hun-
dred. However, even the richest assemblages can be broken down into repeti-
tions of this module, with the addition of storage vessels for small quantities 
of solids and liquids, and metal artefacts.38 This point can be easily illustrated 
by comparing two sarcophagus tombs with ripostiglio (Figures 8.3a–b) dated 
to the second half of the fifth century BCE – one from the acropolis of Monte 
Sannace, the other from Rutigliano, località Purgatorio (Table 8.1).39

Comparing the assemblages found at sites in the interior with those from 
the Adriatic zone gives an impression of general uniformity (Figure 8.4). 
Despite some preferences for specific shapes, they all seem to illustrate the 
same behaviours, again with some closer parallels between Rutigliano/
Gravina, and Bitonto/Monte Sannace. The most noticeable pattern is the 
high percentage of drinking vessels at all sites. Speculatively, it is possible that 
the repetition of the same shapes in some funerary kits was not indicative of 

36 There is a vast anthropological literature on the theoretical implications of imposed sys-
tems of classification. See, among others, Adams and Adams (1991) 157–68; Ruby (1993) 
289–320. For taxonomies based on vases’ functions in Apulia, see De Juliis (1995) 25–46; 
Lanza Catti (2011) 265–79; Pace (2014) 75–106.

37 Some uniformity is visible among mixing vessels. The most popular shape of this type of ves-
sel, by far, was the column krater. Among drinking vessels, skyphoi and the kantharoid vases 
were the most common. Serving vessels for wine (pouring and storage vessels) appeared in a 
great repertoire of shapes, with some represented by just a few examples. The most popular 
shape was the so-called Type 8 oinochoe, which was attested both in black gloss and in 
matt-painted pottery, followed by matt-painted pitchers.

38 About 15% of all the pottery was made up of storage vessels not necessarily connected 
with communal drinking. Most numerous were shapes intended to hold small amounts of 
liquids (lekythoi, askoi, and gutti). Vases, possibly used to contain solids (such as lekanides, 
kalathoi, stamnoi, and ollae), became more popular in the fourth century.

39 For Monte Sannace 5/1957, see Gargano (2019) 631. For Rutigliano, see Lo Porto (1977) 
739.
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Figures 8.3a–b  Pottery assemblages from 5/1957 at Monte Sannace (Archivio foto-
grafico – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Gioia del Colle) and 
17/1976 at Rutigliano (after Lo Porto [1977] tav. CIX).

Source: After Lo Porto (1977) tav. CIX.

the deceased’s wealth, especially since we cannot be sure of the value of these 
vases in antiquity. Rather, the multiple vases might have indicated the num-
ber of people who were – actually or symbolically – present at the funeral, 
and they might have even been provided by the mourners themselves.

The vast majority of the pottery found in these funerary contexts consisted 
of shapes connected with the consumption of wine and food. It has to be 
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Figure 8.4 Distribution of pottery by function at the four sites (525–350 BCE).

Table 8.1  Comparison of the pottery assemblages from tombs 5/1957 at Monte San-
nace and 17/1976 at Rutigliano, divided by function.

  Monte Sannace 5/1957 Rutigliano 17/1976

MIXING Matt-painted column krater Attic red figure column krater
OFFERING two black gloss one-handled 

bowls
two matt-painted one-handled 
bowls; three black gloss one-
handled bowls

DRINKING black gloss skyphos; black 
figure skyphos; brown-slipped 
miniature kantharoid vase

Peucetian sub-geometric 
monochrome kantharoid vase; 
Attic black gloss skyphos; black 
gloss cup-skyphos; four black 
gloss cups

SERVING Two black gloss type 8 
oinochoai; black gloss trefoil 
oinochoe

Matt-painted trefoil oinochoe; 
four black gloss type 8 oinochoai

EATING Matt-painted stem plate; black 
gloss stem plate

Matt-painted plate

COOKING chytra chytra; mortarium
STORAGE Matt-painted kalathos; matt-

painted stamnos with lid; 
black gloss aryballic lekythos

Attic black gloss lekanis

OTHER Matt-painted kothon
METAL bronze griff-phiale; bronze 

cauldron; bronze colander
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noted that, although these ‘banqueting sets’ might share equipment with the 
Greek symposion, the type of feasting illustrated by Peucetian tombs shows 
some different characteristics (e.g., consumption of food, participation of 
women, funerary occasion) and goals.

Banquets were diacritical events meant to create relationships within social 
groups, in part by the exclusion of outsiders; they involved the assertion 
and negotiation of status through the provision of both wine and food; and, 
when performed at funerals, they attest to the well-being of the survivors.40 
The general uniformity of the assemblages, coupled with the preponder-
ance of objects related to communal activities, demonstrates that a crucial 
part of the representation of the deceased was their membership in a group, 
separated from the broader population. Essentially, the introduction of the 
new burial kit in the last quarter of the sixth century BCE visually divided 
the people who shared the new practices from everybody else. Thus, if the 
inhabitants of Monte Sannace and Gravina were sending a ‘message’ through 
their funerals in this moment of boundary creation, it was one of kinship to 
their peers in the Adriatic communities and not separation.

Movement of people, goods, and ideas

It remains to be investigated how practical conditions (e.g., geography, state 
of roads, and closeness to centres of production) might have affected the dis-
tribution of Attic imports, Peucetian sub-geometric, south Italian red figure, 
and other classes of pottery at sites in the interior part of central Apulia.41

The presence of the Murge massif, which physically separates this region 
into two parts, must have played an important role in the circulation of 
goods. Besides a road directly along the coast, the two major routes of com-
munication in central Apulia crossed the region longitudinally on the two 
sides of the plateau (Figure 8.5). The first road, which would become the via 
Traiana in the second century CE, followed the Adriatic coast and passed 
through Ruvo, Bitonto, Ceglie, and Rutigliano.42 The other route was shorter 
and went through the Fossa Bradanica, a deep tectonic depression between 
the Murge and the Apennines.43 This second road, which would become part 

40 For ethnographic comparisons on the role of feasting in creating and maintaining social rela-
tionships, see Dietler and Hayden (2001). The issue of feasting in the Mediterranean has also 
been explored at length in scholarship on the Aegean Bronze Age; see, e.g., the conferences 
held in Athens in 2004, Wright (2004), and in Melbourne in 2008, Hitchcock et al. (2008).

41 Differences between the two zones are also visible among later productions of overpainted 
pottery and Gnathia – see De Juliis (2002) 186–90; Lanza Catti (2011) 275–6.

42 Itinerarium Antonini 310.5–315.6. This road has sometimes also been called via Minucia in 
scholarship. The confusion comes from a passage in Strabo about the roads from Brindisi to 
Rome; as an alternative to the via Appia he mentions a ‘ἡμινονική’ (via Minucia) or ‘ἡμιονική’ 
(mule-track). Strabo 6.3.7; Marin (1981) 220.

43 Livy (9.2.6) specifically mentions that the via Appia went through Gravina. On the road 
system between central Apulia and Basilicata, see, e.g., Vinson (1972); Bottini (1979) 77.
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of the via Appia, connected the Gulf of Tarentum with the northern part 
of Basilicata, and served the sites in interior Peucetia, as it went through 
Gravina, Altamura, and Laterza.

A system of drove roads, some of which survived into the twentieth cen-
tury, clustered around these two major arteries. Geology affected the path 
of the secondary routes as well; in the Adriatic zone, many of them seem 
to follow the lame, the deep karst erosions that ran west to east, from the 
Murge to the sea.44 In the Fossa Bradanica, instead, communication seems 
to have been facilitated by the presence of the Basentello and Bradano rivers 
and their tributaries; by navigating these waterways – or even just travel-
ling alongside them – it was possible to safely reach the Adriatic coast from 
Gravina, going through the territories of Timmari and Montescaglioso.

Thus, goods likely moved within central Apulia on two parallel trade 
networks: one connecting the sites on the coast, the other linking the eastern 

44 Some scholars have hypothesised that a portion of the shorter road that connected Bari and 
Tarentum, described by Strabo (6.3.8), might have run within one of these lame; Uggeri 
(1983) 312.

Figure 8.5 Map of road system in Apulia.
Source: Produced by Joshua Emmitt. Road data from McCormick et al. (2013).
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side of the Murge and the Fossa Bradanica. This hypothesis is supported by 
the origin of the pottery found in the necropoleis at Gravina and Monte San-
nace. Unfortunately, the location of the production centres of Peucetian sub-
geometric is still largely unknown, especially for the monochromatic pots. 
However, some evidence is available for polychrome sub-geometric; remains 
of kilns and ceramic wasters of this type have been found at Montescaglio-
so.45 Furthermore, the very limited circulation of some decorative motifs, in 
addition to the more spread-out settlement pattern in interior Peucetia, has 
allowed scholars to hypothesise the existence of workshops at several sites, 
including one at Gravina and one in the territory of Monte Sannace.46

The production of proto-Lucanian and Lucanian pottery can be safely 
placed at Metapontum, whose kerameikos has been extensively excavated in 
the past fifty years.47 This site might also have been the location of the earli-
est workshops for the production of overpainted pottery, even if this class of 
material is completely absent from Metapontine tombs and might have been 
made exclusively for the Italic market.48 The main production centre for early 
Apulian red figure vases, instead, is traditionally identified with Tarentum, 
although workshops might have later been established at other sites.49 In 
sum, all the pottery that seems to be more common at Monte Sannace and 
Gravina was made either locally or at Metapontum and Tarentum. Given 
their location, it may have been easier for the inhabitants of the internal part 
of Peucetia to look west to acquire their pots.

Interestingly, the sites that were closer and better connected to the Greek 
colonies were also the ones with fewer Attic imports. Clearly, Athenian vase 
trade in this region did not need the mediation of Tarentum and Meta-
pontum. As Filippo and Giada Giudice have argued, the vessels must have 
arrived directly on the central Apulian coast through the Adriatic, and were 
then distributed to the other Italic centres through land routes.50 The major-
ity of the pots were moved along the predecessor of the via Traiana, with 
Ruvo having a prominent role in this network. Not only was it the destina-
tion of a very large number of Attic imports, as we have seen already, but it 
might have also served as a staging area for the trans-Apennine trade that 

45 Lo Porto (1988–1989) 388–93.
46 De Juliis (1995) 81–2. Remains of several kilns have been found at Monte Sannace; the 

earliest of these was located on the acropolis and is dated to the second half of the fifth 
century BCE. Unfortunately, the type of pottery fired at this kiln is still unknown. See Del 
Monte (2019) 62, with previous bibliography.

47 See, e.g., D’Andria (1975) 356–77.
48 Robinson (1990) 262–5, (1996) 448; more recently, Calandra (2008) 7–8.
49 On pottery production at Tarentum, see, e.g., Carpenter (2009) 28–30; Fontannaz (2014) 

71–95; see also Robinson in this volume.
50 On the Adriatic trade route, see, e.g., Giudice (2002) 171–210 and Giudice (2007) 311–16; 

385–9. Tarentum, instead, might have been the distribution centre for Corinthian pots; see, 
e.g., Ciancio (2010b) 291–7. Canosa (2014) 11–20.
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brought vases from the Adriatic coast to Campania.51 A smaller quantity of 
Attic vases were brought further inland, most probably using a drove road 
within the so called Frassineto Canal, which connected the coast (either at 
the point of Egnazia or Polignano) with Monte Sannace and Gravina, and 
continued to Serra di Vaglio, in Basilicata.52 This hypothesis would explain 
both the presence of works of the same painters across all of central Apulia, 
and the smaller quantities of Attic imports at sites in the interior.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the analysis of the necropoleis of Rutigliano, Bitonto, Gravina, 
and Monte Sannace reveals an image of general uniformity among Peucetian 
graves. There were substantial parallels in the distribution of classes between 
coastal and interior sites (in particular, between Rutigliano and Gravina, and 
Monte Sannace and Bitonto). Furthermore, despite some preferences for spe-
cific shapes, all assemblages seemed to illustrate the same patterns of behav-
iour. It follows that the same funerary customs had been adopted across the 
region, which belies the possibility of the existence of two sub-regional zones.

Ease of access seems to be the primary cause of the variability in the mate-
rial culture between the interior and the Adriatic part of central Apulia in this 
period (525–350 BCE). Although the evidence does not support the argument 
that the people of the ‘Bradano District’ belonged to a cohesive and distinct 
cultural group, it does support the existence of an identifiable social and eco-
nomic network. Evidence suggests that there was a Bradanic ‘trade corridor’, 
which saw a stream of products, people, and ideas moving through the com-
munities of the Fossa Bradanica, from the Ionic coast to the Upper Melfese.53 
The everyday interaction between different cultural groups along this corri-
dor naturally brought a certain level of hybridisation in the material culture, 
which is observable as far north as Baragiano.54 However, this did not affect 
the funerary practices of Gravina and Monte Sannace. Instead, it appears that 

51 The distribution pattern of vases by the workshops of the Meidias, Nikias, and Meleager 
Painters seem to support this hypothesis; see, e.g., Giudice (2007) 379; 396; Curti (2000) 
25–34. An intense connection with Campania is also suggested by the fact that Ruvo was the 
only site in the entire Adriatic basin that has yielded examples of Nolan amphorae, which 
were produced primarily for Capua and Nola. Similarly, some of the gold jewellery and the 
bronze basins found in Ruvo’s necropoleis, can be safely traced back to sites in Campania 
featuring a strong Etruscan influence. On these, see Montanaro (2006).

52 The road was identified using aerial photography by Dino Adamesteanu in the 1950s; 
however, the portion of the route that connects Monte Sannace to the sea is still debated by 
scholars and there are at least two possible variants – see, most recently, Del Monte (2019) 
40–2, with previous bibliography. See Heitz in this volume for discussion of these drove 
roads and transhumance in cultural transfer.

53 See, e.g., Pace (2014) 75–106 for a study of the diffusion of the one-handled bowl.
54 The northern part of central Basilicata is sometimes identified in scholarship as the territory 

of the Peuketiantes a population similar to the Peucetians. There is only one reference to the 
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inhabitants of these sites, in particular the elites, were interested in strongly 
showcasing their ties to the wider Peucetian tradition through their behaviour, 
even if they used the ceramics that were more easily available to them.55

In the end, it cannot be denied that choosing a particular style of artefacts 
for the grave assemblages conveyed information about the deceased; yet, 
formal variability in the material culture should not be the only criterion to 
identify social and cultural groups. Different communities might have used 
the same objects in different ways, and imbued them with different meanings. 
This is particularly true for fluid, liminal, or border zones, like the Bradanic 
corridor. Therefore, if we truly want to leap from the study of pots to that of 
people, we must move away from some traditional frameworks, and think 
about how objects functioned in the different contexts. Only this way, we 
might be able to shed light on the identity of their consumers.

Πευκετίαντες in Hecateus of Miletus, who calls them neighbours of the Oenotrians. Hekat. 
FGrH 1F 89. See also Bottini (2011) 5–14.

55 Massimo Osanna has noted that the funerary practices of the Apulian populations in the 
Bradano area remained distinguishably ‘Peucetian’ still in the third century BCE, even if some 
other religious aspects progressively assimilated to local practices. See Osanna (2013b) 641.
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Virtually every facet of the economy of pre-Roman Italy is debated in modern 
scholarship, from how we conceive of it functioning on a grand level, to the 
nitty-gritty of the production, movement, and deposition of items – all of 
which are touched on in this volume. The dynamics of the tools and places of 
exchange in Etruria merit further consideration. What were the mechanisms 
that facilitated the movement of products across Etruria? How did goods 
move around and between consumers, and what spaces and tools might have 
facilitated the commercial exchange of goods? The average Etruscan farmer or 
artisan, whether they lived in the town or in the countryside, did not produce 
everything that they needed, so one of their day-to-day concerns would have 
been the ready ability to acquire the products of others, especially foodstuffs. 
Of particular interest for this volume are the means and mechanisms by which 
an early Italian consumer could have satisfied these needs and so participated 
locally, regionally, and potentially globally, within their economic sphere.

Trade in Etruria

It is a truism that Etruscans of every type, class, and profession would have, in 
order to augment what they did not produce, engaged in trade and exchange of 
some type. They could have traded locally with neighbours, with several people 
in turn (down the line), or, particularly if they were members of the ruling class, 
could have participated in gift exchange from time to time for prestige items, 
perhaps over long distances.1 In addition, an itinerant merchant might have also 
exchanged products with an Etruscan consumer, thus linking them into a wider 
network with connections which spread across the Mediterranean.2 Trade was a 
vital, linking principle which bound all Etruscans together, and to the wider world.

1 Cristofani (1975); Riva (2009) 42–3, 173–5. See also Mauss (2016).
2 An example of an iterant merchant might be Arruns, the merchant from Chiusi who inadver-

tently started a war with the Gauls by selling Etruscan products (along with sharing informa-
tion). See Livy 5.33.2–5; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom.13.10.3–13.11.2; Plut. Vit. Cam. 15.3–17.4. 
See also de Ligt (1993) 108; Smith (2005b); Perkins (2012). For different trading scenarios, 
see the masterful survey by Renfrew (1975).
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Exchanges happened in a wide range of locations. Neighbours could trade 
with each other at the house door or farm gate. A myriad of smaller sites and 
urban centres could have hosted opportunities for the exchange of products 
and services. A potential site for trading may be found at a possible workshop 
or shop at the North Etruscan site of Gonfienti (discussed further below). In 
addition, there were a variety of workshops at Marzabotto, ancient Kainua, 
(southwest of Bologna), a site that was ideally positioned to accommodate 
traders given its location at the exit of the Apennine mountain passes, and 
evidence assessed in this chapter will demonstrate one way in which the site 
accommodated regular exchange.3 With all of these possibilities for trade 
in practice in mind, this chapter surveys the evidence for Etruscan physical 
markets and is primarily interested in whether the Etruscans consciously 
developed mechanisms to facilitate marketplace exchange.

This chapter will therefore explore the evidence for physical markets in 
Etruria, focusing especially upon marketplaces or, following Garraty, ‘any 
regular and predictable loci of market exchange, [that] offer a formal setting 
for market exchange’.4 It is hypothesised that another characteristic of many 
Etruscans markets is that they were held on a predictable schedule.5 Thus, 
exchanges at marketplaces could be optimised by tying them to a calendar, 
as then the markets could be scheduled so that more merchants might be 
present on a given day, providing options to both sellers and consumers. 
Such markets lowered transaction costs because, instead of negotiating with 
many individual producers or farmers who were steadily trying to exchange 
one product for another, they allowed for a greater variety of products to be 
available simultaneously.6

This chapter will also review markets that appealed to the different com-
mercial needs of Etruria, starting from those that accommodated foreign 
audiences (emporia), then moving to trading opportunities that attracted 
the largest, long-range, and more culturally diverse audiences (i.e., interre-
gional markets taking place at religious festivals), and finally shifting to more 

3 Maggiani (2002) 173–80; Sassatelli and Govi (2013) 291. I thank an anonymous reviewer 
for pointing out that a Transalpine road has been hypothesised, based on archaeological and 
literary evidence, that would have connected the Tyrrhenian coast with the Adriatic (Spina) 
crossing sites like Gonfienti and Marzabotto. Such a road would have served as a trade 
route for metals, a via etrusca del Ferro. Some traces of an Etruscan glareate road have been 
found in Frizzone, near Lucca, which is dated from the sixth to mid-fourth century BCE 
(Ciampoltrini Zecchini [2007]; Emiliozzi [2017] 418; Centauro [2020]). This may be the 
road mentioned by Pseudo-Skylax in the fourth century BCE which took three days to travel 
(Periplus 17; Shipley [2020] 59, 107–8).

4 Garraty (2010) 9.
5 Shaw (2012) 122.
6 Smith (1974) 169; Garraty (2010) 17; Hirth (2010) 236–47. Kenneth Hirth elaborates on the 

utility of marketplaces further, stating that ‘what the marketplace does is make household pro-
visioning more efficient by reducing the amount of time needed to procure resources through 
reciprocal house-hold exchange networks.’ See Smith, in this volume, for an alternative view.
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local, periodic markets. The first two categories will be surveyed briefly, as 
their existence is not debated, in order to focus more upon the literary and 
archaeological evidence for both permanent and periodic markets.

Throughout, attention will be paid to the evidence for the institutional 
framework (e.g., locations, scheduling, standards) that might have made 
centralised spaces feasible marketplaces. It is will also be useful to consider 
how such a hypothetical institutional framework might have facilitated a 
system that could be utilised and understood by consumers, whether they 
lived in the centre or the periphery. Comparisons with other cognate civili-
sations that had such periodic market systems can be useful for learning 
how to recognise (or cautiously predict) a market archaeologically, as well 
as providing useful parallels for understanding the institutional mecha-
nisms that facilitated markets. Throughout, the focus will be on places that 
would have provided opportunities for Etruscans to meet and acquire a 
range of commodities, as well as the tools that could have facilitated such 
encounters.

Etruscan emporia

Emporia are coastal ports of trade found at Etruscan sites such as Pyrgi 
(Caere) and Graviscae (Tarquinia). They are externally oriented trading 
spaces,7 where artefacts, including the bilingual Phoenician and Etruscan 
golden plaques dedicated at one of the sanctuaries at the emporion of Pyrgi 
or the votive anchor dedicated at Graviscae by a Greek trader named Sostra-
tos, document regular trade with Greeks and Phoenicians.8 Such imports are 
also celebrated on the wall of the ‘Tomb of the Ship’ at Tarquinia (mid-fifth 
century BCE), which depicts a merchant ship approaching a shore while a 
man waits for him.9 The kylikeia, a stand full of different types of Attic vases, 
standing next to the Tarquinian seems to emphasise the imported objects his 
labours and connections had wrought.10

Sanctuaries were integral to emporia and would have mediated and pro-
tected trade. Indeed, trade could have occurred within the sacred space of the 

 7 Nijboer (2004) 147, 149–50; Michetti (2016) 83.
 8 Demetriou (2012) 64; Becker (2017a) 1018.
 9 Moretti (1960); Petrarulo (2012); Becker (2017a) 1019. Note that Colonna (2003) empha-

sises that this scene, instead, is a reminder of one route of the journey to the underworld – see 
also Riva (2021) 158. Note that Gabriella Petrarulo (2012) 126 has reanalysed the painting 
and does not see a ship in distress and so would interpret this scene as it has been in the past, 
in so far as the ‘cargo ship represents an autobiographical element that not only celebrates 
the deceased and his social status but also his probable role in the field of maritime trade’.

10 For the possible status of external trading partners see Torelli (1986). Corinna Riva (2010) 
221 hypothesised that it was ‘likely that Etruscan intermediaries managed trading activities 
in the emporion for notable local families’.
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sanctuaries themselves.11 Laura Michetti observed that the emporic sanctu-
ary at Graviscae was ‘flourishing next to a market placed in a key location 
for communication and international trade’.12 Etruscan traders at such a 
site would have then worked to both facilitate the trade and distribution of 
imported goods and, at the same time, collect goods (including metal, wine, 
and olive oil) that could have been exported.

These emporia were inexorably connected to nearby major cities, under 
which they operated.13 Connections between these trading cities (and their 
emporia) were likely strengthened by treaties and bilateral agreements, such 
as the reported treaty of 509 BCE between Rome and Carthage.14 Another 
important element of this trade concerns the local people who facilitated, or 
even regulated, exchange at Etruscan trading sites. Power dynamics at these 
sites are still uncertain. When considering trading at emporia, it is not clear 
whether dominant aristocrats were in charge, or whether, as Torelli sug-
gested, there may have been a town-herald or clerk ultimately in charge of 
each emporion, such as the Punic magistrates officiating at Punic sites in the 
aforementioned treaty between Carthage and Rome.15 This chapter explores 
who might have officiated at different types of Etruscan markets in order 
to better understand the extent to which each of these trading spaces was 
integrated within a larger sociopolitical framework. While the governance 
of Etruscan emporia might not be a question that can be resolved, a line of 
argument through this chapter considers who might have officiated each 
different type of Etruscan market. Such a theme contextualises the extent to 
which each of these trading spaces was integrated within a larger sociopoliti-
cal framework.

Festivals and low-frequency periodic markets

One type of hypothesised market in Etruria and central Italy happened 
infrequently and pulled from a large catchment area, and provided a place 
where a religious celebration or festival might have offered a context for 
mercantile exchange. Periodic festivals or fairs, around the world and in 
different periods, often hosted markets as well. So many people gathering in 
a single place would naturally create a good market opportunity for itiner-
ant merchants, or even fairgoers with their own wares. An example of this 
would be the rituals at the Fanum Voltumnae, the shrine of Veltumna (Latin 
Vortumnus or Vertumnus), which hosted an annual religious, pan-Etruscan 

11 After all, a significant amount of metal processing occurred within the sanctuary at Gravis-
cae. See Torelli (2004) 122; Haack (2014).

12 Michetti (2016) 83.
13 Riva (2010) 211; Michetti (2017).
14 Polybius 3.22–3; Colonna (2010); Michetti (2016) 78.
15 Fiorini and Torelli (2010) 43. See also Bresson (2000) 288–9.
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festival celebrating the Etruscan deity Veltumna.16 Elite men from the lead-
ing cities of Etruria attended this festival for sacral activities and games, and 
this fair likely attracted an intraregional and even interregional audience as 
well.17 Such a festival offered an opportunity for people, with a wide range 
of social and economic backgrounds, to converge and discuss and react to 
contemporary political and martial affairs in central Italy. When Veii asked 
other Etruscan cities for assistance at a meeting at the Fanum Voltumnae in 
434 BCE, the Romans heard about this from merchants who were present.18 
An interpretation of this historical episode, recounted by Livy, suggests a 
gathering from across Etruria at the shrine, at which merchants were also 
present.

While the political or religious importance of the festival at the Fanum 
Voltumnae is often considered, its commercial aspect should not be over-
looked. Whereas Etruscans could be expected to have sourced most of their 
daily needs locally, an annual fair would have provided the opportunity to 
acquire a wider range of items. Low-frequency fairs, such as the one possibly 
held at the Fanum Voltumnae, might have involved the trade in materials 
related to the annual religious celebrations (such as food, votives, and sac-
rificial animals), but also (analogous to medieval fairs) might have offered 
a far wider assortment of sellers, goods, and services than were typically 
available in one’s local region.19 The religious context of such a transregional 
fair would have also provided a particularly optimal location for commercial 
exchange, plausibly mediating any military or political tensions, providing a 
protected neutral safe trading place, and serving as a ‘hinge between econo-
mies otherwise not in dialogue’.20

Ancient authors did not record where the Fanum Voltumnae was located 
but important evidence is provided by Propertius, who identifies the god Ver-
tumnus with the Etruscan city of Velsna (ancient Volsinii, modern Orvieto).21 
A Constantinian rescript also refers to an annual festival occurring near 
Volsinii, according to ancient custom (CIL 11.5265). Excavations led by 
Simonetta Stopponi at Campo della Fiera, just to the west of modern Orvi-
eto, have revealed a site that may have hosted the religious festival at the 
Fanum Voltumnae for centuries.22 This sacred site was active from the sixth 
century BCE into the Roman imperial period. Campo della Fiera was a nodal 
meeting point at the foot of Orvieto’s plateau, where the roads connecting 

16 Stopponi (2013a) 632; van der Meer (2013) 104; Gori (2014).
17 Colonna (1985) 25.
18 Livy 4.23.4–4.24.2; Becker (2013) 364.
19 de Ligt and de Neeve (1988) 399; Cherici (2012) 301, 304.
20 Cherici (2012) 299–311 (direct quote from 301). See also Cohen, in this volume, for discus-

sion of the role of festivals and fairs in facilitating economic and social interaction.
21 Livy (4.23.5, 4.25.7, 4.61.2, 5.17.6, and 6.2.2) mentioned the Fanum Voltumnae but does 

not mention where it was located. See Stopponi (2013a) 632.
22 Harris (2007); Stopponi (2011), (2013a) 633, (2013b); Massa-Pairault (2016).
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the Tiber River valley, Bolsena, and Chiusi met, and, indeed, this area is still a 
major transportation crossroads today.23 No traces of commercial stalls have 
yet been found at Campo della Fiera, but temporary, wooden stalls might 
have once accompanied the preserved remains of temples and votives.24 The 
site was used for fairs into the medieval period, a usage preserved in its name, 
Campo della Fiera, or ‘fairgrounds field’. Further, a medieval church there 
was known as S. Pietro in nundinis25 and was located in the campus nun-
dinarum.26 The Latin term nundinae, which will be explored in more detail 
below, connoted ‘market days’. As interpreted, the site of Campo della Fiera 
embodies well the saying, ‘no human settlement is more difficult to supplant 
than an established market’ since it seems that marketing activities persisted 
at this site for many centuries.27

An annual religious festival/market also occurred at Lucus Feroniae in 
the territory of Capena. Livy mentions that Roman traders were supposedly 
captured at the fair in the reign of Tullus Hostilius, although votives date reli-
gious activity at the site only as early as the sixth and fifth centuries BCE.28 As 
with the Fanum Voltumnae, the location of this site made it ideal for people 
from many different regions to congregate and trade – the site was located at 
an important crossroads that predated the creation of the Via Flaminia, one 
which linked the Via Tiberina and a road leading to Capena, and was about 
3 km from the Tiber itself. As such, this festival and its markets would have 
been near to, and connected with, the territories of Etruscan, Latin, Sabine, 
and Faliscan people.29 Filippo Coarelli noted that it was little wonder that a 
grande mercato, connected with the sanctuary of Feronia, would be located 
here, since the goddess was revered by both Latins and Sabines.30

It is typical for modern, low-frequency markets, such as these, to have 
some sort of administrative apparatus – for instance, to coordinate trade and 
organise the overall festivities. If there was administration, such a mecha-
nism would help to make sure that exchange was fair; this was even more 
important if people from different regions were all temporarily intersecting 
in the same space. The only potential evidence for this comes from Livy (5.1), 

23 Stopponi (2007) 502.
24 Françoise-Hélène Massa-Pairault (2016) 109 expressed she would also like to know more 

about the fair and the commercial functions of the sanctuary but also the deities who looked 
over such commerce; evidence offered by an inscribed weight at Caere (discussed in the fol-
lowing pages) may shed light on two gods who seem to have been connected to Etruscan 
commerce and market spaces, see Capdeville (1999).

25 Stopponi (2013b) 145; Massa-Pairault (2016) 140.
26 Stopponi (2007) 501.
27 Sir Halford John Mackinder, quoted in Bird (1958) 464; Bromley et al. (1975) 531.
28 Livy 1.30.5; Gabba (1975) 155; Moretti Sgubini (2006) 126; Di Fazio (2012) 339–42.
29 Coarelli (1975) 164; Frayn (1993) 136; Zifferero (1995) 334. On this point, Livy (26.11.9) 

wrote: Capenates aliique qui accolae eius erant . . ., ‘The people of Capena and the others 
who were the town’s neighbors . . . ’

30 Coarelli (1975) 164.
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who discusses the election of a chief priest for the annual celebration of the 
Fanum Voltumnae. The king of Veii apparently lost this election in the late 
fifth century BCE and withdrew the game performers whom he had promised 
for the communal celebration. Perhaps it was the priest and/or a combina-
tion of leading men who contributed to the festivals that might have helped 
to regulate the secular activities at the fair.

Etruscan high-frequency periodic markets, calendars,  
and nundinae

The markets that occurred at festivals like the Fanum Voltumnae and Lucus 
Feroniae were low-frequency periodic markets. It is worth considering 
whether other periodic markets, which would have met more regularly, also 
existed in Etruria. Periodic markets are generally found in economic contexts 
where there is a low, but constant, demand for goods and a similarly low 
level of supply.31 They are often found in rural contexts and are useful for 
disposing of agricultural surplus. Periodic markets, like a modern farmer’s 
market, have existed in various historical contexts, both ancient and modern, 
around the world.

Such high-frequency, periodic markets are often regulated according to a 
calendar. Speaking about similar markets over time, Ross Hassig observed, 
‘one of the basic concerns of market scheduling is simplicity. It is crucial 
that buyers and sellers alike know when the markets are held. Consequently, 
schedules that fit the fundamental units of time of a given calendrical system 
are best and most easily remembered’.32 The schedule of Roman periodic 
markets could be easily followed and remembered thanks to a multimodal 
calendrical system, which allowed for reckoning of days of the month (e.g., 
Kalends, Nones) and feast days, as well as tracking the market schedule. 
Periodic markets were observed in Rome and in other Roman settlements 
and were known as the nundinae. Nundinae stems from the Latin words 
novem and diem, for the market took place, according to the inclusive Roman 
reckoning, every ninth day.33 They were originally held every eight days and 
organised so that farmers who lived in the countryside could have dependably 
appointed days on which to sell their wares in a nearby town. Macrobius (Sat. 

31 de Ligt (1993) 109; de Ligt and de Neeve (1988) 402. It is important to note that permanent 
markets and periodic markets are not evolutionary variants of one another but could co-
exist (de Ligt and de Neeve [1988] 411).

32 Hassig (1982) 347. See also Bromley et al. (1975) 531.
33 Michels (1967) 27–8, 84–9; de Ligt (1993) 51, 112–17. Varro (Rust. 2. pr., 1–2): Itaque 

annum ita diviserunt, ut nonis diebus urbanas res usurparent, reliquis septem ut rura cole-
rent, ‘Accordingly, they divided the year in such a way that they practised their town business 
on the ninth days, so that they cold tend rural matters on the remaining seven days.’ See also 
Columella Rust. 1, pr. 18; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 2.28.3; Plin. HN 18.3.13–14; Plut. Quaest. 
Rom. 42; Macrob. Sat. 1.16.28–36.
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1.16.33) explains that Servius Tullius created the nundinae, ‘so that people 
intending to set both their urban and their rural interests in order would 
gather in the city from the countryside’.34 As Macrobius saw it, it is at these 
markets where the boundaries between city and countryside were blurred.

The Roman periodic markets were predicated on a fixed calendrical system 
and the Etruscan calendar has parallels that suggest a similar cycle was also 
at work in Etruria. For example, there were fixed points within each Etruscan 
month equivalent to the Roman Kalends, Nones, and Ides, and Macrobius 
even believed that the word Ides was derived from the Etruscan word itus.35 
Further evidence from Macrobius suggests that the nine-day system, which 
the Romans used, also had resonance with the Etruscans. According to Mac-
robius, ‘among the Etruscans, several nonae were observed, because on every 
ninth day they paid respects to their king and consult (with him) about their 
own business’ (Macrob. Sat. 1.15.13).36 Agnes Michels suggested that when 
Macrobius used the term nonae, he was not referring to the Nones, which fell 
nine inclusive days before the Roman Ides, but to the nundinae – and she noted 
that Macrobius occasionally confused these two words.37 That the Latin also 
says ‘on every ninth day’ seems to support Michels’ reading. Michels suggested 
in her discussion of Roman nundinae that the observation of the nundinae 
may have originated with the Latins or the Etruscans. A case, then, might be 
made for crediting the Etruscans with the invention of the nundinae, rather 
than the Romans. The Liber Linteus of the Zagreb Mummy (written between 
the mid-third to the early first century BCE) demonstrates that the Etruscan 
calendar adopted a numerical daily system. The 26th day of the month of Celi 
(September), for example, shows the integrated system at a time when the 
contemporaneous calendar of the Romans did not have it.38 Thus, the Etrus-
cans had an intrinsically numerical approach to their calendar and such an 
approach could very well have led to the regular counting of nundinal days.39

34 Trans. Kaster (2011) ut in urbem ex agris convenirent urbanas rusticasque res ordinaturi. 
Charles Good (1975) 51, who was thinking about the periodicity of modern markets, noted, 
‘marketing calendars are social and cultural in origin. They not only regulate the frequency 
of a market and define the length of the “market week” for a given area but also often have a 
pervasive, subtle impact on other aspects of economic and social life which are only remotely 
associated with markets. The commingling of city and hinterland for a market, that would 
have served more than just marketing needs, was a part of this.

35 Edlund-Berry (1992) 331; Cherici (2012) 307. Edlund-Berry interprets certain words asso-
ciated with months as these fixed points. In addition, see Macrob. Sat. 1.15.14, where for 
example the word Ides is thought to derive the from Etruscan term (itis).

36 . . . apud Tuscos Nonae plures habebantur, quod hi nono quoque die regem suum salutabant 
et de propriis negotiis consulebant.

37 Michels (1967) 191–2. Nundinae is the feminine plural of the adjective nundinus (novem 
and the root *dinom [day] – every 9 days). For this reasons, Latin terms such as nundinor 
and nundinatio signify ‘holding a market’ or ‘buying’.

38 Roman market calendars reflected a seven day of the week system only by the Augustan 
period (if not before), see Michels (1967) 89, 192.

39 This suggestion was kindly made by Mario Torelli when he heard my early work on this topic.
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Etruscan priests were responsible for maintaining their varied calendars. 
The aforementioned Liber Linteus prescribed religious rituals for different 
divinities for each day.40 The Capua tile (Tabula Capuana, mid-fifth century 
BCE) offers a similar Etruscan calendar that also kept track of the different 
rituals for the gods on each day and was found at S. Maria Capua Vetere in 
Campania.41 Both calendars recorded regular feast days.42 The Brontoscopic 
calendar was a tool (or even a reference table) formulated by priests to help 
interpret thunder. If it thundered on any given day, a look at the calendar 
would reveal what was portended for that day.43 The text would have been 
composed by a small group of priests who collected observations and trans-
mitted them to future priests in their town.44 Thus, there is ample circum-
stantial evidence to connect Etruscan priests with tracking time on calendars 
for a variety of different purposes.

A calendar is important for revering the gods, so that humanity’s rela-
tionship with both the divine and natural worlds can be maintained. But 
if the Etruscans were also using a nundinal calendar to coordinate regular 
commercial exchange at periodic markets, such a practice would add a vital 
socio-economic layer. A calendar was a tool to which people of all ranks 
would have needed to be attuned, whether they lived in the town or coun-
try. A related corollary is that, if a calendar helped to regulate an important 
quotidian institution, there would have needed to have been a social (or even 
political mechanism) in order to share scheduling information.45 In later soci-
eties, information about prices (or even relative valuation) at a market may 
have been a vital component to disseminate. But before even that, knowledge 
about the cyclical schedule of the meetings would have been essential to the 
success of periodic markets for any society that maintained such a tradition.

40 Edlund-Berry (1992) 331; van der Meer (2007), (2009); Turfa (2012) 5; Agostiniani (2013) 
460–1.

41 Edlund-Berry (1992) 332; Turfa (2012) 23; Agostiniani (2013) 461.
42 Edlund-Berry (1992) 333, 336–7.
43 Turfa (2006), (2012) 4. This late antique Greek text (sixth century CE) was recorded by 

Johannes Lydus and it is a copy of a mid-first century BCE Latin text by P. Nigidius Figulus, 
which was itself a copy of an Etruscan original. The original text is thought to have been 
composed in the early seventh century BCE, if not just before.

44 It is helpful to recall here that Etruscan calendars were likely regional. The Brontoscopic cal-
endar states at its conclusion, ‘the brontoscopic almanac Nigidius claimed was not universal, 
but was only for Rome’ (trans. Turfa [2006] 190). The observations of cause and effect of 
thunder might be different indeed for Perugia compared with Rome, and so this specificity 
is important for religious reasons – although Turfa notes that the climate is similar for these 
adjacent areas (Turfa [2012] 106). Edlund-Berry’s (1992) important survey of Etruscan 
calendars discusses the evidence for individual calendars (with potentially different names 
for months and different local gods) specific to each city.

45 Garraty (2010) 8.
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The placement of Etruscan markets: assessing range  
and demand

It is helpful to situate the discussion of periodic markets within the real needs 
of the Etruscan population and with respect to their settlement patterns, 
while also considering the limitations of product transport. Not every vil-
lager or farmer would have lived within easy travelling distance of a major 
Etruscan city and its market(s), especially in northern Etruria where the ter-
ritories were large and the cities were located at a considerable distance from 
one another. In addition, some products would not be transported very far 
from their point of origin (i.e., range of products), since each product has a 
distance beyond which buyers will not be willing to travel in order to acquire 
it (Figure 9.1).46 Perishable products, such as fresh vegetables and produce, 

46 Smith (1974) 181–2, (1976) 12–3; de Ligt and de Neeve (1988) 401; de Ligt (1993) 7–8. 
Range is determined by factors such as need, price, transport cost, and frequency of use.

Figure 9.1 Product ranges for different categories of products.
Source: After Frayn (1993) 77, figure 7.
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tend to travel not more than 5–10 km to reach a market.47 Some products, 
such as luxury items, have a greater range.

The principal corollary to ‘range of products’ is the ‘threshold’ of demand, 
which is defined as the area containing enough consumer demand for a good 
to enable the supplier to survive in a fiscal sense.48 Periodic markets allow 
each tradesperson to carry out their work and only take one day off in every 
eight, at most, for marketing needs. In the countryside, there would likely not 
be a sufficient demand threshold to warrant a permanent market (although 
there would have been a much more intense concentration of demand in 
urban centres). Such periodic meetings would allow for a consumer to have 
a much greater choice among products than they might have had in casual 
trading among houses and villages in their village. These guidelines for the 
movements of products and people present a hypothetical model for what 
could be possible across Etruscan landscapes. Such a model is not predica-
tive, but it is useful to think about how far commonly available products can 
profitably move, such as leaf vegetables (5 km) or cheese curds and fruits 
(15 km). In such a case, it seems fair to predict that not every Etruscan would 
need to travel to their nearest major city for basic provisioning.

For practical purposes, smaller centres in each territory (such as castella, 
which were small, fortified settlements on hilltops and plateaus), villages, or 
convenient meeting grounds, might thus be theorised as logical sites for peri-
odic markets serving the local population of the surrounding countryside.49 
For example, the castellum Cetamura Del Chianti lies more than 30 km from 
Siena, Fiesole, Arezzo, and Volterra.50 Although Cetamura is a small site, it 
might have been a convenient gathering place for the smaller villages and 
farms in its area; there might have been a sufficient threshold for a market 
that occurred periodically. Alternatively, one could think of the survey results 
from the Albegna Valley, where settlements, which developed in the later 
seventh and sixth centuries BCE, are distributed about every 10 km.51 Phil 
Perkins suggested that this distribution was a reflection of the market econ-
omy that existed between these settlements – that is to say that the spacing 
of these settlements allows for rural inhabitants to reach the nearest market, 
which is close enough that perishable products would not spoil during the 

47 Frayn (1993) 76. This model considers distance and does not consider topographic variation 
that might impact time devoted to travel.

48 Smith (1974) 181, (1976) 13; de Ligt and de Neeve (1988) 401.
49 Hodder and Orton (1976) 58–60. Rural periodic markets also allow surplus produce to be 

collected (by merchant middlemen?) so that it can be used in the city. I thank Nicola Terre-
nato for drawing my attention to the historical and archaeological phenomenon of Etruscan 
castella.

50 de Grummond et al. (1994) 84–5; Becker (2002–2003 [2006]), (2008).
51 Perkins (2000) 96 and similarly, for the Albegna valley; see also a similar spacing nearby in 

Rendeli (1993) 173.
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journey.52 So, considering the distances that common products might travel, 
small settlements such as these might have provided efficient meeting points 
for exchange, but more evidence than just spatial locations will be needed.

Poggio Civitate (Murlo), has been posited as a possible market site and its 
location, 20 km away from nearest large city of Siena and near the Crevole 
River, fits within this scheme of periodic markets serving the surrounding 
villages.53 Ingrid Edlund-Berry, in her analysis of Etruscan market territo-
ries, proposed a market catchment for Murlo that likely reflects the sale of 
more ubiquitously available products, such as vegetables and the abundant 
meat and milk products that the site produced.54 For those who lived near 
Murlo, perhaps this was sufficient for a market every week. However, more 
unique items, such as bone, ivory, and bronze objects, were produced in the 
‘Orientalising Workshop 2’ (c. 675–600 BCE) at the site.55 In addition, the 
presence of more than 1,600 textile implements from this period indicate 
that fine yarn and textiles (especially tablet-woven textiles or borders) may 
also have been a specialty of this site.56 Such evidence suggests that Murlo 
had the potential to have served as a high-end market, offering specialty 
products which could have attracted buyers from further afield, perhaps on 
a more intermittent schedule than the regular market for foodstuffs.

There are issues, however with this interpretation of Murlo. Despite the 
wealth of items noted earlier, very few imports were found at Murlo, which 
may indicate that this was not a site that attracted long-distance exchange 
and that its market could not have accommodated sustained demand.57 Addi-
tionally, few materials that could be securely sourced from Murlo have been 
recognised beyond the site.58 Further, scientific analysis of the bone, horn, 
clay, and metal ores at Murlo seem to indicate that these materials were 
sourced locally. Thus, in spite of its geographic and resourceful promise, 
perhaps Murlo was not a market for the materials produced in its workshops 
and was instead a largely self-sustaining centre that ‘catered primarily to 

52 Perkins (2010) 107. Colin Renfrew (1975) 52 observed, ‘Evidently the study of settlement dis-
tribution can give clues about the organization of trade, even if these will need corroboration by 
other evidence of organization and by the traded good themselves’.

53 de Grummond (1997) 37.
54 Edlund-Berry (2006) 123–4, fig. VII.7; Trentacoste et al. (2020); Tuck (2021)151.
55 Nielsen (1995); Tuck (2021) 149–51.
56 Cutler et al. (2020) 20–1 which estimates that there could have been as many as 113 workers 

if there were five tools for each spinner.
57 Trentacoste et al. (2020); Cutler et al. (2020) 25–6. Clearly, the ivory found at the site was 

imported.
58 Nielsen noted ivory and bone artifacts with similarities at sites north of Murlo: Quinto 

Fiorentino, Monte Calvario in Castellina in Chianti, and La Montagnola (Nielsen [1983] 
340–3, [1984] 398–9; Tuck [2021]152). These sites are within 80 km of one another. I thank 
Tony Tuck for talking to me about this topic and for sharing materials. Similarly, for the 
bucchero produced at or near Murlo, this fabric did not travel far from the site at all, see 
Berkin (2003).
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internal consumption’.59 Certainly, some of these craft products could have 
occasionally travelled singularly, as objects of gift exchange among elites 
or singular barter exchange, but there is currently no evidence to support a 
regular periodic market in the commodities manufactured there.

Etruscan marketplaces: the archaeological evidence

While it is clear that periodic markets would be advantageous for the settle-
ment pattern in Etruria, especially for the smaller settlements that were fur-
ther away from their nearest urban centres, the archaeological record does 
not always provide clear evidence for confirming suppositions about these 
markets. It seems that the sanctuary itself may have served a vital function in 
the exchange of items at emporion sanctuaries, such as Graviscae, although 
temporary stalls are also a possibility at sanctuary sites. Temporary stalls 
would have been useful for low-frequency festivals, such as that held for the 
Fanum Voltumnae, and potentially even at nundinal markets. Indeed, it is 
probable that most markets did not require any permanent buildings and 
used open-fronted workshops or temporary stalls, which would have left 
little trace in the archaeological record.60

There is little archaeological evidence to support the idea of permanent 
shops in Etruscan urban centres, but the building case for Etruscan markets, 
however, has been potentially expanded thanks to the discovery of a house 
with two shops or workshops at Gonfienti (in modern Campi Bisenzio). 
This Etruscan site facilitated the iron trade coming from Elba and destined 
for Felsina and Spina.61 A large house (1,400 square meters) was found in 
an excavation area labelled Lotto 14 (Figure 9.2).62 This house, built within 
the orthogonal urban grid of Gonfienti, included two rooms on the side of 
the structure that faced onto the street, thought to be craft workshops or 
commercial shops, which were constructed in the late sixth century BCE and 
abandoned by the second half of the fifth century BCE.63 Four weights were 
found in and around this house at Gonfienti – weights which could have 
been used in support of the shop or workshop there. Thus, Gonfienti may 
have hosted the only archaeologically visible Etruscan workshops or shops 
known to date.64 The impact of this discovery on the issue of Etruscan mar-
kets is, at present, still unclear. It is clearly possible that other shops existed 
in Etruscan urban centres, but it is also possible that periodic markets and 
interpersonal, reciprocal exchanges were sufficient to satisfy the quotidian 

59 Cutler et al. (2020) 26. See also Tuck (2014), (2016) 108, Tuck (2021).
60 Frayn (1993) 5, 101; Ellis (2018) 6.
61 The ancient name of this Etruscan center is not known – see Poggesi et al. (2005) 272; Gori 

(2007).
62 Poggesi et al. (2005) 270–5.
63 Poggesi et al. (2010) 130; Maggiani (2012).
64 Note that this is stated with caution, as these rooms may have been workshops.
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needs of Etruscan urban dwellers and that fixed shops and markets did not 
develop in Etruria, especially in smaller urban centres.

This leads to further questions about markets in urban centres. There is 
evidence to suggest that periodic markets existed at Etruscan urban centres 
(i.e., Caere, discussed below), but could there have been more frequent, even 
daily, markets where there was sufficient demand? Claire Holleran, consid-
ering the Roman economy, notes, ‘in smaller urban centres, the market for 
locally produced food and other goods may have been adequately supplied 
by such periodic markets, but the size of the market at Rome means that 
from a relatively early date, the nundinae were supplemented by more fre-
quent periodic and daily markets’.65

65 Holleran (2018) 466.

Figure 9.2  Lotto 14, late archaic house at Gonfienti (Prato), plan following the 2002 
season (scale 1000:1). Locations of the weights found are marked with 
numbers.

Source: After Maggiani (2012) figure 3.
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Etruscan weight systems

It has been fruitful to consider the potential schedules of markets that could 
have operated in Etruria, as well as to theorise about the range that differ-
ent kinds of goods might have travelled economically, and to review some 
of the archaeological sites that may have accommodated markets. It also is 
useful to examine another category of evidence in order to explore Etruscan 
markets and how they might have operated. Moving beyond the physical 
spaces of markets, archaeological evidence also allows us to consider how 
tools such as weights could have served to facilitate and regulate exchange 
in Etruria.66 Such weights make it possible to animate further the mechanics 
of Etruscan marketplaces and where and how they functioned. There was 
a standard weight system that was largely preferred within the traditional 
boundaries of Etruria, south of the Arno River, but also further north. This 
weight standard, known as the light weight system, or the ‘light pound’, has 
the Etruscan pound set at 287 g. Weight standards are regional, so the weight 
system of Rome was based on a pound of 326 g.67 North of the Arno, a dif-
ferent weight standard was also popular, set at 358 g, known as the ‘heavy 
pound’ (although the ‘light pound’ was also used in these areas).68

The Etruscan ‘light pound’ was the predominant and most common weight 
system used in Etruria;69 this weight system was pervasive, with examples of 
this weight found in Caere, Volterra, Marzabotto, Mantova, and other sites 
(see Table 9.1).70 Five weights are highlighted here. A bronze weight with a 
lead core found at Chianciano Terme has the form of a janiform head. This 
weight depicts a woman’s face on both sides and weighs one ‘light pound’ 
(265 grams, originally 286.5 g).71 Another bronze janiform head weight, also 
from Chianciano Terme, was shaped in the form of a silen on one side and 
a maenad one the other. This weight was 576 grams and weighs two ‘light 
pounds’. A lead weight on this standard, which is held in a private collec-
tion, weighs half the ‘light pound’; the weight is dated to the third century 

66 Regional standards have been worked out by scholars such as Cattani (1996) and Maggiani 
(2001a), (2002), (2009), (2012), (2017) by looking at the corpus of Etruscan weights.

67 Maggiani (2016) 476.
68 358.128 g. Fifth-century coinage from Populonia is also tied to this standard. Cattani (2001) 

92–4; Maggiani (2002) 173.
69 Some Etruscan coinage (e.g., Volterra, some of Tarquinia, and central Etruscan towns) is 

based on this standard – see Maggiani (2016) 477. Many more weights, including others in 
this study, have been found that were set to this light system – see Maggiani (2002). These 
five weights were highlighted because they all have a shared religious context or association 
and that presents a nice cross-section. Two of them at least, are associated with a likely 
market location, as will be clear later.

70 Maggiani (2002), (2017) 478 fig. 28.4
71 Maggiani (2001a), (2002) 165–6, (2017). Both weights date to the late fourth century-third 

century BCE.
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Table 9.1 Weights on the Etruscan ‘light pound’

Details and find spot Weight in grams Equivalency to 
the light pound 
(286.5 grams)

Bronze weight with lead core in the form  
of janiform female heads, Chianciano  
Terme. Late fourth to early third centuries 
BCE.

265
(originally 286.5)

1

Bronze weight with lead core in the form  
of janiform heads (silen/maenad), 
Chianciano Terme. Late fourth to early third 
centuries BCE.

576 2

Bronze weight with lead core without 
suspension ring, Caere (S. Antonio). Fourth 
to early third centuries BCE.

716.28 2.5

Cuboidal bronze weight, Caere (S. Antonio). 
Second half of sixth century BCE.

11.465 0.04

Lead weight in a teardrop shape, provenance 
unknown. Private collection, USA. Third 
century BCE.

143.9 0.5

Spherical lead and bronze weight, Pian 
d’Alma, after modification (or shaving) of a 
larger weight. Found in a layer with material 
dating to the second half of the sixth to mid-
fifth centuries BCE.

287 1

Stone weight, number one, Gonfienti. 
Second half of the fifth century BCE?

574 2

Stone weight, number three, Gonfienti. The 
original weight has been partially restored; 
the weight is now in two parts with small 
pieces missing (Maggiani 2012). Second half 
of the fifth century BCE?

861 3

Source: From Maggiani 2002, 2012, 2017.

BCE due to the orthography of its inscription.72 An oval weight from Caere 
(fourth to early third century BCE), weighs 2.5 ‘light pounds’ – while a 
smaller weight, found in the same area (but dated to before the end of the 
sixth century BCE), is one twenty-fifth of the ‘light pound’ (Figures 9.3 and 
9.4).73 The two Caeretan weights will be returned to below. Weights such 

72 Maggiani (2002) 167, (2017); the weight lacks provenience.
73 The earliest coinage in Etruria (the Volterran series and the Thezi series [Vulci area]) are set 

on the same standard as this weight, see Maggiani (2002) 180; Catalli (2017) 463; Becker 
(2017a) 1022–3.
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Figure 9.3 Inscribed weight from Caere (fourth to early third centuries BCE).
Source: After Maggiani (2001a) figure 35.

 

Figure 9.4 Bronze weight from Caere (second half of sixth century BCE).
Source: Museo di Villa Giulia. After Maggiani (2002) tav. XXVIIIc.

as these all follow the same standard, even though most of them ostensibly 
come from different contexts.

In the late sixth to early fifth century BCE, Vetulonia seems to have had its 
own weight standard based on 315 g.74 This weight standard is attested by 

74 Maggiani (2009) 139–43, (2012). These weights were found in the Quartiere di Poggiarello 
Renzetti in Vetulonia. Maggiani classifies this system as ‘standard V’.
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six examples that have only been found within Vetulonia and its hinterland 
(Table 9.2). A weight made from lead and bronze, found at a habitation at 
Fullonica (near Vetulonia), was based on this standard.75 One of the weights 
from Vetulonia, carved from stone, weighed about 626 g originally, and 
was valued at double the Vetulonian local weight standard, thus perhaps 
it is not surprising that this weight had the numeral ‘II’ inscribed upon it.76 
Yet another stone weight from Vetulonia, resembling a parallelepiped in 
shape, weighs half the standard.77 Two additional weights from Vetulonia 
that weigh, respectively, two and a half times, and five times this local stan-
dard.78 The final member of this group is a lead and bronze spherical weight, 
dated to the late archaic period, which was found at the farm of Pian d’Alma, 
near Vetulonia (dating to the second half of the sixth to the middle of the 

75 Maggiani (2002) 169 n. 8, (2009) 141. The weight has a ‘V’ inscribed upon it.
76 Maggiani (2009) 139, 141–3, Vetulonia n. 1, inv. 8969. This weight from Vetulonia was not 

found in a dateable context. The current value of this weight is 610.24 g but this weight’s 
surface was chipped, thus the original weight of this object was reconstructed.

77 Maggiani (2009) 139, 141, 143, n. 2.
78 Maggiani (2009) 141, 143, n. 3, 4. These weights are estimated by Maggiani to have origi-

nally weighed 788.046 g and 1569.44 g respectively.

Table 9.2  Weights set to the Vetulonian weight standard, dating from the late sixth 
to early fifth centuries BCE.

Details and find spot Weight in 
grams

Equivalency to the 
Vetulonian pound 
(315 grams)

Spherical stone weight, Follonica (loc. Rondelli) 315.41 1
Stone weight with a biconvex shape, Vetulonia. 
Original weight reconstructed.

626 2

Stone weight resembling a parallelepiped, Vetulonia 157.84 0.5

Stone shape with a cylinder shape, Vetulonia. 
Original weight reconstructed.

788.046 2.5

Stone weight roughly resembling a parallelepiped, 
Vetulonia. Original weight reconstructed.

1569.44 5

Spherical lead and bronze weight, Pian d’Alma, 
before ancient modification (or shaving) of the 
weight.

317.9 1

Source: From Maggiani 2002; Maggiani 2012.
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fifth century BCE) (Figure 9.5).79 There are indentations on this weight, and 
areas where the patina is different, which indicate that this weight had metal 
removed from it to reach a final weight of 287 g. According to Maggiani, 
the original weight, before the metal was removed, was about 317.9 g and 
therefore in line with the local Vetulonian pound.

The six weights found in the area of Vetulonia show that a local pound 
was popular there, which speaks not only to commercial standards but also 
to political power and its reach. The weight found at Pian d’Alma offers 
some insight into this interplay between the different weight standards. 
This weight was originally based on the Vetulonian local weight standard 
but was seemingly updated to the Etruscan light standard at a later date. 
The owner of the Pian d’Alma weight recalibrated it, removing some metal 
so that it would weigh 287 g, thus bringing this weight in line with the 
‘light pound’.80 The house at Pian d’Alma dates from the mid-sixth to 
mid-fifth century BCE, so the weight had to be adapted by that point.81 
Maggiani assumes that by the middle or late fifth century, residents in and 

79 Maggiani (2002) 169–70; Becker (2017b) 1134–5. This is weight standard V.
80 Maggiani (2002) 169–70, (2009) 142–3, (2012).
81 In his most recent chapter dealing with this weight, Maggiani (2012) states that the weight 

needed to have been adapted before the end of the fifth century BCE.

Figure 9.5  Weight from the farm of Pian d’Alma (second half of the sixth to the mid-
dle of the fifth century BCE). Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Firenze

Source: After Maggiani (2002) tav. XXVIIIf.
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around Vetulonia adopted the wider regional standard. Clearly, at each 
point in time, the owner of the Pian d’Alma weight was aware of what-
ever prevailing convention was utilised in their area and found utility in 
making an update so that they could continue to participate in commerce. 
Thus, this weight had two economic-political identities – at one time the 
weight was in line with a local standard and later it was adapted to match 
the changed needs of a presumably larger economic orbit. It is unclear 
whether merchants and farmers decided such a shift would benefit their 
trade or if the shift was encouraged at the political level.82 If the latter, 
this would hint at the power of central authority.83 In either case, the life 
story of this weight reveals the connectivity between town and country. 
The Pian d’Alma weight certainly finds parallel to the later mensa ponder-
aria at Pompeii whose volumetric standards were adjusted from the Oscan 
standard to the Roman standard when needs and the economic-political 
situation eventually demanded.84

The site of Marzabotto, in contrast, allows us to explore how multiple 
weights could be used in one place. An archaeologically visible market space 
has not been identified at Marzabotto, but more than 60 stone weights, dat-
ing to the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, have been found there. At least 10 
different weight standards have been detected among the multiple weights 
found at Marzabotto.85 These weights included those calibrated to the Etrus-
can ‘heavy pound’. The relatively short lifespan of occupation at Marzabo-
tto makes it unlikely that the different weight standards utilised at the site 
can be dated to different periods.86 Instead, one, or possibly two, different 
scenarios seem to have been at work at this site.87 The first is that differ-
ent types of products or industries used different weight standards (such as 

82 Certainly, regular trade and itinerant merchants, as well as periodic markets and intrare-
gional fairs, might have provided opportunities for such standards to spread.

83 Berrendonner (2009) 352.
84 Frayn (1993) 111–2; CIL 10.793. It seems that in the Roman period, reference weights 

were being shipped out from the capital to deter fraud (Berrendonner [2009] 352). At least, 
by the later Imperial period, there is explicit evidence that that was the case (Cod. Theod. 
12.6.19; Cod. Iust. 10.70.9). Likely such standard weights could be replicated by local 
officials responsible for maintaining the standards in their towns and colonies (Corti [2001] 
192). For attempts to standardise weights in medieval England in spite of national standards – 
see Davis (2014) 190–6.

85 Maggiani (2002) 177–8. Incidentally, the one weight standard that has not been yet identi-
fied at Marzabotto is the aforementioned Vetulonian archaic pound.

86 The site of Marzabotto was active for a relatively short period of time. It was established in 
the second half of the sixth century BCE and assumed its characteristic orthogonal layout 
in the early fifth century BCE (Sassatelli and Govi [2013]). The site was conquered in the 
mid-fourth century BCE.

87 Maggiani (2002) 174; Becker (2017a) 1025.



190 Hilary Becker

grains versus metals). The second is that the different weight standards were 
observed in different areas, since Marzabotto was ideally located to facilitate 
trans-Apennine traffic. Whether a customer utilised the ‘light pound’ or the 
‘heavy pound’ (the latter, popular in the north), they could have their goods 
measured according to a standard that was familiar.88

In some cases, the weights could be used to translate between different 
weight standards. One such example is a stone weight that weighs 1,432 g 
(Figure 9.6).89 On one side the weight bears an inscription denoting the num-
ber ten and, if the stone’s weight is divided by ten, that equals 143.2 g, which 
is half of the ‘light pound’. The other side of the stone bears the numeral four. 
If the stone’s overall weight of 1,432 g is divided by four, the weight standard 
represented is 358 g, one ‘heavy pound’. Thus, this weight could have been 
used to convert between weight standards popular in both the north and south. 
This weight provides persuasive evidence that some of the many different 
weight systems found at this site responded to a need for translation. Thus, 
the weights at Marzabotto would have facilitated both local and intraregional 
exchange.

Let us return to the aforementioned four weights found at the northern 
Etruscan town of Gonfienti.90 Two stone weights (weights one and two) were 

88 Becker (2017a) 1024–6.
89 Maggiani (2002) 175 n. 32; Becker (2017a) 1025.
90 Maggiani (2012).

Figure 9.6  Stone weight from Marzabotto, inscribed with tally marks reading ‘4’ 
and ‘10’.

Source: After Maggiani (2002) tav. XXIXa.
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found in the two front rooms of a domus, which may have been craftsmen’s 
workshops or commercial shops. Maggiani cautiously suggested that these 
weights date to the second half of the fifth century BCE. Weight three, which is 
co-eval to the others, was found in an adjacent room thought to be the kitchen. 
Weights one and three are both based on the Etruscan ‘light pound’, whereas 
weight two is based on the heavy standard. Thus, at least two different stan-
dards were in use at the same time at Gonfienti. Maggiani wondered whether 
these two types of weights were used for different goods, but again, as with 
Marzabotto, they may have also served a local and export market. A marble 
stone weight (weight four) was found in a pit, just in front of the house, and it 
is thought to be dated earlier than the others (before the end of the sixth cen-
tury BCE).91 This weight follows a different standard than the other weights at 
Gonfienti, known as standard VI (343.95 g) – a weight standard which is also 
present at Marzabotto, Vetulonia, and on the early sixth-century Giglio ship-
wreck.92 It is possible that this was a weight standard observed at this earlier 
time. If the house at Gonfienti accommodated a shop, these weights highlight 
the spatial possibilities for organised trade in Etruria. If there was not a shop, 
these weights nevertheless demonstrate the different choices, in terms of weight 
standards, that artisans may have utilised contemporaneously and over time.

To summarise our understanding, there were regional weight standards, 
as well as other weight standards which may have been reserved for specific 
categories of goods. Multiple weight standards may have been used at a 
single site simultaneously in order to facilitate trade with people from dif-
ferent regions, or to help convert between different standards. At least one 
weight standard – the local Vetulonian standard – fell out of favour over 
time and was replaced with a standard more popular for a larger region. 
The weights, which were based upon these standards, were made of stone 
or metal and can be found in all kinds of contexts, whether at a workshop, 
in a shipwreck, or a farm suggesting a diffuse engagement with trade and 
connections between city and countryside.

Regulation of trading spaces

The use of weights, and weight standards, also provides insight into the 
regulation of trading spaces, particularly at sanctuaries where, among other 
purposes, weights could be used for the weighing of dedications. But weights 
may, in turn, have had an additional function, as official public weights used 
to facilitate markets held on or near the sanctuary grounds.

91 Weight four was found below the beaten pebble and gravel road built in phase with the house.
92 Maggiani (2009) 144, (2012). Weight 4 weighs 2931 g. There was chipping on the stone, 

so its original weight is thought to have been 3444.45 g. Maggiani notes that these weights 
were based on a system close to the libbra italica, which was set at 341 g. For standard VI: 
the Giglio weight 11 (352 g), Vetulonia weights 5 (682.87 g) and 6 (1026 g), according to 
Maggiani’s numeration. The Giglio weight is dated to the early sixth century BCE.
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The five weights chosen to exemplify the Etruscan ‘light pound’ standard 
all seem to have shared a religious character (Table 9.1). Two are from Caere 
and found in the sacred area of S. Antonio at Caere’s Temple A.93 This sacred 
area is sited strategically at the southwestern edge of Caere’s plateau, over-
looking a road travelling up to the city.94 One is an oval bronze weight with 
a lead core, dating to the fourth to early third century BCE; the other is a 
cube-shaped weight, dating to the archaic period. The two weights from 
Chianciano Terme (late fourth-third centuries BCE) were found in a sanctu-
ary fill at Fucoli and both have the faces of gods.95 The fifth weight (third 
century BCE), lacks provenience, but its inscription explains that the weight 
was dedicated to the goddess Catha (or the mother of Catha).96 This inscrip-
tion connects this weight to the sacred world, so it is possible that this weight 
was also once used at a sanctuary.

Further information can be discerned from the lengthy inscription on the 
oval weight from Caere. The objects stated its own weight – with the numer-
als ‘IIC’, or two and a half.97 The weight weighs 716 g, which is two and 
a half times the Etruscan ‘light pound’. This inscription is reminiscent of 
some of the weights at Marzabotto that also declare how a particular weight 
measured in relation to a certain weight system. This weight, like the oth-
ers, ostensibly conveys that its calibration to an official standard has taken 
place.98 But the Caere weight does not just state numerals but also includes 
the addition of the term tece. This term was also found inscribed on the foot 
of an Attic black figure amphora, which reads tece X which Agostiniani has 
posited as a term of measurement, the Etruscan version of the Latin term 
libra.99 Using this amphora as a parallel, it seems that the Caeretan weight 
declared that it weighed 2.5 pounds.100 The inclusion of the hypothesised 

 93 Temple A at S. Antonio has a phase in the late Archaic period and a second one that begins 
in the early Hellenistic (late fourth century BCE or just after). See Maggiani and Rizzo 
(2001), (2005) 179; de Grummond (2016) 150, table 13.1.

 94 Maggiani and Rizzo (2001) 143, (2005) 177.
 95 Rastelli (1993) 474; Maggiani (2001a), (2002) 165–6; Becker (2017b) 1135.
 96 Bonfante (1994) 269–70; Maggiani (2001a) 67, 72, (2002) 166; Bonfante and Bon-

fante (2002) 145; Becker (2017b) 1135. Catha is a goddess related to Fufluns (Maggiani 
[2001a] 72).

 97 Maggiani (2001a) 69, (2002) 168, (2012); Agostiniani (2016) 159; Becker (2017b) 1135.
 98 Agostiniani (2016) 159.
 99 ET OI 0.4; Cristofani (1996) 48.
100 Agostiniani (2016) 159–62. The amphora’s inscription tece X, in turn, may read ‘10 mea-

sures’, (specifically librae (mensurales)). Agostiniani wondered whether this numeral would 
be the measurement of the capacity held by the Attic amphora. The amphora is 40cm tall 
and Agostiniani estimated that its total capacity might have been just over eight liters. He 
suggested a possible scheme where this number represented volume, but he was not able 
to reconcile the numbering. Using the ideas of Alan Johnston, Agostiniani posits that this 
vase was shipped to Etruria empty and that the inscribed measurement may have been the 
quantity of oil or wine, etc. the vase was filled with.
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term for a pound itself underscores the official standard that this weight 
represented.

The official form of this weight was further underscored by the remain-
ing inscription. This inscription explained that the weight was dedicated 
to Turms, the Etruscan corollary of Mercury, and Rath, who was associ-
ated with Apollo.101 The Greeks believed that Mercury was the inventor of 
weights and measures, and from this weight it seems possible that Turms had 
a similar association for the Etruscans.102 The inscription further stated that 
that it was dedicated here (thui) in the city (methlum) – a phrase that may 
have added an official tone, as Agostiniani noted.103 Indeed, this specificity 
finds parallel with the Liber Linteus, a ritual text that applied to the city for 
which it was written. Similarly, this text was tied to the place in which it was 
meant to be executed.104 Other examples of this geographic specificity can 
be found on the Brontoscopic calendar, the observations of which, as stated 
earlier, were specifically valid for Rome,105 and the Tabula Cortonensis (late 
third to early second century BCE) which stated, ‘During the zilathship of 
Larth Cusu, son of Titinei, and Laris Salini, son of Aule, in this area here of 
Lake Trasimene (tarsminass)’.106 Thus, the inscription on the Caeretan weight 
explains that the weight’s relevance and power was to be exercised in that 
place, at Caere. The weight’s inscription further states that the weight was 
dedicated by L(ar)c(e) Penthe and Vel Lape when Larth Nulathe was serving 
as a zilath (zilc).107 The zilath is the chief magistrate of an Etruscan city-state 
and his office would have helped to date this weight. It is also possible that 
including the zilath’s name not only gave an eponymous date but also gave 
this weight an official character. Thus, the previously cited two local zilaths 
on the Tabula Cortonensis provided an eponymous date to that legal nego-
tiation.108 Whether it is one of the aforementioned calendars or an inscription 
on a weight by a local magistrate, what this written evidence (e.g., ritual 

101 Cristofani (1996) 43, 45; Maggiani (2002) 167, (2012). While Rath was originally viewed 
as a possible epithet to Turms, Maggiani (2012) and Agostiniani (2016) suggest there was 
an asyndeton.

102 Dio. Sic. 5.75.2. Maggiani (2001a) 73, (2017) 479. Apollo is also associated with weights 
in Greece as his name is sometimes written on weights.

103 Cristofani (1996) 45, 47; Becker (2013) 361; Agostiniani (2016) 169.
104 The Liber Linteus was a ritual text that was especially relevant ‘for the sacred fraternity/

priesthood (sacnica) of the citadel (cilth), for the city-state (spura) and for the city (meth-
lum) of ena (of whomsoever)’ (van der Meer [2009] 217–8).

105 This calls to mind the possibility that Etruscan calendars also had regional variations as 
mentioned above – see Edlund-Berry (1992).

106 Trans. van der Meer (2014) 163, 176. For more on for Section part 3, sec. VII of the Cor-
tona tablet, see Maggiani (2001b) 105, 107; Wallace (2008) 211, 213. van der Meer (2014) 
176 noted that the term celtinei is ‘in this area here’, formed from the adjective celthi ‘here’.

107 Maggiani (2001a) 72–3, (2002) 167–8.
108 Maggiani (2001b) 107; Wallace (2008) 206, 210, 212–3; van der Meer (2014) 176; Becker 

(2020) 172.
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texts, a weight with a local tie) shares in common is that they are products 
of leading men in a particular city.

Why did Larce Penthe and Vel Lape dedicate the weight and then choose 
to mention these official circumstances? In Roman practice, the dedicants 
of official weights were the ones who guaranteed that the weight was set 
to a correct standard and were often the ones responsible for adminis-
tering it.109 An inscription naming the local aediles, Marcus Articuleius 
and Gnaeus Turranius, guaranteed a bronze weight balance from Her-
culaneum (47 CE).110 Another inscription from Herculaneum honours 
the duumvirs, a father and son both named Marcus Memmius Rufus, 
who dedicated weights (among other benefactions) to the town and who 
would be responsible for managing the weights for the town in perpe-
tuity.111 Thus, it is possible that Larce Penthe and Vel Lape performed a 
similar function to the Rufi in that they donated a weight. These Etrus-
cans may have been the individuals that were responsible for administer-
ing the weight when it was newly donated.112 This inscription, therefore, 
indicates that some portion of the elite class, and thus by extension the 
city-state of Caere, seems to have been involved in the standardisation of 
exchange, something that would have been useful for person-to-person 
exchange and markets.

There is another artefact that provides evidence for the official regula-
tion of weights by an Etruscan state. A small piece of misshapen bronze 
from Suana (Sovana), weighing 14 g and dating to the Archaic period, has 
been variously identified as a piece of aes rude or a weight (Figure 9.7).113 
This piece was inscribed on one side with three tick marks. Much like 

109 Corti (2001). Carla Corti (2001) 192 notes, ‘come garanzia del controllo effettuato veniva 
apposto sul peso il nome del magistrato incaricato dell’operazione,’ ‘as a guarantee of 
the implemented control, the name of the magistrate responsible for the transaction was 
affixed to the weight’.

110 CIL 10.8067.2; Bertinetti (1985) 209; Corti (2001) 192; Cooley (2013) 104. That is, this 
was the standard that the aediles had verified and shared.

111 CIL 10.1453; Frayn (1993) 110; Berrendonner (2009) 357, 360. This weight is thought to 
be Augustan in date (or earlier). Cooley and Cooley (2013) 182, no. F88. The Latin text 
also stated that they remedied faults in the weights and that this (along with many other 
benefactions) was in line with their generous fulfillment of their magisterial duties and their 
desire to take care of their city.

112 Maggiani (2001a) 72–3, (2012). Agostiniani (2016) 169 did not believe that these men 
were magistrates responsible for validating an official weight, although he does not state 
why. The parallels drawn by Maggiani between the Caeretan weight and the Roman state 
weights (and their dedicants) are persuasive.

113 Maggiani (1972); Colonna (1988) 19; Becker (2010) 135, 144 n. 23. This bronze is now 
in the storerooms of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Firenze and has been examined 
by the author.
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the inscribed weights at Marzabotto or at Caere, these tick marks can be 
decoded to reveal the ponderal system to which this piece of bronze was 
tied. If the weight of the bronze is divided by three, it becomes clear that 
the ponderal unit upon which it is based is 4.68 g.114 An inscription on the 
reverse reads ‘SP’, likely an abbreviation of spural, which marked this piece 
of bronze as property of a city-state.115 If pieces of aes rude were exchanged 
on the basis of weight, which seems probable, it could be that this piece 
was used as a defined ponderal measurement against which others could 
be measured.116 While this would be useful to standardise exchange on an 
individual basis, it could also have been useful at a market. If the 

114 This is a standard weight found elsewhere, as there are pieces of aes rude from Orvieto 
(of varying weight) which are all divisible by 4.68 (Maggiani [1972] 409). This weight is 
tied into the Etruscan light ponderal weight. Maggiani originally wrote that this weight 
was equivalent to 1/60th of the light ponderal weight (which, in 1972, he set at 268.4 g). 
Maggiani later set the light ponderal weight at a different number – 286.5 g. It can be noted 
that 268.4 g is one of the weights that can be found amongst Populonian coinage (late 
fourth to early third century BCE) (Maggiani [2002] 185), so this weight is most likely a 
small denomination, tied into the light standard.

115 Becker (2010) 134–6, (2013) 360.
116 Cattani (1988) 206: ‘Che l’uso delle unità ponderali e probabilmente anche l’impiego dei 

frammenti di aes rude fosse organizzato e sottoposto al controllo di un sistema centrale, ce 
lo fanno supporre i passi degli storici latini relativi alla funzione monetaria del bronzo in 
età arcaica,’ ‘The passages of Latin historians, relating to the monetary function of bronze 
in the Archaic age, makes us suppose that the use of ponderal units and probably also the 

Figure 9.7 Inscribed aes rude from Suana.
Source: Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Firenze. After Maggiani (1972) 409.
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interpretation of this piece is correct, what this small weight shares in com-
mon with the inscribed weight from Caere is that they both indicate that 
an Etruscan city-state was setting public standards that would facilitate the 
exchange needs for the community.117

Returning to the inscribed weight of Caere, the inscription states that the 
weight was dedicated in the sacred area of Hercle (Hercules). The storage 
of this weight, which has clear public import, in a sacred space in the city 
of Caere finds parallel in later Roman practice. Roman official weights and 
measures were stored in a ponderarium.118 In both Rome and Greece, such 
weights were kept close to the marketplace. In Rome, the aediles (and later 
the praefectus urbi), who regulated markets and made sure that weights 
were standardised, stored the official public weights in sacred spaces such 
as the Capitoline temple or the Temple of the Dioscuri.119 These weights 
were typically inscribed with some, or all, of the following information: the 
magisterial date, the actual weight, the location of the sacred place which 
the weight was stored, and the magistrates who donated the weights. If the 
fourth century BCE weight from Caere can be compared to these in func-
tion, then Larce Penthe and Vel Lape were the magistrates charged with 
ascertaining the accuracy of the weights on behalf of the city-state. Like 
Roman magistrates, these men made a gift of the very tool they would need 
to use in the very building in which they would use it.120 Adriano Maggiani 
thus describes one of the functions of Temple A at S. Antonio at Caere as 
akin to a Roman ponderarium. The archaic weight from Caere was found 
on the grounds of the precursor to Temple A, within the area of the small 
archaic three-room building. Although the earlier structure remains enig-
matic, Maggiani argued that it may have been a house for the priest and 
possibly also served as a ponderarium.121 Even if this is not correct, there 
seems to have been a long association between weights and sacred space 
in this context.

use of aes rude fragments was organised and subjected to the control of a central system.’ 
See also Catalli (2009).

117 Because of its small size (roughly 3cm by 2cm), this weight might have been used to check 
the weights of coins (in minting or in trade?), or it could have been a makeweight – the 
Etruscan word for which was mantis(s)a (Paul ex Fest. 103, 1L: Mantisa, additamentum 
dicitur lingua Tusca, quod ponderi adicitur, sed deterius et quod sine ullo usu est, ‘Mantisa,’ 
is how it is put in the Etruscan language – a makeweight that is an addition added to the 
weight, but which is a rather poor addition and without any utility.). See D’Aversa (1994) 
33. On the Latin use of this word, see Kleijwegt (2002).

118 Frayn (1993); Corti (2001); ‘Ponderarium’ BNP.
119 Maggiani (2001a) 73; Bertinetti (1985) 109; Corti (2001). See Cic. Ad fam. 8.6.4; Juv. 10.101.
120 As an anonymous reader rightly pointed out, presumably the magistrates were also sacralis-

ing the weight to give it divine authority as the possession of gods.
121 Maggiani and Rizzo (2005) 182; Maggiani (2002) 180, (2012); Biella (2019) 39.
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In the Roman world, these ponderaria were especially tied to commercial 
transactions. For these reasons, it is possible that Temple A at S. Antonio 
at Caere, or its environs, might have hosted a market over a long period of 
time. Furthermore, if there was a nundinal calendar curated by a priest, this 
might have been publicly displayed or consultable in some form at such a 
sacred space.122 Indeed, such a sacred space, especially one thought to be 
explicitly connected to Hercle, would have been well suited to serve as a 
trading space, just like the area sacred to Hercules in the Forum Boarium 
at Rome or the late Republican Temple to Hercules Victor outside of Tivoli, 
with its market shops that were built over an ancient sheep market.123 Simi-
larly, the sacred space of S. Antonio – or the area just adjacent to it – may 
have been used as a market over a long period of time. As noted earlier, 
the site of S. Antonio was located at the edge of the southern plateau of 
Caere near one of its gates and would have been ideally suited to traffic 
either within or beyond the city.124 It is worth hypothesising whether both 
weights found at the site, and not just the one discussed in depth earlier, 
served a commercial function and, indeed, whether other weights found at 
or associated with Etruscan sacred sites were also tied to a market held in 
such locales.125 Importantly, in a survey of sites that could have hosted com-
mercial exchange, sacred sites are prominent. At emporia, temples served 
to mediate a neutral space and make traders from any nationality feel more 
welcome. At the aforementioned Fanum Voltumnae, this annual religious 
fair was known to have merchants, and likely served as a much-anticipated 
regional fair in addition to its sacral, and at times political, functions. Albert 
Nijboer commented that ‘the early markets for internal exchange in the pri-
mary centres of Etruria are yet to be defined’.126 Sites, such as the sanctuary 
at Satricum or the sanctuaries at S. Omobono in Rome, Nijober argued, 
seem to have acted like incipient fora which had ‘religious, public and mar-
ket functions’.127 Did the Temple A of S. Antonio at Caere, as well as certain 
other sacred sites elsewhere in Etruria, host periodic markets, which would 
have not only served as an important central place for the exchange of 
goods, but also an intrinsically important sociopolitical opportunity as the 
community came together?

122 Indeed, the calendar recorded on the Capua tile demonstrates that calendars could have 
been posted publicly – see Turfa (2012) 23. To consider the different formats an Etruscan 
calendar might have taken (e.g., wax tablets, linen books, bronze or terracotta plaques) – 
see Turfa (2012) 132–5.

123 Coarelli (1987) 85; Zifferero (1995) 334; Winter (2006) 203.
124 Cristofani (1986).
125 Maggiani (2012) also cites two weights from Tarquinia that may have been from the Ara 

della Regina; Biella (2019) 39. See Romanelli (1948) 266 n. 82, 270.
126 Nijboer (2004) 147.
127 Nijboer (2004) 150.
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The institutional structure of Etruscan markets

Christopher Garraty observed that ‘market exchange is worthy of study – 
and archaeologically visible – once it becomes socially institutionalised as 
a common and prevalent practice’.128 Evidence for Etruscan trading spaces 
has not been synthetically studied before, but there is clearly a variety of 
evidence, whether historical, epigraphical, or archaeological to support a 
discussion of the varied trading spaces that likely existed in Etruria. Whether 
periodic markets were being held within cities, castella, or a natural meeting 
place, some institutional framework, including hypothesised community cal-
endars with a nundinal schedule, as well as weights, and a leader to oversee 
it all, would have facilitated the regular traditions of the market. What, then, 
were some of the other institutionalised aspects that support evidence for 
markets in Etruria?

Was specific architecture needed for periodic markets?

The archaeological record at present suggests that no permanent building 
was necessarily needed to accommodate the markets posited at sacred sites. 
As Charlotte Potts recognised, ‘architecture was not a prerequisite for ancient 
marketplaces and trading posts. Commercial sites could be enhanced by the 
provision of shelter places to store or display goods, and ways to secure 
animals and materials from damage or loss, but all served to attract traders 
and customers rather than meeting essential needs’.129

In Bernadette Cap’s study on Mayan markets she considers what some 
of the archaeological correlates were for a physical marketplace for Mayan 
contexts. For her very different archaeological context, some of the stron-
gest correlates included macroartefacts, such as currency, weights, as well as 
dense concentrations of the same artefact type.130 For Cap, weights represent 
one of the strongest correlates for a market. As stated, weights can be used 
for many different purposes in Etruria – but the two weights from S. Antonio 
at Caere were found within a sacred location. Importantly, the archaic weight 
was found in a small archaic building that may have been some kind of house 
for the priest and may have served as a ponderarium, as well.131 In this light, 
it can be hypothesised whether weights were stored in specific special spots at 
certain Etruscan sanctuaries – storing the weights for perhaps many potential 
uses, one of which was a periodic market.132

128 Garraty (2010) 6.
129 Potts (2015) 115.
130 Cap (2015).
131 Maggiani and Rizzo (2005) 182; Maggiani (2002) 180, (2012); Biella (2019) 39.
132 That Etruscan sacred spaces could have been used in many ways, including the hypoth-

esised periodic markets, calls to mind the working of iron at the sanctuary at Graviscae, 
discussed above.
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Here, Marshall Becker’s work on Mayan marketplaces provides help 
because Mayan markets are temporary, periodic affairs – whereas a ‘built 
market suggests daily use’.133 Such comparanda is constructive, because in 
Etruria, beyond this one suggested ponderarium, there is no physical evi-
dence for the commercial spaces that hosted periodic markets. Etruscan peri-
odic markets were temporary periodic occurrences that we can anticipate 
may have taken place perhaps in a large open space near a sanctuary (cf. the 
ponderarium and the calendar).

Market fees?

In this hypothetical model of periodic markets in Etruria, a natural question 
is whether merchants were required to pay a market fee or dues in order to 
use the space. Such a fee or indirect tax is a common feature of periodic mar-
kets, across time and cultures.134 A market fee might serve to help in terms of 
the management of the market and space. To this end, a related question has 
been asked whether a portorium, or commodity tax, was charged at Etruscan 
emporia as occurred at Greek emporia.135 Gabriele Cifani has also noted that 
ancient sources record a portorium paid by Romans at the end of the regal 
period, but it is not clear if this was historically accurate.136 Thus, this is an 
open question that Etruscan evidence cannot currently negate or support. 
If there were such charges at Etruscan emporia, or long-term or short-term 
periodic markets, this would add another layer of institutional structure to 
Etruscan markets.

Coinage at Etruscan markets?

In the course of considering the tools and institutions that may have facili-
tated markets in Etruria, it is worthwhile to consider to what extent coin-
age might have been operative at such markets. The first evidence for the 
production of coinage in Etruria dates to the end of the sixth to early fifth 

133 Becker (2015) 92. For the Mayans, ‘market areas using temporary tents or awnings are far 
more common than built markets’.

134 MacMullen (1970) 334; Gabba (1975) 153; Blanton and Fargher (2010) 213; Garraty 
(2010) 2; Hirth (2010) 235. A sampling of different markets at which taxes were charged 
includes: a tax at 16th century markets in the Yucatan (Shaw [2012] 129); the Mayans 
charged a fee (Shaw [2012] 129), as did the Aztecs (Hirth [2016] 76–9), medieval England 
(Davis [2014] 146); modern rural periodic markets in China (Rozelle et al. [2003] 23), 
in Uganda (Good [1975] 57); Quinto, Ecuador (Bromley [1964] 62), etc. Stall fees are. of 
course, a standard part of American farmer’s markets (e.g., Farmers’ Market Federation of 
New York. 2009. ‘Farmers Market Manager Training Manual’). https://static1.squarespace.
com/static/5e70ea6d10d5dc73a27d1184/t/5e7cce0170ce646e64cd7877/1585237545837/
NYFM_Training_Manual.pdf, Accessed June 23, 2020).

135 Purcell (2005) especially 207 fn. 18; Riva (2010) 222; Cifani (2016) 163, (2021) 151–6.
136 Cifani (2016) 163; Liv. 2.9.6; Dion. Ant. Rom. 5.22.2.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e70ea6d10d5dc73a27d1184/t/5e7cce0170ce646e64cd7877/1585237545837/NYFM_Training_Manual.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e70ea6d10d5dc73a27d1184/t/5e7cce0170ce646e64cd7877/1585237545837/NYFM_Training_Manual.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e70ea6d10d5dc73a27d1184/t/5e7cce0170ce646e64cd7877/1585237545837/NYFM_Training_Manual.pdf
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century BCE from Populonia. It consisted of silver coinage and silver bars, 
and it was found in a hoard in Volterra along with coins from the Greek 
city of Massalia, demonstrating that the idea for coinage was spread along 
with international connections.137 Not a lot of coinage was produced in the 
first period of Etruscan coinage, such that the first productions are thought 
to have been intended to satisfy the needs of gentilicial groups rather than 
‘state’/community needs.138 These coins were evidently used for storing value 
and not for regular exchange and these sets of coins have ‘low numbers, 
high face value and a restricted area of circulation’.139 Populonia eventu-
ally minted its own state coinage by the third quarter of the fifth century 
BCE, and included low denominations.140 There is no evidence for Etruscan 
commodity prices. Was Populonia’s coinage ever suitable for small change? 
Could an Etruscan coin have ever used to buy a leg of mutton or fresh veg-
etables at a market? Etruscan coinage was likely not used, or intended, for 
the majority of market transactions at Etruscan emporia.141 Further, coinage 
was never pervasive in Etruria. Caere never minted its own coinage and 
Tarquinia only minted coinage very briefly in the late fourth century BCE.142 
Therefore, when imagining Etruscan marketplaces, many transactions would 
not have been greased by the transfer of monetary instruments (e.g., coinage, 
aes signatum, or aes rude) but by the exchange of goods in kind and barter.143

Market administration

Whether it is a night market in Taiwan, a periodic market in Tanzania, or a 
local farmer’s market in America, market administration is a basic expecta-
tion in the modern era.144 Market administrators secure space and assure 

137 Catalli (1990) 33–5; Parise (1985); Catalli (2001) 89; Riva (2010) 222; Catalli (2017) 464; 
Becker (2017a) 1023. To this end, note that Catalli (2017) 465 assumes that these coins 
had ‘high values’.

138 Parise (1985) 260–6; Catalli (1988) 469, (2001); Riva (2010) 222; Catalli (2017) 465; 
Becker (2017a).

139 Catalli (2001) 89.
140 Catalli (1988) 470, (1990) 41–59, (2001) 90, (2017) 465; Becker (2017b) 1136.
141 Haack (2014 207) discusses the exchange for metals produced at Gravisca, where Greeks 

would have exchanged imported goods for worked metal – see also Riva (2010) 222. Fiorenzo 
Catalli (2001) 90 discussed how one function of Populonia’s coinage (and it should be pointed 
out that does not exclude others) may have been to facilitate ‘wages and other costs’ stemming 
from the ‘internal market’ devoted to the Elban iron industry, see also Catalli (2017) 465.

142 Becker (2017b) 1136–7.
143 Catalli (1990) 35; Nijboer (2004) 150, 153, (2017) 910; Becker (2017a) 1022. Maria Cecilia 

d’Ercole (2017) 158 noted, ‘this suggests that most Etruscan trading did not involve monetary 
exchange but was based on other forms of payment’. The term barter is used to signify, ‘a form 
of exchange that does not employ media of exchange’ (Garraty [2010] 8). See Hirth (2016, 
72) for an account of Aztec bartering, where goods are exchanged for one another or cacao 
beans (which served a monetary function); see also Shaw (2012) 122–3.

144 Garraty (2010) 10.
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adherence to laws (whether weights and standards, tax, sanitation, etc.). 
However, when considering market administration when looking back to a 
past culture, extreme caution is required, in terms of not equating modern 
phenomena with ancient practice. At the very least, the inscribed Caeretan 
weight speaks to the probability of some oversight.

What were the sociopolitical structures in which Etruscan periodic mar-
kets were embedded and which allowed them to operate?145 Another tool 
that would have supported the market are hypothesised community calen-
dars into which market schedules were tied. For Macrobius, the Etruscans 
met every ninth day for a variety of reasons (Macrob. Sat. 1.15.13). These 
reasons, as explained earlier, included a periodic market – one day of a long 
week when everyone might take off for provisioning and social interaction. 
In Macrobius’ account, the king was a part of this, because this periodic com-
ing together is a great way for town and country to reinforce connections and 
for the zilath to check in with the larger populace. In Rome, the origin story 
of the market was credited to a rex.146 In the late fifth century BCE a king of 
Veii had hoped to be the sponsor of the celebration at the Fanum Voltumnae 
for that year as a priest (Liv. 5.1.2–7). Livy recorded that because he did not 
receive this position, he withdrew performers that he would have sponsored. 
In Etruria, would such a leader, as well as elites from the other participating 
city-states, have also helped to administer the market at the celebrations of 
the Fanum Voltumnae?

There were a variety of different types of magistrates whose titles are 
recorded epigraphically. While the function of the chief magistrate of a city-
state, the zilath, is reasonably understood to have covered military and politi-
cal obligations, the orbits of many Etruscan titles are not always clear.147 To 
this end, it would be fruitful to know if there were Etruscan magistrates, 
akin to the agoranomoi of Athens or the aediles (or later the praefectus urbi) 
of Rome, who were responsible for regulating Etruscan periodic markets?148 
Were the individuals who dedicated the weight at Caere such magistrates? 
Having an official regulate the market, who can enforce the use of weights 
and measures and discourage cheating, in essence would have reduced trans-
action costs at the marketplace and would have made such a commercial 
experience more efficient and fair for all.149 If the Etruscan weights from 
Caere, in particular, have been interpreted correctly, by at least the archaic 
period there was utility in having weights to support and reinforce fair trad-
ing at such markets. Importantly, these official weight standards would have 
likely been sponsored and curated over time by Etruscan leaders, who were 

145 Becker (2013).
146 Macrob. Sat. 1.16.32–33: Romulus or Servius Tullius.
147 Becker (2013).
148 Arist. Ath. Pol. 51.1–4; Arist. Pol. 6.1321b; Lex Irnitana 19; Dig. 19.2.13.8 (Ulpian).
149 Manning (2018) 209.
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perhaps even magistrates. Throughout in this study, there has been attention 
to the institutional mechanisms that regulated exchange in dedicated com-
mercial spaces, whether they were held at emporia, or long-term or short-
term periodic (nundinal) markets. These mechanisms could have included 
weights, calendars, and perhaps market fees. Paying attention to these insti-
tutional mechanisms and how Etruscan city-states and their magistrates (and 
priests) might have facilitated trade across a number of different types of 
spaces is in line with the concerns of New Institutional Economics (NIE). 
NIE is attuned to looking at, inter alia, how social, legal, and institutional 
frameworks can facilitate or even hinder an economy.150 The markets them-
selves may have been managed by elites and there may even have been a 
fee to use the markets.151 Such elements, along with weights, and even the 
calendar, were some of the ‘background constraints’ that this study posits 
were at work in these varied Etruscan marketplaces.152

Conclusion

Etruscan marketplaces varied in terms of their local, regional, or interre-
gional coverage, as well as their periodicity. Synthesising such information 
over time and space makes it more possible to imagine where and when 
Etruscan commerce was transacted.153 Considering how such commerce was 
regulated and protected, learning what we can about the mechanics of that 
commerce is also a vital part of the picture. Above all, some of the most per-
suasive evidence coalesces around the institutions and infrastructural tools 
that facilitated markets. These include a possible nundinal cycle and weights, 
as well as officials to make sure that those weights and the market itself 
were fair. In Rome, the aediles regulated commerce at markets (especially in 
order to counteract fraud) and one wonders whether there would have been 
some sort of official presence at an Etruscan marketplace. The idea of this 
official and public presence is also carried further by the suggestion that the 
periodic markets occurred according to a schedule likely set by priests and 
maintained upon a calendar. All of these ingredients help us to understand 
better the ways in which the orbits of Etruscan priests and political officials 
might have impacted trade and daily life.

Such a constellation has further implications seen in the breadth of this 
study, which is why it is fruitful to look at different types of Etruscan trad-
ing places together, however varied. It is possible that at least some periodic 

150 Frier and Kehoe (2007).
151 The occupants of temporary merchant stalls near the amphitheatre of Pompeii were using 

the space permissu aedilium, ‘by the permission of the aediles’ (CIL 6.1096, 1096a, 1097b, 
1115; Della Corte [1965] 222, 397–8 nos. 852v, 852c; Frayn [1993] 5).

152 North (1991). See also Frier and Kehoe (2007) 113.
153 To quote from Garraty (2010) 10, ‘equally important to the question of “what is a market 

system” is “when is a market system”’.
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markets in Etruria were held at religious sites, and the calendar and the five 
weights of a religious nature tie into this. Additionally, the emporia and the 
long-cycle periodic markets that have been hypothesised to have accompa-
nied the religious festivals held at the Etruscan Fanum Voltumnae (likely 
near Orvieto) and the festival at the Capenate sanctuary of Lucus Feroniae, 
all demonstrate the suitability of conducting exchange in neutral, religious 
spaces.

The Etruscan market, whether permanent, periodic, or accompanying a 
festival, is a lens through which Etruscan society is mediated. A market, as 
Macrobius wrote, was an opportunity for people to meet their king and this 
sociopolitical opportunity could be extended to include aristocrats meeting 
their dependents, as well as craftspeople meeting farmers, the urban populace 
meeting the rural one, and so on. Along with the commercial convenience, 
a marketplace creates a social and political nexus wherein information was 
exchanged, a calendar could have been consulted, and new people could have 
been encountered. The focus of this study has not been as much interested in 
a top-down perspective focused on high-ranking members, but rather a mid-
dle-up look asking how the average person in any Etruscan locale might have 
acquired products and participated in networks of exchange, both material 
and sociocultural. Too little is understood about the public mechanics of 
daily life in Etruria. Compounded with that, very little is understood about 
Etruscan public spaces. Speculating about the markets and where and when 
they occurred, as well as how they worked, allows for the daily lives of ordi-
nary Etruscans, as well as politicians, to be fleshed out further.
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Scholarly reflections about mobility, during the period from the eighth to 
fifth century BCE in the central and western Mediterranean, have tradition-
ally focused on the movements associated with ‘Greek colonisation’, that is 
the presence, movement, or settlement of people of eastern Mediterranean 
origin (Greek and Phoenician) further west than the Adriatic. This myopic 
focus on travellers and migrants from the east has resulted in an imbalance 
in our understanding. While the settlements founded during this period of 
colonisation are among the best archaeologically investigated sites of south-
ern Italy, and the reasons for their erection, the provenience of their inhabit-
ants, and their urban development have been explored in detail, the amount 
of research on the indigenous populations of this area, and the character of 
their interaction with the apoikiai, is comparatively limited.1 This is despite 
the fact that the survival and prosperity of the new settlements, at least in 
the first few decades, would have likely relied on the connections to, and 
(good) relations with, the peoples and communities already present within 
the area.2

The following chapter deals with a specific feature within this wider set of 
issues that has important implications for our understanding of this cultural 
exchange. I will argue for the importance of mobility, not only as a singular 
act by the settlers from the east, but also as a permanent way of life for major 
parts of the regional population of central and southern Italy.3 In particular, 
the chapter will emphasise the importance of animal husbandry, especially 
in its mobile form. This economic model, and way of life, helped form the 
vast circulatory system of ancient Italy, allowing and encouraging the flow of 

1 It is impossible to list the countless studies on this topic; to name just a few prominent ones: 
Pugliese Carratelli (1996); Mertens (2006); Tsetskhladze (2006), (2008) and many others.

2 This bias is enhanced by the fact that, due to the development and division of academic tradi-
tions, the various regions, cultural complexes, and kinds of evidence are subject to different 
modern disciplines: on the part of the Italian population – Archaeology and Anthropology 
(Anglophone countries), Paletnologia (Italy) or Ur- und Frühgeschichte (Germany); on the 
part of the Greeks – Classics, Archeologia (classica) or Klassische Archäologie, respectively.

3 See Isayev (2017) on mobility in Italy more broadly, and also Cohen in this volume.
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people, objects, and ideas within the peninsula. When the travellers arrived 
from the east, they did not step out onto a stable landscape, but a fluid one – 
mobility met mobility.

Transhumance as a historical economy

Mobile pastoralism is, historically, well-documented in many regions of 
Europe and has long represented both an important branch of the economy 
and also a very specific way of life. This statement certainly includes Italy, 
as well as the rest of the Mediterranean basin, and this type of activity was 
indeed considered a major element of the longue durée in the work of Fer-
nand Braudel.4 Archaeological investigations into this lifestyle have been 
perennial, but their systematic inclusion into a wider scholarly debate has 
traditionally been rather limited in Mediterranean archaeology, although 
several sources suggest that it was common from an early period on.5 In 
Greece, the most prominent testimony is the story of the young Oedipus 
who, on the order of his father king Laios, was taken by a Theban shepherd 
to his summer pastures on mount Kithairon. Unable to expose the baby 
prince to certain death by sun or beasts, the shepherd passed the child on to 
another herder from Corinth, seasonally using the same pastures (Soph. OT 
1132–1139). The end of the story is well known – but it is noteworthy that 
this passage seems to testify to the practice of transhumance in Sophocles’ 
own time, projected back into the heroic past.6

Mobile pastoralism, in the form of transhumance, is characterised by the 
seasonal movement of flocks between two regions of different climate. Dif-
ferent to nomadism, the phase of actual movement is typically only measured 
in days or weeks, while the stay at the seasonal grazing areas themselves 
lasts weeks or even months.7 The term ‘transhumance’ was coined by French 

4 Braudel (1972) 120–34.
5 Studies of the topic that in the last decade received renewed and augmented interest include 

Whittaker (1988); Collis et al. (2016); Costello and Svensson (2018), to name but a few; the 
hesitant reception of this research was/is mainly due to the scarcity of direct archaeological 
evidence (in comparison to sources for agriculture, both in ancient literature and material 
remains). Another reason for the marginality of research into ancient (mobile) pastoral-
ism probably lies in its present marginal status in the modern nation-state Mediterranean 
economy.

6 For a recent account of transhumance in ancient Greece, see Cardete (2019). She however 
reiterates the assumption that transhumance on a larger scale, and as a system separate from 
agriculture and animal husbandry, was not possible until the Middle Ages; this is problematic 
both in the chronological sense as well as in the assumption that, for such a specialisation, 
a complete separation of these fields was necessary – and even possible, considering the 
enormous variability in herding strategies, cf. Dyson-Hudson and Dyson-Hudson (1980), 
and also the assumption that the ancient household economy was completely self-sufficient 
and only focused on subsistence is debatable, especially when new circumstances offered easy 
possibilities of surplus production; Cardete (2019) 107–8.

7 See, e.g., Carrier (1932) 8; Hütteroth (1959) 38; Waldherr (1999) 565.
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geographers in the late eighteenth century when describing the Spanish 
mesta, one of the oldest and largest examples of historical, horizontal (i.e., 
long-distance, as opposed to short, vertical, mountain) transhumance.8 The 
mesta was set up in 1273 CE and developed from regional forerunners into 
a national institution involving the annual migration of flocks of sheep from 
Andalusia to Castile. Including approximately 3000 cattle breeders, it was 
beneficial for all sides by facilitating the corporate negotiation of long-term 
leases with the pasture owners as well as the control and taxation of ani-
mals. In the fifteenth century, almost three million sheep took part in these 
movements. A very similar system, the dogana della Mena delle Pecore di 
Puglia was inaugurated by Alfonso I of Aragon in 1447 CE in the Kingdom 
of Naples.9 In principle, the dogana had the same tasks as the mesta, most 
notably the taxation of the animals to fill the royal purse. The drove roads 
utilised by the dogana (called tratturi) reached far up into central Italy, where 
the summer pastures in the Abruzzi – and also the traditional homes of the 
herds and livestock owners – lay. The winter pastures were situated in the 
Tavoliere di Puglia. In 1604 CE, more than five million sheep were moved, 
often over several hundred kilometres. At the end of the eighteenth century, 
more than 40,000 individuals were directly dependent on the dogana-system, 
with many more indirectly linked to this economy (as farmers supplying agri-
cultural products to shepherds, craftsmen specialising in shepherd’s products, 
traders, etc.).10

Although the dogana-system was officially abandoned in 1806 CE, trans-
humance pastoralism retained its importance as a way of life in Italy into the 
twentieth century, when some mountain villages were still entirely inhabited 
by shepherd families, seasonally moving with their herds.11 Yet the long-
distance dogana movements were not the only system employed by southern 
Italian shepherds. Much shorter routes were also used, only partly coinciding 
with the royal tratturi. One such practice, operational until the twentieth cen-
tury, is the so-called statonica in modern-day Basilicata and Apulia (Figure 
10.1). In this historically attested case, the shepherd families involved were 
originally based in the uplands and thus practised an ‘inverse’ type of trans-
humance typical for the Italian peninsula, that is with the home-bases and 
permanent residences in the upland summer pastures and seasonal travel to 
the lowland winter pastures.12 However, over time, most of the populations 
involved in the statonica relocated their main base to the lowland, Apulian 

 8 Zöbl (1982) 1–2; cf. Hütteroth (1959) 40–1; Rudenko (1969) 16–17.
 9 Organised by the mesta-experienced Catalan Francesco Montluber; Heitz (2020) 252.
10 Lombardi (1999) 26–7.
11 These movements were still witnessed in the second half of the nineteenth century by the 

historian Ferdinand Gregorovius who vividly described the large flocks of sheep and cattle, 
guarded by intimidating men and dogs, he encountered during his travels, especially through 
the regions of Molise and northern Apulia; cf. Gregorovius (1978) 401, 608, 623–4.

12 Carrier (1932) 8; Hütteroth (1959) 38; Waldherr (1999) 565; Carrer (2015) 10.
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winter pastures. The system mediates between the area dominated by the 
Murge, a karstic limestone massif, and the mountainous Apennine interior.13 
In modern times, more than two-thirds of the stock kept in the area took part 
in these short (c. 30 km) movements of the statonica.14

In Roman times, literary and epigraphic sources attest to the practice of 
transhumance between central and southern Italy.15 Maybe the earliest hint 
is a passage in Frontinus (Frontin. Str. 1.7.4, written in the second half of the 
first century CE) who noted that in 290 BCE the Roman consul Dentatus led 
his troops along obscura itinera from Samnium to Sabina,16 suggesting that 
these ‘hidden tracks’ were capable of quickly leading a whole army through 
the Apennine region. These might be tentatively identified with pastoral 
routes (named calles in Latin, sg. callis). Explicit reference to pasture can 
be found in the Lex Agraria of 111 BCE, granting wealthy livestock-owners 
the use of common land (ager publicus) for free pasture and moving herds.17 
In the first century BCE, Varro reports that his flock of sheep was driven 
from Reate in Latium to winter pastures in Apulia (Varro Rust. 2.2.9), and 
that Publius Pontianus had his flocks driven from Umbria to the pastures of 
Metapontum and then to the markets at Heraclea (Varro Rust. 2.9.6). The 
fate of a transhumant shepherd family of the Imperial period might be illus-
trated by the tombstones of what appear to be two brothers, set up by their 
parents at the distant sites of Sulmone in the Abruzzi and Canosa in Apulia, 
areas of transhumant summer and winter residence respectively.18 The most 
famous evidence for Roman transhumance, however, is an inscription of 
the second century CE at one of the gates of the city of Saepinum/Altilia 
(modern Sepino in the Molise region). It reports the problems that the shep-
herds occasionally had with the inhabitants of the cities they passed – inter-
estingly it was not the townspeople complaining about the shepherds, but 
the shepherds complaining about the townspeople who often (wrongfully) 
accused them of being thieves and harassed them.19 The name of the town, 
Saepinum, probably derives from the Latin term saepta (corral/pen) and a 
historical tratturo, likely a successor of an older callis, runs right through the 
city centre, possibly witnessing the development of the site from a seasonal 
transhumance stopover-point to a permanent small rural settlement.20

13 Sprengel (1971) 135–40 with fig. 29–30. See also Peruzzi, in this volume, for discussion of 
the relationship between the Murge region and both the coastal and Apennine zones.

14 Their southern- and western-most summer pastures are in the region around Pescopagano, 
between Cairano/Calitri and Muro Lucano.

15 Zöbl (1982) 20–3.
16 Cf. Santillo Frizell (1996) 67; Camerieri and Mattioli (2014) 333.
17 CIL I², nr. 585, see esp. sections ii.14–15 and 25–26. See Carrier (1932) 32–8 and also Cohen 

in this volume.
18 CIL 9.3113; Chelotti et al. (1985) no. 78.
19 CIL 9.2438.
20 Magnani (2003) 53; cf. Van Wonterghem (1999) 427 fig. 16.
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A frequently proposed argument, against the assumption of early trans-
humance in southern Italy, is that mobility and long migratory movements 
would not have been possible without the political unity that only existed 
from Roman times onwards.21 However, in pre-state societies, it is not the 
political unity of the territory that matters but the rights of use and passage 
that are agreed between shepherds/flock-owners and farmers/landowners 
along their routes. The success of these negotiations is the decisive factor 
for unhindered migration. As late as the early twentieth century, herdsmen 
travelling with their flocks concluded contracts in the form of oral agree-
ments with the landowners whose territory they crossed.22 Seasonal migra-
tory movements necessitated, and perhaps even generated, supra-regional 
networks, the maintenance of which was of vital importance for the undis-
turbed annual rhythm of the peoples and communities involved. They had to 
be secured by the accompanying renewal of mutual obligations and depen-
dencies that thus were an integral part of these networks. Thus, encounter 
acted as a prerequisite and warranty for mobility and vice versa.

Beyond the historical sources

Did the Romans simply regulate and channel activities carried out in earlier 
times by the pre-Roman communities of Italy, just like Alfonso I did in the 
fifteenth century CE?23 The importance of this question, and the topic of 
ancient transhumance in general, are highlighted by the fact that it keeps 
popping up in scholarship – and most notably several contributions in a 
recent volume on pre-Roman Italy – without any clear evidence.24 Already 
in 1959, Puglisi suggested that the ‘Apennine culture’ of the late Bronze Age 
practised mobile pastoralism as a major branch of its subsistence.25 Apart 
from the natural support of climate and geography for this economy, he 
argued that the absence of stable settlements, as well as cultural similari-
ties between coastal and inland sites (especially pottery vessels suitable for 
cheese-making, as well as wooden objects used for stirring), can be taken 
as indicators of this practice. He also suggested that some of the upland 

21 Cf. Santillo Frizell (2009) 27. The structure of ownership and use of land in pre-Roman times 
is largely unknown and was probably completely different from modern conceptions; even 
until the early imperial period, large areas of Italy were still ager publicus (i.e., not privately 
owned), but probably nevertheless subject of a more or less clear idea of the right to use 
them, executed by local or regional bodies/elites. For the effects of changing use rights on 
rural communities and economy, see, e.g., Stagno (2019). See also Cohen in this volume.

22 Not only in cases of long-distance travel did pasture arrangements have to be made, see 
Santillo Frizell (2009) 34. 43–4; cf. Wagner-Hasel (2000) 226–34, (2002). In Portugal, the 
chief shepherd (maioral) responsible for the planning and arrangement of contracts regard-
ing transit rights travelled the route long before the herds; Jorge Dias (1969) 801.

23 E.g., Camerieri and Mattioli (2014) 334.
24 See, e.g., recently Farney and Bradley (2018) 181, 285, 308, 428, 514, 524, 588 etc.
25 Puglisi (1959).
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sites, which would have probably been deeply covered in snow in winter, 
must have been seasonal summer camps. Similar reasoning was employed 
by Pearce on the area of Trentino – he argued that a pastoral economy, 
and the production of hard cheese in the Bronze Age, would have been 
appropriate for an area characterised by intensive mining activities, since the 
numerous workers at these sites had to be supplied with meat and cheese, 
and would have simultaneously created grazing areas by clearing forests for 
fuel.26 However, both lines of reasoning were (necessarily) based on assump-
tions, speculation, and ‘common sense’ rather than on sound archaeological 
or ethnographic evidence.

The main difficulty in exploring this sort of economic system using 
archaeological evidence is its very light archaeological footprint. For obvi-
ous reasons, mobile shepherds preferred to use light and mostly perishable 
materials, both for living and dwelling. In terms of objects, this means that 
breakable materials like pottery were not practical for travel and containers 
or tools of wood or leather would have been preferred.27 Therefore, large-
scale pottery production is not to be expected, ruling out one of the most 
important archaeological sources of evidence. Ethnography has shown that 
pottery can usually only be found at sites of more frequent and stable trans-
humant presence, and with a clear focus on dairy products.28 But even then, 
hardly any vessel shapes exclusively used in the context of milk processing 
can be identified. Ethnographic observations indicate that iron tripods and 
copper cauldrons are often used for heating the whey and producing cheese.29 
Yet, despite being archaeologically well attested in many areas, such vessels 
are, in modern scholarship, generally associated with banqueting activities 
instead (mainly based on depictions and literary accounts/records associated 
with the Greek area). The material legacies of pastoralists who specialised in 
wool and/or meat production are even more ephemeral. Textile production 

26 Pearce (2016).
27 cf. Cribb (1991) 75–9; for a representation of typical and almost entirely wooden objects 

and tools used for cheese production in the twentieth century Carpathians, see Földes (1961) 
fig. 5.

28 Migliavacca et al. (2013) 223; Carrer (2015) 16, (2016).
29 It is important to note that, when practiced on a smaller scale, the necessary tools can be 

entirely made of perishable materials like wood, leather, or cloth; cf. Simonjenko (1961) fig. 
1–2. This is true also for the vessels used for heating and/or rocking the milk in cheese and 
yoghurt production. Ethnographic observations indicate that iron tripods were, in modern 
times, common tools in the production of cheese; Mientjes (2004) 179. Copper cauldrons 
are attested in Moravia, the Carpathians, and Transylvania where they were used for heating 
the whey and producing cheese; Földes (1961) 302; Kopczyńska-Jaworska (1961) 421; Štika 
(1969) 282; see also Kindstedt (2012) 105. An interesting iconographical suggestion for 
cheese production in seventh century BCE Italian vase painting has recently been forwarded 
by Guggisberg (2017) who interprets the object behind Polyphemus on the Aristonothos 
crater as a cheese harp, symbolizing not the everyday craft but the economic wealth of the 
cyclops.
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was, in ethnographically observed cases, only practiced on a small scale by 
mobile pastoralists. The bulk of the wool would typically be sold to other 
groups and cloth or clothing bought readymade on the markets, testifying 
to the mutual dependence of mobile pastoralists and more sedentary com-
munities.30 Large quantities of loom-weights on a site are therefore more 
indicative of sedentary weaving, while spindle-whorls, distaffs, or weaving 
tablets are compatible with a mobile lifestyle.31 In archaeological contexts, 
however, it is not always easy to correctly identify distaffs, which are fre-
quently categorised as ‘sceptres,’ as Gleba has shown.32

A second major issue in analysing transhumant populations is the diffi-
culty in identifying specific concepts or forms of mobile pastoralism and the 
blurring and overlap which often occurs between them. There is a very wide 
range of styles and models of transhumance pastoralism, from the whole 
community being on the move with the herds, to the herds accompanied 
only by a few specialised shepherds. This has major implications for the 
level of sedentism and, even within a single approach to pastoralism, the 
boundary between sedentism and mobility is likely indistinct and fluid.33 
In many transhumant societies, women, elderly people, and children live 
in stable dwellings and practice agriculture. Dwellings like tents or huts of 
organic materials are often preferred, as they can be erected and dismantled 
quickly, or more ephemeral buildings with stone walls which resemble, for 
an archaeologist, ruined houses.34 As for special constructions connected to 
pastoralism, there is hardly any evidence; structures, such as corral fences, 
were often constructed of only light poles or even shrubs. Not even the pro-
duction of dairy products, like cheese, necessarily required stable buildings 
with clearly identifiable installations – although it should be noted that, in 
historical south-eastern Italy, the characteristic, often very simple, dry-stone-
walled and vaulted constructions (like the later trulli of Apulia and the pin-
nette of Sardegna) are attested as having served this purpose.35 At places with 
high pastoral activity, including those used for longer stays or stopovers, 
some kind of enclosure or fence is to be expected for safeguarding the ani-
mals from beasts, theft, and to prevent escape – although these were likely 
of even more ephemeral construction than the dwellings. Apart from many 
ethnographic observations, this is also attested by Roman authors (Varro, 
Rust. 1.14.1–4; 2.2.9). Such installations might go together with corrals with 

30 e.g., Barth (1961) 8–9.
31 e.g., Marinow (1961).
32 Gleba (2011).
33 e.g., Hütteroth (1959) 72; Salzman (2004) 34; Chang (2008); Mientjes (2004), (2010).
34 For the case of Turkish pastoralists see Hütteroth (1959) 64–7; this ephemeral kind of con-

struction was still practised in the 1930s by the Italian shepherd communities of the Pontine 
plain/southern Latium before the area was drained and on Sardinia; Zaccheo (2006).

35 cf. Morandi (1999) 196 fig. 3; Manfredi-Selvaggi (1999) 216 fig. 8; Santillo Frizell (2009) 122.
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a narrowing neck allowing for the separation of the animals and facilitating 
the control over milked and un-milked animals.36

Zooming in: identifying mobile pastoralists at Ripacandida

With all these considerations in mind, let us now turn to the evidence of 
these communities and populations in the pre-Roman era. If it existed, it 
seems likely that pre-Roman transhumance took shorter routes than the later 
Roman and dogana tracks; Roman expansion is typically thought to have 
brought a much larger scale to this activity. It is, nevertheless, helpful to take 
these historical/modern examples as a starting point for the investigation.

The recently studied site of Ripacandida is situated in the area of the Melf-
ese, along the course of a tratturo of the statonica-system (Figure 10.1). It has 
been suggested that this particular tratturo is the successor of a callis from 
the middle to late Republican period, connecting Venosa and Atella and pass-
ing about 2 km southeast of the site (loc. La Veglia).37 In the course of rescue 
excavations in the 1970s and 1980s, a small necropolis of the seventh to fifth 

36 cf. Barth (1961) 16; Congès and Leguilloux (2012).
37 Volpe (1990) 147.

Figure 10.1  Map with sites mentioned in the text and area of the modern statonica-system.
Source: © S. Hye/author.
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century BCE was discovered on the hilltop. All of the graves were simple 
pit inhumations. No dwellings contemporary with the necropolis have been 
found.38 Noteworthy is the very limited amount of pottery found in the ear-
liest burials, while jewellery was well represented. Already Yntema’s study 
of the regional pottery tradition has revealed that the Melfese area lacked 
distinctive pottery production.39 Most of the pottery found at Ripacandida 
comes from the wider region, especially from the adjacent ‘north-Lucanian’ 
area to the west (Ruvo-Satriano ware) and from northern Apulia to the east 
(‘Daunian’ ware). The first imported Greek vessels, occurring as early as 
the sixth century BCE, are ‘Ionian’ B2 cups. This shape was replaced in the 
following century, according to the general fashion, by simple black-glazed 
kylices. Other shapes, like kraters and trefoil jugs, were imported or imitated 
locally. Local pottery production started only one or two generations after 
the earliest burials, from the second half of the sixth century BCE onwards, 
and was practised on a small scale, probably restricted to just a few shapes 
(Figure 10.2).40

Loom weights and spindle whorls in some tombs suggest that the individu-
als buried there were engaged in textile production. However, according to 
the number and distribution of these objects, it seems that this occupation 
was not practiced on a large scale. Weapons are more frequent, probably in 
male tombs, and never occur together with textile tools. The vast majority 
of weapons are spears; close-combat weapons like swords occur very rarely. 
The graves are grouped in loose clusters (Figure 10.3). Within the early phase 
of these clusters, there is often the pairing of two tombs of adult individuals 

38 But wells pre-dating the graveyard are attested; Carollo and Osanna (2009) 394–409.
39 Yntema (1990) 16 fig. 3.
40 Setari (1999).

Figure 10.2  Typical vessels of the bichrome local pottery production at Ripacandida. 
From left to right: olla with triple zig-zag motif on the shoulder; jug with 
‘spherical’ lines and inscribed stars on the lower part of the vessel; jug 
with alternating horizontal bands and small zone with lozenge decora-
tion at the widest point; squatted askos with vertical spout and bull’s 
head protome (not to scale).

Source: © Author.
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Figure 10.3  Schematic plan of the Ripacandida necropolis with indication of burial 
clusters.

Source: © Author.
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of different genders, suggesting the existence of marriage-like partnerships.41 
Combined with the representation of almost all age and gender groups in 
each cluster, it seems likely that the clusters represent small, core, family or 
household units. Initially, members of three to four household clusters were 
buried, later increasing up to a maximum of 13. Careful estimates suggest 
that the average number of residents at the site over the entire period was 
22, with a maximum of 33 in the second half of the sixth century BCE. The 
size of each household would therefore have been three to five people. This 
seems a very low number, casting some doubt on the permanent presence 
of the community at Ripacandida, or at least its full representation in this 
necropolis.42

Cross-cultural comparison shows that the household is the basic organisa-
tional unit of mobile pastoralists. It typically consists of a couple and their 
children (Figure 10.4). After a son’s marriage, an independent household is 
established, forming a new basic family unit.43 With the death, senility, or 
illness of the head of the family, the household is likely to dissolve unless the 
widow and/or a son are able to take over. Furthermore, the earliest deceased 
individuals at Ripacandida, buried at the turn of the sixth century BCE, are 
probably all women. This could indicate a process of slowly increasing sed-
entism, whereby (typically elderly) women from mobile pastoralist groups 
did not take part in the seasonal journey or were left behind at a certain point – a 
practice attested in ethnography.44 While the lack of architecture can only 
indirectly suggest ephemeral types of dwelling, the small community of Ripa-
candida shows traits resembling ethnographically observed mobile pastoral-
ists; specifically, it indicates small, egalitarian household units of armed men 
and of women engaged in small-scale textile production. That local pottery 
production started some two generations after the first burials might reflect 
the fact that (a) a seasonal stay neither necessitated nor allowed the develop-
ment of pottery production and/or (b) vessels could easily be procured from 
other sources, probably on the journey between summer and winter pastures. 
Furthermore, the spectrum of pottery recovered at Ripacandida changes over 
time: while in the sixth century BCE close connections to the hinterland are 
documented (Ruvo-Satriano-ware), during the fifth century BCE ‘coastal’ 
influences (imports, banded ware) prevail, indicating increased links to (the 
markets at) the coasts or even possibly, analogous to historical processes, a 
shift of the (main) settlement sites of the shepherds from the uplands to the 
lowlands (i.e., change from inverse to normal transhumance pattern).

41 The determination of the gender of the deceased at Ripacandida was based only on the 
position of the corpse and the grave goods, since the bones were not available for study.

42 Heitz (2021).
43 Barth (1961) 18; Hütteroth (1959) 49–50; cf. Mientjes (2010) 157; Chang (2000) 128.
44 Hütteroth (1959) 53–74.
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In the typical northern ‘Apulian’/‘Daunian’ pottery production, the enig-
matic shape of the askos features prominently a vessel with a globular or 
squat body to which at least one, often two, vertical spout is attached. This 
shape is also one of the few vessel types produced by the small local work-
shop, apart from characteristically decorated ollae and two types of jugs 
(these vessels are however stylistically more related to the northern-Luca-
nian Ruvo-Satriano ware).45 While the general function of the shape is still 
unknown,46 the locally made askoi show an interesting detail (Figure 10.5): 
their rear spout was transformed into a figural applique in the shape of a 
bull’s head – iconography reminiscent of pastoralism. The same is true for 
ram- or dog(?)-shaped pendants found in some tombs of the site. A recent 
analysis of the locally preserved textile remains of Ripacandida has also 

45 Setari (1999).
46 Organic residue analysis is currently executed for examples recovered at Ripacandida and 

other sites of the region (J. Dunne, Organic Geochemistry Unit/University of Bristol). For 
the time being, the shape might be compared to the čepák, a vessel equally equipped with a 
round spout and used in eighteenth and nineteenth century Moravia to collect cream; Kunz 
(1969) 724 fig. 11.

Figure 10.4  Image of a Latin shepherd family, taken on May 19, 1935 at Carpineto 
close to the dam of Rio Sermoneta.

Source: Zaccheo (2006) 163 (Archivio Consorzio di Bonifica dell’Agro. Pontino: http://image.
archivioluce.com/foto/high/PONTINO/BOR001511.jpg).

http://image.archivioluce.com/foto/high/PONTINO/BOR001511.jpg
http://image.archivioluce.com/foto/high/PONTINO/BOR001511.jpg
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revealed that most of the fabrics were woven in what could be described as 
a ‘Greek manner’, that is, as weft-faced tabbies, while some were equipped 
with typical indigenous tablet-woven borders.47 If these were attached to 
textiles obtained from Greek markets, this would fit well with the typical 
production and consumption pattern of mobile pastoralists.

Zooming out: regional elites and networks

Having identified features that might point to a non-sedentary pastoral life-
way for the local community of Ripacandida, it is necessary to put these 
observations into a wider frame of reference and look for further indica-
tions of the existence of seasonally mobile populations within the region. 
A prominent category of evidence are the so-called ‘princely’ tombs (tombe 
principesche) that have been identified as the burials of the most prosper-
ous members (‘elites’) of their respective communities. The very definition 
of these tombs as ‘princely’ often refers to the presence of objects indicating 
long-distance contacts, both inland and to the coastal areas.

At several sites of the region, in the sixth to fourth century BCE, burial 
grounds emerge whose structure and grave assemblages display high inter-
regional connectivity between the mountainous hinterland and the coasts. 
Some 10–15 km north-northwest of Ripacandida, the necropoleis of 

47 Gleba et al. (2018).

Figure 10.5  Askos of the local Ripacandida ware and zoomorphic bronze pendants 
(not to scale).

Source: © Author.
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Melfi-Chiucchiari (on the present settlement hill) and Melfi-Pisciolo (in the 
plain on the southern bank of the Ofanto) are situated.48 At both sites, the 
earliest burials, placed in sixth century BCE according to the grave goods, are 
mostly women. Just a little later, tombs of armed males also occur. The richest 
furnishings are found in tombs of the fifth century BCE. At Pisciolo, tombs 
43 and 48 contained rich indigenous jewellery as well as Attic tableware,49 
while tombs B and F of Chiucchiari featured mixed indigenous-Greek assem-
blages including high-quality imported pottery (e.g., Little-master cups) as 
well as bronze vessels and items of Etruscan origin (e.g., a candelabrum), 
combined with chariot wheels.50 The assemblage thus suggests far-reaching 
connections to the Tyrrhenian coast and/or central Italy, as well as contacts 
to the apoikiai. An equal mixture is represented in some contemporaneous 
tombs of northern Apulian Lavello.51

The sixth- and fifth-century BCE necropolis of Ruvo del Monte, some 15 
km southwest of Ripacandida, is situated exactly in the area where the sta-
tonica took place and only ten km east of its westernmost point (modern 
Pescopagano). The hilltop site controls an easily accessible valley crossing 
between the Valle del Vulture, the high valley of Ofanto, and the small river 
Atella.52 Again, the earliest tombs were largely those of lavishly equipped 
women.53 The pottery consists mainly of indigenous wares from the northern 
Apulian lowlands in the east to the Campanian highlands in the west.54 In 
the fifth century BCE, a pair of large tombs (64 and 65) are of particular 
importance, with goods indicating access to wide-ranging exchange networks, 
again spanning from the Tyrrhenian coast (a candelabrum from Vulci) to the 
Ionian coast (a crater of the Pisticci Painter from Metapontum).55 Some sites 
even suggest the emergence of a hereditary chiefdom, or at least an attempt 
by the local elite to establish such a system: Baragiano occupies a hill with 
command over the surrounding territory, as well as the valleys of the Platano, 
Avigliano, and Tito.56 Tombs of the rich necropolis of the seventh to fifth 

48 Due to clandestini activities and the discovery of the remains during construction work, 
followed by quick and rather unsystematic rescue excavations, the documentation of these 
findings is quite problematic; Mitro and Notarangelo (2016) 23–6, 71–7, colour pl. I-III.

49 Aa.Vv. (1971) 118–20, 125–8; Bottini (1990) 9; Mitro and Notarangelo (2016) 27–39.
50 Bottini (1988) 132–3, (2013); Mitro and Notarangelo (2016).
51 Ciriello et al. (1991).
52 Bottini (1981); Scalici (2009).
53 Scalici (2009) 41–5. Another rich female tomb, according to the grave goods (ornaments like 

rings and amber), from the first half of the sixth century BCE (tomb 70) has recently been 
published by Scalici (2013).

54 Scalici (2009) 44, 51.
55 Bottini (1980) 344, (1990); according to Scalici (2009) 47 both tombs date to the last quarter 

of the fifth century BCE.
56 Some 30 km from Ripacandida; Russo and Di Giuseppe (2008) fig. 3; Bruscella (2009) 

29–32; Russo (2008a) 33; Bruscella and Pagliuca (2013) 272. A site plan is given by Di Lieto 
(2008) 42 fig. 20; the Archaic tombs seem to be aligned along a road.
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centuries BCE, including those of children, were equipped with numerous 
goods of high quality – in addition to horse-riding gear, they contained many 
indigenous Italian vessels and a number of Attic products like band-cups, 
eye-cups,57 and many bronze vessels of Etruscan, or even Laconian, origin.58 
This is suggestive of a local elite with excellent connections within both the 
surrounding territory as well as along the coasts.59 The roughly contemporary 
tombs of the small necropolis at Braida di Vaglio equally show a mixture of 
prestigious indigenous and Attic pottery, bronze vessels, meat skewers, grat-
ers, as well as weapons, horse-riding and chariot gear.60 A young girl was even 
equipped with a golden, Greek-style diadem while the rich, indigenously pro-
duced amber jewellery points to connections with the Adriatic area. Especially 
interesting is a bronze cauldron bearing an Etruscan inscription. Torelli’s read-
ing of the text is ‘mi petut[ies] . alic[u .] lavies . ricenas’ which he translates as 
‘I [was given] by Betutis to Laive Ricena’, identifying Betutis for onomastic 
reasons as a chief from the Samnite/Hirpine area and the second person as 
the local chief at Braida.61 This suggests that the local elite was part of an 
exchange network with direct links to the Etruscan-Campanian/Samnite area.

Meeting places as nodes for feasting and contract-making

The burial evidence shows that, within the wider regional social network of 
southern Italy, powerful regional lineages developed in the sixth and fifth cen-
turies BCE, able to accumulate and display an impressive amount of social 
prestige. Architectural remains that sometimes occur in direct relationship with 
the elite tombs also seem to point in this direction. The prestigious graves of 
Braida di Vaglio are located in the immediate vicinity of a building (originally 
called a ‘sanctuary’) with a very atypical construction method for the indig-
enous inland (Figure 10.6): it has a rectangular layout of 12 by 24 metres, and 
the walls rest on wide stone foundations supporting a tiled roof. Its lifespan 
was only a few decades in the sixth century BCE, making it one of the oldest 
known stone buildings in the southern Italian hinterland – at the time of its 
use, the nearby settlement of Serra di Vaglio was still characterised by simple 
huts.62 The most remarkable element of the building is its terracotta frieze, 
clearly evoking Greek norms, decorated with two armed ‘duellists’, behind 
each of which a mounted ‘squire’ is holding another horse, probably that of 
the warrior. For good reasons, Mertens-Horn has suggested that it was not a 
sanctuary, but rather a kind of meeting place – although the two labels need 

57 Almost all cups can be assigned to two Attic workshops, i.e., the Group E of the Little-
masters; Russo (2008b) 73.

58 Russo (2008b) 46–54.
59 Russo (2008b) 61; cf. Montanaro (2012).
60 Bottini and Setari (2003).
61 Torelli (2003) 116.
62 Lo Porto and Ranaldi (1990) 297.
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not be mutually exclusive.63 Its primary role as a meeting place, however, is 
supported by the presence of numerous banqueting vessels, including a large 
number of imported ‘Ionian’ B2 cups, but also Italian/indigenous pottery such 
as large pithoi and drinking and eating utensils.64 Steininger argued plausibly 
for the interpretation of the building as a place of banqueting and feasting.65

A much better preserved, but very similar, structure may provide some 
insight into the Braida building: the so-called anaktoron at Torre di Satriano, 
recently excavated by Osanna and his team. Equally associated with rich 
tombs (although significantly less luxurious than those of Braida di Vaglio),66 
it was erected around the middle of the sixth century BCE, featuring an 
almost identical terracotta frieze. The walls were built of rammed earth on 
stone foundations and the core building measured approximately seventeen 
by eight and a half metres (see Figure 10.6).67 It had a wide entrance hall/

63 Mertens-Horn (1992) 79–80.
64 Lo Porto and Ranaldi (1990) 297; Russo Tagliente (1992) 79–81.
65 Steininger (1996) 262–4.
66 Osanna (2013a) 55–63; Baglivo (2013).
67 Serio (2009) 117.

Figure 10.6  Plans and friezes of the buildings of Braida di Vaglio (a, left) and Torre 
di Satriano (b, right).

Source: Compiled from Osanna (2010) 32, Lo Porto and Ranaldi (1990) 300 figure 4 and 
Osanna (2009) 163 figure 8.
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portico along one of the long sides, in which looms were set up, based on 
the number and position of several loom-weights recovered. In the eastern 
part of the so-called ‘vestibule’, a circular stone structure was situated, close 
to which a large amount of banqueting pottery, alongside iron objects (a 
curved blade and a so-called temple key), were found. Some of the vessels 
preserved palaeobotanical traces (hazelnuts) and plant remains, hinting at 
rituals and ceremonies, such as food offerings and libations, and supporting 
the designation of the structure as an altar. Also, in the so-called ‘ceremonial 
hall’, separated from the vestibule by a monumental door, a large amount of 
tableware was found. Here, banquets associated with the prestigious pottery 
likely took place.68 At the end of the sixth century BCE, further rooms were 
added to this core building. Some of them, like room 4, were seemingly used 
for storage, indicated by the discovery of pithoi. As at Braida, the involve-
ment of Greek craftspeople in the construction is not only suggested by the 
layout and the frieze, but actively attested by inscriptions on the backs of 
many roof tiles, written in a Laconian-Tarentine dialect.

Both buildings, at Braida and Torre di Satriano, share basic characteristics 
and a great deal of (externally procured) knowledge, labour, and wealth must 
have been invested in their construction and development. Moreover, the simi-
larities in the associated objects suggest that they framed the same activities – 
presumably prestigious meetings and gatherings connected to ritual actions.69 
Returning to the central argument of this chapter, within the transhumant pas-
toral economy which was likely in place in the region, these central structures 
may have played a vitally important role. Directly outside of, and adjacent to, 
the core part of the anaktoron, a strange-looking narrow corridor leads along 
the outer wall of the vestibule (see Figure 10.6). According to ethnographic 
observations, similar bottleneck constructions are used in pastoral environ-
ments for counting or separating the herds and individual animals, for example 
in the process of systematic milking or shearing. In the case of the anaktoron, 
this could have taken place in the adjacent yard (room 6), as Osanna already 
suspected.70 Furthermore, pollen studies have shown that the area around the 
anaktoron was characterised by extensive grazing land at the time of its use.71

Discussion

This chapter does not intend to suggest that the communities of the pre-
Roman southern Apennines entirely consisted of transhumant pastoralists 
and that a mobile seasonal lifeway was shared by all its inhabitants. It rather 

68 For the anaktoron see Osanna et al. (2009) and Osanna and Capozzoli (2012).
69 Cf. Osanna (2015), although, as this paper argues, with a lesser focus on feasting and com-

mensal politics in order to create asymmetrical relations of social power, and rather as an 
act intended to seal or consolidate economic as well as social agreements.

70 Osanna (2013a) 61–3; cf. Busana et al. (2012) 153; Marinow (1961) fig. 23.
71 Florenzano and Mercuri (2013).
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aims to address and discuss the possibility that pastoral transhumance, as a 
way of life and economy, and as a driving force for social and even settlement 
development, might hitherto have been underestimated.

Many of the highlighted features in this chapter could also be reflective of 
sedentary communities – and indeed transhumant and sedentary should not 
be seen as mutually exclusive modes of existence. This applies to material 
objects as well as networks/connections – a candelabrum can illuminate elite 
residences, whether tents or houses, and bronze vessels might have been car-
ried around on wheeled carts and used to heat whey as well as holding mixed 
wine for symposia. It does, however, need to be stressed that all the sites 
mentioned in this paper are situated along the course of historically attested 
long-distance tracks. Only a few metres north of Braida di Vaglio runs a later 
tratturo,72 and likewise Baragiano was, in modern times and very possibly in 
ancient times, an important waypoint of transhumance.73 Equally, various 
tratturi passed through the Melfese, with an important ford over the Ofanto 
River at Melfi-Pisciolo.74 Indeed, a main track of this medieval-modern net-
work of grazing paths is tratturo 5, descending from Melfi to Castellanata on 
the Gulf of Taranto.75 While a congruence of medieval tratturi with Roman 
calles, or even pre-Roman droves, cannot necessarily be assumed, the fact 
that Roman settlements and villae (like at Torre degli Embrici at Rionero in 
Vulture) are also located along the known tratturi indicates that these routes 
could have had a very long existence, mainly determined by the natural 
conditions of topography, vegetation, and accessibility, factors with a high 
degree of temporal and spatial continuity.76

As the rich burials in these rural areas show the regional rootedness of 
these communities, it is very likely that these routes were used, organised, 
and controlled by the indigenous inhabitants of southern Italy. The appear-
ance of buildings like the anaktoron at Torre di Satriano and the so-called 
‘sanctuary’ of Braida di Vaglio reflect the power of the indigenous elites to 
hire specialised craftspeople from the apoikiai. Yet these buildings were not 
merely copies of coastal practices but specifically served the needs of the 
local communities and played a central role as a social arena for intra- and 
possibly also inter-cultural encounters. It can therefore be shown that, in 
the wider regional environment of southern Italy, regional elites enjoyed an 
outstanding social standing which developed over time. Within this larger, 

72 Greco (1980) 385 n. 24; Russo Tagliente (1992) 79 regards the site even as the junction of 
several tratturi.

73 Russo (2008a) 33.
74 Kok (2009) 65.
75 Sprengel (1971) fig. 9. According to personal communication, some older inhabitants of Melfi 

can even remember the transhumance movements in this area that lasted until well into the 
twentieth century. For the pastoral routes in this area see also Di Bisceglie (2015) 67.

76 However, at least between the sixth and eight/ninth century CE, the long-distance transhu-
mance routes might have been interrupted; Waldherr (2002) 436.
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increasingly hierarchical, social fabric, the smaller, more egalitarian, and 
arguably pastoral, community of Ripacandida was probably a sub-segment.77

But where did the wealth of the elites come from? How did their inter-
connectedness to the Greek poleis develop, from which both the elites and 
less prosperous communities, like at Ripacandida, obtained items (the latter, 
mainly plain pottery)? The number and diversity of Greek/imported objects 
found in tombs of all gender, age, and status groups in the hinterland of 
southern Italy suggests individual acquisition of objects was the norm, 
rather than organised trade. It is uncertain what the indigenous communities 
exchanged for these goods in the absence of natural resources or any sub-
stantial number of Italian objects in the apoikiai. It has been suspected that 
Greek goods were traded for perishable (agricultural and pastoral) goods, 
labour, and maybe slaves.78

It is also unclear whether the Greek coastal cities were able to ensure the 
supply of secondary products independently (and indeed why they would 
have wanted to seek autarky). Their rather small chora was hardly suitable 
for extensive livestock farming, especially in combination with cereal culti-
vation.79 Nor did they have the possibility of transhumance as that would 
require access to the inland plateaus. This made them ideal markets for indig-
enous surplus production – a huge economic opportunity for the pastoralists. 
As Mientjes has recently shown, pastoralists are able to adapt quickly to rap-
idly changing politico-economic conditions and customer demands.80 Since 
pastoralism is a high risk/high reward venture, under favourable conditions 
it might not have been too difficult to respond to the increasing demands of 
the Greek markets. Within this context, the pastoralists would have acted as 
very active agents in the cultural transfer of the area. It would have been the 
pastoralists who carried the new objects, sometimes serving as symbols of 
wealth, into their summer pastures and residences. Such movement might, if 
not mutually agreed upon through oral arrangements or contracts between 
the mobile pastoralists and the residential farmers along or at the seasonal 
routes or pastures, pose a constant threat to landowners, especially when 

77 Heitz (2021).
78 cf. Whitehouse and Wilkins (1989) 114–5. Even in more recent accounts like Yntema (2013), 

the question of what exactly was exchanged between the indigenous groups and the inhabit-
ants of the apoikiai remains unsolved.

79 With liminal sanctuaries and a rather small subdivision of the plots, see Mertens (2006) 
52–5, 332–3. Zooarchaeological evidence from the area of Metaponto suggests that cattle 
and sheep/goat at many sites were for a long time strongly predominant, while, for example, 
at Incoronata already from the sixth century BCE also pig became prominent; Bökönyi et al. 
(2010). It is however important to consider the character of the site (or rather, the findspot 
of the bones) since this might gravely influence the composition of the bone sample (e.g., 
sanctuaries with preferred sacrificial animals etc.); generally, cattle and especially sheep/goat 
in Archaic/Classical times clearly predominate the faunal assemblage of southern Italian 
sites, both indigenous and Greek; Veenman (2002).

80 Mientjes (2004).
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the whole shepherd community was on the move and therefore including a 
strong force of armed men.81

The worlds of pastoralists and farmers are often mutually dependent. This 
is not only restricted to close trading contacts, with each part supplying 
the other with raw materials or specialised commodities that the other can 
or does not produce. The interrelation, and indeed division, between these 
two ways of economy and life is far more complex, and mobile pastoral-
ists might even give up their seasonal travels and become entirely sedentary 
farmers. In many of the ethnographically documented cases, however, this 
was often the result of economic success, as land was purchased as private 
property (in contrast to the widely used common grazing land) by very rich 
flock-owners in order to invest the surplus gained from their herds. On these 
plots, usually located on either of the seasonal grazing areas, at least parts 
of the family of the successful herder became sedentary. The decision to 
take part in the seasonal migrations or not was now up to the flock-owner. 
Instead of travelling with the flocks, the responsibility for the animals on 
the migrations might be given to poorer, less successful, herders/shepherds. 
Agricultural work on the land of the rich flock-owner was likewise carried 
out by impoverished shepherds who lost, or had never owned, a sufficient 
number of animals to be economically independent.82 This situation may 
have, at least partly, contributed to the pastoralist view of sedentary farming 
as being somehow inferior – hard agricultural labour on the soil in the eyes of 
successful flock-owners (i.e., the ideal every pastoralist was aiming for) was 
a task that only unsuccessful, poor ex-shepherds who were no longer free to 
choose their lifeway had to carry out (as ‘slaves’ of the soil and their master). 
The superiority of mobile herding, and their preference for this way of life, 
might (at least in the view of the pastoralists) also be based on notions of 
independence in terms of freedom to make decisions regarding the planning 
of the migrations and overall herd management. Unlike sedentary farming, 
mobile herders had the possibility to react to, or avoid, natural constraints 
as well as hostile encounters. Thus, by making smart decisions and showing 
prowess in contract-making and conflict (both against beasts and enemies/
robbers), and at the same time carrying less burden than the arduous agricul-
tural labour, they were able to make greater profits than the farmers. All this 
might have added up to a certain sense of pride and a feeling of superiority 
towards the latter.83

Returning to the question of mobility, the model for social change in south-
ern Italy in the period of ‘Greek colonisation’ forwarded in this chapter pos-
tulates a higher degree of movement on the part of the Italic populations than 

81 This might even give agriculture in the area of winter pastures a difficult standing, as still 
witnessed by Hütteroth (1982) 210–4 in southern Turkey; cf. Magno (1999) esp. 52–3.

82 See, e.g., Barth (1961) 108–9; Rudenko (1969) 18; Bežkovič (1969) 99.
83 See, e.g., Alizadeh (2008) on the self-conceptions of shepherds in the Zagros mountains.
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on the part of the newcomers. Whereas the Greek settlers only moved once, 
and then became attached to a rather small area surrounding the new place 
of residence, they possibly encountered a regional environment in which a 
larger part of the population was roaming around on a seasonal basis. This 
number may have even increased as the Greek settlers triggered new possi-
bilities for the sale of surplus production by the indigenous population. For 
the shepherds, the new settlers emerged as a key market for their products 
and a source of profit, thus provoking more extensive herding on the inland 
pastures, to which only they had access.84 This might have enhanced further 
processes of internal wealth accumulation and social stratification among the 
indigenous communities, as well as a reorganisation of landscape use and 
settlement patterns, such as the investment of surplus into land ownership or 
private pastures and the creation of new and more stable settlement sites at 
places of seasonal habitation. This is also, perhaps, visible in further archi-
tectural features, albeit scarce and ephemeral. From the seventh century BCE 
onwards, large enclosures were erected in historically attested areas of winter 
pasture – where, interestingly, no Greek-style apoikiai were established. At 
Arpi, close to the medieval dogana-hub Foggia, a seventh-/sixth-century BCE 
walled ditch-and-bank system circumscribed a vast, almost empty area of 
approximately ten square km.85 The structure seems too weak to serve as a 
stronghold in case of armed conflict – but to impede flocks from leaving or 
predators or thieves from entering the enclosure, it would have sufficed.86

Future directions

A thorough investigation concerning the age, extent, role, and importance 
of mobile pastoralism demands much further study. The consistent applica-
tion of scientific methods and techniques, like zooarchaeological analysis, 
is a necessary prerequisite to gain further insights into this topic, and new 
research possibilities like isotope analyses, especially of tooth enamel, pro-
vide a promising new way to approach the question of herd mobility.87 How-
ever, in particular, the problem of seasonal shift of pasture and the multiple 

84 Cf. Carrer (2015) 10; for the increasing development of a market economy in first mil-
lennium BCE Italy inextricably linked with livestock management see Trentacoste (2020). 
However, the model forwarded here for increased sheep/goat or cattle transhumance might 
only apply on a larger scale until the fourth/third century BCE when the faunal spectrum of 
many sites becomes dominated by pigs; Veenman (2002).

85 Whitehouse and Wilkins (1989) 117.
86 Quite analogously to the riposi or posti of the dogana-droves serving as communal stopover 

and resting sites; cf. Sprengel (1971) 52–3. The highly dispersed settlement structure at sites 
like Ordona, although no surrounding enclosure has been detected, might indicate a similar 
use of space, cf. Mertens (1995) 36 fig. 13. The function of the huge Archaic enclosure (69 
hectares) of Cavallino seems open to debate, cf. Yntema (2013) 118–23.

87 See, e. g. Ventresca Miller and Makarewicz (2018).
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influences affecting Sr, O, C, and N ratios still pose difficulties.88 That being 
said, not just the up-to-date analysis of animal remains, but also anthropo-
logical analysis might provide useful hints: many individuals buried at the 
Iron Age necropolis of Timmari showed muscle and tendon attachments 
indicating a high level of stress comparable to features of modern-day run-
ners.89 Combined with the fact that a historic drove-road to the Ionian coast 
passed by the site, this might possibly point to a mobile lifeway of some of 
the members of this community.

However, despite the clear need for further scientific study, even the recon-
sideration of already known material and archaeological features might yield 
hitherto unseen evidence. As revealed earlier, when placed in a new con-
text and paradigm, existing evidence can take on a new flavour – revealing 
vibrant and fluid lifeways which exist outside of the traditional urban focus 
on ancient world studies.

The study of mobile pastoralism therefore not only calls for archaeologists 
to employ state-of-the-art scientific analyses on ‘fresh’ material but also to 
keep this question in mind and consider any material in this respect, with an 
open eye towards the function of items (for example, sceptre versus distaff, 
use of tripods or cauldrons), as well as to the social features of the local 
community. Only with data resulting from a collective effort of both archae-
ologists and different specialists will it be possible to adequately evaluate of 
the role of pastoralism in order to understand further, culture- and socio-
anthropological developments in this highly dynamic period and region.

88 Although a recent study of Etruscan sites using a combination of different isotope ratios 
has not been able to discern larger-scale herd mobility in central/northern Italy, it explicitly 
states that in other regions like Puglia different mechanisms of pastoralism might have been 
practised; Trentacoste et al. (2020).

89 Marchi and Borgognini Tarli (2002); F. Immler (AnthroArch GbR, Munich) observed similar 
features on some skeletons at Ascoli Satriano (pers. comm.).
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The landscape of archaic Italy is populated with dozens of ethnonyms; it is a 
mosaic of different groups, each with their own unique and complicated histo-
riography. The present volume is full of them, as various authors have explored 
the social, economic, and productive relationships which exist between areas 
and peoples. Some, like the Latins and the Samnites, occupy an outsized place 
in both ancient texts and modern scholarship, while others, like the Hernici 
or the Volsci, rarely merit dedicated treatment or attention.1 This is not to say 
these less studied groups are not important. The complex political and military 
manoeuvrings of this cast of often marginalised ethnic groups still feature 
prominently in the ancient accounts of Rome’s earliest years, first as antago-
nists before finally being incorporated into Rome’s seemingly inevitable empire. 
Annual raids by a long parade of culturally ‘Othered’ outsiders form the dra-
matic backdrop to the ‘Struggle of the Orders’ and act as the anvil against 
which a cohesive and identifiable Roman civic identity was forged. Modern 
scholarship, although often eschewing the ethnic framework of the ancient 
sources in favour of a more nebulous ‘social identity’, has still largely followed 
this historical model in which external pressure drove internal cohesion, and 
thus Roman identity, throughout the first millennium BCE.2 This in-group/
out-group paradigm of community formation, employed across the ancient 

* This chapter is the result of many long and spirited discussions with colleagues and friends 
over the past several years as I have wrestled with issues of identity, ethnicity, and community. 
I would particularly like to thank Nicola Terrenato, Jeremy Armstrong, J. Troy Samuels, Leah 
Bernardo-Ciddio, Joseph Frankl, and Matt Naglak for their wisdom, support, and prob-
ing and provocative questions on these issues. Thanks are also due to the attendees at the 
‘Exchanging Ideas’ conference in Auckland for their stimulating questions and discussions, 
and to Elena Isayev, Natalie Abell, Brittany Vasquez, Kelly Wheeler, James Faulkner, members 
of the UM Roman Republic Reading Group, and all my IPCAA colleagues for their helpful 
feedback and support. Special thanks to the anonymous reviewers for their thoughtful com-
ments and suggestions. All errors that remain are my own.

1 Although, recently, see di Fazio (2020) on the Volsci.
2 Sherwin-White (1973) 21, 32; Alföldi (1965) 365–77, esp. 373; Cornell (1995); Armstrong (2016a) 

147ff. Ethnogenesis as resistance to the ‘Other’ is also discussed in relation to the emergence of 
non-Latin ethnicities in opposition to expanding Roman hegemony in Italy, see Dench (1995).
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Mediterranean, argues for the activation of identity markers in response to 
an external threat or opposition. Thus, it is only when an individual or group 
comes into contact with others who stand in opposition to themselves (i.e., the 
‘Other’) that their own communal sense of identity solidifies.3

This vision of identity formation, found in Livy and Dionysius and largely 
followed by modern scholarship, begins in medias res, focusing on the activa-
tion of a certain configuration of communal identity within a specific con-
text. The social conditions that allowed for such an activation are less clearly 
articulated; identity claims are largely assumed to emerge from pre-existing 
and natural configurations of distinctive groups – often conceived as ethnic 
or linguistic in nature.4 However, as now widely accepted in scholarship, all 
identities are socially constructed and performative rather than an inherent 
or natural characteristic of an individual or group of individuals.5 Identity 
claims are thus not neutral bystanders to events, nor are they reflective of a 
vague sense of belonging. Rather, these claims are active and dynamic com-
ponents within the construction of political and historical narratives. Social 
and ethnic identities might gain purchase and influence in the collective social 
psyche at certain points and in certain interactions while, in other contexts, 
they may be of minor or no importance in the structuring of interaction or 
behaviour.6 As such, any specific identity or ethnicity is ill-suited as a struc-
turing principle for exploring community formation itself.7 Instead, identity 
should be considered as one possible variable or outcome within a larger 
context of community formation and social interaction.

As discussed elsewhere in this volume, the high degree of connectivity 
across Italy, attested in the archaeological record and visible beneath the sur-
face of our historical sources, indicates that the supposedly distinctive groups 
within our historical record were part of complex and overlapping systems 
of connection – economic, social, religious, political, etc. – that defy the 
simple binaries that rigidly separate one group from another in the literature. 

3 For discussion of the ‘Other’ in identity construction, see, e.g., Hall (1989), (2002), cf: Gruen 
(2011). Barth (1969) is often credited with shifting the focus of ethnic construction to the 
boundary between groups, rather than focusing on the ‘stuff’ contained within. On bound-
aries and frontier zones as the locus of identity creation, see Neil (2012); Bourdin (2012) 
429–39; and various studies in Cifani and Stoddart (2012).

4 Bradley (2000b); Gruen (2020) for bibliography.
5 The literature on ethnicity and identity as social constructs (commonly classed as instrumen-

talism or constructivism, although a strict political interpretation is not always followed) is 
considerable. Key works in the field include: Barth (1969); Smith (1986); Bentley (1987); 
Eriksen (1993); Jenkins (1997); Jones (1997); Brubaker (2004). This socially-constructed 
aspect makes archaeological identification of ethnic groups difficult, especially in prehistoric 
periods, as discussed in this volume’s introduction; see, for example, Shennan (1989) and 
Emberling (1997). See Lucy (2005) for overview and further bibliography.

6 See Farney (2007) for discussion of how ethnicity was actively invoked in Roman politics 
during the Republican period. For Umbria: Bradley (2000a). For Samnium: Dench (1995).

7 Brubaker (2004) 7–11.
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This creates a tension within the scholarship as to how to reconcile our 
dichotomous models of socially constructed and oppositional identity with 
the connective networks we find in the archaeological record. A new para-
digm is needed. This chapter will therefore put aside, for now, the complex 
and difficult task of exploring and deconstructing the character of particular 
social and ethnic identities in archaic Italy in favour of a broader lens that 
steps outside the familiar historical narratives and addresses the underlying 
mechanisms of community formation. While conflict and opposition to the 
‘Other’ may have been one avenue by which communities sought to differen-
tiate themselves in a particular moment, these moments of identity activation 
emerged from, and were allowed by, a wider, underlying lattice of connec-
tions and interactions. Connectivity and the study of interactions therefore 
provide a useful access point for studying these overlapping communities and 
beginning to trace their contours at a regional level.

This chapter will explore the wider landscape of connections that structured 
interaction between people and communities in pre-Roman Italy. This includes 
both the foundational structures of life in western central Italy and their impli-
cations for interaction – such as subsistence patterns, access to resources, and 
the importance of personal relationships in mitigating risk and facilitating 
cooperation – as well as specific institutions that developed to deepen social 
and economic interaction across the region – such as religious festivals, mar-
kets, sanctuaries, and political alliances. Where people come together, mar-
riages can be made, trade relationships established, information transmitted, 
and bonds renewed through shared rituals and practices. These practices and 
structures formed the primary linkages through and by which technology, 
objects, and people moved around the region. These structures, and their 
effects, can therefore be traced in both the archaeological and historical record, 
allowing us to use the full range of evidence at our disposal to trace the shape 
of this latticework of connections over time. Approaching community forma-
tion as a product of, and contributor to, these underlying patterns of connec-
tivity at all levels of society – from the regional to the individual – allows us to 
move beyond simplistic, incomplete, and dichotomous constructions of Italic 
communities. This more balanced and representative view thus encompasses 
the experiences and realities of elites and non-elites, urban and non-urban, 
Romans and non-Romans. It reveals the vast social, cultural, and economic 
infrastructure which supports the creation of both objects and identities.

From connectivity to community to identity (and back again)

It is widely accepted in modern scholarship that identity (whether ethnic, 
social, or civic) is both socially constructed (largely through performance) 
and context-dependent, as opposed to inherent or natural.8 An interactionist 

8 See above, fn. 5.
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or communicative model of identity builds on this idea and posits that it is 
the quotidian interactions between individuals and families over time that 
form the social and economic relationships that are essential to community 
formation and, eventually, identity formation.9 These interactions occur both 
vertically and horizontally and provide the necessary framework to create 
and maintain a shared sense of solidarity and cohesiveness. Critically, exter-
nal pressure and differentiation from the ‘Other’, while important factors, 
are insufficient mechanisms for the creation of identity ex nihilo. External 
pressure, elite rhetoric, or warfare cannot create community among indi-
viduals who have no pre-existing connection, and any attempt will be nec-
essarily short-lived.10 Rather, such tactics for identity formation depend on 
an underlying lattice of connectivity that connects individuals and families 
via multiple overlapping networks.11 Only when the idea of community is 
reinforced by repeated interactions between individuals and families can 
a cohesive sense of identity emerge. The activation and elevation of these 
networks, or rather of certain configurations and combinations of networks, 
in specific moments is therefore only the second half of the equation and, 
arguably, often of secondary importance with respect to broader patterns 
of social change and development.12 A narrow focus on specific moments 
of identity construction not only obscures the myriad of potential identity 
configurations that might have emerged from this underlying connectivity, 
but also draws attention only to the most visible identities in the historical 
record – in this case the elite, male, urban conceptions of Roman identity and 
the Roman state. The undocumented and un-activated (or less intensely acti-
vated) networks of connection, however, still have profound impacts on the 
development of ancient identities and societies, as they structure behaviour 
across all segments of society and provide the connective foundation upon 
which identity claims can flourish.

Language in archaic Italy provides one arena in which the difficulties of 
separating out underlying patterns of behaviour from performative identity 
habits have been the subject of considerable research. While scholars have 

 9 Blake (2013); (2014) 71.
10 Brubaker (2004) 20–7. Armstrong (2016b) notes the limitation of warfare as a unifier in 

isolation and its probable dependence on other social bonds (such as kinship and religion), 
see discussion below.

11 In contrast to the ‘lattice of connectivity’ approach advocated for here, Blake (2014) used 
an interactionist approach and social network analysis to look for regional groupings in the 
Bronze Age that may have been the precursors to groups attested in the historical period. 
Blake drew on Smith’s (1999) distinction between ethnic categories and ethnic communities 
and, although taking a broader view of identity, argued for a similar two-stage process in 
which some regional groupings set in motion a degree of path dependence that eventually 
solidified as named groups.

12 Brubaker (2004) coined the concept of ‘groupness’ as a distinct variable for understanding 
ethnicity and identity, that can be understood both as a continuum and as a distinct event, 
here described as ‘activation.’
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traditionally linked onomastic and epigraphic choices to the cultural identity 
and/or spoken language skills of the individual author, recent work has com-
plicated these correlations and has warned against this ‘onomastic fallacy’, 
especially in multilingual societies.13 Deliberate linguistic choices can take 
on a performative character in certain contexts, both spoken and written, 
and are not necessarily reflective of an individual’s or group’s identity, lan-
guage facility, or use in other contexts.14 This has long been recognised in the 
complicated relationship that Roman magistrates had with speaking Greek 
abroad, despite their undoubted fluency in the language, and the loaded sym-
bolism visible in the linguistic choices of Rome’s earliest writers.15 Ennius, 
for example, famously declared himself to have tria corda (three hearts) 
representing the three languages he spoke – Greek, Oscan, and Latin –  
but, nevertheless, he chose to write his epics in Latin.16 The epigraphic 
record, likewise, indicates a high degree of multilingualism across the pen-
insula throughout the mid-first millennium BCE.17 It was this widespread 
multilingualism that provided the necessary conditions for overt linguistic 
differentiation to emerge as a political or cultural statement.18 For instance, 
the self-conscious use of Oscan as an epigraphic language during the Social 
War, and concomitant rejection of Latin and Greek, was an amplification of 
a subset of one linguistic network, one of many possible identity markers, 
in a politically fraught moment. These moments of activation, however, are 
usually short-lived and are not necessarily characteristic of the entirety of the 
underlying linguistic context, where multilingualism and linguistic connec-
tivity predominated. In archaic Italy, language was not a meaningful barrier 
to connectivity or communication and cannot be used as a proxy for social 
groups. Rather, language is one of many interlocking layers in the connective 
latticework upon which communities are built.

A similar short-lived and context-dependent activation of identity is visible 
in the sphere of military conflict. Although late Republican historians anach-
ronistically framed Rome’s early military conflicts in existential terms and 
focused on territorial expansion, these conflicts are often better understood 
as intermittent raiding for portable wealth (and defence against such raids 

13 McDonald and Clackson (2020) 77–9; Bourdin (2012) esp. 51–9. On onomastic identifica-
tions of ethnic origin or ancestry, with varying methodologies: see Farney (2007); various 
studies in Clackson et al. (2020).

14 Fishman and Garcia (2010) provide an excellent introduction to the sociolinguistic literature 
on language and ethnicity in the modern context. See also Lytra (2016).

15 Sciarrino (2011); Feeney (2016).
16 Gel. NA 17.71.
17 For a general discussion of bilingualism and multilingualism in Italy, see Adams (2003); cf: 

Mouritsen (1998). For epigraphic evidence, see, for example, Bourdin (2012); Tolosa (2017).
18 Langslow (2012) 300–1 made a similar point on language and identity in highlighting the 

importance of choice when assessing bilingual inscriptions as evidence of general bilingual-
ism as opposed to as indices of identity.
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by others).19 As Armstrong has argued elsewhere, these economic incentives 
likely contributed to a short-lived ‘task-based cohesion’ on the battlefield, 
which built upon the more diffuse and irregular foundational ties provided 
by kinship, religion, or other social relationships. This short-lived military 
cohesion, which we might consider a form of identity, did not appear to 
have contributed to, nor arisen from, long-term social or political cohesion 
between soldiers or in the wider community.20 The switching of allegiances 
and fickleness of allied troops (and Roman troops) suggests that ‘enemy’ des-
ignations were largely contextual; the sharp divisions between groups on the 
battlefield appear to have dissipated quickly and did not significantly impact 
connection and interaction in other spheres. These intermittent battlefield 
divisions were later fixed by our sources into stable ethnic designations for 
different groups, proliferating across the historical narrative and taking on 
a solidity and timeless quality that would likely have been incomprehensible 
at the time. These early, neighbourly conflicts existed in a radically different 
sociopolitical context from that imagined by Livy and his contemporaries; an 
early context in which deep social and economic ties existed in tandem with 
annual raiding, and in which Rome was connected to her alleged enemies 
almost as closely as she was connected to her supposed allies. Warfare was 
just one of the many institutions that connected disparate communities in a 
series of constantly evolving and overlapping configurations.

At Rome, these multivariate connections are often overshadowed in our 
historical sources by a narrow political and legal perspective on Roman iden-
tity that excludes large segments of the population – especially slaves and 
women. To be Roman was to participate in the political and legal framework 
of Rome; the struggle for legal recognition, whether by plebeians, Latins, 
or Italians, was the struggle for inclusion into the Roman political body.21 
This political identity has likewise dominated modern scholarship which has 
centred Roman identity as unique and central to Rome’s imperial success.22 
The broader networks of connection and interaction that existed across the 
peninsula, however, were essential to Rome’s long-term survival and success 
as a polity.23 They provided the preconditions for moments of intense identity 
activation and, even when ‘un-activated’, provided the social mechanisms 

19 Armstrong (2016a) 98–102, 141–5.
20 Armstrong (2013); (2016b), see also Helm (2020) on how different configurations on the 

battlefield and within the camp both aided and undermined cohesion within the army at 
different levels.

21 Isayev (2017); see also Sherwin-White (1973); Cornell (1997) 10; Armstrong (2016a) 185–211.
22 The characterisation of Roman identity has varied – from belligerent to open – but the cen-

tring of the political structure at Rome as the unique foundation for expansion still remains. 
See, for example, Terrenato (2019) with bibliography.

23 This is not unique to Italy and Rome but is arguably a feature of many large polities. Hon-
eychurch (2014), and Porter (2012) have both convincingly argued for the importance of 
internal connectivity, facilitated by mobility of all or a segment of the population, as a major 
factor in state formation and cohesion in the Eurasian steppe and Near East.
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necessary for maintaining relationships over relatively long distances. Dif-
ferentiation from the ‘Other’, by contrast, was a limited phenomenon that 
was constantly renegotiated in light of changing circumstances. As Rome 
expanded its cultural and political boundaries, the interface between ‘us’ and 
‘them’ was likewise shifted – first the ‘Other’ was the Sabines, then the Latins, 
then the Volsci and Aequi, then the Samnites and so on. Yet, the underlying 
lattice of connections crossed these putative boundaries, tying people together 
regardless of the political rhetoric and involving repeated interactions across 
the entire community. Once the frontier of Roman hegemony had moved 
beyond them, the latticework of connections remained and was the founda-
tion for long-term social cohesion and identity in this now expansive polity. 
Indeed, as the community grew, harnessing and facilitating that underlying 
connectivity became increasingly important for maintaining a shared iden-
tity that goes beyond one’s immediate neighbours.24 The repeated economic 
interactions between herders, farmers, urban artisans, traders, and other 
professions, as well as the social and ritual relationships that accompanied 
them, provided the connective fabric within which Roman communal identity 
formed. A civic or political model of identity, centred around Rome and its 
political institutions, obscures the importance of these underlying connective 
mechanisms in eventually facilitating Roman hegemony across the peninsula.

This extensive connectivity was therefore important, but, as other contribu-
tors have noted, connectivity also has a tendency to be used as a ‘catch-all’ 
explanation for similarities or congruencies that we see in the archaeological 
record. The picture is often one of an endless background churn of interac-
tion, an undifferentiated jumble of connections that describes everything, yet 
lacks strong explanatory power. The latticework-model deployed here, how-
ever, does allow for internal structure and differentiation – not everything is 
equally connected at all times, but rather we have nodes and areas of rela-
tively stronger interaction alongside fissures and areas of weakness. Different 
domains – economic, social, ritual, etc. – reveal different internal structures 
that combine to create a complex picture of multiple overlapping connectivi-
ties. This approach to tracing connectivity builds on earlier social network 
analysis in archaeology which used shared material culture as simple proxies 
for interaction, but instead takes a holistic and qualitative approach which 
focuses on specific connective mechanisms.25 The remainder of this chapter 
will focus on distinct mechanisms and institutions of connection that existed 
across western central Italy through the archaic period, highlighting some key 
structures of this connective lattice. Two domains – the relationships (eco-
nomic and social) between pastoral and agricultural economies, and festivals 
and religious institutions – clearly demonstrate the structure of this lattice of 

24 Honeychurch (2014) 284, 294.
25 Blake (2014).
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connectivity and highlight how connections criss-crossed putative boundaries 
that we see in the historical record (i.e., ethnic or political groupings).

Landscape as a structure for connectivity

The landscape and geography of a region is an important structuring ele-
ment for interaction, especially economic interaction. Without advocating 
for environmental determinism, it is important to acknowledge the ways 
in which behavioural choices are constrained and otherwise influenced by 
the environment. For example, the subsistence behaviours available in a 
region, and access to natural resources, can lead to the development of trade 
relationships, or other social relationships, to mitigate the risks and chal-
lenges presented by the environment.26 Exploring the recursive relationships 
between landscape and behaviour requires a certain degree of conjecture 
to build out the picture provided by ethnography, landscape reconstruc-
tion, archaeological analysis, and historical accounts. Ordinary economic 
activities, particularly those that occur outside urban cores or involve natural 
resources, are often overlooked in elite-focused textual sources and can prove 
difficult to reconstruct in detail from archaeological evidence (although not 
impossible, as Heitz discusses elsewhere in this volume).27 This section will 
therefore draw on a wide range of evidence, including historical and ethno-
graphic studies of modern Italian shepherding and farming families, in order 
to sketch out some fundamental environmental constraints that would have 
structured interaction over time.28 Small-scale vertical transhumant pastoral-
ism – the seasonal movement of flocks between upland and lowland pastures 
as part of a mixed agro-pastoral economy – emerges as one important struc-
turing mechanism for interaction that would have required, and facilitated, 
economic and social ties between diverse populations.

Western central Italy is a highly differentiated landscape with numerous 
microregions, each with a distinctive environmental history and potential for 
human exploitation. Broadly speaking, the volcanic soils of the Latin plains 

26 Braudel (1972). While this approach owes much to palaeoeconomy and human behavioural 
ecology in considering human risk management and adaptive behaviour, it eschews any 
assessment of ‘natural’ use of a particular region or the assumption that individuals would 
employ the most efficient strategy for subsistence. Similarly, the social, economic, and politi-
cal context also structured and constrained behaviours that were possible or profitable, but 
were not isolated from environmental factors.

27 The agronomists (e.g., Cato, Varro, Columella) only provide a window into particular forms 
of agriculture and animal husbandry relevant to their rhetorical purposes. The material 
traces of transhumant shepherds did not change significantly for centuries and are difficult 
to detect or differentiate from other forms of animal husbandry archaeologically; see, e.g., 
Heitz in this volume; Chang and Koster (1986); Barker (1989); Barker et al. (1991).

28 My use of ethnographic analogy is not based on assumptions of continuity of practice (his-
torical analogy), but rather ecological analogy (Carrer [2015]) due to the broad similarity 
of the environmental constraints and structures over time.
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provided excellent agricultural land (once cleared), although access to water 
was limited in the dry summer months when seasonal streams dried up and 
river levels dropped. To the south, the Pontine plains were dominated by a series 
of marshy lagoons (now drained) that would have been abundant fishing and 
hunting zones, but ill-suited to any sustained occupation or intensive exploita-
tion in their natural state. The higher marine terraces along the southern coast 
would have provided space for settlements and agricultural production as well 
as suitable ports for sea trade. The foothills of the Monti Lepini and the Apen-
nines were well-suited for olive and wine production as well as grazing of sheep 
and goats on the steep slopes. The same can be said of the region of the Colli 
Albani, where the volcanic lakes provided access to water year-around and 
fertile soil for agriculture in flatter areas. Further inland, the wide Sacco-Liris 
Valley was also suitable for agricultural exploitation despite the slightly higher 
elevation and provided the main land route south to Campania.

None of these regions were self-sufficient or independent; they were part 
of a densely interconnected economic web that is visible in ethnographic 
and historical accounts.29 While the higher mountain areas of the Monti 
Lepini, the Colli Albani, and the Apennines further inland would have pro-
vided excellent summer pasture for sheep and goats, the cold winters would 
have required the movement of flocks to lower elevations. For the lowland 
farmer, wintering animals on agricultural land would have provided much 
needed manure for fertilisation and weed-cropping, but pasture was limited 
during the dry summer months. Small-scale vertical transhumance was thus 
mutually beneficial to both shepherd and farmer. Dependent on local cir-
cumstance and preference, the movement of flocks between different eleva-
tions at varying distances could occur on a regular basis (daily or weekly) 
or could be seasonal, with animals wintered in lowland pastures and taken 
into the mountains during the summer. The flexibility of the system was a 
key factor in its success, as shepherds could adapt to changing environmen-
tal, economic, or social conditions.30 When placed in the historical context 
of archaic Italy, pastoralism, and specifically the small-scale, vertical trans-
humance model described here, emerges as an important facet of a mixed 
agro-pastoral economic system.31 It was compatible with, and developed 

29 Barker et al. (1991). For a critical review of ethnoarchaeology studies of prehistoric Greek 
pastoralism: Cherry (1988).

30 Barker et al. (1991) indicates that both pastori stanziali and pastori transumanti could co-
exist in the same landscape and use the same drove-roads and campsites, varying the range of 
their transhumance and choice of pastures over time. See also Stagno (2019), although note 
that rigid typological divisions between different forms of pastoralism can fail to capture 
the flexibility and variation in pastoral practices across a region and through time which is 
evident in ethnographic and historical accounts.

31 Chang and Koster (1986) 102–4. Cf: Lewthwaite (1981) who argues that pastoralism can, 
at best, be considered a tactical adaptation only in use during the Medieval period in the 
western Mediterranean, focused largely on manure provisioning, and not in use during 
earlier periods.
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alongside, the more extensive agricultural exploitation and emerging urban 
markets of the archaic period. As the urban population increased, settlements 
looked beyond the immediate hinterland for their subsistence needs; the 
small-scale, intensive, mixed-farming model possible during the Neolithic 
and Bronze Age would have been insufficient for the urban need for meat, 
dairy, and wool.32

Pastoralism and pastoral economics were therefore important structuring 
factors for intra- and inter-regional connectivity, both in terms of the physi-
cal mobility of humans and livestock and in the informal social interactions 
that negotiating such mobility necessitates. Some scholars have argued that 
transhumance requires the existence of a unified political system to facilitate 
the movement of flocks through different territories, and thus could not 
predate Roman hegemony.33 This was certainly the case for the large-scale 
transhumance of Medieval Italy and Spain, which relied on special grants 
from aristocrats to protect their right of passage along tratturi (drove-roads) 
and access to winter grazing.34 The situation was more complex for the ear-
lier periods, however, and these later state-sponsored systems should not be 
simply retrojected. Under Roman rule, similar protections for shepherds are 
evident, such as the Lex Agraria (CIL I², nr. 585, see esp. sections ii.14–15 
and 25–26) which allowed limited grazing on public land as well as free 
movement along public roads and calles and free grazing for flocks in tran-
sit.35 But while the expansion of agriculture and increased urban occupation 
in the mountains may have brought these two groups into greater conflict, 
there is no indication that accommodation was only possible because of 
Roman political unification. Rather than establishing new prerogatives or 
protections, the famous second-century CE inscription from Saepinum (CIL 
9.2438) indicates that the focus was on preserving the traditional rights 
of shepherds to move along public drove-roads without harassment or  

32 The early to mid-first millennium BCE in Italy sits at a transitional period between prehis-
toric non-urban societies and the fully urban and market-oriented Roman period. Thus, 
there would have been increased demand for primary (meat for consumption and sacrifice) 
and secondary products (wool for textiles, milk for cheese) of animal husbandry in large 
settlements and cities, if not to the extent visible in the late Republic and Imperial periods. 
This transitional period is often overlooked in the more commonly cited studies on Greek 
pastoralism, see esp. Halstead (1996), (2006).

33 Toynbee (1965) 286; Trentacoste et al. (2020) 2; cf. Skydsgaard (1974). Pasquinucci (1979) 
88 notes that political unification helps but fragmentation is not an inherent obstacle. Frayn 
(1984) suggests that there was no transhumance between the sixth and third centuries BCE 
due to a lack of Roman control, although she doesn’t extend this to the pre-sixth century BCE.

34 On medieval tratturi and the extraordinary power of the Dogana di Foggia: Braudel (1972) 
85–102; Marino (1988); Thompson (1989) 95–107.

35 The type of public land referred to in this law is debated, see Crawford (1996) 113–80 for 
text and commentary.
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accusations of banditry.36 Disruption of legitimate economic activity was 
detrimental to the government purse through lost tax revenue (such as the 
scriptura) and loss of state-owned animals. In contrast to the expansive medi-
eval system, the smaller scale and shorter distances of vertical pastoralism 
in Roman and pre-Roman Italy did not require such a degree of political 
control or protection.37 Informal agreements between farmers and shepherds 
to allow passage on private land and to winter flocks are attested, with dis-
putes referred to some mutually agreed-upon local arbiter.38 Similar infor-
mality was present in the organisation of seasonal wage labour, which would 
have also contributed to overall mobility across the peninsula.39 Thus, while 
the Roman legal system would begin to insert itself into existing economic 
transactions over time, trade and mobility undoubtedly existed prior to the 
emergence of this centralised legal framework.

The dynamic tension between mobile, semi-mobile, and sedentary individ-
uals, and the harnessing of the connective power of more mobile individuals 
(whether traders, herders, or seasonal workers) is fundamental to the devel-
opment and maintenance of large polities – both socially and economically. 
Alizadeh’s concept of ‘enclosing nomadism,’ developed to describe the role 
of pastoral nomads as mobile facilitators between sedentary communities, 
might also be usefully adapted here as ‘enclosing pastoralism’; agricultural 
and sedentary occupations were embedded into a culture in which small-
scale and baseline mobility was the norm.40 In archaic Italy, large cities and 
permanently settled populations were outliers; a relatively new phenomenon 
that emerged out of a more fluid landscape over several centuries and indeed 

36 See Corbier (1983) for the full text of the inscription. Generally, conflict over pasture rights in 
the Republic appear to have focused on competition over who could use the public pasture, as 
evidenced by the fining of pecuarii (e.g., Livy 10.23) and the passage of the Lex Licinia-Sextia (lex 
de modo agrorum), rather than conflict with farmers over the transit of flocks or access to winter 
grazing on private land. Competition between shepherds and farmers was largely limited to the 
distribution of newly acquired land or ager publicus as part of land reforms (e.g., the elogium 
Pollae CIL 10.6950). For discussion, see Pasquinucci (1979) 92–151; Thompson (1989).

37 Skydsgaard (1974) 17; Pasquinucci (1979) 87–91. Movement of flocks just 10 km could 
easily provide 500m variation in elevation in stark contrast to the long-distance highly-
specialised transhumance of the Medieval period that spanned the entire peninsula, see 
Barker (1989); Barker et al. (1991); Braudel (1972). Thompson (1989) 138 argues, through 
his historical analysis of Sardinian pastoralism, that minimal regulation was needed for 
smaller flocks and those making shorter movements.

38 Cato Agr. 149 provides a sample contract for winter grazing on private land. A vir bonus 
serves as the primary arbiter, with the Roman courts only necessary in the event of a major 
dispute. Pasquinucci (1979) 100–2. For historical examples, see Koster (2000) on Greece; 
Stagno (2019) 315–16 on Ligurian uplands; studies in Costello and Svensson (2018).

39 On seasonal labour for farming: Cato Agr. 144–5. Seasonal wage labour was also needed 
for wool working, at harbour towns for porters and rowers, in public construction, and, it 
could be argued, for warfare, see Isayev (2017); Roselaar (2019) 38–9.

40 Alizadeh (2010).
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one whose sedentary and stable character should not be overstated.41 The 
constant small-scale, stochastic mobilities and blurry divisions between sed-
entary and mobile that characterised Italy’s agro-pastoral economy were a 
central mechanism for connecting diffuse communities across the landscape.

Institutions of connectivity

While a certain level of economic interdependence may have structured inter-
action across western central Italy during the archaic period, it is not auto-
matic that these economic interactions resulted in deep and profound social 
connections. Social integration between groups could have been resisted or 
undermined.42 That being said, a closer analysis reveals that this was not 
always the case, and indeed multiple structures appear to have existed to 
facilitate, and perhaps even encourage, positive connections between differ-
ent groups.43 These socially embedded institutions of connectivity further 
structure the connective latticework, serving both as nodes of interaction 
and revealing diffuse mechanisms and opportunities that are able to structure 
interaction between individuals and families.

The symbiotic economic relationship between farmers and shepherds in 
Italy’s mixed agro-pastoral system was made possible, and further reinforced 
by, social relationships between individuals and families. Ethnographic 
research into modern Italian shepherding families, as well as comparative 
evidence from other Mediterranean and Near Eastern cultures, indicates that 
shepherds and farmers were often different branches of the same extended 
family structure; different ethnic or kinship groups do not correspond with 
different subsistence practices.44 Individuals could also move between dif-
ferent occupations depending on their age – shepherding flocks in the high 
mountains in their youth and running a small farm in middle-age – thus 
diversifying the economic base of even a fairly small family group.45 This 
can even, arguably, be seen expressed in the mythic life of Romulus, whose 
early years were spent as a shepherd, before later assuming the leadership 
role within a community. Trade was therefore mediated through, and served 

41 Isayev (2017).
42 Indeed, it is possible that the endemic raiding of the archaic period was related to, and argu-

ably reliant on, these very same networks and relationships – especially the movement of 
pastoralists, whose livestock seem to have been a common target.

43 For later periods: Roselaar (2019); studies in Roselaar (2012).
44 Barker et al. (1991); Alizadeh (2010); Porter (2012); Christie et al. (2007). The ubiquity of 

farm sales and shifting occupations are visible in Cato’s De Agricultura and Plautus’ plays, 
see Isayev (2020). It is also important to remember that the mode of subsistence does not 
indicate where an individual or family made their home-base. A shepherd could consider 
their travel to the lowlands in the winter to be a return to their home, a departure from it, or 
they could consider a third location their primary residence despite their frequent absence.

45 Barker et al. (1991). This economic flexibility and diversification seem key to the survival of 
these communities, see Stagno (2019).
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to reinforce, social relationships that were formed between individuals in 
different subsistence groups, thus allowing for greater long-term stability 
and access to trade goods or seasonal labour; the marriages brokered in the 
Republican period between the Eumachii of Pompeii and the Numistrii in 
Lucania, for example, were aimed at securing their control of the lucrative 
wool market.46 Where social ties did not already exist, or where they were 
weak, they could therefore be created or strengthened. It should be remem-
bered that shepherds were not perennially mobile individuals but often 
settled for periods within, or adjacent to, agricultural communities (such 
as during the winter grazing) and this would have provided opportunities 
for social and economic relationships to develop. Social ties could also be 
created through marriage or through the incorporation of new individuals 
and families into the extended family through fictive kinship structures.47 
While many individuals may not have travelled far to make marriages, oth-
ers would undoubtedly have looked outside the confines of their settlement, 
ethnic group, or primary occupation for a suitable match.48 As individuals 
moved between households and regions, they had to navigate the merging of 
different practices and cultural differences on issues as diverse as ritual, food 
preparation, language, birth and death practices, household organisation, 
production of material culture, resource management, and forms of social or 
political interaction within the group. Further interactions between families 
would be made easier by this new knowledge of local custom. Thus, inter-
marriage was both a testament to, and reinforcer of, social and economic 
interaction between different groups.

Regional sanctuaries and festivals were important facilitators for such 
interactions as people came together for joint rituals, and they provided a 
neutral arena for commercial and social exchange, including the brokering 
of marriages and other alliances, all under the watchful eye of a deity.49 
Commercial exchange likely included markets and fairs held at or around 
sanctuaries, such as at the Lucus Feroniae (Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 3.32.1) 

46 Roselaar (2019) 48–9; Terrenato (2019).
47 Smith (2006). Italic groups may have practiced patrilocal marriage, in which the woman 

moved to the household of her husband, evidenced by the use of patrilineal descent in later 
practices (Corbier [1991]) and interpretation of contemporary funerary evidence (Bietti 
Sestieri [1992] 146–7, 154, 236). However, this is not definitive; matrilineal descent was also 
celebrated among the Etruscans, for example. Diverse marriage practices cannot be ruled out 
and there is no indication that familial bonds were severed by relocation in marriage – the 
opposite is more probable (Cohen and Naglak [2020]).

48 While some physical anthropologists (Bondioli et al. [1986]; Rubini [1996]; Rubini et al. 
[1997], [2007]) have suggested some degree of endogamy was practiced in the Italian popu-
lation, based on studies of different skeletal traits from individuals in Alfedena and Tar-
quinia, the evidence is not clear-cut due to small sample sizes and distribution across the 
region; further analyses using aDNA are needed.

49 Glinister (1997) 78–9. On ritualised exchange, divinely-protected marketplaces, and the 
purpose of monumental temples at marketplaces: Potts (2015) with bibliography.



Mechanisms of community formation 239

and at the Temple of Voltumna near Volsinii (Livy 6.2.2), and temples were 
often located in proximity to urban marketplaces and ports (i.e., Pyrgi, Gra-
visca, Forum Boarium at Rome).50 While direct archaeological evidence of 
commerce within the sanctuaries themselves is minimal, evidence of produc-
tion near cult sites, including kilns (at Lavinium) and textile production (at 
Francavilla Marittima and Lavinium) suggests that commerce did develop 
around sanctuaries, likely to serve the specific ritual needs of worshippers.51 
Trade and ritual were thus topographically intertwined, each reinforcing 
the other and capitalising on the influx and concentration of visitors that 
the other provided. Within the regional landscape, sanctuaries served an 
important connective function by simultaneously acting as liminal zones 
between communities and as central places for interaction.52 As Potts has 
recently demonstrated, the choice of deity (esp. Herakles), decoration, and 
monumental architectural form of these sanctuaries appears as part of a 
deliberate strategy of fostering links between locals and international visi-
tors; the diverse origins of votives in Italian sanctuaries testifies to the success 
of that strategy.53 The placement of sanctuaries along major communication 
and transit routes and at the intersection of trade routes (i.e., Forum Boarium 
at Rome), however, suggests that this connective strategy was also aligned 
with patterns of terrestrial mobility and movement, linking different local 
communities together within Italy.54 In this respect, sanctuaries and festivals 
afforded moments of punctuated interaction, at designated times and places, 
and thus facilitated social and economic connections between diverse, and 
often semi-mobile, communities across the landscape.55

Sanctuaries also allowed the integration of far-flung and individualised 
social networks through ritualised descent and mythical aetiologies and 
genealogies. In this way, cult spaces acted as focal points for the negotia-
tion of different identities and connections between communities, not just 
between the community and the gods.56 Social, economic, or political connec-
tions could thus be solidified through reference to a shared origin narrative in 
which different groups claimed the same deity or mythic figure as an ances-
tor or founder (e.g., Herakles, Diomedes, Odysseus, Aeneas). Our historical 
sources preserve centuries of these overlapping mythic claims, while others 

50 On Roman markets: De Ligt (1993); Roselaar (2019) 46–9; Becker in this volume. On 
emporia: Malkin (2011); Demetriou (2012).

51 Roselaar (2019) 40–6. On textiles: Gleba (2009). See also Becker in this volume.
52 For liminal or frontier sanctuaries marking the extent of the urban hinterland or as regional 

frontiers: De Polignac (1995); Riva and Stoddart (1996); Cifani (2012) 155–6; Lomas 
(2012). On rural sanctuaries as central places: Stek (2009); Pelgrom and Stek (2010).

53 Potts (2015). For votive deposits: e.g., Bouma (1996); Diffendale et al. (2016) 13–4, 19–20. 
On Hercules: Bradley (2005).

54 For transhumance routes and sanctuaries of Hercules: Van Wonterghem (1999); Gros 
(1995); cf: Bradley (2005). On the river harbour at Rome: Brock (2016).

55 Honeychurch (2014) 310.
56 Potts (2015). On sanctuaries and political leagues: Bourdin (2012) 335–8.
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are hinted at in material culture, especially iconography (coins, vase painting, 
tomb painting, votives, architecture).57 Dissecting these different mythologi-
cal narratives reveals a complex discourse on identity and connection that is 
constantly reinvented, locally variable, difficult to interpret, and rarely maps 
onto other networks of identity – mythological or otherwise.

A brief digression into the issue of defining Latinity through ritual serves 
to demonstrate this tension between ritual configurations of identity and 
the role of sanctuaries and festivals as institutions of connectivity and loci 
of community formation. The cult of Jupiter Latiaris, and its associated 
annual festival (the so-called Feriae Latinae), has been cited as a key reli-
gious event that distinguished the Latins from their non-Latin neighbours.58 
Despite the etymological link between Latiaris and Latinus (the mythical 
king and namesake of the Latins), the attendees at the Feriae Latinae do not 
appear to be exclusively Latin – at least in the traditional sense. Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus (4.49) specifically notes that both the Hernici and two Vols-
cian cities (Ecetra and Antium) joined in a league of friendship with Rome 
and the Latins under the Roman rex Tarquinius Superbus, and that the cult 
was set up to act as a focal point for this alliance. Dionysius’ divergent list 
of attendees, not present in other accounts, has largely been discounted in 
scholarship from Mommsen onwards as it contradicts the essentially tribal 
or ethnic nature of the cult – a circular argument which has proven remark-
ably resilient in scholarship.59 That the Volsci and Hernici were later addi-
tions, however, is difficult to imagine as the festival itself was celebrated 
in Dionysius’ own time and became strongly linked with Latinity; to add 
non-Latins to such an account would be counter to our expectations for 
an authorial retrojection and thus lends some credence to Dionysius’ list.60 
While the complex and often highly political historiography of Latinity, from 
antiquity to the modern period, deserves more attention than can be given 
here, Dionysius’ broader list of attendees at the Feriae Latinae clearly compli-
cates attempts to define Latin identity with reference to a series of exclusive 
cult practices. A similar lack of concurrence on a political or mythological 
definition of Latinity highlights the fluid and contextual nature of identity 
and its construction out of a complex latticework of connectivity, in which 
ritual networks were one layer among many.61 Thus, shared ritual activity 
or mythical genealogies, although important institutions and mechanisms 
for facilitating and solidifying connectivity and social interaction, should be 

57 E.g., Malkin (1998), (2011); Herring (2009); Farney (2007), (2008); Wiseman (1974); Cec-
carelli (2012); Torelli (2018).

58 Cornell (1995) 294–5, (1997).
59 Fowler (1899) 95–7; Alföldi (1965) 11–12.
60 Although certain rituals at the Feriae Latinae may have been limited to those who claimed 

Latin affiliation, it is not clear how such identification would have been adjudicated.
61 Alföldi (1965); Smith (2007); Bourdin (2012) 278–98.
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understood as context-dependent and variable rather than as proxies of an 
enduring identity, ethnic or otherwise.

The degree of connectivity visible in the ritual sphere highlights how con-
nection and interaction in archaic western central Italy was not constrained 
by putative boundaries between Latins and non-Latins, whether conceived 
of in political, ethnic, or religious terms. Instead, the lack of a singular proxy 
that effectively defines any one group exposes the complexity of the connec-
tive picture and the multiplicity of overlapping layers within this latticework. 
For ritual, the disjuncture between identities named in the historical sources 
and connective networks is particularly clear because we are dealing with 
specific institutions whose list of participants have been recorded in some 
fashion. For the economic sphere, environmental constraints on subsistence 
choices and structuring of trade interactions also allow us to see the inter-
connections that must have existed. Through a combination of ethnographic 
analogy and historical comparison, we are able to reconstruct something of 
the connective networks that would have arisen from, and helped support, 
the mixed agro-pastoral economy of Italy at this time. In both instances, 
active choices are being made to connect. Environmental conditions may 
constrain subsistence choices but they do not determine them; likewise, eco-
nomic decisions may be supported by certain connective institutions but 
they do not require them. Rather, the latticework of connectivity that this 
wide-ranging evidence reveals is a result of human agency at multiple levels 
of society as people chose to connect. It is the necessary precondition of 
identity activation, and the foundation upon which it is built.

Moving forward

Connectivity has long been a buzzword in classical archaeology and history 
but, as the papers in this volume have demonstrated, identifying the mate-
rial correlates of that connectivity and mapping the implications of different 
types and degrees of connectivity on societies and communities is much more 
complicated. The strongly oppositional character of our historical sources 
and the prevailing discourse on identity construction has limited our ability 
to effectively model and analyse the archaeological evidence of high levels 
of connectivity that we uncover. In particular, the link between connectivity 
and identity construction is often lost in discussions of hybridity and cul-
tural contact, and the activation of identity claims in moments of conflict 
becomes conflated with the formation of communities themselves. A com-
plex historiography has emerged which attempts to reconcile the overlapping 
and contradictory networks of interaction, searching either for the perfect 
metric for tracking connections between communities or a clear narrative 
of social development towards some vision of unified identity. Yet, we have 
struggled to move on from our typological impulses and find a new model 
with which to understand the relationship between connectivity and iden-
tity that is accessible via the material record. This chapter has presented an 
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alternative paradigm of community formation that addresses this deficit by 
arguing for the importance of connectivity and interaction as a precondition 
for community formation, and for a regional view that focuses on the lat-
ticework of connectivity that criss-crosses putative boundaries and provides 
a foundation for identity development.

Through discussion of the mechanisms and institutions of connectivity, 
this chapter has demonstrated the utility of the connective model of com-
munity laid out in the introduction of this volume and taken up, in various 
guises, throughout. My fellow contributors have employed archaeological 
evidence to understand networks of production, trade, and consumption, 
eschewing conventional labels to varying extents and seeking to understand 
the underlying connections in human behaviour across the landscape of pre-
Roman Italy. Each analysis thus contributes some structure to the lattice-
work discussed here. Connection is not undifferentiated but constrained by a 
variety of factors – whether that be availability of resources and expertise, or 
the different structures of trade networks and exchange practices. Combined, 
these allow us to particularise connectivity at the regional scale and embed 
it within models that allow for individual and small-group agency. It also 
provides a structuring mechanism that, arguably, can replace existing models 
of unitary groups by grounding the ‘fuzzy’ boundaries that scholars espouse 
with a more nuanced understanding of the contiguous nature, or not, of 
specific domains of interaction. Rather than a group with fuzzy boundaries, 
we can speak of overlapping networks which, at a very basic level, have no 
boundaries at all but rather intensify or fade at different times, in different 
places, and in different aspects of society. The mechanisms and institutions 
which structure connectivity give shape to this latticework, pulling back 
from an undifferentiated churn of connection to a model which can provide 
a way forward in our analyses, bridging the gap between the local and the 
regional.

By refocusing on the latticework of connections and the institutions that 
structure communities, it is evident that our networks of interaction do not 
map perfectly onto each other and were not constrained by supposed political 
or problematic ethnic divisions. Rather, widespread baseline mobility and the 
existence of numerous mechanisms for supporting social interaction were the 
norm, and it is through these connective institutions – trade, intermarriage, 
markets, festivals, and sanctuaries – that the contours of community emerge. 
It is also these networks of interaction, as much as the rhetoric of identity vis-
ible in historical sources, that would allow for the development of a large pol-
ity like Rome. These connective institutions and mechanisms, often informal 
and outside of the political sphere, were the backbone of social cohesion and 
retained an important role over time. This model challenges us to rethink our 
definitions of community – rather than simply an urban zone, a region, or the 
participants in a particular material practice, a community is a collection of 
connected individuals. Society is thus made up of multiple overlapping com-
munities; these communities are structured in disparate ways, whether around 
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specific nodes or institutions (a shared festival, temple, market, pasture) or 
through diffuse networks of social and economic relationships. These com-
munities and their connections are dynamic; they predate, support, and also 
develop alongside the political organisations and identity activations which 
have come to dominate the historical discourse. While much work remains to 
be done in tracing all of these networks – ritual, linguistic, social, economic, 
etc. – and their interrelationships over time, the framework outlined here 
provides a way forward that places our evidence of connectivity into dialogue 
with community and identity formation.
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The possibility of intersecting with people in the same physical space – to 
exchange goods, share knowledge, create together, and allow for chance 
encounters that lead to new ideas and innovation – relies on the ability to 
move. Yet, in our current moment in the twenty-first century, chances for this 
kind of connectivity – as distinct from virtual connections through screens 
and other technological interfaces – have, all of a sudden, become a precious 
commodity.1 It is as if such encounters were a distant vision of a privileged 
existence that was possible in the more innocent past and whose resurgence 
we look towards in the hopefully not too distant future. The COVID-19 
pandemic has resulted in the most extreme period of immobility for people 
(although not of goods, nor of weapons) across the world in recent history. 
Crucially, it has reduced the ability of individuals and civilian groups to 
physically gather and intersect (although this has not prevented ongoing 
war and conflict). The consequences of such forced isolation will take years 
to fully emerge as this first requires recognition of the necessity of physical 
intersections to engender creativity and transformation – the realisation that 
knowledge is created in transit and that we constantly define and redefine 
who we are through our connections.2 The coming together of knowledge-
bearers, and the products and frameworks of those processes, within the 
context of ancient Italy are the main interests of the authors and editors of 
this volume. At the core of their investigations of connectivity is the mobil-
ity of people, whose dynamic intersections have produced a rich body of 
material, leaving traces in the landscape, inscribed in stone, and in the writ-
ings of ancient authors. The studies do not only showcase the presence of 

* I am grateful to the editors of this volume Jeremy Armstrong and Sheira Cohen for their 
invitation that has given me the precious opportunity to think together (even if not in person 
at the moment) and to explore the potential of material evidence to address new questions, 
not least those which arise from the challenges of the present day.

1 This epilogue was written in 2021.
2 Knowledges in Transit: Linnaeus’s Laplandic Journey (1732) is an exploration currently being 

conducted with Staffan Müller-Wille: https://linnaeus-in-lapland.net/, (funded by BA/Leverhulme 
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that mobility but critically analyse its diverse forms, drivers, and products. 
Although it was not the intention, through their analyses, the authors address 
precisely the question of what may be lost in the current twenty-first-century 
moment of severely restrained possibilities and restricted spaces where there 
is potential to engage with others in-person.

Throughout this volume, connectivity is approached carefully to ensure 
it does not become an all-encompassing term that loses all meaning – an 
issue most directly confronted by Cohen, Armstrong, and Bernard. It is not 
presented as something that simply exists, but is investigated through its 
agents – the people who move and those who facilitate the spatio-temporal 
opportunities for connections, through the development of infrastructure 
and institutions. These developments affect the configuration and intensity of 
the resulting connectivity and need not be orchestrated by ruling authorities. 
The premise is that mobility is not exceptional in the setting of the ancient 
Italian peninsula, where the investigations take place. Rather, the evidence 
suggests that mobility should not be envisioned as a singular act, as that of a 
settler, but as something ongoing, open ended, and potentially cyclical. For 
some inhabitants of Italy, mobility would have been a permanent way of 
life – as for the pastoralists of Heitz’s investigation. Decades of debate have 
focused on whether such people would have been able to move seasonally 
across extensive territory in pre-Roman Italy, and also the exceptionality of 
this mode of life. Both Heitz and Cohen challenge the assumption that any 
long-distance transhumance and migratory movements would have not been 
possible prior to a unified Roman Italy. Instead, they each present a frame-
work of interdependence, and argue for the prevalence of oral contracts and 
agreements in the negotiations of rights of use and passage between shep-
herds/flock-owners and the farmers/landowners along their routes. In the 
earlier period, in what are termed pre-state societies, such agreements would 
have mattered more than any political territorial unity. To take these propo-
sitions seriously means to rethink how we understand such directives as 
those inscribed on the famous second-century CE inscription from Saepinum 
(CIL 9.2438). Cohen and Heitz demonstrate that, rather than seeing it as 
introduction of new protections for the shepherds, it is about preserving the 
traditional rights of movement for pastoralists, without experiencing harass-
ment from farmers and other landowners – rights, and patterns of using and 
moving through the landscape, that would have gone back centuries.

Part of such rethinking requires us to envisage a largely fluid landscape, 
out of which the permanent settlements and cities of archaic Italy emerged. 
These were, as Cohen suggests, likely outliers well into the archaic period. 
Such a positioning has a profound impact on how we understand the appear-
ance of centralised settlement conglomerates – the later cities, especially of 
Etruria, Campania, and Latium, and the Greek-speaking poleis on the coasts. 
It also allows for a better understanding of the role of such vast archaic set-
tlements as Arpi in Puglia. The site features a walled, ditch-and-bank enclo-
sure encompassing some 10 km2 of what appears to have been unbuilt land 
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with scattered settlement clusters. As Heitz observes, the protective enclosure 
seems inadequate to repel military attack but would have served well enough 
to prevent flocks from leaving and to keep out intruders. Here may be an 
example of a stable or sedentary structure designed for mobile communi-
ties, perhaps of pastoralists and their herds to use seasonally, or as part of a 
life-cycle that anticipates moments of sedentism for certain age groups, or 
along gender lines. Whoever its inhabitants were, the creation of Arpi and the 
nearby communal burial grounds are evidence of collective decision-making 
and the joint investment of resources and labour. Drawing on such mobile-
oriented approaches to sites and material, Heitz’s study ambitiously explores 
the transformations in the form of wealth accumulation and social stratifica-
tion among Italic communities, and the way in which increasing private land 
ownership and pasturage affected landscape use and settlement. Communal 
burial grounds appear to signify increasing sedentism and some – those at 
Ripacandida, for example – have evidence indicating that the earliest buri-
als were associated with women, alongside children and the elderly. These 
members of a predominantly mobile community were the ones more likely 
to live in longer-term stable settlements. Defining a settlement as belonging 
to more sedentary or more mobile communities is challenging, as people on 
the move are more difficult to track, and it is precisely the accoutrements 
associated with a sedentary lifestyle that provide the greatest visibility in 
our material and historical records. People who spend a considerable part 
of their time moving are less likely to develop their own substantial pottery 
or weaving industries which are less conducive to mobile lifestyles. Instead, 
we could imagine acquisition of such objects from markets when needed, 
the establishment of smaller household-size production units, and the use of 
more perishable and transportable material such as leather. These observa-
tions challenge us to find new approaches to understanding our evidence 
base. To identify an object as a distaff or a sceptre – as Heitz illustrates – is 
to commit ourselves to different story lines.

True to their aspirations, the studies here do not revert to considering 
isolated histories of individual settlements. Sites and regions are not seen as 
end points of accumulation but presented as part of what Tim Ingold might 
term ‘meshworks’ – dynamic intersections of lifeways and interconnected 
networks.3 The material culture of the Bradano Valley, for example, is not 
examined by Peruzzi to identify a particular group as ethnically or cultur-
ally coherent. Instead, it is used to showcase the diverse social groupings of 
the inhabitants. The region, it is argued, formed a corridor that channelled 
people, goods, and knowledges between the coast and the interior. There is a 
resistance to any assumptions that the direction of this channelling was into 
the interior, instead focusing on the diverse roles that the different landscapes 
allowed for. Engaging with such passage of resources and people seems to 

3 Ingold (2011) 63–94.
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correlate well with urban development, yet we should resist the temptation 
to assume that it was culture ‘in’ and raw materials ‘out’. It is notable that 
Rome and Veii, two of the powerhouses of Archaic central Italy, were facili-
tators of routeways and the passage of resources through the interior, while 
the few sections of Italy’s Tyrrhenian coast that were suitable for deep water 
harbours were overseen by such coastal sites as Caere and Cyme.4 Peruzzi’s 
investigation of patterns on the Adriatic side of Italy further cautions against 
assuming that sites in the interior were less connected, thus challenging spa-
tially coherent cultural zones. She showcases how the value of artefacts is 
derived from the diverse social contexts within which they are used and that 
in turn their materiality structures the practices that shape these contexts. 
This is in line with other recent studies, most recently by Pitts, that focus 
on objectscapes as a way to understand sociocultural patterns, transfer of 
knowledge, and innovation.5 Interaction is central to these processes, and as 
foregrounded in the introductory chapter by Cohen and Armstrong, there is 
now increasing recognition, including in Gruen’s latest work,6 that more care 
was given to common cultural traits than lineage or regionally derived eth-
nic ties. These approaches expose the way connectivity is central to identity 
construction. Objects are not treated as exhibitions of identity, but rather as 
bundles of connectivities – defined by their interactions as Cohen and Arm-
strong note, rather than their self-perception or performance. Such modes of 
social construction allow for distinction from moments of identity activation 
that prevail during conflicts, which, as Cohen shows, are often conflated 
with the formation of communities in discussions of hybridity and culture 
contact. How then does an infrastructure, such as citizenship, emerge out 
of this dynamism? As a form of persistent ‘identity’ activation, it provides a 
mode of contractual, and hence seemingly more binding, allegiance. But, as 
Smith observes, it also provides non-personal identities that allow for neutral 
trading relations. This is distinct from a system that relies on personal agree-
ments, as found in forms of gift-exchange, and through reciprocal hospitality 
contracts, like those symbolised by the tessera hospitalis.7 Investigating citi-
zenship through the connectivities expressed in this volume, as witnessed in 
communities of practice, is an exciting prospect that new research is already 
embracing, such as Corinna Riva’s most recent project, just begun, on pre-
cisely these issues.8 The studies here will be essential for such investigations.

The mobility of artisans confronted here is presented as pervasive, but 
with the recognition that such movement took different forms, and could be 

4 Isayev (2017) 71–87, for overview of the positioning of such sites, routeways, and 
interconnectivity.

5 Pitts (2019).
6 Gruen (2020).
7 As for example mentioned by Plautus in his comedy Poenulus, 1047–55. For overview see: 

Isayev (2017) 100–4.
8 In relation to the new project see Riva’s preceding publication (2020).
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either autonomous or tethered, which could also mean forced – especially 
in contexts of slavery. It is particularly difficult to understand, from the evi-
dence of this early period, how individual movement, such as that of entre-
preneurs or freelancers, would have fit into wider networks of dependency, 
obligation, and responsibility. How exceptional were the imagined scenarios 
presented by later ancient authors who envision, for example, craftspeople 
forming part of substantial troupes, like those of Demaratus who were to 
have accompanied him on his exilic journey in the eighth century BCE from 
Corinth to Etruria.9 We would expect some to have moved for training, some 
as slaves or indentured labour, while others would have travelled as depen-
dent groups with patrons. The evidence does allow for the investigation of 
other aspects of that mobility. It shows not only that the artisans were highly 
mobile but, as Robinson indicates, it is the diversity of their origins that 
characterises the ceramics of early sites, which runs counter to the narratives 
of single-origin incomers that pervades literary accounts. But to what extent 
is artisans’ mobility reflective of more general mobile trends? Robinson’s 
question is beginning to be addressed most directly by bioarchaeological 
studies, which are increasingly able to identify whether individuals were 
locals or incomers to the place where they were finally buried. They are also 
able to signal relative distance between the final resting place and the regions 
where the individual originated. There is still substantial honing of the bioar-
chaeological methods needed before we can fully understand what the results 
reveal – as the findings from the site of Metapontum and its surrounding 
countryside show.10 Still, the cumulative analysis so far points to high rates 
of population turnover in most communities, and various projects are in 
preparation to test the parameters of these fluctuating rates – preliminary 
evidence suggests that having one third of a buried community made up of 
people not born at the site as a norm may be reasonable.11

In this volume, the ability of people from diverse regions to come together 
without restrictions is taken for granted. This is in line with what we find 
in the ancient historical narratives, which mention ports of free trade and 
treaties that create privileged exchange conditions. Despite the apparent 
existence of restrictions on trading goods, they provide little evidence to 
suggest authorities imposed constraints on free-people from abroad coming 
together, whether for work or celebration.12 This is not to deny the variety of 
interdependent relationships and ties that would have dictated the ability of 

 9 The story of Demaratus is recounted in various versions: Livy 1.34–5; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 
3.46–9; Strabo 5.2.2; Polybius 6.11a.7; Pliny NH 35.43.152. For overview see Cornell 
(1995) 122–30; Walbank (1999) 672–3; Isayev (2017) 98–105.

10 For Metapontum, see studies by Rathman et al. (2017), (2019), with commentary by Rob-
inson in this volume.

11 As an example of current projects, see Altschul et al. (2020), and in relation to ancient Italy 
the proposition and overview is here: Isayev (2017), Chapter 2.

12 Isayev (2017), for example, 220–7, 305–7, 335–8, 370–7.
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individuals to move. Against this backdrop, the question of who, and what 
forces, drove the connectivities remains. Even commercial movement, as Ber-
nard observes, cannot be fully explained through the simple availability of, 
or demand for, resources. We need to envisage more complex and varied 
needs and competing interests, which resulted in long distance trade of such 
commodities as olive oil and wine, despite their availability in most regions 
around the Mediterranean. At the other end of the spectrum, value could be 
assigned to the distance over which objects and technologies had travelled 
to reach the recipient, giving them real or perceived exotic value. As Helms’ 
studies show, knowledge of that distance and ‘the far away’ could be intrinsi-
cally linked with power.13 There is power, then, in controlling connectivity. 
The issue of how connectivities were catalysed is framed in this volume by 
critically examining the traditional roles assigned to craftspeople and elites, 
whereby the former is at the behest of the latter. To conceive of artisanal 
production as relegated to the commissioning impulses of the elites, how-
ever, would be to negate the innovation at work in craft production and its 
ability to shape the attributes of status and identity. Instead, the studies here 
recentre the role of the maker and address Smith’s call to look deeper into 
the way artisanal and craft activity constitutes and transforms the notion and 
reality of power. This does not ignore the fact that elites were also producers 
as well as consumers, as highlighted by Cohen and Armstrong. Nor is it to 
negate the potential that elites had to catalyse opportunities, through patron-
age and investment in sites, infrastructure, and resource accumulation, as 
well as brokering exchange through contracts or treaties. Rather, the studies 
showcase the way craftspeople, as social agents and culture bearers, were not 
only conditioned by structures but shaped those structures in turn. This is 
made visible, for example, in the particular choice of styles of matt-painted 
pottery that Bernardo-Ciddio depicts as a discourse with communities across 
the Adriatic. This allows a deeper look at the mechanisms by which the 
mobility of people may transfer into visible changes in material culture. 
Focusing on the funerary deposition of metalworkers’ handiwork, Iaia shows 
the way these knowledge bearers, in transferring culture, affected identity 
formation in Etruria through a distinction of status centred on differentiation 
along gender lines. He traces the interrelationship between transformations 
in ritual practice, the body as social locus, and a rise in metalwork produc-
tion, to showcase the role of bronzesmiths in constructing new collective and 
individual identities for emerging social groups.

These transformations occurred against a backdrop of settlement cen-
tralisation and ‘urbanisation’ (in ‘scare quotes’, as Smith notes) in the tenth 
through eighth centuries BCE; sites which, in turn, allowed for higher densi-
ties of interactions and innovation through the transfer of different symbolic 
and knowledge systems. They also led to more intense and larger group 

13 Helms’ (1988), (1993) influential studies, as noted by Smith in this volume.
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conflicts. The development of iron ore is central to these forms of power 
display and resulting conquest, but its relation to trade and sociopolitical 
transformations still remains debatable. Bernard, in his exploration of the 
interdependence of different forces, suggests that in relation to Etruria – a 
key iron exporter – the involvement of its elites in conflicts appears to have 
driven the demand and search for quality iron, rather than the discovery of 
iron ore deposits, which then led to the Iron Age elites becoming commer-
cialists. The access to metal resources, and with it the know-how to produce 
better weaponry, allowed for increased control through coercion, territo-
rial acquisition, and the creation of centres of exchange and production. 
Such hubs of production and exchange – whether in centralised habitations, 
at sanctuary sites, or mobile workshops – form part of an infrastructure 
of innovation and trade relations. Here they are investigated less as stand-
alone sites, but as communities of practice, or what Bernardo-Ciddio calls 
taskscapes. Armstrong’s analysis of metalworking environments depicts 
the way these constitute overlapping chaînes opératoires, and the possibil-
ity for the co-existence of smaller and mobile production centres – even 
including smelting sites which required particular resources and raw materi-
als – alongside larger, more centralised operations. The dynamic nature of 
workshops, Armstrong argues, is what contributed to the rapid dispersal 
of techniques and styles in relation to bronze working around the Mediter-
ranean. This mobile network appears to have even extended into Europe, as 
Iaia’s analysis demonstrates. These also allowed for the existence of multiple 
networks and diverse nodes of control, without which it is hard to imagine 
how, for example, large military endeavours, that required a rapid response, 
would have been operationalised. We may presume that Dionysius I’s need 
of 140,000 shields would have used the communication channels provided 
by such meshworks to enlist and, through elite nodes of control, coerce the 
vast number of craftspeople necessary to carry out the job.

Underpinning this reconstruction of the ancient environment are flexible 
working practices and spaces, as well as concentrated moments of meet-
ing that provided the best possibility to encounter the widest range of peo-
ple, skills, and thus heightened the potential for exchange. Key to creating 
moments of concentrated encounter would have been investments in infra-
structure, whether by making routeways safe and easy to travel, creating a 
calendar of markets and festivals, or constructing sites with the necessary 
provisions, including that of sacred protection. Temples and sanctuary sites 
played a significant role in this infrastructure and, as Smith notes, formed an 
important part of trade relations. In conjunction with such sites, Becker and 
Cohen investigate how periodic gatherings at festivals or markets allowed 
for the simultaneous presence of diverse knowledge bearers and those who, 
through products and symbols, conduct and circulate that knowledge. As 
Becker notes, the presence of a widely recognised calendar, which allowed 
for regional and supra-regional markets and festivals, is one of the multiple 
structures that facilitated and encouraged interconnectivity between groups. 
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It provided for what Cohen terms ‘punctuated moments of interaction’, and 
as such we need to revisit the role of such festivals as the Feriae Latinae. 
These are usually explored through the lens of exclusive identity formation, 
yet its primary role was perhaps just such an intersection, as it was not exclu-
sively Latins who were its attendees. Sanctuary sites that were not directly 
connected to any single settlement, such as Rossano di Vaglio in Lucania, 
present a multiplicity of provenances for the votives and dedications depos-
ited there, indicating its use by multiple communities. This is also evident in 
the locations of early religious sites, and Potts’ studies have shown the ways 
in which many Archaic temples were positioned to privilege access from 
routeways, rather than city-centres.14

Introducing connectivity as a driver for understanding the processes of 
settlement centralisation and monumental construction projects provides a 
counter to explanatory models that use sedentism as a starting point for the 
emergence of such sites. If we take seriously the evidence showcased in this 
volume, which positions mobility and opportunities for connectivity at the 
core of societal transformation, then the challenge is to understand how 
sedentary practices fit into this imaginary landscape. It means to move away 
from narrow definitions of sedentism, and see it too as something more 
dynamic or, at the very least, as predicated on intersections and the move-
ment of people. Massey’s observations about place as a cultural system come 
to mind here. She argued for seeing place not as a site, but as an intersection 
of lifeways, a coming together of stories so far. She asserts that it is ‘not 
through some visceral belonging (some barely changing rootedness, as many 
would have it) but through the practising of place, the negotiation of inter-
secting trajectories; place as an arena where negotiation is forced upon us’.15

In our current, twenty-first-century moment of constrained free-movement – 
which the COVID-19 pandemic has pushed to an extreme, but which the 
proliferation of borders (physical, virtual, and offshored) has been increas-
ingly inhibiting for decades – the challenge is how we re-create and argue for 
the importance of communities of practice, the opportunities to experiment 
and learn by doing through being in-person with each other, and to enliven 
the widest possible connections. There is no doubt that innovative virtual 
interfaces and new technologies have been a lifeline, for sustaining creativity, 
co-working, knowledge-sharing, and forms of distanced social existence. But 
to what extent do these provide opportunities for chance encounters and the 
unexpected, which themselves allow for experiencing other modes of knowl-
edge production in situ? What kind of innovations do they lead to and what 
is lost without them? The value of knowledge in transit may not be visible yet, 
as we are still drawing on the reserves of such encounters prior to isolation. 
But how long will the reserve last, and how long will it take to replenish it? 

14 Potts (2015).
15 Massey (2005) 154. For thinking about ancient mobility, connectivity, and place through 

the relational approach of Massey and others: Isayev (2017) 390–4.
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