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The Tophet of Bithia (Sardinia). New data
from the 2021-2022 excavations
of the Ca’ Foscari University of Venice
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Eberhard Karls Universitat Tlbingen — Alexander von Humboldt Stipendiat
stefano.floris@unive.it

Alessandra Gilibert
Universita Ca’ Foscari, Venezia
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Resumen: La primera investigacion arqueolégica sobre el islote de Su Cardolinu (Chia, Domus de
Maria - Cerdena), realizada en 1964, demostré que el sitio fue elegido, a finales del siglo VII a.C.,
como emplazamiento de un santuario interpretado como el “Tophet” del asentamiento fenicio de
Bithia. Desde 1964, la zona sagrada de Su Cardolinu no ha sido objeto de proyectos de investiga-
cion especificos hasta 2021, cuando la Universidad Ca’ Foscari de Venecia puso en marcha un
nuevo proyecto de investigacion arqueologica. Como parte de las dos primeras campanas de in-
vestigacion, se llevd a cabo una prospeccion sistematica del yacimiento, un ensayo de excavacion
estratigrafica en la zona del “campo de urnas”, que condujo al descubrimiento de varios depdsitos
de urnas, y también se inicio el estudio de la zona de la “capilla”,

Palabras clave: Tofet, Bithia, Cerdena, Arqueologia fenicia y punica, Survey, Excavacion estratigrafica.

Abstract: The first archaeological research in Su Cardolinu’s islet (Chia, Domus de Maria — Sardin-
ia), conducted in 1964, has shown that the islet was chosen, at the end of the 7th century BC, as
the site for the installation of a sanctuary interpreted as the “Tophet” of the Phoenician settlement
of Bithia. Since 1964, the sacred area of Su Cardolinu has not been the subject of specific research
projects until 2021, when the Ca’ Foscari University of Venice launched a new archaeological re-
search project. In the framework of the first two research campaigns, a systematic survey of the site
and a stratigraphic excavation essay in the area of the “urnfield”, leading to the discovery of sever-
al depositions in urns, were carried out. The study of the area of the “shrine” was also started.

Keywords: Tophet, Bithia, Sardinia, Phoenician and Punic Archaeology, Survey, Stratigraphic excavation.

Introduction’

In 2021, the Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, Italy begun the full archaeological exploration of Su
Cardolinu, a small islet near the ancient Phoenician city of Bithia, South Sardinia, where previous

1 This report is the result of the joint efforts of both authors, who contributed to the research conceptualization, methodology and
preliminary conclusions equally. Stefano Floris is submitting and corresponding author, and material author of the article’s core
draft (specifically, 882 and 3,2). Alessandra Gilibert is research supervisor and material author of the research framework (speci-
fically, 881 and 3.1).
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sondages had uncovered rests of a sacred area with cinerary urns, presumed to be a “Tophet”
sanctuary. This paper presents the preliminary results of the campaigns carried out in October 2021
and September-October 2022 by a team of archaeologists under the scientific direction of Prof.
Alessandra Gilibert and the field direction of Dr. Stefano Floris.

The sacred area of Su Cardolinu: a brief history of research

The most ancient traces of the settlement of Bithia date to the Archaic period and, so far, have been
found in two areas only (Ciccone, 2001: 35-38), both located at the periphery of the settlement and
both connected to the cult of the dead. The first area is the necropolis, located on the beach of Sa
Colonia at the western fringe of the main settlement. The necropolis’ oldest burials date no earlier
than the last quarter of the 7th century BC (Bartoloni, 1996: 59). The second area is the sacred
area of Su Cardolinu, located on the eastern periphery of the residential area of Bithia, on a rocky
islet connected to the mainland by a sandy spit. The islet closes the bay of Su Portu to the east,
and faces the promontory of Torre Chia, on which a main sanctuary and the acropolis of Bithia
once stood’ (Fig. D.

Figure 1. Bithia and its territory. Indication of the main toponymy and, in bold, of the sectors of the city of Bithia (elab. by S. Floris
based on DBGT, © «Tophet of Bithia» Archaeological Project).

2 However, some materials found out of context may indicate that the centre of Bithia and its necropolis were first frequented at
an earlier time, perhaps as early as the end of the 8th century BC (Bartoloni, 1996: 29, 38, 50-51; Bassoli et alii, 2013: 292;
Minoja y Bassoli, 2014: 14, n. 12; Minoja, Bassoli y Nieddu, 2016: 132-133; Minoja y Bassoli, 2019: 72).

3 For the site of Bithia see, among others, Taramelli, 1933: 288-289; Pesce, 1965; Pesce, 1968; Bartoloni, 1996; Ciccone, 2001;
Minoja y Bassoli, 2019. For the results of the excavations in the Hill of Torre Chia, still in progress, see also Bassoli et alii, 2013;
Minoja y Bassoli, 2014; Minoja et alii, 2015; Bassoli y Chergia, 2016; Minoja, Bassoli y Nieddu, 2016; Bassoli et alii, 2017.
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The islet of Su Cardolinu was first explored archaeologically in 1964, as part of a territorial
survey of the Sulcis coast promoted by the archaeological mission of the University of Rome and
the Soprintendenza alle Antichita di Cagliari, led by Ferruccio Barreca and Giovanni Garbini
(Barreca, 1965; Pesce, 1968: 337-338). At the time, preliminary excavations identified four structures
belonging to different periods (Fig. 2). Their dating allowed a first sketchy reconstruction of the
history of Su Cardolinu (Barreca, 1965: 145-152). In the Archaic period, the islet was chosen as a
seat for a sacred area, accessible by an opening in a wall that divided the islet from the mainland
(Barreca, 1965: 146-147, 152, tav. XLV). The oldest identified structure, labeled “Building C” and
interpreted as an altar, was a rectangular platform of ¢. 7 x 6 m, built with rough stones and
englobing a natural step in the rock (Fig. 2, C). Building C was preserved at a height of about 30
cm, although Barreca assumed that its original height must have reached at least 80 cm (Barreca,
1965: 148-152, tavv. LXIX-LXXII; Perra, 1998: 157, n. 3). Around it, about 10 urns dated between the
7th and the 6th century BC were found in direct contact with rock or within stone cists.*

Barreca also identified a small square construction — Building A -,® interpreted as an aedicula®
(Fig. 2, A), and another building with two inner spaces — Building B —, interpreted as a shrine (Fig.
2, B) (Barreca, 1965: 147-148, 151).”7 Based on building techniques, Barreca dated Buildings A and
B not earlier than the 4th century BC (Barreca, 1965: 152). The area was still frequented in the
Roman Era, as indicated by the traces of restoration of the temenos wall (Barreca, 1965: 152).

Barreca preliminarily proposed to interpret the sacred compound at Su Cardolinu as the
“Tophet” of Bithia (Barreca, 1965: 152), but the lack of further fieldwork left this hypothesis uncon-
firmed.®

Figure 2. Bithia, Su Cardolinu. The positioning of the structures exposed in 1964 (elab. and photo by S. Floris, © «Tophet of
Bithia» Archaeological Project).

4 The urns were wheel-made cooking-pots and hand-made vessels (Bartoloni, 1996: 39) and have been dated between the end
of the 7th and 6th centuries BC also thanks to the discovery, not far from Building C and one of the urns, of small “oil bottles”
(Barreca, 1965: 150-151; Bartoloni, 1996: 39).

5 Built on a 310 m square foundation of flat stones, Building A is a small square construction (1.70 m square), whose floor and wall
base were preserved (0.45 m thick and preserved in height up to 0.25 m) in small polygonal sandstone blocks (Barreca, 1965:
147, 151152, tav. LXVI; Perra, 1998: 159, n. 4).

6 As observed (Bartoloni, 1996: 39-40; Perra, 1998: 159), Building A is similar in size to the aedicula - generally known with the
Arabic designation “ma’abed” — brought to light by Gennaro Pesce at Nora, in the sanctuary of Sa Punta ‘e Su Coloru (Pesce,
1952; see also Oggiano, 2005: 1034-1038).

7 For Building B, see infra.

8 Further discussions of Barreca’s results appeared in works dedicated to Bithia and its territory (Bartoloni, 1996: 38-40; Ciccone,
2001: 36-37; Bassoli et alii, 2013: 289; Cilla, 2015: 274-275) and in a study dedicated to the Phoenician and Punic sacred archi-
tecture in Sardinia (Perra, 1998: 157-162).
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Ca’ Foscari University, Venice at Su Cardolinu
The objectives of the new research project

In 2021, the Ca’ Foscari University of Venice started an archeological research project at Su Cardolinu
under the scientific direction of Alessandra Gilibert and the field direction of Stefano Floris.

In these early phases, our project pursues four main interconnected aims:

I. to confirm or falsify the hypothesis of the existence of a “Tophet’-type sanctuary at Su
Cardolinu;?

II. to establish upper and lower chronological limits of the occupation of the area;

ITI. to assess the maximum spatial extent and inner organisation of the site in relation to the
total surface of the islet;

IV. to explore the chronological and historical development of the site. In particular, to verify
the hypothesis of an interruption in the life of the Tophet at the end of the Archaic period
— in conjunction with a contraction of the centre of Bithia'® — and to clarify the nature of
the frequentation of Su Cardolinu in the Punic Period — when Buildings A and B were
presumably built and the activity of the Tophet uncertain'' — and Roman Era.

During the first two campaigns, we established a detailed topographic grid, we started
collecting archival data and, in the field, we initiated an intensive, three-phases surface survey in
parallel with stratigraphic test excavations in two different areas.

The research campaigns of 2021 and 2022

As a first step, we measured ground control points, produced a detailed topographical map, and
pinpointed the locations of the four structures exposed in 1964.

Despite decades of vegetation growth and atmospheric processes, the wall and Building B
were still easily recognisable, while the remaining structures were and still are less immediately
visible.'? Building A, of which only the basement is preserved (Perra, 1998: 159; Cilla, 2015: 274),
is currently hidden by thick vegetation. Finally, Building C is visible, but heavily eroded and easily
confused with the emerging rock® (Fig. 2).

So far, our field research foresaw three main actions, aimed at acquiring new data on the
sanctuary’s chronology and functional organisation.

The first action, still partially ongoing, is the systematic intensive survey of the entire archaeo-
logical area, organised on a grid of 5 x 5 m squares and articulated around three phases of

9 Ferruccio Barreca’s hypothesis has been accepted in the following studies, but the need for further confirmation has often
been emphasised: see for example Pesce, 1968: 339-340; Bondi, 1979: 142; Moscati, 1986: 226-228; Ciasca, 2002: 122;
Melchiorri, 2016: 272.

10 Concerning the hypothesis, advanced mainly on the basis of research data from the necropolis and islet of Su Cardolinu, that
the centre of Bithia underwent a contraction and maybe even a hiatus between the end of the 5th and the first half of the 4th
century BC, see the discussion by Ciccone, 2001: 36-38.

1 See e.g. Bondi, 1979: 142; Moscati, 1986: 226-228; Bartoloni, 1996: 39-40; Guirguis, 2011: 94; Bartoloni, 2017: 125.

12 |n addition to the wall, the only building confidently placed in the survey conducted by the Soprintendenza in 2010 is Building
B (Bassoli et alii, 2013: 289).

13 Although Building C is incorrectly placed in some archaeological maps of the islet of Su Cardolinu (see e.g. Bartoloni, 1996: fig.
4), its remains had been recognised on the ground by Carla Perra (Perra, 1998: 157, fig. 31, tav. 19-22) and, doubtfully, by
Cristiana Cilla (Cilla, 2015: 274-275, tav. V, 1).
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observation of the terrain and collection of material. The first survey phase records archaeological
data visible before any intervention, the second phase after weeding, and the third phase after
scraping the surface with trowels (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Bithia, Su Cardolinu. The Survey grid and the surveyed squares (elab. S. Floris, © «Tophet of Bithia» Archaeological
Project).

Currently, post-processing of the data in a GIS database is ongoing and the collected material
is under study. Preliminary results from the survey seem to reveal a distinction between the northeast
and northwest sectors of the islet. The northwest sector is rich in ceramic fragments of minimal
dimensions, mostly kitchenware dating mainly to the Punic age. In the northeast sector, surface
materials are scarce and limited to fragments of archaic cooking pots, a shape well documented
among the urns discovered in 1964 (Bartoloni, 1996: 39).

This evidence suggests a functional distinction between the two sectors, with the northwest
sector connected with ceremonies carried out in and around the “shrine” and the northeast area
used as an “urnfield”.

Our second action took place approximately 15 m north-west of Building C, where we started
the stratigraphic excavation of a 5 x 5 meters area (Square I 7)* (Fig. 3). This area was chosen in
order to recover a parially exposed urn identified during the survey.

The excavation revealed 22 further urns, with a clear concentration in the northeast and
southeast quadrants, for a total of 23 urns in 25 square meters. This high concentration appears to
build a continuum of urn depositions connecting to the about 10 urns identified in 1964 around
the “altar” Building C, so that we can speak of a veritable “urnfield”.

4 For a preliminary presentation of the excavation results of the 2021 campaign, see (Floris y Gilibert, in press).
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Figure 4. Bithia, Su Cardolinu. Stratigraphical excavation in Square 17: left, Urn n. 11; right, Urn n. 6 (photos by S. Floris, © «Tophet
of Bithia» Archaeological Project).

The urns were often deposited within shallow depressions, either specially cut in the bedrock
or utilizing its natural crevices. The urns were sometimes protected on the sides by unworked
stones or slabs, probably coming from the original excavation of the cavity (Fig. 4).

The action of plant roots caused significant fragmentation of the urns. To preserve their
contents intact, we decided to lift them wrapped in gauze and geotextile. The urns and their
contents are now ready for laboratory analysis and, eventually, micro-excavation in a controlled
environment, and the subsequent restoration.

In one case, the poor conditions prevented the urn from being lifted en bloc and a micro-ex-
cavation was carried out in situ. We found the urn filled with intrusive soil. Inside the urn, a bowl
— likely initially used as a lid — was discovered alongside a blue glass necklace element. Bones and
coals were not recovered, probably due to high soil acidity, as confirmed by a rapid pH test.

Although detailed ceramic and content analyses must await laboratory excavation, preliminary
observations indicate that the urns predominantly consist of closed shapes intended for kitchen or
everyday domestic use, sometimes covered with open ceramic shapes or lids (Fig. 4).

One of the most significant achievements of our excavation has been individuating more
than one depositional level. Some of the urns were placed in shallow cavities dug into a highly
compact artificial layer composed of a conglomerate of schist sherds, similar to the rock. The
excavation of a part of this layer has shown that it covers an older level of urns and can therefore
be interpreted as an artificial intervention aimed at leveling the rock and forming a new deposi-
tional surface.

Our third operation focused on the “shrine” or “Building B”. This is a rectangular structure
(5.85 x 3.70 m) with a bipartite plan, of which the base of the walls (0.50 m thick), built with
polygonal blocks and small irregular sandstone stones bound with mud mortar, was preserved
(Barreca, 1965: 147-148, 152, tav. LXVI; Perra, 1998: 161-162, n. 5).*° Triangular and T-shaped blocks
of Nuragic tradition were also used for the construction of the building (Bassoli et alii, 2013: 289).

15 Similar characteristics to those of Building B of Su Cardolinu are presented by a submerged structure in the lagoon of Sant’An-
tioco, interpreted as a small cult building in use between the Punic and Late Republican ages (Guirguis, 2011).
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In the centre of the rear room, along
the major axis of the building, a
rectangular base (80 x 50 cm) of
square sandstone blocks was
identified (Barreca, 1965: 148). This
base was placed 5 cm from the back
wall of the building, which was still
plastered in this area at the time of
excavation (Barreca, 1965: 148).

First, we produced a new
photogrammetric and graphic
documentation of the building. The
comparison with the documentation
of 1964 clearly indicates deterior-
ation in the state of conservation of
the structure, which gives us food
for thought on matters of conserv-
ation and public access to the site.
Occasional visitors removed several
blocks over time and repositioned
them, apparently in attempts to
“reconstruct” the original plan.

The accurate comparison of
the old photographs and drawings
with the new data allowed us to
remove the secondary and tertiary
interventions and bring the structure
back to its 1964 appearance (Fig. 5).
In doing so, the structure was
cleaned and scraped. In turn, this
operation led to the discovery of a
head of a wheel-made clay figurine
of the campaniform type. This

Figure 5. Bithia, Su Cardolinu. “Building B” before (above) and after (below)
the replacement of the blocks. In the picture above, the blocks in secondary
position are highlighted in yellow (photos and elaboration by S. Floris, ©
«Tophet of Bithia» Archaeological Project).

fragment adds to an arm-and-chest fragment of a similar figurine found during the survey in the
surroundings of the shrine (Floris, in press). This type of statuette is common in sacred and,
especially, funerary contexts in the Phoenician Western world, also in the same Bithia.'® From an
initial examination, the fragments found at Su Cardolinu seem to find their best comparison in a
known document from the Tophet of Carthage."

Preliminary conclusions

In conclusion, the preliminary results of our fieldwork seem to confirm the identification of Su
Cardolinu as a “Tophet”-type sanctuary.

16 The reference is to the famous statuettes of “suffering devotees” found in the so-called temple “of Bes”, located near (and
partly overlapping) the necropolis of Bithia (lastly Garbati, 2022: 67-84, with bibliography). For the figurines from Bithia see
Pesce, 1965; Aubet, 1969; Uberti, 1973; Ferron y Aubet, 1974: 86-115; Garbati, 2008: 26-30.

17 See Ferron y Aubet, 1974: 62-64, cat. no. 1, pls. I-lll, Type IA; Bénichou-Safar, 2004: 95, pl. XXXV.
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Our results also indicate a significantly greater level of complexity than previously assumed.
The new excavations revealed an area of the urn deposition field characterised by intense exploit-
ation. New deposition methods, new ceramic types used as urns, and a high density of depositions
are attested.

We excavated a part of the urnfield that appears to be later than the archaic sector uncovered
in 1964, being apparently in use not earlier than the end of the 6th or the beginning of the Sth
century BC. These data, if confirmed, may open a new perspective on the settlement history of the
sanctuary of Su Cardolinu and on the centre of Bithia.
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