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Notes from the Underground: traces of prehistoric
occupation in the Aquileian hinterland

SUMMARY — NOTES FROM THE UNDERGROUND: TRACES OF PREHISTORIC SETTLEMENTS IN THE AQUILEIAN
HINTERLAND — The surroundings of Aquileia (Udine, Italy) are a source of significant information that comes
together to redefine the inhabitation dynamics characterising the swathe of land along the lagoon edge over the
course of millennia. Geoarchaeological research integrated with field-walking surveys have recently provided
new information on the potential prehistoric occupation of the area adjacent to the current coastline.

RIASSUNTO — MEMORIE DAL SOTTOSUOLO: TRACCE DI OCCUPAZIONE PREISTORICA NEL SUBURBIO AQUILEIESE
— Il territorio aquileiese offre spunti interessanti per la ricostruzione del quadro delle dinamiche insediative che
hanno caratterizzato questo tratto di frangia lagunare nel corso dei millenni. Da recenti indagini geoarcheolo-
giche, integrate da prospezioni di superficie, sono in particolare emersi nuovi dati significativi sul potenziale

popolamento preistorico nell’area prospiciente I’attuale linea di costa.

INTRODUCTION

Between 2010 and 2013 systematic fieldwalking
survey activities have been undertaken in the Aqui-
leian hinterland as part of the Beyond the city walls
(BCW): the landscapes of Aquileia project'. This
project — based in the area surrounding Aquileia
(Udine, Italy) — aims to clarify the diachronic set-
tlement dynamics taking place at the fringes of the
renowned Roman city through the integrated study
of datasets assembled from remote sensing, archi-
ve information and historic maps, as well as field
data collection (Traviglia 2011).

M The University of Sydney, ARP r305 Old Teachers’
College A22, University of Sydney, NSW, 2006, Australia;
Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, DAIS, Via Torino 155,
30172 Mestre (VE), Italy.

@ Museo Friulano di Storia Naturale, via Sabbadini 22-32,
33100 Udine, Italy.

® Macquarie University, ESB 314, North Ryde, NSW,
2109, Australia.

' The project ran under the auspices of Macquarie

University from 2010 and 2013. From 2014 the project
migrated to the University of Sydney.

In the spring 2012, field investigations (fig. 1)
highlighted the presence on plough soil of scat-
tered lithic finds dated between Mesolithic and
Copper Age-Early Bronze Age within a farm field
located in the area known as “Salmastro”, SW of
the Municipality of Aquileia (fig. 2).

Analysis of remote sensing imagery had pre-
viously led to conjecture the use of the area du-
ring the pre-Roman and Roman periods. Both
aerial and satellite images available to the project
had shown in fact that the field (labelled as AQ50)
is crossed by a large linear feature, most likely the
extension of a well-known Roman canal (Canale
Anfora) connecting the Roman city to the Lagoon
and the sea, still in large part used for agricul-
tural drainage. Remote sensing imagery had also
highlighted in the surroundings abundant traces
of palaeorivers: some of them were interpreted as
pre-Roman, as the trace of their pathways visible
in the images is cut by the linear feature interpre-
ted as the trace of the Roman canal. Analysis of
remote sensing datasets enabled the identification
of a variety of other traces, such as polygonal or
circular dark features that have been preliminarily
interpreted as anthropogenic activities areas. Par-
ticularly impressive is a large feature formed by
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Fig. 1 - Systematic field walking survey on the target area.

Fig. 2 - The case study area.

anthropogenic soils arranged in a 105m diameter — suggested by photo-interpretation was later con-
circular shape (fig. 3). firmed during the fieldwork activities by the identi-

The hypothesis of a Roman settlement within fication of a significant amount of Roman artefacts
this area — or at least the exploitation of such area on the ploughsoil surface, almost certainly in situ,

Fig. 3 - Aerial imagery of the target area with major archaeological traces highlighted.
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Fig. 4 - Map of the photointerpretation traces, the locations of the artefact scatters, the most relevant lithic flakes and the

cores.

mixed with a sparse number of ceramic sherds da-
ted to the Iron Age. This artefact concentration was
located within the same farm field where the lithic
materials were also identified, but in an area adjoi-
ning to their scatter, and the two zones were not (or
only in a very small part) overlapping (fig. 4).

The presence of a relatively high number of
lithic artefacts (over 50) within the limited spa-
ce of a farm field — definitely atypical for the
Aquileian countryside — could indicate conti-
nuity in the use of that area over an extended
period of time.

THE GEOARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATIONS

In December 2013, the Museo Friulano di
Storia Naturale (Museum of Natural History of
Udine) undertook a geologic prospection cam-
paign in the field AQ50. Unfavourable operatio-
nal conditions characterised by intense rain and
limited visibility on the terrain surface, still co-
vered with roots from cultivations, prompted the
concentration of activities into the eastern part
of the target area (fig. 4). After a second inspec-
tion of the field in October 2013 had resulted in
no other surface lithic materials being identified,
the overall aim of the geologic prospection was
to ultimately verify the presence versus absence
of lithic artefacts in core samples and to provide
a preliminary overview of the characteristics of
the geologic substratum of the area in view of
future project developments.

16 core samples were taken using a 8cm dia-
meter manual core drill (fig. 5) at a depth ranging
from -0.20m/min to -0.80m/max from the ground
level according to the type of the encountered
substratum.

The core samples were taken at fixed di-
stance of 10m (SAL 1A-SAL 7) and 20m (SAL

Fig. 5 - Geologic prospections with manual core drill.
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Fig. 6 - Sample SAL 2: plough soil (clay loam layer).

Fig. 7 - Sample SAL 5: plough soil (clay loam layer with
a prevalent wet clay fraction) light grey, depurated, silty
clay layer at the bottom of the core.

8-SAL 10) from each other, for an overall linear
distance of 180m (fig. 4) starting from an ini-
tial point (SAL 1), arbitrarily selected at the ea-
stern boundary of the field, and then proceeding
along an E/W orientation. A further explorative
core sample (SAL X) was taken at about +100
m W of the SAL 10 core (fig. 4). Investigations
highlighted the presence of a relatively homoge-
neous layering of the substratum characterised
by: a top clay loam layer in dark brown colour

Fig. 8 - Some lithic artefacts collected during the fieldwork
activities (scale 2:3; drawings P. Visentini).

(from 0.00m to -0.60m/max) (fig. 6); a top clay
loam layer in dark brown colour with a preva-
lent wet clay fraction (starting from SAL 5), in
some cases (SAL 3, SAL 5, SAL 6, SAL 7: from
-0.65m/min to -0.75m/max) characterised on the
bottom (fig. 7) by a light grey, depurated, very
pliable silty clay (fig. 7). Such layers could be
correlated to two different depositional events:
1) an excavated soil artificial layer, related to the
20" century reclamation work, which is docu-
mented having taken place in this area, under
which lays a 2) lagoon sediment layer that has
been encountered during the coring activities,
even if in an uneven way due to the technical
limitations of the operation.

PREHISTORIC ARTEFACTS

The lithic assemblage found in the field AQ50 is
mainly composed of unretouched artefacts (about
20) mainly on flakes, obtained primarily from lo-
cally available flint. It’s quite complex to establish
an overall chronological and cultural horizon for
the lithic complex, as only a few diagnostic ele-
ments are reported in addition to the unretouched
artefacts. Worth mention are: a bladelet core with
two perpendicular platforms and a flake core, both
likely dated to Mesolithic-Early Neolithic, together
with a fragment of an arrowhead with flat retouch
(in fragmentary state) in local flint and a double
sidescraper made from exotic, slightly patinated
flint, dated to Copper Age-Early Bronze Age.

FINAL REMARKS

The observations and finds collected from the
case study area, flanked by geoarchaeological
prospections, made available fresh elements that
might shed new light on the occupation dynamics
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taking place over millennia in this stretch of the
lagoon fringe and added resolution to the existing
overall picture of the prehistoric population for
the area.

The presence of artefacts dated to Mesolithic-
Early Neolithic and Copper Age-Early Bronze
Age within the lithic collection is consistent with
the prehistoric occupation patterns already de-
lineated for the Lower Friuli Plain (Montagnari
Kokelj 1990; Fontana 2006; Borgna et alii 2011)
and in particular for the lowland environments lo-
cated in the vicinity of the coast. The relationship
between the lithic materials and the (potentially)
anthropogenic soil areas, as identified through
photo-interpretation, are not fully established yet
and only further investigations will clarify both
the nature and the function of such features from
a cultural and chronological point of view.

It’s worth noting that the presence of a num-
ber of palaeorivers and palaeochannels in the
settings is extremely significant in view of the
reconstruction of the prehistoric populating for
the area, especially because, as noted above, in at
least one case the anterior/posterior relationship
of crossing features was established: the presence

of palaeorivers and palacochannels traces in con-
tiguity with anthropogenic soil zones is consistent
with their function as the preferential route for
the transit between the Higher Friulian Plain and
the coast, as documented for both Mesolithic and
Early Neolithic (Fontana 2006).

RIFERIMENTI BIBLIOGRAFICI

BorGgNA E., CAssoLa Guipba P, CorazzaA S., SIMEONI G.,
VISENTINI P., VITRI S. 2011, Aspetti e problemi dell’eta
del rame nelle regioni altoadriatiche dal Friuli al Car-
so, in L’eta del rame in Italia, Atti della XLIII Riunione
Scientifica, Bologna 26-29 novembre 2009, Istituto Ita-
liano di Preistoria e Protostoria, Firenze, pp. 59-67.

FonTaNA A. 2006, Evoluzione geomorfologica della bassa
pianura friulana e sue relazioni con le dinamiche inse-
diative antiche, Edizioni del Museo Friulano di Storia
Naturale 47, Udine.

MONTAGNARI KOKELJ E. 1990, Le industrie della Bassa
[riulana fra il 11l millennio e la prima meta del Il millen-
nio a.C., Aquileia LXI, cc. 9-28.

TRAVIGLIA A. 2011, Integrated archaeological investigations
for the study of the Greater Aquileia area, in ROBERTO V.
(ed.), The new Technologies for Aquileia, Proceeding of
the 1% Workshop, Udine, cc. 1-11.






Finito di stampare in Italia nel mese di dicembre 2018
da Pacini Editore Industrie Grafiche - Ospedaletto (Pisa)
per conto di EDIFIR-Edizioni Firenze






