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Italy, where the first cities begin to develop from the 
ninth to the early eighth century bc, and continue to 
evolve over the course of at least two centuries. An 
important question, therefore, pertains to what kind 
of features should we consider as ‘standard’, or indi-
cators of a settlement being a city. After establishing 
what features constitute a city, several other matters 
remain without a clear answer. For example, was the 
city an intentional or accidental creation? How many 
people lived in the city? What was life like in cities? 
What was the physical health of the residents of cities, 
e.g. did city life contribute to the spread of epidem-
ics? How were social relationships affected by life in 
the city? These and other questions remain for future 
research (Cowgill 2004; Caliò 2009).

For these reasons, it is essential to define the cri-
teria that we consider relevant to describe a city and to 
emphasize that no single one of these criteria should 
be considered alone, or as the most important; rather, 
that all of the attributes defining cities work together 
(Cowgill 2004, 526–8). 

Urbanization criteria

As Carmine Ampolo (1988, 54) emphasized, drawing 
on Thucydides’ and Rousseau’s concepts, ‘only the 
citizens make the city,’ and the city is a centripetal phe-
nomenon that is strongly connected with the private 
ownership of the land (Thucydides, VII.77.7; also see 
Colonna 1987, 15–6; Frisone 2019). Homer mentions 
four main actions necessary to create the city or the 
polis: building walls, building houses for the citizens, 
building houses for the gods, and sharing fields for 
agricultural activities (Hom. Od. VI.9–10: ‘ἀμφὶ δὲ 
τεῖχος ἔλασσε πόλει καὶ ἐδείματο οἴκους / καὶ νηοὺς 
ποίησε θεῶν καὶ ἐδάσσατ’ ἀρούρας’). Yet, even if 
these criteria are true from a historical point of view, 
what are their physical counterparts?

‘La première ville n’existe pas’ or ‘the first city does not 
exist’ stated Corinne Castel, a Near Eastern archaeolo-
gist, in a recent paper (Castel 2015). What she likely 
meant was that the survival, maintenance and improve-
ment of ancient cities was best facilitated if they were 
linked together in a network. Thus, the archaeological 
scientific community should conceptualize the begin-
nings of urbanism as a plurality of ‘first cities,’ rather 
than just a single ‘first city’. This issue has been studied 
in detail since the 1980s, mostly by scholars of the Near 
East (Castel 2015). 

Archaeologists specializing in prehistoric and 
protohistoric periods have also focused attention on 
the relationship between the city and polity and the 
rise of the state. In addition, we can list significant 
contributions about the concepts of the city itself, 
including the opposition between city and countryside, 
or city and countryside villages.1 Before exploring the 
urbanization of northern Italy, particularly the evidence 
from the Veneto region, it is necessary to investigate 
the specific contexts (landscape, sources, routes, etc.) 
in which the first city as an institution appeared, to 
define the concept of ‘city’, and to determine which 
kind of city we are trying to describe.

The concept of the city as defined by archae-
ologists is not the same as that used by urbanists, 
historians, sociologists and researchers in other dis-
ciplines. Beyond commonplace assumptions and 
stereotypes, we must be very careful in our definition, 
due to the fact that our point of view is always focused 
on archaeological realities (i.e. physical evidence), and 
we are almost always only able to investigate small 
portions of ancient cities, usually less than five or ten 
per cent.

It has been established that, in Italy, the earliest 
development of cities begins around 1000 bc, possibly 
in Etruria (Pacciarelli 2001; see Bagnasco Gianni et al. in 
this volume), about 100 years earlier than in northern 
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In this chapter, I collect some criteria and iden-
tify them within a hierarchical system (Table 9.1), 
and then attempt to verify whether these markers 
are documented in Veneto. Some of these criteria 
have been noted before (cf. note 1), but they have not 
been discussed as a coherent system with respect to 
Veneto, and not in a correct chronological perspec-
tive (e.g. Lomas 2007; 2017). The analysis is based on 
excavated data from the two most important cities, 
Este and Padova, considered Veneto’s ‘first cities’, as 
well as smaller centres of Gazzo Veronese, Oppeano, 
Oderzo, Treviso, Altino and others (Fig. 9.1). I will 
begin with the most concrete archaeological evidence, 
followed by the discussion of indirect considerations 
and new ideas, in order to understand the nature of 
the development of ancient Venetic cities.

Table 9.1. List of criteria for defining cities.

1.  The landscape: geomorphology, natural sources, spatial 
dimensions

2.  Settlements: planimetry, houses and other buildings, 
streets, districts

3.  Public places or monumental buildings

4.  The arrangement of the cemeteries

5.  Borders: structures and shrines

6.  Growing economy and transformation of value

7.  Political, institutional and religious organizations

8.  Writing knowledge

9.  Army

10.  Ability and power to include foreigners

11.  Tales and myths

Figure 9.1. Veneto: a) tenth–ninth century bc; b) eighth–
seventh century bc; c) sixth-fifth century bc. Squares: 
settlements which are going to disappear; dots: main 
settlements and cities; triangles: new settlements or cities. 
Big dots and the names only for main cities (modified 
from Capuis & Gambacurta 2015, figs. 1–3).

a

c

b
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Landscape and population

Before considering each urbanization characteristic, I 
will briefly discuss topographical features of the Veneto 
region and its population dynamics. The morphology 
of the landscape is very diverse, characterized by high 
mountains in the north, followed by hills, and a large 
plain crisscrossed by several rivers that overlooks the 
Venice lagoon and the Adriatic Sea. The most important 
rivers in this region are the Po (the longest in Italy) in 
the south, the Adige (the second longest in Italy), which 
flowed 15 km further north than its current course, 
and the Piave in the east. The Po River and its valley 
link the southern Venetic area with northwestern and 
central Italy, while the Adige and Piave Rivers allow 
crossing the Alps towards central and eastern Europe.

When it comes to the population dynamics in 
the Early Iron Age, it has been recently demonstrated 
that numerous villages had collapsed in Veneto dur-
ing this period, mostly along the Po River and on the 
hills, similar to what happened in Etruria almost at 
the same time (Capuis & Gambacurta 2015). It appears 
that, at the beginning of the eighth century bc, many 
small villages were quietly and peacefully abandoned, 
with evidence of people choosing new locations for 
new settlements that became cities over a short period 
of time (Calzavara Capuis et al. 1984; Capuis & Gam-
bacurta 2015).

Meanwhile, an interesting phenomenon occurred 
in the region between the Po and Adige Rivers, result-
ing in social and economic changes. It has been well 
established that this area was very important during 
the Bronze Age for long-distance trade. For example, 
amber from the Baltic coast transited through here to 
be exchanged on the Mediterranean markets, with 
Frattesina di Fratta Polesine being one of the most 
important ports of trade in the Adriatic Sea (Cardarelli 
et al. 2015; Bietti Sestieri et al. 2015; 2019). Nonetheless, 
after about two generations, Frattesina and all the ter-
ritories near the Po River were abandoned at the end 
of the ninth–beginning of the eighth century bc and 
remained uninhabited until the early sixth century. 
It is possible that the frontiers between the Venetic 
people, carriers of the Villanovan culture, and the 
Etruscans had been established along the Adige River 
(Capuis & Gambacurta 2015, 451). Therefore, people 
who had lived in this area found themselves needing 
to search for better places to start a new settlement, 
which probably also had a new shape. In almost every 
case, new settlements were built on elevated terraces 
or small hills instead of the surrounding plains, and 
from the outset locations with about 60–80 or 100 ha 
were chosen (Capuis & Gambacurta 2015, 455, tab. 1). 
It is also interesting to note that, in Veneto, almost all 

Following the establishment of criteria to define 
cities, we will first consider the landscape, the choice 
of the settlement, followed by a consideration of the 
economic and natural resources. Then, we shall ana-
lyse its design, including borders, streets, quarters 
and the intentional use of space as public or resi-
dential. In this perspective, a very important feature 
of ancient cities is the presence of shrines as sacred 
places devoted to a divinity to satisfy the spiritual 
needs of the citizens. Additionally, another signifi-
cant aspect to consider is the existence of an entire 
pantheon that provides a complex system of answers 
to those spiritual needs. The evidence furthermore 
demonstrates that these cities quickly developed a 
complex organization, as reflected in their funerary 
rituals and the arrangement of their cemeteries (see 
Gambacurta 2020).

Summarizing, the criteria to be considered 
include:

1) The landscape;
2) The settlement features;
3) Public places or monumental buildings;
4) The arrangement of the necropoleis;
5) Borders: structures and shrines.

No single feature is sufficient to make a city; but it 
is important to evaluate them together, and also in 
combination with other aspects that are frequently 
forgotten:

6)  A growing economy supported by the produc-
tion of surplus and exchange of goods, and the 
transformation of their value, especially con-
sidering consumers, farmers and entrepreneurs 
(Frankenstein & Rowlands 1978; Greco 1994, 
588–9; Cowgill 2004);

7)  The presence of political, institutional and reli-
gious organizations;

8)  The emergence of an army with a clear structure 
(Greco 1994, 596–7; Cherici 1999);

9)  The ability and power of the community to 
include foreigners;

10)  The capacity of the citizens to develop stories 
and myths to support the way in which they 
conceptualize their own narrative, reflecting 
understanding and knowledge of their world.

11)  The knowledge of alphabet and the ability 
to write are also relevant markers indicating 
increasing urbanization. 

Some of these features could be discussed further, 
using a combination of analysis of written sources 
from Classical writers and epigraphic inscriptions.
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these districts were oriented the same way, sometimes 
they were oriented differently (Gambacurta & Groppo 
2016, 33, figs. 1–2). Between the end of the ninth and 
the seventh century bc, in Oppeano, Este, Padova and 
Oderzo (Fig. 9.2), significant portions of districts with 
a coherent orientation become apparent.2 Orientation 
could vary among the different districts, according to 
the needs of local topography or other reasons. Thus, 
the orientation could vary, for example, near the river 
and along the banks. 

Concerning the dimensions of the buildings, 
the co-existence of houses of different sizes is quite 
notable. Between the ninth and seventh century bc, 
several settlements contain houses of small size, with 
just one room of about 35–45 sq. m; intermediate 
size houses, about 75–100 sq. m with at least two 
rooms, and rare large houses ranging from 150–200 
sq. m (Table 9.2) (Capuis & Gambacurta 2015, 456, 
tab. II). This wide differentiation of house dimensions 
could be explained as a result of an establishment of 
a clear hierarchy among the buildings in relation to 
the increasing social hierarchy. For example, during 
the eighth century bc in Padova, houses of 32.5 sq. m 
were identified in the centre of the town, and houses 
of 170–190 sq. m were documented in the southern 
district (De Min et al. 2005, 80, figs. 88–89, 88, fig. 
100; see also Vidale & Michelini in this volume). 
Interestingly, in Oderzo, small houses in the western 
districts were in use at the same time as a very large 
building with a portico on its southern side located 
in the eastern district. This large building is con-
nected with a substantial, enigmatic ditch lined with 
wooden walls and filled with about 300,000 fragments 
of local and imported pottery, dating over the span 

of the settlements that would later become cities are 
situated near a river, which reflects Strabo’s famous 
quote about Venetic cities as isles, strictly connected 
with water (Strabo V.1.5; Pezzelle 2016, 168–8, 447, T. 
39i; Capuis 1993, 69–76). Furthermore, Strabo describes 
the Venetic people as populating ‘fifty cities’, but 
considering that he wrote between the first century bc 
and the first century ad, this could be an anachronistic 
exaggeration. Another source also emphasizes the 
importance of Veneto in the ancient Mediterranean 
world (ps.-Scymn., vv. 369–403; Pezzelle 2016, 412–3, 
T. 29b).

For central Italy, it has been demonstrated that 
cities were completely inhabited from the beginning, 
but not in an intensive way (Pacciarelli 2001, 11–14; 
115–16, with ample bibliographic references). There are 
similar examples in Veneto, where the open plans of 
the first houses have been observed. These areas were 
probably designed as gardens or areas for keeping 
small animals (Gamba et al. 1990, 101–2; Capuis 1993, 
71–2). Therefore, it appears that these newly occupied 
sites were chosen to allow for expansion and rapid 
growth, probably representing a proto-urban phase 
that likely had a variable duration and evolution in dif-
ferent centres (Pacciarelli 2001, 115–16; Castel 2015, 1).

Settlements

Rectangular or square houses, some with two different 
rooms, appear in Treviso from the tenth century bc 
onward (Bianchin 2004). However, it is only from the 
end of the ninth century bc that rectangular houses 
organized in a regular system of gridded roads with 
defined districts appeared in Oderzo. Sometimes, 

Figure 9.2. Maps of cities with different orientations: a) Oderzo: two distinct districts; two yellow dots to the south 
indicate two boundary stones; b) Padova: distinct districts in the centre and near the riverside.
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two largest roads are found in settlements or cities 
located near the frontiers that were largely devoted 
to production and exchange.3 

From the eighth century bc onwards, the orienta-
tion of roads, structures and canals follows a coherent 
plan in almost all settlements. Furthermore, the dimen-
sions of buildings, roads and channels are connected 
not only to the social hierarchy and the complexity of 
the settlement, but also to the monumental furnish-
ings and architecture that are recognizable through 
few but significant remains. Thus, large clay andirons 
ornamented with ram’s heads, roof decoration adorned 
with fantastic animals or with simple geometric motifs 
(Fig. 9.3),4 dated mostly between the sixth and fifth 
century bc, indicate the increasingly monumental 
nature of the urban environment, pursued by the elite 
in order to affirm and confirm their power.

Necropoleis

This monumental attitude is detectable also in funer-
ary customs. In fact, there are multiple examples 
where the necropolis design reveals an expression of 
monumentality, as a marker of leadership. Many of 
the Venetic necropoleis are structured around tumuli, 
burial mounds composed of stones or wood and earth, 
that symbolized the social cohesion and the power 
of certain families (Gambacurta et al. 2005; Gamba 
et al. 2015). Moreover, funerary monuments such as 
inscribed cippi or stelae, for selected people, both males 
and females, have been documented in Este, Padova 
and Altino (Gambacurta 2013; Este: Marinetti 1992, 
136–40; Padova: Zampieri 1994, 49–52; Altino: Marinetti 
2011, 23–4, fig. 1).

of two centuries, from between the late eighth–early 
seventh to the sixth century bc (Ruta Serafini et al. 
2007, 211–26; Sainati 2013, 231–2). Future research will 
hopefully reveal the function of this interesting con-
text. Another relevant building has been discovered 
in Oppeano (Guidi & Salzani 2008, 31–3, figs. 12–13), 
where, between the eighth and the seventh century bc, 
modular-sized houses with little porticos on the south-
ern side were built next to each other. To the south, 
each building overlooked a large open area, maybe 
a road, more than 10 m wide, and another structure 
with a similar orientation. It is possible that the road 
had a pavement on each side about 1.5 m wide. The 
houses were quite narrow, measuring about 15 × 5 
m. These houses are very similar to those identified 
at an important north Etruscan settlement Forcello 
near Bagnolo San Vito, near Mantova, dating about 
one century later (Quirino 2013, fig. 1). 

Another interesting aspect concerns the dimen-
sion of the roads. There are interesting examples from 
Spina, Forcello and primarily from Marzabotto (Pat-
itucci Uggeri & Uggeri 1993, 26–8; De Marinis & Rapi 
2007, 38–44; Zamboni 2017; Govi 2019, 443–6). Roads 
that are about 2 m wide are adequate for one-way traf-
fic, while a road about 4–4.5 m wide can accomodate 
two-way traffic (Quilici 1998, 166–7; Gambacurta 2004, 
40–2). From the eighth century bc, Oderzo had a road 
more than 7 m wide, along with smaller roads about 
4–6 m wide, probably with a well-defined proportion. 
In Este and Padova, current evidence has revealed that 
roads were about 4 m wide (Gambacurta 2004). The 
only other road as wide as the one in Oderzo was found 
in Oppeano, dating between the eighth and seventh 
century bc. Perhaps, it is not a coincidence that the 

Table 9.2. Inventory of houses and buildings with their shape, dimensions and chronology (modified from Capuis & Gambacurta 2015, 456, tab. II).

City Shape No. of rooms Measures M. sq. Chronology

Treviso S.PioX 1 Rectangular 1 7.5 × 6 m 45 Late tenth–ninth centuries bc

Treviso S.PioX 2 Rectangular 2 15 × 7 m 105 Early ninth century bc

Oderzo, east quarter Stadio 1 Rectangular 2 17.5 × >9 m >157 Late tenth–ninth centuries bc

Oderzo, east quarter Stadio 2 Rectangular 3 + little porch 19 × >9 m >170 Late ninth–middle seventh centuries bc

Oderzo, east district Stadio 3 Rectangular 4 + little porch 22.5 × >10 m >225 Mid-seventh–mid-sixth centuries bc

Oderzo, west district Dalmazia 1 Rectangular 1 + little porch 7 × 5 m 35 Mid-eighth century bc

Oderzo, west district Dalmazia 2 Rectangular 2 8.8 × 5 m 44 Mid-eighth century bc

Altino Fornace Rectangular 2 + little porch 13 × 6.75 m 87.7 Second half of the eighth century bc

Padova Castello 1 Rectangular 2 >17 × 10 m >170 Eighth century bc

Padova Castello 2 Rectangular 2 18 × 11 m 198 Eighth century bc

Padova S. Martino e Solferino 1 Square 1 5.6 × 5.8 m 32.5 First half of the eighth century bc

Padova S. Martino e Solferino 2 Square 3 5.6 × 5.8 m 32.5 Second half of the eighth century bc

Padova S. Martino e Solferino 3 Rectangular 3 8.4 × 8.8 m 73.9 Early seventh century bc

Oppeano Rectangular 1 + little porch 15 × 5 m 75 Eighth–seventh centuries bc
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The fact that funerary monuments are differ-
ent in every city reflects their level of autonomy and 
independence. In Este, a pyramidal engraved cippus 
distinguishes important graves or groups of graves. In 
Padova, engraved and decorated stela with the image 
of their owners could be placed not only near a grave 
or a group of graves, but even near the edge of the 
necropolis (Fig. 9.4) (Gamba et al. 2008). Necropoleis 
and cities are furthermore often connected through 
a coherent orientation of roads and structures (see 
Gambacurta 2020).

Borders and shrines

Very early in the process of making cities, the definition 
of boundaries and their structures emerges. First, I will 
discuss the typology of structures, because we have 
identified at least three very similar examples of border 
structure, the oldest in Oderzo, one in Padova and the 

Figure 9.3. Este, clay andirons with ram’s heads:  
a) height 16 cm; b) height 17.5 cm (from Gamba  
et al. 2013).

Figure 9.4 Padova, funerary stone monuments:  
a) Camin, late sixth century bc, Venetic inscription: 
Puponei ego Rakoi ekupetaris; b) Albignasego, third 
century bc, Venetic inscription: [(-)--]steropei A[-]
ugerioi ekupetaris ego (from Gamba et al. 2013, 
359–60 and 370).

a

b

a

b
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to the east. Another one appeared during the Hel-
lenistic period to the south. Overall, five shrines were 
constructed for the spiritual and devotional needs of 
the people, who offered everyday objects and bronze 
figurines and sheets with their own depictions to dif-
ferent gods, sometimes accompanied by processions. 
A bronze cup with the oldest inscription in the Venetic 
language and alphabet was found in the western shrine. 
The cup is probably an imported Etruscan kylix dating 
to the second half of the seventh century bc, which 
was modified (it was missing a foot and two handles 
were added) and engraved with a votive inscription 
indicating that the cup was dedicated to a twin-deity, 
perhaps similar to Dioscuri (Locatelli & Marinetti 2002). 
In Roman times, a temple dedicated to the Dioscuri 
was erected nearby (Baggio Bernardoni 1992, 324–31).

Perhaps the most important shrine in Este and 
in all of Veneto is situated on the southeast side of the 
city boundary. It marked the border between the city 
and the surrounding territory on the route to Adria 
and the sea, and likely represented a sacred place for 
all Venetic people. It was dedicated to the goddess 
Reitia.6 Worship at this shrine was continuous until 
the second century ad. During Roman times, Reitia 
likely became conflated with Minerva. In this sacred 
place, many inscriptions and implements to teach and 
to learn writing were found, as well as approximately 
14,000 objects originating from other cities and abroad. 
It is quite relevant that the styli for writing were all 
dedicated to the deity by women, and this likely had 
very interesting social implications (Marinetti 1992, 
142–4; Ruta Serafini 2002, 99–100). 

For many years, Reitia was considered the main 
goddess of the Venetic people; however, now it has 
been established that every city had its own gods or 
goddesses, often strictly connected with the features 
of the place itself, which challenges the assumption 
of the existence of a real ‘pantheon’ (Marinetti 2008). 
Furthermore, it is likely that commercial value transac-
tions took place in the shrines. The shrines were the 
first and main places for trade and markets, mainly 
of perishable goods. During the seventh century bc, 
however, something changed concerning the nature 
of luxury goods in funerary contexts. The change was 
most likely due to the transition from a gift economy 
(cf. Riva in this volume) to the exchange of products 
devoted in the shrines and also in the cities, which 
was more akin to barter (Greco 1994, 591–3; Smith 
2004). It is significant, in this respect, that Greek pot-
tery imported from the sixth century bc onward is 
more abundant in the settlements and shrines than 
in funerary contexts (Bonomi 2003; Wiel Marin 2015). 
The transition from a gift economy to a barter economy 
before the development of a real market involved a 

latest in Este. The first example is a double palisade 
located near the northwestern border of Oderzo, next to 
the river, making its banks particularly steady, dating to 
the tenth–ninth century bc (Gambacurta & Groppo 2016, 
32–3, fig. 4–5). The second example is a similar double 
fence situated on the riverbank to the north of Padova, 
dated to the early eighth century bc (De Min et al. 2005, 
85–6, fig. 98). The last example is a massive fence with a 
small quay used during the sixth century bc along the 
east side of Este, with a similar construction along the 
south side of the city (Ruta Serafini & Salerno 2006, figs. 
1 and 3). The analysis of these examples leads me to 
further questions concerning boundaries and borders, 
such as: what was the nature of borders? Was the border 
just a place, maybe marked by morphological features, 
or something more? Was there an institutional area or 
a sacred idea? In my opinion, it is difficult to answer 
these questions for this period at this stage of research. 
In the future, however, I hope to explore how Venetic 
people developed a clear idea of borders and frontiers 
with sacred and political implications. For example, 
they had specific gods for their frontiers and borders, as 
shown by the inscribed stones from Vicenza, dedicated 
to Termonios deivos (Gamba et al. 2013, 320). 

The connection between boundaries and shrines 
in Greek cities has been established by the research of 
François de Polignac (1991). Considering these data, 
we can no longer underestimate the meaning and the 
topography of sanctuaries in their relationship with 
ancient Etruscan and Italic cities. During the Iron 
Age, there were many sacred places in Veneto, not 
only connected to settlements, but also with territo-
rial features, such as boundary shrines like Lagole di 
Calalzo, which from the sixth century bc marked the 
northern border of the region with Celtic lands (Fogo-
lari & Gambacurta 2001). Similarly, the shrine in Lova 
di Campagna Lupia was situated on the border of the 
Venetian lagoon, although it dates only from the third 
century bc (Bonomi & Malacrino 2011). Padova and 
Este demonstrate the most significant relationship 
between city and shrine. Livy (X.2) wrote about a shrine 
devoted to Juno in the city centre of Padova; however, 
no clear archaeological traces of this shrine have been 
identified (Tosi 1994; 2002, 96–9),5 only small votive 
deposits with a limited number of objects, dedicated 
between the sixth and fourth century bc (De Min 2005). 
Another shrine has been identified near the hills (Däm-
mer 1986; 2002), probably at the boundary with Este. 

The situation in Este is completely different 
from Padova. From the seventh century bc, Este was 
surrounded by shrines (Ruta Serafini 2002; Maggiani 
2002). At first, two were constructed to the southeast 
and to the west, followed by two others built during 
the following century, to the north, on the hill, and 
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word on each of the four sides (Fig. 9.6) (Gambacurta 
et al. 2014). Here, the two inscriptions have different 
lacunae: (.)ediai termon teuters esvortei / m(….) termon 
teuters vortei. It is clear that the three inscriptions are 
purposely repetitive and that they were intended to 
definite spaces in the city which needed to be sur-
rounded and outlined. The subject of the actions (.)edios 
in the first, (.)ediai in the second and only m in the third 
inscription possibly was meant to read medios/mediai, 
likely referring to a public office, which is marked 
both in male and female genders. This evidence is 
relevant to understanding the significance of women 
within Venetic society and relating the archaeology of 
‘making cities’ to gender.

complete transformation of value. Eventually, the value 
of goods was concretely defined with the introduction 
of coinage during the third century bc (Biondani 2018).

Inscriptions 

There are many examples of boundary markers in 
Padova. Mostly made of stone, these markers are 
distributed throughout the city, emphasizing the city 
border or the border of places likely devoted to sacred 
or institutional ceremonies by the community. Some of 
these stones are engraved with an inscription. Three of 
these inscriptions are particularly important. The first 
was identified during the eighteenth century, hidden 
and walled inside an ancient building (Fig. 9.5).7 The 
inscription, engraved on two faces, reads: entoulloki 
termon / (.)edios teuters. The most important words are 
the noun termon and the verb teuters. Since Venetic is 
an Indo-European language very closely related to 
Latin, the noun termon shares the same root as the Latin 
word terminus, and is a clear definition of the stone that 
marks a border. The verb teuters has a semantic root 
teut- close to the Italic tout- which translates as the Latin 
civitas, referring to all the citizens in an institutional 
way. Therefore, the verb (teuters) signifies an action 
that was performed in the name of the community in 
a public ceremony. This stone was erected by some 
public figures or officials that probably are identified 
by the word (.)edios.

Recently, two other stones have been found in 
Padova with similar inscriptions engraved with one 

Figure 9.5 Padova, via Tadi, boundary stone 
with Venetic inscription on two sides (Pa 14): 
entollouki termon / [-]edios teuters (from 
Gamba et al. 2013, 320–1).

Figure 9.6. Padova, via C. Battisti, boundary stone with 
Venetic inscription on four sides: mediai / termon / 
teuters / [-]-vortei (after Gamba et al. 2013, 230).
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even a recognition as equpetaris, suggesting that he was 
admitted into the elite of the city. There are other exam-
ples, but this one is the oldest and is a good illustration 
of established urbanization at Padova according to the 
criteria outlined at the beginning.8

Myths
 
The final urban characteristic mentioned at the beginning 
of this paper is the ability to develop tales and myths, 
of which there are many examples in Veneto. The first 
is represented by a bronze belt hook decorated in the 
style of Situla Art (Fig. 9.7). The belt hook was identi-
fied in a funerary context from Padova, ascribed to the 
end of the sixth or early fifth century bc (Capuis & Ruta 
Serafini 2002; Gambacurta 2005; Paltineri 2018; Nebel-
sick 2018). The iconography depicts a man who wears 
wings and follows a winged horse. The image would 
have been repeated at least twice, because the sheet 
was cut, and the head of a second horse is still visible. 
It has been suggested that another man (probably with 
wings) would have been on the other side. The man is 
not really winged; rather, he wears wings as indicated 
by the laces on his arms. He could represent Icarus, and 
in this case the missing figure would be Dedalus; but 
the scene could alternatively refer to figures similar to 
the Dioscuri, famous horse breeders. The scene seems to 
represent a tale, or a local myth well known by contem-
porary people, maybe connected with horse breeding. 

Another significant word which could refer to 
social class is equpetaris (ekupetars or eppetaris or eppetars). 
The word is always documented on the funerary 
inscriptions on the stelae in Padova and on other monu-
ments or vessels; it was even used on ossuary urns in 
Veneto. The word may refer to men and women. Its 
meaning is clearly connected with ‘horse’, because 
the root eku- is close to the Latin equ- for equus/horse. 
Additionally, according to the complex interpretation 
proposed by Anna Marinetti, this word may refer to an 
elevated social class with a socio-political role (Mari-
netti 2003). Perhaps, these inscriptions are the clearest 
observable markers of political organization and power 
with institutional and political offices in Padova.

Other inscriptions from Padova also indicate inter-
esting information pertaining to the status of foreigners. 
An important inscription was revealed on the stela found 
in Camin near the city. Dated c. 525 bc, it is the most 
ancient monument of this kind, with clear comparisons 
in northern and inland Etruria (Fig. 9.4a). The inscription 
engraved on the stone, a so-called speaking inscription, 
records the name of the owner and the word ekupetaris: 
Ego Puponei Rakoi ekupetaris. The male name had initially 
been related to a Greek man; however, recently, Adriano 
Maggiani suggested that he was a man who came from 
southern Etruria, maybe from Caere or Veii, where the 
name Raku is well attested (Maggiani 2008, 351–2). In 
any case, he was surely a foreigner who came to Veneto 
and quickly obtained an elevated social position and 

Figure 9.7. Padova, via Tiepolo–via San Massimo 1991, Grave 159, bronze figured belt-hook with a winged man and 
winged horses, drawing and reconstruction (from Capuis & Ruta Serafini 2002, 47).
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Conclusion

Richard Fox (1977; recently picked up by Cowgill 2004), 
reflected that, in a state, the system of the cities had to 
have three main roles or functions. First, a state needs 
a city with a primarily religious character, second, a 
state needs a city with a principally political role, and 
finally, a state requires a city that plays the role of a 
market. Our evidence indicates that these types of cities 
were present in the ancient Veneto region, even if the 
three functions – religious, political and economic – do 
not overlap in one, but appear in different centres. For 
example, Este and its shrines, including perhaps the 
most important of all the ancient Venetic shrines, the 
sanctuary devoted to the goddess Reitia, represents 
the religious city. The political function was served 
by Padova, perhaps the capital city of Veneto. The 
market city was likely Oderzo, as suggested by its 
name: Aldo Prosdocimi traced the city’s Latin name 
Opitergium to the Venetic language, which included 
the preposition Op, that is the Latin in/at or English 
to, and the root terg, an Indo-European root meaning 
market. Therefore, the name would have meant ‘to the 
market’, likely reflecting the main function of the city 
(Prosdocimi 1988, 397–401).

Strabo (V.1.9) wrote that the Venetic people had 
tales about horse breeding (Pezzelle 2016, 452–4). In 
particular, he told the story about a man who was 
a guarantor. His enemies, as a joke, asked him if he 
would take a wolf they had caught as a guarantee, 
and he accepted. The wolf was released, and chased 
an entire herd of horses to the stable of the guarantor, 
and thus started Venetic horse breeding, famous across 
the Mediterranean region. An inscription confirms that 
the Venetic people knew the role of the guarantor who 
is mentioned as vinetikaris (Prosdocimi 1988, 249–53). 
There is also a representation of this tale on the back 
of the bronze model of a bench, found in a rich female 
grave dated to the early third century bc, when the 
story was already quite old (Fig. 9.8) (Chieco Bianchi 
1987, 210–1, fig. 29; 2013). 

In fact, Situla Art is relevant evidence not only for 
the development of local stories and myths, but also 
for the emergence of urban organization. Depictions of 
ceremonies, feasts and rituals, but also themes of the 
army and war, as well as references to the understand-
ing of measuring time and, therefore, the existence of 
a calendar further reflect increasing urbanization, as 
Luca Zaghetto shows in his latest work on the Situla 
Benvenuti from Este (Zaghetto 2017). 

Figure 9.8. Este, Casa di 
Ricovero, Grave 23/1993 
or Nerka’s grave, bronze 
figured model of a bench  
with horses and a wolf on 
the right (from Gamba et al. 
2013, 298).



117

Making cities in Veneto between the tenth and the sixth century bc

2 Guidi et al. 2008, 24–40; Guidi & Salzani 2008, 31–3, figs. 
12–13; Gambacurta & Groppo 2016, figs. 1–2; Gamba 
et al. 2005, 24–5, fig. 20 and fig. 30, Balista et al. 2002, 
116–17, fig. 35.

3 For the western frontier, see De Marinis 1999; for the 
eastern frontier and for the eastern Venetic area, see 
Gambacurta & Nascimbene 2008; Vitri 2013.

4 Pirazzini 2013, 246–7, 252–3; Groppo 2013, 253–4; Facchi 
2013, 241–2; Voltolini 2013, 241.

5 Liv. X.2; Tosi 1994; Tosi 2002, 96–9. Recently, Cupitò 
et al. (2020) suggested that the temple could have been 
near the eastern necropolis, outside the centre of the 
city, similar to the Reitia shrine at Este.

6 Ghirardini 1888. For the past 30 years, Heinz-Werner 
Dämmer led a research project to fully publish the 
votive objects from the sanctuary and the results of his 
new excavations in the 1990s. The work is now almost 
complete; see Meller 2002; Chieco Bianchi 2002; Riemer 
2005; Meffert 2009; Capuis & Chieco Bianchi 2010; 2020; 
Meller 2012; Ickler 2013; Gambacurta & Cipriano 2018; 
Gambacurta et al. 2020.

7 Only one side was visible when the stone was walled 
in, so Aldo Prosdocimi read and translated the inscrip-
tions in two stages, completing the work only after the 
removal of the stone; Pellegrini & Prosdocimi 1967; 
Prosdocimi 1979.

8 See Cerchiai 2017 and Malkin 2017 with bibliographic 
references on integration and hybridity.
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Large and complex settlements appeared across the north Mediterranean during the period 1000–500 bc, from the 
Aegean basin to Iberia, as well as north of the Alps. The region also became considerably more interconnected. 
Urban life and networks fostered new consumption practices, requiring different economic and social structures  
to sustain them. This book considers the emergence of cities in Mediterranean Europe, with a focus on the 
economy. What was distinctive about urban lifeways across the Mediterranean? How did different economic 
activities interact, and how did they transform power hierarchies? How was urbanism sustained by economic 
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cities. The variety of urban life, economy and local dynamics prompts us to reconsider ancient urbanism through  
a comparative perspective. 
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