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Abstract

This paper concerns the methods used, and some of the
results obtained, in the Pisa South Picenum Survey Pro-
ject. This study is being carried out in the low and high
Tenna and Aso River Valleys, between the Adriatic Sea
and the Sibillini Mountains (the Marche Region). These
territories were first inhabited by the Picenes and subse-
quently belonged to the Latin colony of Firmum Picenum
(264 BC) and to the municipium of Novana.

Zusammenfassung

Rohdaten und Interpretationen zum Pisa South Pice-
num Survey Project II

Dieser Beitrag behandelt die beim Pisa South Picenum
Survey Project angewandten Methoden sowie einige der
damit erzielten Ergebnisse. Das Projekt untersucht die
niederen und hoheren Tallagen der Fliisse Tenna und
Aso, die zwischen der Adria und den Sibillinischen Ber-
gen (in der Region der Marche) liegen. In diesem Gebiet
saflen zuerst die Picener, danach gehorte es zur latini-
schen Kolonie Firmum Picenum (264 v. Chr.) und zum
Municipium Novana.

Introduction

This paper concerns the methods used, and some of
the results obtained, in the Pisa South Picenum Sur-
vey Project, which is being carried out in the lower
and higher Tenna and Aso river valleys, which lie
in the Marche region between the Adriatic Sea and
the Sibillini Mountains (the Marche region, Fig. 1)'.

The project is interdisciplinary and has a diachronic per-
spective. As regards the raw data, rigorous standards are
applied to the fieldwork and the artefact collection and
documentation. Below, I will outline the cognitive pro-
cess leading from raw to interpreted data, and in particu-
lar the procedures employed in improving the epistemo-
logical value of the plough soil findings, and filtering out
bias as much as possible.

Some of the interpreted data will then be presented,
in particular the settlement patterns resulting from the
Romanization process in these Valleys.

Das Projekt ist interdisziplindr angelegt und verfolgt eine
diachrone Betrachtungsweise. Hinsichtlich der Rohdaten
werden rigorose Standards eingehalten, sowohl bei der
Tatigkeit im Feld wie auch bei der Bergung und Doku-
mentation der Funde. Ich werde hier versuchen, den
Erkenntnisprozess zu umreifien, der von den Rohdaten
hin zu den interpretierten Daten fiihrt. Dazu gehoren
insbesondere jene Verfahren, die angewandt werden, um
den epistemologischen Wert der aus dem Pflughorizont
geborgenen Funde zu verbessern und Verzerrungen so
weit wie mdoglich herauszufiltern.

Zusatzlich wird eine Auswahl der interpretierten Daten
prdsentiert, vor allem die Siedlungsmuster, welche mit
dem Romanisierungsprozess in diesen Tdlern in Verbin-
dung stehen.

Following the example of the major Mediterranean
research teams, such as the Boeotia Survey Project?,
the project applies an intensive survey strategy
which is based on a ‘global archaeology’ approach.
This implies that it takes into consideration all
kinds of available sources® and technical applica-
tions (geophysical prospections, aerial photographs,
LIDAR analysis), and that it employs a diachronic
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perspective extending from Prehistory to the Middle
Ages®.

The theoretical strategy is site-oriented, including site
typology and hierarchy, but we also consider land-
scapes in their entire complexity, trying to envisage
the continuum between towns, small hamlets, and
any evidence of anthropic activities (even if it is
ephemeral) which can be identified and documented
by off-site surveys®.

The general strategy of the project closely follows
the principles of processual archaeology, but a broad
and flexible approach is adopted in order to avoid the
excesses of both processual positivism and post-pro-
cessual subjectivism®, therefore we try to reconstruct
both landscapes and mindscapes’. In this paper, I will
try to outline the cognitive process which leads from
raw to interpreted data, particularly the procedures
employed in improving the epistemological value of
the plough soil findings and the filtering out of bias.
This will help to better understand the data and meth-
odologies from which our proposed reconstructions of
changing landscapes have been derived®.

In my opinion, a clear description of the objective and
subjective standards used for such general reconstruc-
tions is the only way to permit the research results
from a given district to be utilized for comparisons
and large-scale analyses over time and space’.

Gathering raw data

Before starting with the actual field-work, we will
have to face the problem of archaeological visibility*
Obviously, we survey terrain which corresponds at
least roughly to the surface of the ancient-medieval
period. This ensures that the results of our survey are
not biased, especially by geomorphological factors.
Consequently, geological analyses are an essential tool,
as are those interdisciplinary techniques and sources
which can be used to document natural agencies
(mainly erosional (Fig. 2) and depositional processes)
and /or anthropic events which could have destroyed
or concealed parts of the ancient landscapes.

Given a sufficient geomorphologic visibility,
ploughed fields offer the highest level of archaeo-
logical visibility, while a great number of factors
(vegetation cover, tillage activities, abandoned land,
buildings, infrastructures and so on) hinder complete
legibility of the terrain and the detection of possible
sites or off-sites. Obviously, we take these different
conditions of archaeological visibility into account

Jesus Garcia Sanchez | The Hinterland of Segisamo (Sasamon, Spain)

when interpreting the results of the site /off-site dis-
tributions®.

As the regions which are being studied cannot be sur-
veyed in their entirety due to the high costs involved
and the time required, the sample area strategy is one
of the approaches most frequently dealt with in rele-
vant literature!.

In this project, the sample areas to be surveyed were
selected on the basis of different geomorphologic and
environmental units (valley floors, hilly and moun-
tainous areas), and particularly with regard to inter-
esting historical-topographical situations (ancient
road systems, centuriation, etc.) .

In order to ensure a tenable representativity of the
results, the sample areas are extensive. They do not
have the regular geometric form of the transects
applied in the more rigorous Processual Archaeology
projects', but rather an irregular outline based on the
geomorphologic and topographic peculiarities of the
soils.

With regard to actual fieldwork, we apply diligent
procedures'®: empirical results have convinced us that
5 m intervals are the optimum distance for document-
ing this territory (Fig. 3). A survey with larger inter-
vals would be faster (and cheaper in economic terms),
but there would be a risk of not registering prehistoric
flints, many off-sites, and smaller sites such as the
typical Piceni farmsteads'®.

The fieldwalking teams are usually formed of five
people (basically the crew of a car) who will have
different levels of survey experience and knowledge
of pottery. As varying abilities in identifying and pick-
ing up materials may produce a bias in the survey
results'’, we try to balance the presence of beginners
and experienced fieldwalkers!®.

During a survey, the concentration zones identified in
the field are usually considered as sites and sporadic
or scattered material as off-sites. Both receive the iden-
tification mark of Unita Topografica and are localized
on cadastral (1:10.000) and topographical (1:25.000)
maps and by means of the GPS system. For each Unita
Topografica (UT), at least one photo is taken and one
form is filled in'"; using its identification mark, each
UT’s documentation is then linked with the GIS®.
Regarding the strategies for collecting artefacts, our
approach is flexible in that it is carried out according
to the characteristics of the given assemblage. Obvi-
ously, the main bulk of the surveyed finds is repre-
sented by ceramics, as other materials (such as metal,
glass, wood, leather, or wicker) have a low survival
index?. As they are generally scarce, all the pottery
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Fig. 3 Surveyin
progress in Amando-
la area.

objects on off-sites and Prehistoric, Protohistoric,
Picenian and Early Medieval sites are picked up.

On Roman and/or Romanized sites, which usually
have more abundant ceramics, we collect all the
sherds belonging to the diagnostic classes®, as they
are light and easy to transport and have a high inform-
ative potential. As regards cooking and coarse pottery,
or amphorae and dolia, we gather the diagnostic parts
(rims, handles and bases), as well as those ‘shapeless’
sherds which show noteworthy technical features (for
example, a fabric not documented in other finds). As
far as building materials are concerned, we collect
all those items which can be utilized for typologi-
cal /functional and technical classification. Insignifi-
cant items are merely counted and left in the field*.

Studying ceramics trough quantitative and quali-
tative analyses

For any site or off-site, we try to calculate the mini-
mum number of ceramic vessels. As is well known,
there is no single ideal quantification procedure?, and
so we try to combine different methods. We apply the
‘classical” EVE practices to fragments of rims and bot-
toms®*, but we also consider handles and every frag-
mented part of a vessel. These are grouped together
according to similarities in morphology, size, and
technical characteristics (fabrics, treatment of the
surface etc.), and on the basis of this careful analy-
sis, some sherds can be attributed to the same vessel
or to other individual fragments. These decisions are
obviously subjective, as they are based on the spe-
cific competences of the archaeologists with regard to



ceramics. Yet in spite of the need to take such poten-
tial distortions into account, the general trends should
still be sufficiently reliable.

In addition to the quantitative data, we also consider
some diagnostic elements as qualitative evidence,
e.g. mosaic tesserae and fragments of frescoes (which
can help in identifying a villa), or black-glaze pottery
(which can often mark colonial farmsteads or, in all
cases, ‘Romanized’ sites.

Dealing with pottery: informative potential and
interpretative distortions

It is well known that ceramics provide information for
a number of different approaches, not only for chrono-
typology, technology, and function, but also for cog-
nitive, social, and economic matters®*®. But we have
to bear in mind that surveyed finds are the results of
many stochastic processes, first of all because pottery
is over-represented in comparison with other mate-
rials which degrade more easily?”, and also because
each ceramic class has different survival standards?®.
Roman pottery is the most resilient, while Piceni
impastos® and Late Roman wares are weaker and
therefore more liable to destruction by attrition pro-
cesses. Therefore, such ceramics have to be handled
with care, and we have to ask ourselves if the lacunae
in our distribution maps correspond with the real his-
torical situations.

Other biases can derive from giving too much impor-
tance to the Mediterranean distribution classes (e.g.
black-glazed pottery, Italian, Eastern, and African
terra sigillata). These are rightly utilized to date sites,
but their absence should not influence aprioristically
their chronology: a context without African Red Slip D
need not necessarily have been abandoned in the Late
Roman period, as a general model of pottery distribu-
tion need not be applicable to the whole Romanized
world.

In order to date the sites, more reliable chronologi-
cal elements can be derived from the careful study of
local and regional production, for example of cooking
and coarse wares.

Moreover, ceramics should be considered not only for
their functional, technical and social aspects, but also
for their sentimental value®. In fact, when we use
ceramics to date contexts, we need to consider their
long life-cycle, which includes the obvious phases
(production - distribution - consumption - discard-
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ing), but other possibilities as well: on the one hand,
recycling and reuse for other functions and purposes,
or the transformation into treasured heirlooms, and
on the other, deliberate destruction or abandonment®.
Bearing all of this in mind, any reliance on the chro-
nology of a single object could be misleading when
dating a site: the correct procedure should be to com-
pare the average chronology of all the finds. A flexible
gap should be applied in any case, in particular where
the final phase of the site is concerned.

Using survey data to reconstruct ancient land-
scapes

Once the fieldwork has been carried out, the critical
and central topic in a project is how the survey data
can be used to reconstruct the ancient landscapes.
Quantitative and qualitative criteria (the dimensions
of the assemblages in square metres, the minimum
number of items, the localisation and the character-
istics of the findings, and so on) are utilized in order
to classify sites and off-sites, placing them in cultur-
al-historical-functional categories (Picenian rural site,
Roman villa, non-datable hut used by transhumant
shepherds)?3?.

For this classification, apart from utilizing the col-
lected documentation as carefully as possible, we
should also keep in mind what is missing. Conse-
quently, we should analyse all the available sources in
order to correct the possible bias arising from low-vis-
ibility sites or the absence of particular categories of
materials®.

Obviously, classifying and interpreting sites and off-
sites is the most difficult (but also creative) task facing
archaeologists, who have to balance the objectivity of
the data and their own subjectivity. This in turn will
obviously be based on their extensive experience and
knowledge; in any case, interpretative challenges are
necessary in order to extract meaning from the survey
data®.

There is no danger of the interpretations damaging the
raw data (whether derived from surveys or from any
other type of source) as long as the latter have been
acquired using a rigorous methodology and these pro-
cedures are clearly explained. In this case, the raw
data will be easily distinguishable from the interpreta-
tive superstructure. This will ensure that they remain
available for large-scale comparisons and, most
importantly, for other scholars’ interpretations.
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The interpreted data

After this necessary methodological prologue, I would
now like to consider some case studies from the Tenna
and Aso valleys, highlighting the cognitive processes
by means of which we started from plough soil assem-
blages to arrive at some possible reconstructions of
ancient landscapes and their chronological evolution
from the Picenian phase to the Early Middle Ages.

In the survey sample areas of both the middle and
lower valleys and the inland districts (respectively
the Fermo and Comunanza districts), we were able to
identify numerous phoughsoil assemblages (covering,
on average, 600 m2) which included 37-2" century BC
Roman artefacts (Fig. 4). Thanks to these quantitative
and qualitative datasets and the location of the assem-
blages in areas which are well suited for cultivation,
we were able to interpret them as farmsteads. Fur-
ther qualitative evidence among this material - that
is, specific artefacts (cutaway tiles typical of Roman
army contexts, black glazed vessels, Latian-Campa-
nian common vessels) - led us to classify them as
colonial farmsteads.

Having found numerous sites characterized by the
presence of late Picenian and Roman ceramics in both
districts, we ultimately interpreted them as rural sites
inhabited by a native population which was acquiring
Roman technology and lifestyles®.

With regard to the lower to middle valleys, it was not
too challenging an exercise to interpret this settlement
pattern, as the farmsteads classified as ‘colonial’ and
‘Romanized” were found in the territory of Firmum
which, as is well-known, was a Latin colony founded
in 264 BC.

On the other hand, as concerns the inland district,
our interpretation of both the Romanized late Pice-
nian sites and the Roman farmsteads is particularly
significant, as there had not previously been any
data on the systematic occupation in this area by the
Romans in the 37-27 centuries®”. The district lies at
the foot of the Sibillini Mountains, where the Tenna
and Aso Rivers have their sources, and is charac-
terized by foothills which are mainly wooded and
uncultivated, and to the east, by rounded hills, which
are exploitable for agricultural activities (Fig. 5 and
6). In any case, the interpretation of the farmsteads
in this area was supported by solid evidence: they
were well integrated in a Roman landscape, as shown
by the systematic centurial grid (of 200 iugera for
each centuria), which is sufficiently preserved in this
district (Fig. 7), in contrast to the Firmum territory
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where the remains of the Republican centuriation are
very faint.

As this territory did not belong to a colony or to
another urban centre, we interpreted this agrarian
intervention as a viritane centuriation, and by com-
bining the archaeological and topographic evidence
with the historical and literary data, we were able
to link it to the lex de agro Gallico et Piceno viritim
dividundo whose adoption in 232 BC was effected by
Gaius Flaminius3.

This allowed us to interpret the centuriation and its
viritane allotments as an application of this law.

On the basis of the survey-derived data, the rural
site distribution within the centuriae is fairly concen-
trated. In some cases, there were up to five farmsteads
in the same centuria (even if they had not been com-
pletely surveyed), and consequently, we can presume
that the assigned properties were certainly no larger
than 40 iugera each).’® This hypothesis can be sup-
ported by a literary source: with regard to the land
distribution to Scipio’s veterans in 201 BC, Livy (31,
49, 5) states that each of them received a duo iugera
allotment for each year of military service. Thus, we
know that allotments were generally not very large in
the 31-2n centuries BC, but in accordance with the
usual practice®, settlers could supplement the produc-

tion of their farms by exploiting unassigned sectors
of the ager publicus (for hunting and fishing, gather-
ing wood and wicker, seasonal cultivation, livestock
breeding). As mentioned above, urban centres do
not appear to have been documented for this district
in the 3-2 centuries BC. On the other hand, Pliny
would place the municipium of Novana in roughly
this area, as the Picenian inland territory, which lay
further inland than Asculum: “Cupra oppidum, Castel-
lum Firmanorum et super id colonia Asculum, Piceni
nobilissima, intus Novana, in ora Cluana”®. This
municipium was only mentioned by Pliny, and does
not subsequently appear in any other type of source.
Viritane allotments scattered throughout the country-
side had to belong to a settlement centre which would
guarantee Rome’s control in carrying out censuses,
army recruitment and the administration of justice,
as well as facilitating economic-social activities (peri-
odic markets, religious feasts and so on); therefore it
needed to be well connected to the main road sys-
tem. These kinds of settlements were defined by the
Romans as a conciliabulum, vicus or*, but without
literary and /or epigraphical evidence, these adminis-
trative terms cannot be applied to specific sites.

In this mountainous district, the most suitable place
for a settlement centre displaying the above men-

Fig. 4 A colonial

farmstead in the
ager Novanensis
(Amandola area).

Fig. 5 Novana and its
territory.

Fig. 6 The piedmont
district.
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tioned characteristics was in the area corresponding
with modern Comunanza, which is situated on the
bottom of a valley which cuts a plateau on the left
bank of the River Aso. It lay at the intersection of
some natural tracks which later became important
roads which are still being used today (the Via Salaria
Gallica SP 78 from Ascoli to Macerata along the inland
hills; the SP 238 from the Sibillini Mountains to the
Adriatic Sea).

A great number of archaeological findings have been
documented in the Comunanza area: wealthy Pice-
nian necropolises, objects typical of the colonial
period, and Roman buildings (domus, baths, a sanc-
tuary) belonging to an inhabited settlement centre®.
According to this raw data, the Comunanza site
appears to have been an important Picenian centre,

which was progressively romanized until it became a
Roman settlement. It could have formed an adminis-
trative centre - most probably a forum/praefectura -
for the colonists who lived in the farmsteads scattered
throughout the countryside.

From 90 BC on, the municipalisation process would
engulf the entire Italian peninsula, including Picenum,
at various times and in different ways. Consequently,
the above settlement would have been set to become
a municipium, which a somewhat speculative inter-
pretation might identify with Novana, as it is the only
urban centre mentioned for this district in Roman
times*.

The relationship between Novana and the settlement
patterns in its countryside is confirmed by the fact
that they shared the same fate with regard to their
phases of decline and ultimate disappearance. Apart
from Pliny’s reference, the settlement was not men-
tioned by any other source®, and the rural sites were
progressively abandoned in the late 1%-2" centuries
AD according to the survey data.

This general crisis was most probably due to struc-
tural changes in land use which we were able to out-
line by means of literary, epigraphic, and toponymic
sources®. In our reconstruction, large parts of the
ager publicus were occupied by a few rich gentes
for intensive livestock breeding in the Early Imperial
period, and this provoked a crisis in the agrarian sys-
tem which impacted the complementary relationship
of the small allotments and the community use of the
unassigned land. As a result, the surrounding land-
scape changed: the settled farmers were replaced by
transhumant shepherds, and Novana lost its function
as the local administrative centre.

In conclusion, the transformation of the raw data (not
only survey-derived, but also natural, archaeological,
literary, epigraphic, and toponymic information, etc.)
into interpreted data is a complex and risky process.
In any case, by applying a global approach combining
all available categories of information, it is possible
to obtain reliable results, or at least reliable trends for
the reconstruction of ancient landscapes.
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