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Territorial organization and Economy 
during the Roman period (M.C.M. & O.M. 1)

The central Adriatic area in antiquity was 
occupied by Italic tribes, whose names are quite 
well known and attested in the literary sources by 
the 4th century BC. In this context, a crucial role, 
between the 4th and the 2nd century BC, was played 
by what can be defined as ‘minor settlements’, 
acting both politically and economically in a hier-
archic territorial system, which changed smoothly 
between the 1st century BC and the 1st century AD, 
and then again in the imperial period.

From the end of the 4th century BC the settle-
ment pattern has been based on territorial sub units, 
attested by the Romans as pagi, working as semi-
independent districts having their own councils 
responsible at local level for all social, religious 
and agricultural matters, clearly attested by epi-
graphic and literary sources 2. Within the territory 
of each pagus, the most common kinds of settle-
ments were oppida, castella and vici, which were 
generally strategically located along main natural 
paths and passages, and tightly connected. Oppida 
and castella in this territory were different kinds of 
hillforts 3, fortified centres 4 or fortifications for the 
control of important areas, or temporary refuges 5. 
However, only a few of these centres have been 
excavated, and we know very little about them. 
The number of hillforts and villages within a pagus 
was strongly influenced by the topography of the 
area, vici being widespread in river valleys, plains 
and plateaux of the eastern Apennine area, while 
hillforts appears to have been located mainly in the 
mountainous interior 6. However, there are exam-
ples in the Central Apennine of vici on hilltops, 
such as Marruvium or Teate, and some of the hill-
forts, Piano La Roma or Hatria for instance, could 
probably have been villages fortified later.

Within each pagus there was typically a large 
extrurban sanctuary, which played, especially for 
mountainous areas, an essential role acting as cen-
tre of political and economic as well as religious 
assembly. These sanctuaries were often situated at 
nodal points in the communications network, and 
probably served a widely scattered rural popula-
tion 7.

Between ‘villages’ and ‘towns’ in the Mid Adriatic area: 
role and hierarchic organization 
of the ‘minor settlements’ in Roman times

Sonia Antonelli, Maria Cristina Mancini, Oliva Menozzi, Marco Moderato

The Romans at the beginning seem to have 
maintained the pagus system and used it for their 
administration, so much so that many early vici and 
oppida became Roman centres, like for example 
Hatria Picena, Alba Fucens, Corfinium, Sulmo, 
Interamna 8. Moreover, after the municipalization, 
the new urban centres did not interfere too much 
with the pagus system, becoming the administra-
tive centres of these territorial units.

After the Roman conquest new forms of set-
tlements, already used by the Romans in Latium, 
Etruria and Campania, were introduced in the 
Central Apennine area. Since the end of the 4th 
century BC Latin colonies were founded for the 
control of the local populations, such as Alba and 
Carseoli (303/290 BC), or used also as strategic 
points along the Adriatic coast, such as Hatria 
Picena and Castrum Novum (289 BC). The foun-
dation of Latin colonies in the area introduced for 
the first time a Roman territorial view and the need 
of integrating two different territorial systems, 
although initially in a limited way and only rela-
tively to the agri coloniali.

Within this territorial system Fora and concil-
iabula soon after the Roman conquest and before 
the Social War, probably played a fundamental 
role. They were located in nodal points of the 
road network and were used as assembly areas for 
markets, exercise of the army, or meeting centres 
for widespread local populations 9. Examples in 
the Central Apennines of these kinds of settlement 
are Interamnia, whose status of conciliabulum 
civium Romanorum is attested by the sources 10, 
and probably Iuvanum and Corfinium, which can 
be interpreted as fora used, the former as market 
centre, and the latter as an assembly point and for 
the exercise of the army, as the presence of a cam-
pus seems to testify 11. However, it is the poverty 
of the evidence which makes them such isolated 
examples at the moment, and they are likely to 
have been very numerous and extremely important. 
Moreover, details of the organisation of these set-
tlements are very scanty and it is also difficult to 
understand their institutional status.

If the colonies were autonomous, the admin-
istration of small scale settlements ( i.e. villages, 
small hillforts, farmsteads, fora and so on) was 
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based on the praefecturae, consisting in large dis-
tricts, which were named after the main settlement 
in the area hosting the praefectus iuri dicundo 12. 
However, it should be remembered here that, dur-
ing the period between the middle of the 3rd and 
the middle of the 2nd centuries BC, the word prae-
fectura meant properly the prefect’s district and 
not the centre in which he resided, though later the 
word came to be used referring to particular towns. 
And often the confusion between these two inter-
pretations is already in the sources. Moreover, it is 
still unknown which was the relationship between 
the original local tribal districts, and the Roman 
praefecturae soon after their introduction.

After the Social War the main settlements of 
the Central Apennines, which were located along 
the road network or in crucial points for the ter-
ritorial administration, became municipia with full 
Roman citizenship. However, the ‘minor settle-
ment’ continued to play an important role, espe-
cially for the mountainous areas (fig. 1).

The skeleton and the main meaning of this 
system was represented by the road network, which 

has been widely exploited and monumentalised by 
the Romans, but was previously attested as natural 
routes following the main river valleys and the 
upland plateaux, along which villages, sanctuaries, 
mansiones and stationes formed crucial economic 
points. For this region, moreover, the road system 
can not be separated by the natural harbours, which 
were used since early period, not as structured 
ports, but as natural embankments, generally along 
the sea coasts, but in some way attested also in a 
river version along the Sangro river and possibly 
along the Vomano.

The phenomenon of urbanization gave a 
strong impetus to the development of the land 
and maritime trade. Italic merchants had already 
expanded the sphere of influence of their trade, 
establishing subsidiaries in major port cities of 
the Eastern Mediterranean. At the same time had 
been developing a new middle class, aware of 
its social and economic power, mainly consisted 
of artisans and companies often combined their 
common interests. Agriculture began to play an 
important role between production activities and 

Fig. 1. Principal sites and settlements in Abruzzo (S. Antonelli).

S. Antonelli et alii, Between ‘villages’ and ‘towns’ in the Mid Adriatic area
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became, along with the livestock breeding, the 
leading sector of the Italic economy. The economic 
system of goods distribution and contacts for trade 
sees as privileged interlocutors the minor settle-
ments. They were connected by a dense and good 
road network and by river network and ended in 
numerous landings on the coast. Their main func-
tion was port of call for merchant ships of italic 
negotiatores and of supply of goods especially for-
eign and exotic goods, distributed by a network of 
mercatores in major and minor centres of Central 
Apennine area.

Going to look at specific examples, among 
the minor settlements some of the pre-roman vil-
lages, later to become vici during the Republican 
and Imperial age, occupied an important and 
central role within the territorial organisation. The 
vici of Interpromium and San Rustico are the best 
examples from this territory.

The vicus of San Rustico, in the northern 
Abruzzo, played an important role along the main 
pre-roman and roman road-network, with a strong 
economic vocation (as tabernae, kilns for metal-
lurgy, pools and imported goods have been able 
to suggest). Its ‘para-urban’ system is based on 
original large quarters of tabernae and public and 
private buildings, dating to the 1st century BC, with 
strong modification in the giulio-claudian period, 
characterised by an inner reorganisation of the 
buildings and a ‘monumentalization’ of the main 
road, which has been properly paved. The centre 
of the vicus is characterised by an open space, 
with a possible function of main square/forum, in 
antiquity dominated by a temple, dating to the 2nd-
1st century BC, according to its rich votive deposit. 
Most of the local productions, such as metal-
lurgy, wine and oil production, seems to be widely 
attested both for the roman and for later periods 13. 
The discovery of Apulian and Hellenistic material, 
as well as arulette with Hellenistic motifs locally 
produced strongly demonstrates an openness of the 
region to overseas ports, trade and cultures 14.

The vicus of Interpromium is not yet known, 
except for the building discovered in 1969 15. It was 
a statio with a rectangular plan located along the 
via Tiburtina Valeria. The statio had a paved rump 
linking the building with the main road. Several 
phases of the building have then been rebuilt in 
later times, probably with the reconstruction and 
restorations of the emperors Valentinianus, Valens 
and Gratianus. The economy of the settlement 
was based mainly on wine and olive oil produc-
tion, livestock and the products therefrom, from 
the exploitation of wood, by outcrops of bitumen 
and asphalt mines 16. From this vicus an interest-
ing inscription is mentioning a Ponderarius Pagi 
Interpromini 17, suggesting strong economic and 

administrative implications for this site and its ter-
ritory. The ponderarium, or public weighing, was 
the site of attesting the weights of various product 
on sale. It was usually placed in the immediate 
vicinity of a market or of production facilities 18. 
The claim of a ponderarium confirms the impor-
tance of the site as centre of production and sorting 
goods, located in a central point road.

As mentioned above, together with the vici, 
also some of the hillforts continued to be used 
in Hellenistic and Roman times. One of the most 
representative site is the hillfort of Monte Pallano, 
which continues to be an important commercial 
settlement also in the roman period. It was an italic 
hillfort already from the 5th century BC, fortified 
by impressive walls. It was part of a regular road 
network, even though remote and unfrequented 
place. The central area was consisting of a huge 
rectangular paved square, with colonnade on three 
sides. Around the forum we find public and craft 
places, tabernae and private building. Many places 
of worship were located in surrounding areas 19. 
The urban planning follows an italic urban typol-
ogy. The settlement dominated the Sangro Valley, 
was placed along an important pastoral road, with 
several production sites in the territory, and a large 
forum not only with administrative and commer-
cial function, but most likely market place and 
cattle fairs 20.

Along the Via Claudia Nova, in the inner area 
of the region is placed Aufinum. It could represent 
a great example of minor centre. However this 
settlement had a great economic emphasis in the 
Hellenistic period, becoming a ‘market area’ at 
the crossing point of two natural routes. The set-
tlement shows an interesting feature: that is a ‘so 
called theatre’, which has been used as point for 
political and economic reasons of the population. 
Moreover recent geo-archaeological prospection 
have pointed out that a large terraced road was 
arriving to the theatre and going to an open space, 
suggesting a possible simple market area, which 
could have been used together with the theatre for 
assembly in occasion of cattle auctions and fairs 21. 
The centre had a sort of decay or contraction with 
the Claudian period, when a new road was ‘built’ 
cutting out Aufinum and giving more emphasis to 
Peltuinum.

The Capestrano plain is characterised by three 
branches of the Tirino river and surrounded by 
mountainous ridges creating ideal conditions both 
for settling, for the agricultural exploitation of the 
area and for natural defence. Therefore, the area 
has been continuously settled, with temporary ref-
uges since the Palaeolithic period, and permanently 
from the Neolithic, with an intensification of the 
settling in the Late Iron Age (second half of the 
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8th century BC) with long continuity till medieval 
times 22. Almost nothing is known about the settle-
ments dating from the Iron Age to the Late Archaic 
period; while, at the end of the 5th century BC the 
hill of S. Antonino was largely settled, but there are 
no evidence for previous periods, when probably 
smaller settlements must have been concentrated 
on other areas within the plain, which is possible 
to hypothesize just on the base of surface finds. 
The excavations on the hilltop of S. Antonino is 
mainly attesting the period from the 3rd century BC 
to Roman times, together with an intense re-use 
of the area and of the monuments in late antiquity 
and early medieval periods (fig. 2). At the moment 
two temples have been investigated, together with 
the so-called ‘theatre’, which represents an inter-
esting structure for political, economic as well as 
rituals meetings of a scattered population leaving 
nearby 23. The finds from the excavation of the set-
tlement are attesting an intense exchange of goods 
and influences with surrounding areas as well 
as with foreign contexts, probably on economic 
bases, as attested by a Focean coin (4th BC) and the 
presence of bronze and lead weights for economic 
purposes. The presence of the Phocaean coin is to 
be related with business contacts with this centre, 
due to the production of alum used for the process-
ing of wool and animal skins. The numerous 
weights are testimony of economic activities inside 
the sanctuary, positioned directly under the protec-
tion of the gods worshipped 24.

Directly linked to the road-network are obvi-
ously the settlements well-known as mansiones or 
stationes. In the site of Bazzano, a huge civil com-
plex placed along the Via Claudia Nova was used 

probably as a mansio or statio, joined 
to the transhumance. The building 
presents a long porticus ad viam 
and three cubicula. Most probably 
it had an upper level with bedrooms 
for travellers. Facing the building 
it has been found a short stretch of 
the paved road, the Claudia Nova. 
Because of a collapse the building 
was re-used in the ground floor as a 
refuge for the flocks, especially dur-
ing the transhumance, because very 
close to the main route. During the 
early medieval period was used as 
necropolis 25. Born as infrastructure 
related to road networks, it becomes 
popular as commercial meeting and 
trade place.

The vicus of Cinturelli, which 
developed probably around a statio 
or a mansio, is placed along the Via 
Claudia Nova, at about 13 roman 

miles from Bazzano. In the vicus, as for Bazzano, 
have been discovered several buildings built along 
the road and dating to the Roman Imperial period, 
mostly workshops with their infrastructures, cis-
terns and kilns for pottery and metallurgy 26.

The picture of the Central Apennines area is 
completed by the ports along the Adriatic coast, 
serving the local communities as maritime outlet 
of the main roads. The western Adriatic coast has 
been, for a long time, considered as importuosa 
litora, because of its topographic configuration 
and local adverse sea currents and some of the 
population of this area was used to piracy, attested 
by Strabo 27.

Concerning the coastal sites, on the basis of 
the archaeological evidence, some explicative sam-
ples can be presented here. The first is Ostia Aterni 
(fig. 3) placed at the end of Via Tiburtina Valeria 
Claudia, to the mouth of the Aterno River, and has 
been always a vicus. The road connected Rome 
directly with the Central Adriatic Sea. The harbour 
of Ostia Aterni was known since the republican 
period as landing of Vestini, Paeligni and Marrucini 
tribes, it become the most important harbour dur-
ing the imperial age, especially in the 3rd and 4th 
centuries AD, because placed in a strategic position 
along the sea routes to Salona, the new imperial 
headquarter. Obviously the port of Ostia Aterni 
received the goods to be exported and imported by 
sea. Some inscriptions attested the economic role 
of the vicus, linked to the navigation: for instance 
the case of Cassius Hermodorus “nauclero qui erat 
in colleg(io) Serapis Salon(itano)” 28, confirms the 
relationship whit the opposite coast and the pres-
ence of owners with their merchant fleets. Along 

S. Antonelli et alii, Between ‘villages’ and ‘towns’ in the Mid Adriatic area

Fig. 2. Colle Sant’Antonino (Capestrano, AQ). 
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the banks of the river Aterno, dockings were built 
and linked to them commercial infrastructures for 
the unloading of goods from ships and their mar-
keting and distribution networks in major urban 
centres and minor settlements. An ancient dock 
has been dug up during recent excavation, and the 
numerous pottery fragments testify the prominent 
role in trade and marketing with the Northern 
Africa and the Eastern Mediterranean countries 29, 
until 7th-8th century AD when commercial activi-
ties never knew a period of decay 30. The maritime 
activities is connected whit the exploitation of 
deposits of bitumen, as well testified by an ingot 31. 
Transported by land or river, the bitumen was used 
in caulking wooden hulls of ships and perhaps also 
intended for export.

A Statio Ad Salinas, according to the sources, 
was located in the area of Città Sant’Angelo (PE) 
along the coastal road, Via Flaminia-Traiana, 
close to an ancient harbour. The trade of local 
productions, probably both by land and sea, is 
widely attested by the large amount of amphorae 
and by the kilns for the production of amphorae, 
which have been found not far from the ancient 
harbour 32, by the presence of salt marshes and by 
salt trade 33.

Similar situation has been found at Castrum 
Novum and it seems to indicate a productive com-
plex along the seacoast. A large lamp workshop is 
attested and it has been partially excavated in the 
area a storeroom. The typology seems to be quite 
repetitive and can be found mainly in Adriatic con-
texts, dating to the Flavian period. This production 
is an important marker of trade trough the Adriatic 
routes 34.

In the centre of San Vito Chietino, during 
excavations between 1991 and 1995 a settlement 
with a long continuity of use, dating from the 
1st century BC to the early medieval period, has 
been found. Originally two rooms with porticus, 
overlooking the seacoast were built in the 1st 

century BC, and during the 1st century AD was 
then restructured and re-used for a workshop of 
“Firmalampen” 35.

Several italic élites were joined to the inter-
national trade, and the Paelignan gens Peticia has 
been the more important. It was a familia of nego-
tiatores and navicularii, well attested by archaeo-
logical and epigraphic sources in Italy and in other 
countries in the Mediterranean basin. In all the 
epigraphic sources, the peoples of the gens Peticia 
are often cited as ship owners, at least until the full 
4th century AD. The documents give a good picture 
of a rich and wealthy family, like many others, by 
Italian manufacturers and dealers, owners of ships 
and specialized in trading, especially wine, with 
the Mediterranean and the East, following precise 
routes already in the 1st century BC. Goods from 
Italy arrived in all Mediterranean ports and land-
ings farther away, like Arabia and India. From 
here they imported fabrics, precious stones and 
spices 36.

The roads can be considered the main resourc-
es of transport for goods, flocks, armies, peoples 
and, above all, for cultural ideas. The Italic people 
knew the real importance of a road network in the 
Central Apennine area.

The road network used the special natural 
tracks for the transhumance, known later as trat-
turi. The strongly pastoral economy of Central 
Apennines already during the pre-Roman period 
is attested in this area. These routes were more 
important also for the trade of goods related to the 
stock raising, such as milk, cheese, meat, hide and 
particularly significant for wool and salt, and for 
the commerce of different products. Often it is dif-
ficult to distinguish the tracks of the roman roads 
for the transhumance from the later tratturi. There 
is frequently a coincidence of pre-roman tracks, 
viae and calles publicae romanae and tratturi. 
The tratturo Magno used part of the roads Claudia 
Nova, Valeria Claudia and Traiana. 

Two relieves from Sulmona and Pretoro, dat-
ing to the 1st century BC, illustrate transhumance 
in Central Apennines, showing the shepherds with 
their flocks during their moving along these tracks 
and one from Pacentro remind calles and calli-
tani 37. The mentions of paenularius and lanipenda 
testify activities linked to the wool manufacture 38.

Along these roads specific for the tran-
shumance and the viae publicae were often located 
important markets, water springs, sometimes with 

Fig. 3. Ostia Aterni (Pescara). Imperial and Late Roman 
Harbour (Staffa 2004).
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monumental fountains, resting points, settlements 
and sanctuaries. The most important was the sanc-
tuary of Ercole Curino, near Sulmona, dating from 
the 4th century BC to the 2nd AD, probably used as 
market and commercial place, as well demonstrated 
from the cow votive offering. Often used by local 
communities as places of socio-political meetings 
and places of fairs and markets, shrines began to 
establish economic transactions under the tutelage 
of a divinity and with the guarantee of a religious 
authority. The most illustrative is definitely the big 
terraced shrine dedicated to Hercules, in Sulmona, 
located along an ancient route, with acquaint-
ances already in previous eras, in which there was 
a market for the buying and selling of cattle. In 
Abruzzo many shrines are dedicated to Hercules, 
and beyond, along the paths of transhumance, used 
as places of exchange and sale 39.

Numerous productions and local activities 
are attested in the minor settlements by epigraphic 
sources, are quite various and also geographi-
cally homogeneously dislocated, with activities 
related to the marketing of timber in the areas of 
Amiternum territory and Valle Roveto, both inner 
and mountainous zones, but closely located to the 
main road network. The cultivation of vegetables 
and fruits are mainly focused on the plain river 
terraces along the middle Aterno Valley, in the 
territory of Interpromium. Olive and grape cultiva-
tion are attested for the inner inter-valley plateaux 
(Aufinum, Sulmo, Corfinum), as well as for the 
smooth hilly area just at the back of the seacoasts. 
Moreover transhumance and their related activi-
ties, such as dairy products, as well as textiles, 
salt trade and re-use of animal bones, are closely 
related with the practice of transhumance, both 
long and short distance and therefore well attested 
along main and secondary tratturi. Moreover, while 
these main productive activities seems to be widely 
attested mainly in minor centres, the art-craft activ-
ities are exclusively attested in the main urban cen-
tres, probably for their use as main market poles, 
as the numerous epigraphic sources of acuarii, 
argentarii, aurifices, ephippiarii, pistores, stabu-
larii, tectores, sculptores, as well as the find of ful-
lonicae, seem to attest. However just the carpentry 
seems to be limited outside the urban centres and 
dislocated in the territory, for obvious problems of 
transport and working spaces. Concerning textiles, 
it is more difficult to locate exclusive productive 
areas, because the large numbers of finds concern-
ing wool and linen productions (mainly tools for 
their work) seem to suggest a wide production both 
for personal use and trade 40.

Among the typical local productions for 
Hellenistic and early Roman times in central 
Apennine area, certainly the funerary beds must 

be mentioned. They were typical of graves of 
40/45 years old women and consist of bone imita-
tion of the Hellenistic funerary beds which were 
generally in ivory or metal, especially bronze, 
which became popular in the Central Italy at the 
beginning of the 2nd century BC and continued to 
be produced until the early Imperial period. These 
bone imitations are widely attested for the period 
between the 2nd and the 1st centuries BC, so much 
that the presence of local workshops seems now 
to be certain. The decorations of these bone beds 
were based on ivory and bronze prototypes. Till 
recently the only bone funerary bed completely 
restored and reconstructed was the fine example 
from Amplero, imitating bronze models; however 
a very recent find from tomb 520 at Fossa, which 
represents the finest example of imitation of ivory 
models, has recently been restored. The evident 
concentration of bone funerary beds in Abruzzo 
could to suppose a specialized production in 
Central Italy 41.

The analysis of coins from hoards, excavated 
sites and single finds produces a more detailed 
picture of coin supply and use during italic and 
roman period. The Italic tribes that inhabited this 
area produced their own coins and coinage was 
part of the indigenous cultures. The presence 
of coins from Greece and other Mediterranean 
Countries demonstrates the existence of important 
trade with and from the Mediterranean Basin. The 
significant presence of Italic coins, principally 
from Southern Italy, supports the huge economic 
and cultural contacts existing between the Italic 
populations all along, and the presence of Roman 
Republican silver and bronze coins, principally, 
supports the non-disruption in the economic and 
social activities. A pattern of particular interest 
was observed in the central region, along the River 
valleys, where distinctive spatial distributions of 
silver and bronze coins were identified. Both met-
als have been recovered in single finds, coins are 
found together as hoards. This appears to indicate 
that silver and bronze coins were used in inter-
regional transactions with external groups on the 
river valley and on the coast, trade and the pay-
ment of troops or duties, and so on, while in the 
principal italic and roman harbours on the coast 
coins might have been also as a store of wealth 
whose value was not necessarily measured in 
economic terms, but probably as metal value. The 
entire Central Apennines was truly on the centre of 
the pre-Roman Mediterranean traffics and on the 
mainstream position of the Roman Empire, and the 
coin evidence suggests the day-today lives of the 
population in a substantial part of the country will 
have hardly changed for several generations after 
the arrival of the Roman coins 42.
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Conclusions 

The settlements of Italic tradition, were grad-
ually integrated within the Roman administrative 
system with roles and functions not identical but 
changing through the times. Although they never 
became municipia, they played an important role 
for the territory as pole of aggregation, becoming 
Episcopal centres in early Christian times, as in the 
cases of Aufinum, Pitinum, Castrum Truentinum.

The location is strictly related to the road 
network and the ports-embankments generally 
corresponds to those of some vici, as the crossing 
point of main axes of the road network. 

The archaeological evidence at the moment 
do not allow a detailed reconstruction of the urban 
systems and of the monumental forms, however 
the case of Peltuinum and Aufinum seem to attest 
monumental forms for the main examples, follow-
ing an urban planning, with a hierarchization of the 
spaces, functional organization of the areas with 
monumental buildings. 

In other cases the relationship with the road-
network seem to conditioned the planimetric asset 
of the buildings, as for instance the longitudinal 
buildings and the presence of porticoed areas. 

According to the most recent finds, the net-
work of minor settlements seems to have been 
characterized by specialized functions and activi-
ties integrating the urban system, where more com-
plex activities of transformation are attested. 

The archaeological data offer the possibil-
ity to reconstruct the main commercial routes 
on the basis of the import-export of the different 
typologies of goods. Therefore, it is completely 
confirmed the view of coastal centres working as 
main commercial poles for the oriental and Balkan 
area, as well as for north-south trade, with Apulia 
and northern Adriatic Italy, and inner areas as com-
mercial link with Tyrrhenian Italy as well as with 
inner zones, such as Umbria and northern inner 
Apennine zones.

Mid-Adriatic minor settlements in late antiquity: 
crisis? what crisis? (S.A.)

The themes related to the economy in the 
Roman world have been much discussed, to the 
contrary the investigation of late antiquity econo-
my has stalled the development of a generic con-
cept of crisis with a negative deviant ideological 
implication. The theme is widely debated and too 
often in the perception of the causes of the crisis 
in late Roman period are searched in the presence 
of external agents (immigration, invasions) as well 
as in late antiquity the movement of non-native 

populations are believed to cause the rupture of 
equilibrium. There is a solid parallelism between 
the emblematic composite economic system of 
the Roman world (where the state economy had 
a strong weight) and the contemporary economic 
system dominated by capitalism and globaliza-
tion. The breakdown of this balance leads to the 
so-called “crisis” which, however, must be seen as 
moments of transformation (there is already talk of 
hypothetical future economic organization generi-
cally defined system of post-capitalism).

Archaeologists have been guilty of internaliz-
ing discussions of material culture within schemes 
of classification and chronology, while ancient 
historians and economists have been concentrated 
upon documents and institutions. The literary 
conventions governing excavation reports and 
artefact catalogues have been part of the problem, 
but another difficulty is that individuals vary con-
siderably in their cognitive abilities; some find is 
easier to grapple with linguistic forms and literary 
devices than to conceptualise space and physical 
shape. The privileged position of the written above 
the material, combined with a long-established cor-
relation between classical scholarship and social 
élites, has introduced a protracted cultural distance 
not only between archaeologists and ancient histo-
rians but within their disciplines, according to the 
character of individual researches.

Evaluating the last thirty years of archaeo-
logical theory it is possible to comprehend that 
too often archaeologists have followed the lead of 
cultural theory or social science, which are based 
primarily on documents. At the same time archaeo-
logical publications frequently tend to be over-spe-
cialized (by necessity) and commonly somewhat 
forbidding to the outsider. These two factors have 
led to the marginalization of archaeological contri-
butions to broader debates on the ancient economy. 
It is necessary theoretical equality for archaeology, 
arguing that archaeology needs a firmly “ground-
ed” sense of itself if it is to be an equal partner in 
a truly pluralistic scholarly enterprise. Then it is 
very important not subordinating archaeological 
theories and models to the concerns of economic 
historians, calling for disciplinary plurality rather 
than hierarchy 43.

No other topic has witnessed a more dramatic 
explosion of research in the last few years than 
the economy and society of late antiquity and the 
early Middle Ages. Today, we speak of “Pirenne’s 
thesis” as an outdated model of understanding 
the very complex transition from Antiquity to 
the Middle Ages. In the last three decades, new 
approaches to documentary history, but especially 
the hundredfold growth of archaeological studies 
and findings have transformed beyond recognition 
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the study of the social and economic history of the 
period from 4th until 9th centuries AD. New ques-
tions have emerged and scholars have increasingly 
moved towards a comparative approach. Through 
reading and discussions of a variety of issues and 
regions, we will come to some understanding of 
the workings about late-antique and early medieval 
economy and society and focalizing especially on: 
trade and coins; rise of new aristocracies; emporia 
(“ports-of-trade”); kingdoms and communities; 
archaeology of late antique and early medieval 
social changes.

The available studies with an archaeological 
approach specifically and mainly pertain to the 
Mediterranean area and change the flow of mari-
time trade 44.

In the Adriatic Italian Peninsula, the recent 
researches are principally concentrated on the 
Comacchio area, Classe and in the Apulian 
region 45. The Central Adriatic regions (Marche, 
Abruzzo and Molise) have been marginally treated 
as well as has been focused the recent meeting in 
Ravenna 46 and in Spoleto 47. The current excava-
tions and researches are highlighting different 
aspects respecting to the historiographical former 
model centralized negatively on a distinct and 
generalized caesura towards the middle of 4th cen-
tury AD and on an economy completely ridden on 
political and commercial structures of the Eastern 
Imperial area between 5th and 7th century. The 
forms previously identified as crisis seem instead 
to be interpreted as well social and cultural chang-
es and transformations in the picture of economy 
attesting adaptation and different issues according 
to the context.

The economic role of the minor settlements 
has been well investigated for the roman period 
and it is already evident that they directly attended 
to the goods productions, through multiples organ-
ized artisanal activities, to which normally remain 
archaeological evidences, to the services distribu-
tion and to the local and imported productions 
circulation in temporary markets and in permanent 
trade, on local and regional scale.

The relationship between minor settlements 
and economic system is centred on important 
international projects focused on some areas of 
Italian Peninsula, as well as the middle Tyrrhenian 
region, evaluating the insertion of local level in 
geographical and economic exchanges systems on 
wide-scale, individuating models of artefacts dis-
tribution and circulation in intermediary position 
between urban centres and minor settlements, as 
well villae and farms 48.

In the connection of economic and com-
mercial indicators and minor settlements one 
intends to propose a review of data for the middle 

Adriatic region, especially modern Abruzzo, in 
Late Antiquity period (4th-7th century AD). The aim 
is to insert this area in a wider scientific debate, for 
important interpretations and key lectures inspirit-
ing future research projects.

In this former years, the researches on histori-
cal and cultural aspects between late Antiquity and 
Early Middle Age have had evident development, 
modifying the cognition about economic aspects. 
Anyway, a particular ambiguity about the interpre-
tation of archaeological sources, especially accord-
ing the deterioration of the precedent situation or 
of the persistence of employ.

A side from instances of reduction and 
“decline”, more or less clear – at least by the 
shapes – there are instances of settlement and 
economic growth, as in many Britannic sites in 
which between 3rd and 4th AD there is a strong 
development and become hierarchically equal to 
urban centres. Old models, based on a more autar-
chic economic organization are surpassed toward 
the acknowledge of new forms of craft activity 
organization.

Before going into the specific content related 
to the economical and social aspects of the Late 
Antiquity minor settlements in the Middle Adriatic 
area, is important to clarify that the term for 
“minor” is not correlated to an expected hierar-
chization. An early and in-depth debate focused 
on the urbanistic, jurisdictional and terminologi-
cal features of these settlements has emerged in 
the central and northern Europe thanks to a great 
deal of archaeological remains. The definition of 
“agglomération secondaire” has become mainly 
common in the archaeological literature on the 
continental provinces and especially on the Gaul 
province. Nowadays, the scientific debate seems to 
have overcome the inferiority prejudice involved 
in the term “minor” by considering others such as 
“petite ville” which is in line with the Anglo-saxon 
conceptual and theoretical model of the “small 
towns”. In different contexts, particularly in the 
Mediterranean area, the derivation from the roman 
concept of vicus has led to the use of the term “vil-
laggio” to represent a political and administrative 
classification, which often was totally independent 
from demographic and socio-economical consid-
erations. In the northern Africa and the Iberian 
provinces the minor settlements are highly agricul-
tural, therefore are commonly called “agrotowns” 
although their organization is such an extent com-
plex and manifold that it can not be simplistically 
considered as «estensione della città nella cam-
pagna» (extension of the town in the rural area).

It is possible to talk of agglomerations which 
play an important role in the land use planning 
from both an economical and administrative point 
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of view. The best defined category concerning the 
juridical aspect is represented by the vicus which in 
specific cases seems to have quite urban dimension 
and structure; nevertheless, the juridical status can 
change during the years while remaining mainly 
unchanged the residential aspect, the craftsman-
ship and the trade roles of the settlement. 

The “minor” settlements play an important 
role in the Late Antiquity territorial reorganiza-
tion due to the fact that these were inhabitated by 
a population mainly engaged in the production of 
primary goods. As to this, studying them is funda-
mental to verify the effective impact and extent of 
the crisis during the Late Antiquity. Some kind of 
ambiguity in the interpretation of the archaeologi-
cal sources is related to this subject because to the 
fact that several studies tend to consider only the 
“decline” or the reduction both in the quality of 
buildings and the decorative and monumental fea-
tures differently from the Roman Period 49. Others 
instead, are focused to detect traces of a generic 
“permanence of occupation” without analyzing 
the forms and methods of the political, social 
and economical context changed over the years. 
Currently the interpretative models based on the 
retreat towards an economic organization of self-
sufficient type 50 are definitely overcome in favour 
of the acknowledgement of new forms of articula-
tion of productive activities. The studies show dif-
ferent examples of contraction and “decline” more 
or less apparent, at least in forms, but also others 
characterized by a clear increase in the economy 
and settlement as the evolution of many Britannic 
sites during the Late 3rd and the Early 4th century 
AD which tend to occupy relevant positions in the 
market hierarchy along with the urban centers. 

The aim of this paper is to propose a review 
of the economical and commercial data on the 
so-called “minor” settlements in the mid-adriatic 
region during the Late Antiquity (4th-7th century 
AD). A specific regard is related to the Abruzzo 
region in order to understand if the transforma-
tions and changes must be interpreted as a break 
or degeneration or otherwise these are the result of 
solutions adopted to react to the changes afflicting 
the political, socio-cultural and also economical 
order.

Generally, the minor settlements in Abruzzo 
region are located, as usual as in other contexts, 
directly in connection to the main viability and the 
coastal landing 51. The settlements identified as 
vici are located in strategical places in proximity 
to the junction and intersection of the main roads 
which suggests that the viability had a fundamental 
role in the organization of the region economi-
cal system 52. This phenomenon is quite clear in 
few sites such as Santa Maria a Vico (S.Omero, 

TE), Campovalano (Campli, TE) and San Rustico 
(Basciano, TE). In S.Maria a Vico the vicus has 
been identified through an inscription of the Trajan 
period which is nowadays reused in the right nave 
of the church. The inscription states the existence 
of an association of cultores Herculis seated in the 
vicus called Stramentarius o Stramenticius 53. This 
settlement was located at the intersection of an 
important ancient axis, likely the roman Caecilia, 
which probably connected the Tyrrenic area to the 
Adriatic one 54. A first ramification of the Ceacilia 
axis reached the coast at Tortoreto, where there was 
an important proto-historic settlement while during 
the Roman period there had to be a nucleus of many 
villae rusticate. Otherwise, the second ramification 
led to the north-southern coastal viability at Alba 
Adriatica, where it is maybe possible to locate 
the statio Perturnum mentioned in the sources 
by the Anonimus Ravennas and Guido 55 along 
the coastal road between CastrumTruentinum and 
Castrum Novum.

Equally, the Campovalano settlement is 
placed at the intersection of the north-south axis 
which connected the Asculum and Interamnia 
Praetuttiorum urban contexts to the east-western 
trans-Apennine road, so-called Caecilia. 

No direct epigraphic data allowing to define 
the legal status of the settlement are present (which 
seems to belong to the vicus category over the Late 
Antiquity), however this information can be pre-
sumed from the presence of an inscription reused 
into the church of S. Pietro in Campovalano which 
preserves the dedication to the divus Iulius and it 
would be related to the emission of the lex Rufrena 
in the 44 BC, which promotes the diffusion of the 
cult in the municipia and the major vici. 

On the other hand, there are not epigraphy 
data for San Rustico (Basciano, TE) which has 
been excavated during the construction of the 
highway, the function of the settlement has been 
proposed on the basis of the urban planning 
organization 56. Again the vicus is located at the 
intersection of the east-western axis which linked 
the amiternum area to the coastal Abruzzo via the 
Capannelle passage, going down to the Vomano 
valley. In S. Rustico location a ramification of the 
axis continued towards Interamnia Praetuttiorum 
while the other one led till the Hatria colony.

The average of the archaeological data on 
the Post-Classic period is definitely very low, both 
for the lack of systematic studies 57 and for an 
insufficient attention paid in the past to the Late 
Antiquity phases, which were already presented in 
other contexts 58. The presence of craft activities 
over the Post-Classic period is overall permanent, 
although, one of the most challenging issues is that 
the data cannot allow to estimate the real amount 
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of the production, therefore it is not possible to 
assess whether it is producing for self-consumption 
or if it is possible to assume some forms of local 
trade as well 59. Get to the point, is quite clear that 
the archaeological data demonstrate some forms 
of occupation in the Late Antiquity, the produc-
tion needs of primary commodities and, as conse-
quence, the permanence, in these settlements, of 
the artisans with specific skills.

One of the most testified handcrafted activi-
ties of the Late Antique period, even for the evident 
marks on the ground such as for instance slags and 
pyrotechnic structures, is the metallurgy.

The archaeological judgement of the iron 
working from an economical point of view is high-
ly difficult to define, since many generic “marks” 
of steel activities can be reasonably related to the 
construction or to the domestic and livelihood 
needs.

In the San Rustico vicus a kiln for metal 
working, dated post 4th c. AD, has been clearly 
identified. Based on the kiln related “cap” slag 60 
found out during the excavations it is likely that it 
was used for the iron working.

Similarly in the Centurelli vicus (AQ), in 
the Abruzzo interior, numerous “cap” slags were 
found in the restructuring phases of the settlement, 
especially in proximity of the road 61. No furnace 
or production facilities were identified. 

The Centurelli case allows to do some con-
siderations on the slag deposits, in fact, until few 
decades ago these key production indicators were 
not given much importance and only more recently 
an increase of attention is paid to proper analysis 
and identification 62. The remains of metallurgical 
activities, indeed, are very common and should be 
carefully analysed on the basis of criteria such as 
the quantity and the assembly, that is the coexist-
ence of almost homogeneous quantities of dif-
ferent types of slags related to the post-reduction 
and forged activities 63. Another aspect to take into 
account is that of their dispersion or use in the 
building and in the preparation of roadways such 
as drainage material 64. A more accurate analysis 
of this deposits would likely lead to narrow the 
proliferation of production activities, which is 
often interpreted as a symptom of the contrac-
tions of medium and long range trades and other 
self-consumption phenomena. The abandonment 
of large industrial centers and multiplication of 
steel initiatives in many areas, as early as the 3rd c. 
AD 65, could be a sign of an economic restructuring 
in the name of the preservation of the technological 
knowledge rather than the sign of the decline 66. 
The studies on the extra limes areas have clearly 
shown that, between the 2nd and the 3rd c. AD, the 
increase of the iron working in the rural areas is 

directly connected to an evolution of the agricul-
tural practices 67 and certainly not to a reduction of 
economic and commercial capabilities for autoc-
racy purposes. 

However, often the archaeological data are 
unsatisfactory to well understand the economic 
and commercial significance of these craft activi-
ties that can be effectively linked to the self-
consumption or structural needs: this is the case 
of the rest and service places 68 such as the coastal 
statio in S. Vito Chietino (location, Murata Bassa 
CH). It had to be that during the Imperial period 
an important plant specializing in the production 
of lamps was located in the S.Vito statio. After the 
roman production plant was abandoned, the area 
was used for funerary purposes. In an even later 
date, around the 6th c. AD there had to be a further 
settlement phase characterized by a housing made 
of perishable materials. At this period belongs the 
ceramic kiln, very small in size, which was prob-
ably related to the self-consumption needs for the 
welcome purposes of the statio 69, however, is not 
possible to exclude that it could produce a surplus 
that fulfilled also commercial needs even in a short 
range.

Furthermore, the production of ceramics, in 
Late Antiquity, as part of a settlement in which in 
Roman Times were produced lamps represents an 
interesting case of resumption of activity, probably 
promoted by the availability of good quality clay.

However, on the basis of the generic marks 
related to the craft activities is quite difficult to 
define the permanence, even in the Late Antiquity, 
of a class of merchants, artisans or indeed the 
landed aristocracy 70 in the “minor” settlements. In 
this sense are perhaps more indicative some mate-
rials that belong to the funerary contexts reserved 
for a high social class which can be interpreted as 
“proof” of the socio-economic dimension of some 
of the settlements and even of the religious context 
referring to the Christianization 71. As to this, there 
are two explicative sarcophagi of the 4th c. AD, 
the first of which belongs to a Roman workshop 72 
and is currently exhibited in the Church of San 
Clemente a Casauria in the context of the ancient 
vicus Interpronium 73, while the other is realized 
in Proconnesian marble and it has probably been 
imported from the East, it is now stored in the 
church of S.Pietro a Campovalano which surely 
was in the same settlement of which unfortunately 
is not possible to know the name.

The sarcophagus of San Clemente a Casauria 
is decorated only along the front side with three 
Christian figurative scenes and two with strigilated 
motifs 74. It is an interesting case beyond the fact 
that a marble sarcophagus is still an element that 
distinguish a certain elite, but especially from the 
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peculiarity of the iconography represented, namely 
Susanna among the elders 75, which has com-
parisons with a single copy known to the writer, 
now preserved in Barcelona 76. It is possible to 
argue that these two samples come from the same 
workshop as the special nature of the decorative 
theme and especially some formal and stylistic 
elements 77. The decorative theme is definitely 
uncommon 78 compared to the conventional figure 
of the prayer (“orante”). However, it seems to per-
sist the problem on the awareness of the customer 
and/or purchaser.

The interesting fact is that of the connection 
with a roman workshop well integrated in the inter-
national trade, at least basing on the sample stored 
in Barcelona.

An international scope also characterizes the 
commercial exchanges in the Adriatic area of 
Abruzzo during the Late Antiquity as pointed 
out by the text of the sarcophagus inscription in 
Campovalano (fig. 4).

Unfortunately the inscription is lost 79 but a 
transcript of this is preserved in the Archive of the 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana within the Gaetano 
Marini’s fund 80. The inscription regards an epitaph 
in greek characters of a certain Aurelius Andronicus 
from Nicomedia, marble merchant (λιθένπορος), 
buried with his wife Fortuna.

The rear of this sarcophagus of Costantinian 
age, made up of Proconnesian marble, is decorated 
on all the four sides and is reused within the church 
of San Pietro in Campovalano 81. The decoration 
consists of two levels with two other figurative 

scenes focused on the Saint Peter’s iconography 
alternating with two panels characterized by very 
tight strigilated motifs 82. The decorative scheme 
and the type of marble seem to be linked to an east-
ern context as well as the deceased’s home.

Another λιθένπορος named M. Aurelius 
Xeronianus Aquila, a native of Bithynia is well-
known in Rome during the 3rd c. AD 83 through a 
funerary inscription in the church of S. Saba on 
the Aventino. The activity of these negotiatores 
marmorarii consisted in submitting the sarcophagi 
orders to the production workshops 84, especially 
after the “revitalization” of the mining activities 
and the resumption of the role of Nicomedia in the 
commerce 85.

In the 5th century the graeci negociatores 
managed the retail in Rome, staining often of 
unfair competition 86 and even in the Leges 
Visigothorum they are mentioned as transmarini 
negociatores operating in the Western area 87. 
Therefore, some of these eastern merchants set-
tled in the pars occidentalis continuing to mantain 
contacts with the motherland and creating effec-
tive networks of exchange 88. They are character-
ized by an extraordinary mobility 89, as evidenced 
even in the Early Middle Ages 90. The presence of 
a merchant performing such an activity in a minor 
center, as Campovalano used to be, is a relevant 
factor which may be partially explained by the 
settlement’s strategic location at the intersection 
of two main routes in close topographic relation-
ship with the coastal approach of Castrum Novum 
(Giulianova, TE), which from Late Antiquity 

Fig. 4. S. Pietro a Campovalano (Campli, TE). Early Christian sarcophagus (foto S. Antonelli).
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acquires a relevant role in the Adriatic relations 
with the East 91.

Furthermore, is important to take into account 
the dynamics related to the introduction of the 
Early Christian religious buildings with cura ani-
marum function: they are clearly located in relation 
to forms of vital settlements; moreover, the fur-
nishings indicate commercial and cultural contacts 
in the Mediterranean context as well as a certain 
economical capability.

Regarding this is definitely significant 
another discovery of architectural elements in 
Campovalano, at San Pietro church, made of 
Proconnesian marble, some of whom are semi-
finished 92 (especially a column), and there is also 
a small pergula capitel with acanthus leaves deco-
rations dating to the 6th c. AD and it is probably 
related to a Presbytery enclosure 93. It is not clear 
the original function of the church but it is likely 
that it was in charge of the cura animarum. 

Santa Maria a Vico instead was surely a rural 
parish which preserved this role for all the Middle 
Age. In this church there are still two pairs of win-
dow barriers with geometrical decorations dating 
back to the 6th c. AD. For two barriers is relevant 
the comparison with a product of the Euphrasius 
Porec complex 94, on the other side of the Adriatic. 
In the Adriatic area, once again, have to be found 
comparisons and stylistic influences that character-
ize the mosaic of the church of Santo Stefano in 
Rivo Maris in Casalbordino (CH).

In the Late 5th c. AD the church is part of a 
Roman villa in close relationship with a dock and 
a statio as well.

The archaeological investigations found out 
a series of mosaic floors, including a fragment of 
figured floor with a deer that longs for a kantaros 
from which grows a vine shoot dating back to the 
6th c. AD.

The most punctual comparisons refer to the 
mosaics known in the Balkans and the Aegean 95 
(fig. 5). This decorative motif is particularly wide-
spread on both sides of the Adriatic 96 and despite 
the diversity of representations it reveals a common 
iconographic matrix. Moreover, the theme of the 
deer which longs for a kantaros is usually used in 
relation to baptismal environments and even in the 
absence of the baptismal font, that has not already 
found, could let imagine a cura animarum function 
even for the S.Stefano in Rivo Maris church.

There is no doubt that the circulation, in Late 
Antiquity, of materials, patterns and perhaps work-
ers even from long-range circuits like the other 
side of the Adriatic or the East attest the access of 
these settlements to the same circuits, but also an 
economic dimension and still considerable socio-
cultural one.

In conclusion, it is possible to point out that 
during the Late Antiquity in Abruzzo could act an 
economic model based on the “minor” settlements 
which played an important role as local markets and 
service centers for the circulation and exchange of 
products and good, even from remote areas.

These settlements were mainly placed at the 
center of a systemic distribution area (the so-called 
theory of central places), in which a rule is to local-
ize at least the largest settlement from an urban 
point of view (but not urban strictu sensu) where 
specific artisan activities took place and/or it was 
possible to deliver specialized services. 

In this last category of settlements could be 
included either the coastal settlement of Ostia 
Aterni (which is nowadays Pescara), equipped with 
a port particularly active in the Late Antiquity, as 
the settlement of Peltuinum in the Abruzzo interior. 
Both the settlements never reached the municipal 
status.

The port of Ostia Aterni played the role of 
redistribution center of goods coming from beyond 
the Adriatic and Mediterranean 97. The highest vol-
ume of traffic is probably included by the first half 
of the 6th c. AD 98, although there are significant 
evidences until the 6th c. AD 99.

The presence in the hinterland of transport 
containers and eastern sigillata samples 100 might 
suggest that the role of Ostia Aterni was similar to 
that managed by other redistributor centers which 
were in a strong interaction system between the 
pars occidentalis and orientalis of the Empire, 
with different market dynamics imposed by pure 
market needs rather than “state” directives.

Fig. 5. S. Stefano in 
Rivo Maris (Casal- 
bordino, CH). Mo- 
saic in the nartex 
(Tulipani 2001).

S. Antonelli et alii, Between ‘villages’ and ‘towns’ in the Mid Adriatic area
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The Peltuinum settlement, in the vestine area, 
presented urban characteristics 101 very close to 
urban settlements and played a strategic role in the 
development of territory in Late Antiquity.

In Peltuinum has been found a bronze 
“Zwiebelknopffibel”, which is a crossbow fibula dat-
ing back to the 4th-5th c. AD 102. This crossbow fibula 
is mainly attested in the urban centers (Iuvanum, 
Alba Fucens and Castrum Truentinum) 103.

The presence of this type of fibula may be 
cautiously connected to the presence of military 
ranks and, therefore, to the allocation of troops 104, 
or presence of State officials and members of their 
families.

In Peltuinum, in the Post-Classical phases, 
many indicators of specialized craft activities 
were found and this could be the evidence of 
its role as a “mediator” center. During the Late 
Antiquity, probably since the 4th c. AD, in fact the 
north-west corner of the porticus of the temple, 
placed near the theatre, is converted back to arti-
san purpose. The intercolumnar spaces are buff-
ered with reused material and create in this way 
a small regular environments. Some indicators 
allowed the identification in one of these spaces 
of a lapidary workshop where the stone material 
recovered from the same temple and the nearby 
theatre was worked 105.

In another of the rooms was instead found a 
large deposit of animal bones with obvious traces 
of cutting and also many bone’s objects, this was 
undoubtedly a workshop involved in the produc-
tion of bone artefacts 106.

The bone’s processing in the Late Antiquity, 
as well as Peltuinum, seems to be confirmed only 
in the city center of Alba Fucens as part of a 
workshop still active in the 5th c. AD 107. This is a 
definitely a normal phenomenon since it is a spe-
cialized production that is most obvious find in the 
urban contexts, in the major centers or however in 
those centers which have an intermediate function 
from an economical point of view compared to 
smaller settlements in which instead are produced 
“primary” goods.

To confirm the presence of specialized pro-
ductions in Peltuinum there is also the discovery 
in the porticus of the temple of “processing waste 
and slags from the fusion of the bronze, silver and 
iron” […] and also from the evidence “in one of 
the workshops, of a likely melting bed” 108, as well 
as by the significant presence of recovered objects 
(statues fragments, inscriptions and decorative 
friezes of the Classic period found out in the sacred 
area) destined to be remelted.

Finally, seems quite clear that in Peltuinum 
there was a solid bronze and silver processing 
activity that can be considered “specialized” in 

proportion to the everyday activities steel, com-
monly certified in most smaller town.

Minor Settlements in the Paelignan Valley: 
a study case in Abruzzo (M.M.)

The Peligna Valley represents an interest-
ing case of study of the ancient central Adriatic 
settlement patterns for its physical and historical 
features: it is a meeting point between the moun-
tainous inland (to the west) and the coastal set-
tlement to the east, crossed by several rivers and 
historical roads. The instance we are going to dis-
cuss is the study of Conca Peligna (Peligna Valley) 
and the rural landscape of one of its main centers, 
Corfinium (fig. 6).

Corfinium is the fulcrum of the territo-
rial organization in the northern part of the valley 
since preroman times and it keeps it central role 
during the Roman empire and also during late 
antiquity, when the city becomes bishop seat. It is 
also a context in which romanization took place 
early (3rd c. BC) but also where nonetheless a 
strong identity awareness resisted, leading the city 
of Corfinio being the meeting place for the Lega 
Italica formed against Rome. Its geomorphologi-
cal situation, made of dry highlands, abundance 
of water (both in terms of sources and rivers) and 
steep mountains led its inhabitants to different 
solution in terms of inhabiting the valley. In the 
first phase of the project, legacy and scholar data 
were recorded and elaborated in the framework 
of the recent historical and archaeological model 
related to the evolution of the landscape. All the 
sites have been georeferenced and processed in 
a GIS platform on which spatial analysis were 
performed (mainly viewshed analysis and density 
heatmaps) 109.

The valley is known to be inhabited vicatim 
since the late Bronze Age and enters the roman 
orbit from the 3rd c. BC, following the conces-
sion of a foedus to the Peligni in 304 BC and the 
contemporary construction of the Via Tiburtina 
Valeria. As for its settlement pattern, it is usually 
illustrated with the so-called “pagus-vicus” model 
(see above), whose limits are recently been exposed 
by Tess Stek 110. Without detailing too much, the 
model foresees that one or more vici may refer to a 
territorial district (the pagus); more pagi compos-
ing a touto/populus thus shaping the various popu-
lations that inhabitated the area. Sanctuaries were 
a distinctive feature of the model, being the “refer-
ence point” for the local communities. In addition 
to the issues highlighted by Stek (poor linking with 
the archaeological evidence, self-justification of 
the model) we would like to add another expose 
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another flaw, related to the terminology used for 
the model itself. The use of the term vicus to gener-
ally define sparse/minor pre roman settlement may 
mislead the interpretation, as in roman jurisdic-
tion vicus is a precise status given to a compact 
almost-urban settlement and it’s strictly related to 
the roman presence and intervention on the land-
scape. Therefore using for example the word vicus 
to define a 3rd c. BC minor settlement in this area 
where roman presence does create misunderstand-
ing between the model and the archaeological evi-
dence. The archeological data show instead in the 
pre roman age for the Conca Peligna the presence 
of several very dispersed settlements (and their 
necropolis) often related to sanctuaries. 

A simple GIS density analysis may help us 
to visualize better the shape and concentration of 
this territorial district; the density distance was set 
at 0.5 km, a short in terms of settlement patterns 
and at 1 km (fig. 1). It is the case of Capo Pescara, 
where a sanctuary related to the source of the 
Pescara river is associated with sparse settlements 
and necropolis. The area was also strategic to the 
control of the river cross and the passage that led 
towards the coast. 

The pagus could be seen here as a territorial 
boundary not related to a complex settlement but 
in connection with a cult place (Capo Pescara) 
and its sparse populated area; this also may be 
connected to the funerary areas that appear along 
the route Popoli-Vittorito and Popoli-Corfinio) 
which therefore the southern boundary. The pagus 
may then become a fundus of the gens Aufidia, 
as some late republican epigraphs in Ravara S. 
Padre testify. 

A similar situation is the one in Vittorito. 
Here, the sanctuary is located S of the settlement 
in an elevated position on a platform of the hill and 
with the full visual control on area below and on 
the course of the river Aterno. Traces of settlement 
and burial areas have been found, not far from 
each other in the area of San Biagio, Fontuccia, St. 
Maurizio and Collevitare. In this case we find the 
same recurrent elements: sanctuary, settlements, 
funerary areas.

Another district South of Corfinio can be 
traced in the area of Taverna della Chitarra; an 
inscription found in the area reports the activity of 
the meddices actici, magistrates in charge of build-
ing a structure related to water management. 

S. Antonelli et alii, Between ‘villages’ and ‘towns’ in the Mid Adriatic area

Fig. 6. Sites in the Paelignan Valley.
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Water was, as we mentioned, an important 
element in the management of the resources. Many 
of the sanctuaries of the valley were related to 
water sources (Capo Pescara, Fonte S. Ippolito 
just to mention some of them 111). The model that 
D’Ercole proposed for the sanctuaries of this area 
(boundaries/liminal function) mainly based on 
the Magna Grecia examples and the De Polignac 
theory and on the application of Thiessen poly-
gons, has been argued recently by Stek 112. The 
function of these cult places is to be the social and 
political focus of the district, representing both a 
meeting point, and probably the economic fund of 
the pagus.

Unfortunately we still don’t know much about 
the articulation of the settlements. Corfinium, 
being one of the main centers offers some more 
data. The ancient sources defined this settlement 
in the pre roman age both as an oppidum and as 
a conciliabulum. The archaeological data seem to 
confirm at least the presence of a fortified settle-
ment in the highest part of the highland where the 
modern city is located. The presence of a market 
place, probably related the transhumance routes 
may be attested by the presence of a later subur-
ban campus militaris, that, despite the name, was 
used also for other purposes as cattle market. We 
may suppose that oppida and hilltop fortified set-
tlements were set to control the market places of 
the pagi, while sanctuaries remained as political/
social reference of the pre-roman Touto. This role 
was certainly related to the geo-morphological 
setting but led also these centers to be chosen as 
residences of power by the aristocrats between 7th 
and 5th c. BC. 

Another trace of the importance of the cult 
places is the presence of materials connected to the 
cult of Cerere, near Casino di Ciccio (southeast of 
Corfinio), that can also be linked to another rural 
settlement along the road from Raiano to Capo 
Canale 113.

In the southern area of the highland we can 
assume the presence of another territorial agency. 
Near Taverna della Chitarra, Van Wonterghem 
debated the presence of a pagus: an iscription in 
paelignan language highlights the work of two 
meddices actici, village officials, which were in 
charge of building structures related to water man-
agement.

During the late republican and early impe-
rial age the situation changes. The stabilization 
of the routes and the subdivision of the land -cen-
turiation 114 – redesigns the landscape. As some 
of the most important centers turn from minor 
settlement to municipia (Corfinium, Sulmo, and 
Superaequum), the sparse settlement tends to con-
tract into more compact-agglutinated sites. Besides, 

the importance of the Via Tiburtina Valeria as 
major link from the Tyrrhenian to the Adriatic sea, 
and the development of secondary road network 
led to the birth of a new kind of service/road settle-
ments: stationes and mansiones appear now along 
the trade routes. 

The centrality of the pagus, recedes in favor 
of a more crucial role of the municipia while sev-
eral of the sparse settlement sites changes into vici 
– or other kinds of roman minor settlements as the 
case of Fonte S. Angelo-Taverna della Chitarra-
Casino Santoro (fig. 6 n. 81, 82, 84, 85); this idea 
is also supported by an epigraph which highlights 
this change of status (utei pequ/niam populo pageis 
retrib[uerunt] CIL IX, 3173 = ILS 5642). Also in 
this area the density heatmap seems to point out 
that all the sites belonged to the same territorial 
instance: it must be noted the inscription dedicated 
to Paulo Mammio Aufidio which, by the will of 
the population of Corfinio, is nominated patronus 
municipii.

Also the other agglomerations (Vittorito, 
Raiano, Capo Ravara) still continue to exist, 
functioning as intermediate nodes of a settlement 
pattern which uses a more complex and diffused 
road network to connect the different sites in the 
valley.

This process is also testified by the second and 
third centurizations, dated by Soricelli 115 between 
half of the 1st c. BC and first half of the 1 c. AD. 
The centurization grid covers all the valley from 
Corfinio to Sulmo, also reflects a new perception of 
the ancient landscape, no more divided into sparse 
settlement but functionally organized to manage its 
agricultural resources.

The last centurization, following a module of 
15x15 actus dates back to 48-49 AD, just before 
the construction of the Claudia Valeria Via which 
also constitutes one boundary of the system. In the 
same period, several water systems were built and 
they probably belong to the roman age. Water man-
agement had to be an integral part of the historical 
landscape of the Paelignan Valley: we have evi-
dence of that in the position and the role of sanctu-
aries in pre-Roman and Roman times, the signifi-
cant presence of elements linked to the collection 
and channeling of water (tanks, cisterns, etc. found 
in large numbers already by Van Wonterghem 116); 
and in the alignment of several axes of centuriza-
tion to the water channels 117. In comparison to the 
other centuriated areas, it must be recorded that the 
presence of villae is low in the whole valley and 
completely absent in the ager of Corfinium. This 
fact can be related to the deficiency of updated 
data and intensive surveys. It is also possible that 
in this area the large estate model does not apply, as 
a sparse estate and settlement remains the preferred 
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way to organize the territory. The sanctuaries now 
have lost their social political role and are limited 
(where not almost abandoned) to their religious 
service. However, many of them kept their “land-
mark” function and will be later recovered and 
reused with the propagation of the Christian cult. 
It is the case of Fonte S. Ippolito, where the monu-
mentalization of the sanctuary in the 4th-3rd c BC 
is followed by a phase of abandonement after the 
second half of the 1st c.AD and a reprise of use in 
the late antiquity and middle ages, this time as a 
Christian church and cemetery 118.
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206, n. 151, fig. 175.

95	 Tulipani 2001, p. 328 with related bibliography.
96	 Jakšić 2009; Jeličić-Radonić 1993; for a broad re-

view of the evidences see Giuliani, Leone 2011, pp. 
158-159.

97	 About Ostia Aterni and analysis of the material data 
see Antonelli, Somma 2017.

98	 The pottery dates back to the V century A.D.: e.g. 
ARS production D form Hayes 61B3, production 
C5 form Hayes 85 and the mortar in coarse ware 
Fulford 22-23, see Bonifay 2004, p. 449. The form 
Hayes 99, also found out in Pescara, is one of the 
most controversial and debated as regards the dat-
ing. It has been dated to the sixth century AD by 
Hayes and then backdated by Tortorella to the sec-
ond half of the fifth century A.D., see Tortorella 
1998, p. 43. This form has been commonly dated 
to the sixth century AD, even if the variant A does 
not seem to cross the mid-sixth century, see Bonifay 
2004, p. 181.

99	 Like the later forms of African sigillata Hayes 90 
variant B2, Hayes 105, 106 Hayes and Hayes 107, 
see Staffa 1991, p. 315.

100	 These are the Hayes forms 3D, 3E, 3H dated back 
between the Late fifth and early sixth century A.D. 
certified in different sites of the Pescara Valley, see 
Siena, Troiano, Verrocchio 1998, p. 678. Imports of 
LRC sigillata (or PRS), Middle East and microasiat-

ic amphorae identify the close relationships between 
the Adriatic area and the East, as already observed in 
Ravenna and Dürres, to which we refer, respectively 
to Augenti et alii 2007, pp. 291-292 and Antonelli 
2012, pp. 322-323.

101	 Regarding the jurisdictional situation of Peltuinum, 
see Mancini, Menozzi 2017. The settlement is un-
der systematic archaeological investigations by the 
Archaeological Superintendence of Abruzzo and the 
University of Rome “La Sapienza” since the nineties 
of the Last Century, see Migliorati 2011, pp. 1-8 and 
related references. The forthcoming publication of 
ceramic materials will allow us to better understand 
its inclusion in broader commercial networks and the 
economic significance of the site itself. The study on 
the materials of the 1994-1997 archaeological sea-
sons has been led by the Dr. Luciana Tulipani and I 
would like to thank her for the exchange of ideas and 
availability, see Tulipani c.s.

102	 For this type of fibula and for their interpretation in a 
historical and archaeological key see Pröttel 1988, 
pp. 347-372; Buora 1997, pp. 247-260; Schierl 
2008, pp. 62-72.

103	 Archaeological Superintendence of Abruzzo, n. inv. 
124947 and n. cat. 135514. I really thank Marzia 
Tornese, a friend and a colleague of mine, for giving 
me the data relating to the Peltuinum fibula which as 
been drawn from the research conducted for her PhD 
thesis entitled “Presenze alloctone in Italia centrale: 
tempi, modalità e forme dell’organizzazione territo-
riale nell’Abruzzo altomedievale” discussed on June 
18, 2012, at the University of Rome, “La Sapienza” 
(XXIV ciclo).

104	 Possenti 2007, pp. 279-298.
105	 The workshop of a lapidary is still active in the tenth 

century A.D., see Tulipani 1996, p. 54.
106	 For a long tradition on bone processing in the inner 

of Abruzzo see Mancini, Menozzi 2017.
107	 Ceccaroni, Borghesi 2011, p. 230, fig. 22.
108	 Tulipani 1996, p. 52.
109	 The study was combined with the results of remote 

sensing and non invasive diagnostics in the study 
area, see La Salvia, Moderato, Pompilio 2015, p. 
477.

110	 Stek 2009 pp.65-70.
111	 Moderato, Tornese 2015, p. 478.
112	 Stek 2009 cap. 3.
113	 For an overview of the cults in Corfinio, see Dioniso 

2013.
114	 Choucer 1987, Soricelli 2011, Moderato, Tornese 

2015.
115	 Soricelli 2011, pp. 490-93.
116	 Van Wonterghem 1984 p. 322.
117	 Moderato, Tornese 2015 pp. 478-79.
118	 Somma, Antonelli, Casolino 2015, pp. 199-200.
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Abstract

The inland mountainous region of Abruzzo is very rich as far as regards  ancient populations, small towns and 
minor settlements, playing already from the Iron Age, especially in Roman times and in late antiquity an important 
role, both for the local population as well as from the mechanisms of settling and from the economic point of view. 
For too long, the studies of the settlement patterns and of the economic exploitation of the region have looked just 
to the main centres, playing very poor attention to the minor centers and to boundary areas of this territory. The 
main centers and sites in the area, in fact, are quite well known, while the minor settlements and the smaller towns 
are now widely investigated by local Superintendence, Universities and archaeologists, but they have never been 
properly studied systematically from the topographic point of view. The archaeological team of Chieti University 
is applying a new approach to the study of the inland and mountainous settling patterns, in relationship with the 
surrounding territory, using new technologies and methodologies, as Remote Sensing, intensive survey projects, 
archaeometric analysis and non invasive geo-archaeological prospecting. The region was organised during the Iron 
Age and in Roman times in numerous settlements, very different in typologies, wideness, role, economic vocation 
and position, systematically and homogeneously planned from a hierarchic point of view. In late antiquity and dur-
ing the Early Medieval age the patterns of the settlement changed the hierarchic organization. Moreover, they are 
generally closely related to the local road network, to the most important via Claudia Nova (Tratturo Magno and 
Via degli Abruzzi in Medieval Age), sanctuaries and temples, transhumance trackways and their development is 
greatly influenced by their locations and functions toward the main settlements and the exploitation of the territory. 
They are often the best sites to understand the mechanisms of settling as well as the role of the local productions 
and economy in the development and locations of these population patterns. It could be therefore very interesting 
to look at these minor typologies of sites contextualising them more closely and presenting the results of the recent 
excavations and surveys of Chieti University as sample cases. Moreover, the appendix is completely dedicated to 
the analytic study of an sample area, the Paelignan context, in order to show more closely a territorial case which 
has involved directly Sara Santoro in the surveys and researches. 

Keywords: minor settlements; economy; roads; settling patterns.
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Riassunto: Tra villaggi e città nell’area medioadriatica: ruolo e organizzazione gerarchica dell’insediamento 
minore in età romana.

Le aree montane interne dell’Abruzzo erano abitate da popolazioni italiche, in piccoli centri urbani ed insediamenti 
minori che giocarono un ruolo importante a partire dall’età del ferro, soprattutto in età imperiale e tardo antica, come 
si può notare dal particolare meccanismo insediamentale ed economico. Per lungo tempo, gli studi sui modelli inse-
diativi e sullo sfruttamento economico del territorio si sono incentrati sui centri principali, mostrando poco interesse 
verso i centri minori e le aree periferiche. Infatti, i centri e i siti principali sono ben noti, al contrario degli insedia-
menti minori e dei piccoli centri abitati che solo di recente sono stati ampiamente investigati dalla Soprintendenza, 
dalle Università e dagli archeologi, anche se non ancora studiati sistematicamente dal punto di vista topografico ed 
economico. Il gruppo di archeologi dell’Università di Chieti sta portando avanti approfondite ricerche sui modelli 
insediativi delle aree interne e montane della regione, in relazione al territorio circostante, anche attraverso l’uso di 
nuove tecnologie e metodologie, come “Remote Sensing”, ricognizioni intensive, analisi archeometriche, prospe-
zioni geo-archeologiche non invasive. Già durante l’età del ferro, la regione era popolata da numerosi insediamenti, 
differenti per tipologie, dimensioni, ruolo, vocazione economica e posizione, sistematicamente e omogeneamente 
pianificati in un preciso ordine gerarchico; ordine che si svilupperà ulteriormente in età romano-imperiale. Nella 
tarda antichità e durante l’Altomedioevo i modelli insediativi subiscono notevoli mutamenti, cambiando anche 
l’organizzazione gerarchica. Questi centri, così come santuari e templi, sorgevano lungo la rete stradale locale, in 
particolare la via Claudia Nova (nota come Tratturo Magno e Via degli Abruzzi in età medievale), ed i percorsi 
tratturali e il loro sviluppo è stato fortemente influenzato dalla loro posizione e funzione rispetto agli insediamenti 
principali ed allo sfruttamento del territorio. Ed è proprio il ruolo dei centri minori a rendere comprensibile il mec-
canismo di insediamento, lo sviluppo economico e delle produzioni locali di queste popolazioni. Sono qui presentati 
i primi risultati di ricerche e scavi dell’Università di Chieti relativamente agli insediamenti minori ed alla loro con-
testualizzazione topografica ed economica. L’appendice è completamente dedicata allo studio analitico di un’area 
campione nella Valle Peligna, un caso studio che ha coinvolto ed interessato direttamente Sara Santoro nelle indagini 
e ricerche.

Parole chiave: centri minori, economia, viabilità, modelli insediativi.
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