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Chapter 1 Introduction 

In this thesis I critically evaluate different ways to answer the question “what do small surface 

concentrations of Metal Age artefacts found in Mediterranean landscapes represent?”.  I investigate 

site formation processes resulting in such artefact scatters, their detection by archaeologists, and 

what they tell us of past settlement and land use. This thesis thus reflects on the daily activities and 

socio-economic patterns leading to the deposition of archaeological materials, how they are 

preserved, and how they become exposed at the present-day surface to be discovered by 

archaeologists. The title of the thesis, Surface   -               ce        , imagines surface finds as a product of 

buried deposits; while the mirrored font indicates the challenges of ‘reading’ the intricate 

relationships between subsurface remains and their expressions on the ground. 

This first chapter introduces my research project by discussing its problem statement (section 1.1), 

embedding in the Rural Life in Protohistoric Italy program (section 1.2), and thesis outline (section 

1.3). It concludes with a brief clarification of terminology and cartographic conventions (section 1.4). 

1.1 Problem statement: hidden rural Metal Age landscapes 
The Rural Life in Protohistoric Italy program recognizes three types of biases in the current state of 

knowledge about Metal Age1 settlement and land use in Italy. In this thesis, I use these three types to 

structure my research: 

 Conceptual biases rooted in research traditions and assumptions about protohistoric 

societies; 

 Landscape and site formation biases; 

 Data recording and methodological biases. 

In this thesis I apply different approaches to mitigate each of these three bias types and evaluate them 

in the light of their contribution towards our understanding of Metal Age landscapes and their 

expression in the archaeological (surface) record. I thus put the spotlight not only on the practical and 

technical challenges of detection methodology (as was the aim of the RLPI program, see the Preface 

and section 1.2), but also on the way archaeologists think about Metal Age societies and deal with the 

inevitable gaps in the archaeological record. I will show that our understanding of both pre-Classical 

land use and the ways in which we detect its physical expression are advanced by identifying and 

systematically countering each of these three biases. 

A problem especially relevant for our understanding of Metal Age landscapes is the scant attention 

paid to small surface scatters of often poorly preserved artefacts, with a diameter of less than 10 m. 

Such material concentrations are found in almost all Mediterranean field walking survey projects 

focusing on past settlement patterns and land use systems (FIG. 1.1), but typically remain 

uninvestigated after detection – if they are reported at all. This causes a severe bias in archaeological 

                                                            
1 I use the term ‘prehistory’ for all archaeological periods before the Metal Ages, thus Paleolithic, Mesolithic, 
and Neolithic (in southern Italy roughly the periods until 3000 BC). In Italy, ‘protohistory’ is used for the Bronze 
and Iron Ages. Other than the name of the ‘Rural Life in Protohistoric Italy’ project suggests, this thesis is also 
concerned with older farming communities and thus includes the Chalcolithic, a transitional period between 
prehistory and protohistory. Therefore, I prefer the overarching term ‘Metal Ages’ for the period under study 
here: Chalcolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages (in southern Italy ca. 3000-800 BC). For chronology in this thesis, see 
section 1.4.  

Subsurface 



4 
 

models of past land use and settlement patterns, which remain based on large ‘central’ sites, well-

preserved material categories, and a focus on accessible areas. Even if the typical scatter of a few 

fragments of pottery may look uninformative about land use, its presence indicates that activities that 

left material traces were conducted outside the known, large settlements. Small surface scatters are 

a key to unlock a still largely unknown landscape: the rural areas at the base of settlement pyramid.  

 

Figure 1.1. Typical expression of small Metal Age scatters in the Raganello basin. Left: outline of a concentration of 
surface material at site RB114 (Contrada Portieri). Right: assemblage of handmade impasto pottery found at site RB054. 

The lopsided attention towards large settlements sites is especially relevant for the relatively small-

scale and hardly stratified societies of the Italian Metal Ages (ca. 3000-725 BC). Models of subsistence, 

industry, and exchange are still firmly rooted in excavations of ‘key settlements’ while the landscapes 

between them often remain blank spaces on the map. Climate and vegetation reconstructions, crucial 

for an understanding of subsistence, are hindered by limited botanical data available from old and 

new excavations, and few pollen records available to make reliable reconstructions of the interaction 

between rural population and their environment (see also section 2.2.8). Despite longstanding 

zoological studies demonstrating the crucial role of domesticated animals for Metal Age subsistence 

and economy, reconstructions of seasonal land use strategies and livestock management during the 

Metal Ages are sketchy at best, and often depend on ethnographic studies, more recent historical 

sources, and speculation. In summary, there is still no satisfactory model for the exploitation patterns 

and economic activity of the people at the base of the settlement pyramid (FIG. 1.2), nor do we have 

a clear picture of the kind of material remains these patterns and activities might leave. 

Pre- and protohistoric remains are generally difficult to detect, for various reasons.  In Greece the 

presence of a ‘hidden prehistoric landscape’ was signaled in the 1990’s by John Bintliff cum suis, who 

noticed during field walking surveys that prehistoric artefacts are easily overlooked in a carpet of 

multi-period remains (Bintliff et al. 1999; 2003). In artefact-poor situations, they may go unnoticed 

due to low contrast, poor preservation and the high visibility of materials from later periods. Below 

the surface, geophysical detection of pre-Classical remains is challenging due to their generally non-

monumental character, as well as low contrasts with surrounding soil. Furthermore, since such pre-

Classical remains are part of a much longer sedimentation and erosion history than those of younger 

periods, their detectability is much more likely to be a result of post-depositional processes. In other 

words: they may be buried deeper, but may also have been eroded a long time ago.  

These effects have been noticed by many landscape archaeologists, yet surprisingly few have tried to 

mitigate them. Although there have been a number of systematic field walking projects focused on 

pre-Classical periods in Italy, such as the Agro Pontino Survey in Lazio (Voorrips et al. 1991), the Gubbio 
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Basin Survey in Molise (Malone et al. 1994), the Stilo surveys in Calabria (Hodder and Malone 1984), 

and the Alto-Medio Polesine project near Verona (Cattaneo et al. 1990; De Guio et al. 1992; De Guio 

1995; Whitehouse et al. 2004), site formation processes and their effect on prehistoric site detection 

remain underexposed. Moreover, only few landscape archaeological projects have systematically 

applied multidisciplinary approaches to study the relationships between surface and subsurface 

expressions of small-scale pre-Classical sites – the Laconia Rural Sites Project in Greece (Cavanagh et 

al. 2005), the Bova Marina survey (Foxhall et al. 2007) and the Biferno Valley survey (Barker 1995) in 

Italy are rare exceptions.  

With the rapid degradation of Mediterranean archaeological landscapes due to intensified mechanical 

agriculture, such studies become more urgent. Small-scale remains of ephemeral activities are 

especially prone to plough damage and erosion. They may not yield many ‘treasures’ and have a 

limited culture-historical value, yet they are crucial for our understanding of daily life in antiquity. 

Although a single small site may not yield much information, a multitude of small sites is a potentially 

rich archive of past land use. Such archives, and the speed and scale at which their components are 

degrading, require a regional approach to map, characterize, and assess their heritage value. 

Archaeological survey projects can thus offer an important contribution to cultural heritage 

management, which traditionally is concerned with single, exceptional sites rather than ancient 

landscapes. As the divide between academic archaeology and heritage management remains wide, 

this contribution is only starting to take ground. 

1.2 The Rural Life in Protohistoric Italy program 
The RLPI program aimed at a better understanding of the many small artefact scatters recorded by 

Mediterranean survey projects, both in terms of detection and interpretation. The original research 

proposal submitted to the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) signals two reasons 

for the poor state of knowledge about small protohistoric surface scatters: a) they offer little 

interpretative potential due to poorly datable artefacts, and b) archaeologists have traditionally been 

focused on a minority of ‘special’ sites that offer richer material assemblages, such as cemeteries, 

sanctuaries, and large settlements (Van Leusen 2010). As a result, only the top of settlement pyramids 

(Christaller 1933; FIG. 1.2) are studied, whereas the broad base of small rural settlements is neglected 

in archaeological studies; a problem which is all the more pressing for societies which did not (yet) 

have a fully developed settlement hierarchy such as prehistoric and early Metal Age communities2. 

The program proposed to remedy this situation by gaining more insight into the anthropogenic and 

natural processes which result in the formation of surface artefact scatters. Moreover, it aimed at 

refining the detection and study methods 

applied to map and investigate them.  

The program focuses on the Metal Ages, a 

notoriously underexposed period in 

Mediterranean landscape archaeology. The 

broad term ‘protohistoric’ is used in this 

context to indicate scatters which consist of 

fragments of a specific type of coarse 

handmade pottery. In Italy such pottery is 

known as impasto, and is the most common 

                                                            
2 Settlement hierarchies emerge in the Italian peninsula in the later phases of the Metal Ages (from the Late 
Bronze Age onwards). A good example is Etruria (Di Gennaro 2000; 2006; Pacciarelli 2001). 

Figure 1.2. The settlement pyramid as proposed in Christaller’s 
‘central place theory’ (1933). 
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type of artefact found in Italian Metal Age sites. Impasto is often poorly preserved due to its low firing 

temperatures and often lacks datable features, especially in surface scatters. Therefore, the RLPI does 

not focus on a specific Metal Age period, but rather on a site type characterized by the presence of 

impasto pottery3. Such sites are often small, only a few meters in diameter, and are encountered in 

different parts of Italian landscapes. As such, the typical small impasto surface scatter testifies to non-

incidental human activity in different areas and altitudes.  

The research approach of the RLPI program is 

based on the assumption that there is a limited 

range to such non-incidental human activity 

eventually resulting in artefact scatters. In 

other words, material traces are the result of 

only a few activities or location functions. 

Therefore, it should be possible to distinguish 

different types of material traces in a wider 

area. If these traces are indeed the result of 

similar activities, such site types can be the key 

to understanding land use patterns and 

regional settlement systems. Investigating 

representative examples of such site types in 

detail allows to tie in local situations and 

processes into wider, regional organization 

patterns. Conversely, if archaeological ‘sites’ are mainly products of patterning in post-depositional 

processes (see section 3.3), we should also be able to see this by investigating similar situations, and 

map these processes on a wider scale. 

The program aimed at investigating three aspects of Metal Age sites: 

 Human activity leading to the deposition of artefacts;  

 Natural processes affecting the preservation, burial and exposure of archaeological deposits; 

 Detectability of archaeological remains. 

These three aspects are approached from three different angles within an inter-disciplinary 

partnership, combining archaeological, geophysical, and pedological studies. The three different 

angles each form a subproject under the RLPI umbrella, with thematic overlaps resulting in strong 

project integration (FIG. 1.3). This PhD dissertation is the result of the first subproject, the 

archaeological study of the anthropogenic processes leading to the formation of surface scatters, and 

into the methodology of their detection (subproject 1; De Neef). The specific aims and research 

questions for this sub-project are elaborated in section 1.3. The archaeo-geophysical study was 

conducted by a post-doctoral researcher, dr. Kayt Armstrong, who was appointed at the GIA between 

2011-2014. Her subproject was aimed at understanding the effects of post-depositional processes on 

the preservation and detection of small protohistoric sites in a typical Mediterranean landscape. 

Furthermore, her goal was to develop a methodology for geophysical prospection of such sites, and 

separate the effects from natural phenomena from anthropogenic features (subproject 2; Armstrong). 

                                                            
3 Technically speaking, impasto pottery already occurred during the Neolithic and therefore the program 

focuses in theory also on this prehistoric period. However, at the start of the RLPI program we had no 

indications of Neolithic pottery in our research area. See also section 1.4 for terminology. 

 

Figure 1.3. Subprojects of the RLPI and their overlapping 
sections. 
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The third, pedological study involves the natural background of the research area, and was conducted 

by soil scientists prof. dr. Jan Sevink and Michael den Haan, MSc. They characterized the different 

landscape parts of the research area, mapped the soil types, and developed a soil classification model 

to be used by other researchers in the area (subproject 3; Sevink and Den Haan).  

1.3 This thesis: bias reduction in the archaeological interpretation of 

surface and subsurface phenomena 
My awareness of the biases in Metal Age settlement and land use reconstructions is based on the 

recording of 160 small impasto pottery scatters by GIA researchers in the Raganello basin: I noticed 

that there are few and insufficient models to explain such surface remains, that their preservation and 

detection is affected by various natural and anthropogenic formation processes, and that the 

detection of such remains is poorly developed within the discipline of landscape archaeology. In this 

thesis, I follow different approaches to mitigate these distortions. My final goal is to come to a better 

understanding of small-scale Metal Age surface scatters in our research area in terms of site 

formation, detectability, and role in settlement and land use patterns. 

Table 1.1. Outline of this thesis. 

Introduction Chapter 1: problem statement and outline 

Background Chapter 2: environmental and scientific context 

Chapter 3: three bias types in the archaeological record 

 Argument line 1: countering ‘practical’ research 

biases in the tangible archaeological record 

Argument line 2: countering biases and blank spaces 

in concepts of protohistoric settlement / land use 

Methodology Chapter 4: methods and approaches  

Data Chapter 5: fieldwork results 

Discussion Chapter 6: assessment of methods and 

approaches 

Discussion Chapter 7: the added value of integrated multi-

disciplinary datasets 

Data  Chapter 8: contribution of ethnographic data to 

understand land use and settlement patterns 

Discussion Chapter 9: integrating new data into existing models of protohistoric societies in Italy 

Conclusions Chapter 10: conclusions / outlook 

 

My research questions partly overlap with those of the RLPI project of which I was part, but my interest 

in the interpretation of impasto scatters for reconstructions of Metal Age settlement and land use 

patterns forces me to move beyond the mostly practical aims of the RLPI. As was explained in section 

1.2, the central focus of the RLPI – the overlapping area between the three subprojects as visualized 

in FIG. 1.3 - was formed by the tangible aspects of Metal Age site preservation and detection. To 

integrate these practical issues with my aim to explore the interpretative potential of seemingly 

unpromising but ubiquitous artefact scatters, I follow two different argument lines. The first line 

concerns the practical side of bias mitigation, centring on investigating the effects of site formation 

processes and improving detection methods (left in Table 1.1). The second line concerns what I call 

‘conceptual’ distortions in reconstructions of pre-classical landscapes. It explores the academic debate 

about Metal Age societies and its effect on how archaeologists investigate the landscapes they 

occupied (right in Table 1.1). Both lines come together at the end of the thesis, in Chapter 9, where I 

integrate technical detail and field observations with the wider academic debate on protohistoric 

societies. 
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1.3.1 Outline of this thesis 
Chapter 2 presents the environmental and scientific context in which the present research was 

conducted. It introduces the research area, the Raganello basin, and clarifies geology, climate, and 

land use of the wider region, the Sibaritide in northern Calabria (Italy). I then move on to an overview 

of archaeological research carried out in this region prior to the RLPI project, both by Italian and 

foreign scientists. This overview provides context to Chapter 3, in which I will go deeper into the 

distortions caused by concepts in archaeological research, and Chapter 4, where the methodology 

behind the used dataset is explained. 

Chapter 3 gives an overview of different factors causing biases in the way archaeologists record and 

reconstruct archaeological remains. While these may stand in the way of an answer to the central 

question of this thesis, it is important to be explicit about them before proposing a practical approach 

for the study of small Metal Age remains. This chapter therefore deals with the potentially biasing 

effects of research strategies, researchers’ backgrounds and concepts of past societies. The 

peculiarities of Italian pre- and protohistoric research and academic climate, and how they are 

profoundly influenced by the societal and political developments in Italy’s recent past, are explored in 

order to understand how pre-classical rural land use became underrepresented in Italian 

archaeological scholarship. This serves as a framework to understand how the baseline for 

protohistoric research in our research area in northern Calabria, the model developed by Renato 

Peroni, was formed and why it was never seriously contested or fine-tuned. I then discuss the effects 

of site formation, landscape formation, and post-depositional processes in producing the 

archaeological (surface) record, to provide background to the depositional processes in typical 

Mediterranean landscapes such as the Raganello basin, putting special emphasis on the effect of 

agricultural terracing. Finally, I explore a third type of bias, reviewing the ongoing debate on recovery 

strategies and highlighting the challenges of archaeological field walking survey. 

In Chapter 4, I discuss methodological issues pertaining to our study of the impasto scatters mapped 

in the Raganello basin. First, I discuss the dataset of 160 impasto sites studied by the RLPI project, 

since it is the result of the long-duration RAP surveys and itself the product of various types of biases. 

I explain why and how I delimit the number of known Metal Age sites in the Raganello basin to come 

to a controlled dataset for the RLPI studies. Subsequently, I explain how a site classification based on 

landscape zones and finds assemblage properties will be used as the basis for a sampling strategy.  

Then I will give a short introduction to the field techniques applied by the RLPI, and emphasize the 

high-resolution, interdisciplinary approach of the project. The level of spatial control and 

documentation detail I aim at in this study allows us (and others) to repeat our work and test our 

conclusions, but also to come to more robust interpretations of archaeological remains. 

 The results of RLPI fieldwork conducted with the proposed approaches and methods are presented 

in Chapter 5. This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the results in each of the 

participating sub-disciplines, following the site classification proposed in Chapter 44. Details of the 

discussed sites, a short summary of the interdisciplinary results, and maps and drawings are included 

in Appendix 1. 

As part of my aim to improve the practical side of site detection and the interpretative potential of 

field results for the successful mitigation of field recording biases, Chapter 6 uses the results presented 

                                                            
4 For reasons of space, Chapter 5 is a digest of the fieldwork. Full reports by each of the three subprojects are 
presented in technical reports, which are at the time of writing still in preparation (subproject 1: De Neef and 
Van Leusen forthcoming; subproject 2: Armstrong and Van Leusen forthcoming; subproject 3: Sevink et al. 
forthcoming). 
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in Chapter 5 to evaluate the approaches and methods proposed in Chapter 4. Chapter 6 is thus an 

essential ingredient in my contribution to countering research biases, and gives recommendations for 

future applications in similar circumstances5.  

The full interpretative potential of the interdisciplinary RLPI approach is explored in Chapter 7. Here I 

turn to the contribution of integrated high-resolution and controlled data to our understanding of 

Metal Age settlement and land use6. It illustrates the added value of integrated archaeological and 

geophysical datasets by presenting three eloquent case studies from different landscape zones and 

geological backgrounds.  

Chapter 8 signals the gaps in our knowledge which cannot be filled by intensifying archaeological 

research, and which mainly have to do with the invisible actions, organization, and perishable 

attributes of small-scale subsistence farming. In this part of the thesis, additional information from 

ethnographic observations of arguably similar communities is used to build a framework of land use 

and annual cycles of non-mechanized rural agricultural-pastoralist communities in the Mediterranean. 

Admittedly, this dataset is not as controlled as the highly controlled archaeological data I aimed for in 

chapters 4-6, since it was produced unsystematically as a side-project to the labor-intensive 

archaeological field work. Nevertheless, I argue that ethnographic data provides us with useful 

interpretative possibilities, such as is illustrated by observations on storage facilities, infrastructure, 

and the intensity of land use by non-mechanized farmers. 

The two argument lines of this thesis, following the practical and conceptual sides of protohistoric 

studies, come together in Chapter 9. Here I move from signaling shortcomings in archaeological data 

(Chapter 3), proposing ways to counter them (Chapters 4, 7), and producing data allowing a more 

robust archaeological interpretation (Chapters 5, 8), to formulating how the RLPI project and this 

thesis have contributed to our understanding of Metal Age settlement and land use. In order to 

illustrate the range of viewpoints on how such societies were structured and socio-economically 

organized, I introduce five influential ways of thinking about protohistoric societies in different parts 

of the Italian peninsula. I then show how our studies provide new information on different aspects of 

Metal Age societies, and how they contribute to our knowledge of the chronological and spatial 

patterns in protohistoric settlement of the Raganello basin. 

Chapter 10 concludes this thesis. It summarizes and reflects on the approaches and results of my 

research, and emphasizes the central argument for methodological studies to advance our 

understanding of non-literate societies. It ends with an outlook on methodological issues and aspects 

of protohistoric landscapes which, on the basis of the experience collected in this PhD thesis, seem 

particularly promising for future research. 

This thesis is accompanied by two appendices in which data is presented discussed in the text. 

Appendix 1 presents the fieldwork data obtained at targeted sites, including surface artefact 

distribution maps, geophysical data, finds lists, and finds documentation. Appendix 2 lists the C14-

dates obtained by the RLPI program.  

                                                            
5 This chapter excludes the geophysical techniques we used, since these will be subject to a review in the 
technical report of subproject 2 (Armstrong and Van Leusen forthcoming). 
6 This chapter consists of an article accepted with corrections by the peer-reviewed Journal of Field 
Archaeology. 
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 1.4 Terminology and cartographic conventions 
The terminology used here for Italian pre- and protohistoric periods is adopted from Pessina and Tiné’s 

textbook on the Italian Neolithic (2008) and Pacciarelli’s overview of south Italian protohistoric 

chronology (2001: 68). I am aware of the ongoing debate about Italian chronology, but since this thesis 

does not focus on typo-chronological detail, I will keep to broad, well-established sub-phases (Table 

1.2). ‘Protohistory’ is used in this thesis following the Italian concept, as the combined Bronze and Iron 

Ages. I use ‘Metal Ages’ to also include the Chalcolithic or Copper Age.  

Table 1.2. South Italian pre- and protohistoric chronology (after Pacciarelli 2001; Pessina and Tiné 2008) 

Period Conventional description This thesis 

Ca. 6000-5400 BC Early Neolithic ENEO 

5400-4500 BC Middle Neolithic MNEO 

4500-3000 BC Late Neolithic LNEO 

3000-2400/2300 BC  Chalcolithic (Italian Eneolitico) CHALCO 

2400/2300-2100/2000 BC Early Bronze Age 1 EBA1 

2100/2000-1700 BC Early Bronze Age 2 EBA2 

1700-1550/1500 BC Middle Bronze Age 1 / ‘proto-Appennine’ 1  MBA1 

1550/1500-1400 BC Middle Bronze Age 2 / ‘proto-Appennine’ 2 MBA2 

1400-1325/1300 BC Middle Bronze Age 3 / ‘Appennine’ MBA3 

1300-1175/1150 BC Recent Bronze Age / ‘subappennine’  RBA 

1175/1150-950/925 BC Final Bronze Age / ‘protovillanovian’ FBA 

950/925-850/825 Early Iron Age 1 / Primo Ferro 1 EIA1 

825-725 BC Early Iron Age 2 / Primo Ferro 2 EIA2 
 

C14-dates are given as calibrated BC/AD dates, obtained by the OxCal calibration program using the 

IntCal13 curve. A full list of C14-dates of the RLPI project is included in Appendix 2. All C14-dates were 

obtained by the Centre for Isotope Research (CIO) in Groningen.  

All maps in this thesis use the UTM projection and are north-oriented, unless otherwise stated. All 

coordinates are recorded in zone 33N, WGS84 datum.  

All photos and figures in this thesis are made by the author, unless otherwise stated. 

 

 

 

 


