THE PREHISTORY OF THE EARLY ATLANTIC PERIOD ALONG
THE LIGURIAN AND ADRIATIC COASTS OF NORTHERN ITALY

IN A MEDITERRANEAN PERSPECTIVE

Paoro Biaar

PREFACE

This article considers the prehistory of northern
Italy during the Late Mesolithic and Early Neolithic
periods with special regard to the Ligurian and
Adriatic coastlines.

Late Mesolithic ‘‘Castelnovian’ sites are
distributed throughout the entire study area. Con-
centrations are known in the mountain regions where
intensive surveys and excavations have been carried
out namely the Trieste Karst, the Adige Valley in
the Veneto, Trentino and South Tyrol and surroun-
ding areas, the south-central alpine arc in Lombar-
dy, the eastern Ligurian Apennine chain and the
nearby Tuscan-Emilian watershed (Bagolini and
Biagi 1980; Biagi e al. 1989). Isolated finds are also
attested in the Po Valley, both to the North and to
the South of the river Po. Along the Alpine pied-
mont the stations are sometimes located on moraines
surrounding lakes of glacial origin.

. Several traces of Castelnovian occupation come
from the caves of the Trieste Karst. Here Late
Mesolithic layers are often stratified between
“Sauveterrian’’ Early Mesolithic and Early
Neolithic Vlaska or Vasi a Coppa levels (Cannarella

and Cremonesi 1967). The Late Mesolithic layers -

at Grotta Benussi have been dated to 7620150

BP (R-1044), layer 4; 7230140 BP (R-1042),

layer 3/4; and 705060 BP (R-1043), layer 3
(Table 1). Along the northern Adriatic coastline,
further to the West, a few Castelnovian surface finds
have been collected some kilometres inland (Fig. 1),
around the lagoons of Marano and Venice {Broglio
et al. 1987). No Late Mesolithic site is known South
of the Po in the Romagna and Marche regions,
where, on the contrary, a number of Early Neolithic
Impressed Ware Pottery settlements have recently
been discovered (Bagolini ef al. 1988). The eatliest
of these is that of Maddalena di Muccia in the Mar-
che, dated to 658075 BP (R-643) (Alessio et a/.
1970). Further to the North the Impressed Ware
site of Fornace dei Cappuccini gave a date of
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| Fig. 1. - Distribution map of the Late Mesolithic and Eatly

Neolithic sites of the North Adriatic coast, The dates are, from
left to right, R-10404A, R-1043 and Bln-3372.

6320460 BP (Bln-3372). Only a few potsherds
attributable to vessels of the Dalmatian stream
{Chapman and Miiller 1990) of this tradition come
from the Trieste Katst caves.

A rather different situation is that at the
Ligurian coast where no Castelnovian camp has been
discovered. Here Late Mesolithic sites lie on mid-
dlefhigh altitude Apennine passes, often very
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Table 1 - List of the C14 dates of the study area. Calibrations according to Stuiver and Reimer (1986).
Site name BP yrs Cal BC yrs Lab #n Period Site type Feature

(1 sigma)

North Adriatic coast
Benussi 7620 = 150 6600-6270 R-1044 M Cave Layer 4
Benussi 7230 + 140 6180-5960 R-1042 M Cave Layer 3/4
Benussi 7050 = 60 5991.5824 R-1043 M Cave Layer 3
Maddalena di Muccia 6580 = 75 5562-5434 R-643 N Open site Pit
Cappuccini 6320 = 60 5339-5230 Bln-3372 N Open site Pit
Ripabianca 6260 & 85 5312.5157 R-559 N Open site Pit
Ripabianca 6210 £ 75 5256-5085 R-598A N Open site Pit
Ripabianca 6140 £ 70 5223-4978 R-598 N Open site Pit
Ligutian coast
Arene Candide 6980 = 115 5980-5700 UB-2423 "N Cave Layer 14
Pollera 6950 = 100 5950-5690 MC-756 N Cave Layer XXX
Arene Candide 6910 £ 110 5890-5660 1.J-4143 N Cave Layer 14-13
Arene Candide 6700 x 145 5700-5480 UB-2424 N Cave Layer 14
Stefanin 6610 = 60 3575-5480 Bln-3276 N Cave Layer 2
Pollera 6380 + 110 5590-5390 MC-757 N Cave Layer XXIX
Arene Candide 6520 + 100 5530-5350 1J-4144 N Cave Layer 15-14
Edera 6510 + 110 5530-5340 MC-2332 N Cave Hearth
Edera 6490 £ 110 5520-5320 MC-2333 N Cave Hearth
Nasino 6470 £ 120 5520-5290 R-267 N Shelter Layer IXi
Nasino 6420 = 65 5461-5311 R-313 N Shelter Layer VIII
Nasino 6400 + 105 5460-5250 R-313A N Shelter Layer VIII
Nasino 6280 £ 120 5350-5120 R-265 N Shelter Layer IXs
Nasino 6280 = 70 5317-5217 R-315 N Shelter Layer IXs
Aquila 6240 = 90 5283-5098 Bln-3430 N Cave Below layer
Arene Candide 6220 £ 55 5241-5163 R-101 N Cave Layer 26-25
Nasino 6140 + 110 5250-4950 R-263 N Shelter Layer VIIIa
Nasino 6015 £ 65 5010-4847 R-316 N Shelter Layer IXm
Nasino 5980 £ 85 4979-4797 R-333 N Shelter Layer X
Nasino 5955 = 65 4930-4787 R-3164A N Shelter Layer IXm
Continental ltaly
Romagnano IIT 7850 £ 60 6781-6591 R-1137 M Shelter Layer AB2-1
Romagnano IIT 7800 = 80 6717-6500 R-1137B M Shelter Layer AB2-1
Bagioletto 7670 = 120 6620-6420 1-12687 M Open site Red earths
Romagnano III 7500 + 160 6490-6160 R-1137A M Shelter Layer AB2-1
Covoloni Brojon 6970 = 60 5850-5719 R-892 M Cave Layer 6
Comunella 6960 + 130 5980-5680 Birm-830 M Open site
Pradestel 6870 £ 50 3769-5654 R-1148 M Shelter Layer D3-1
Fienile Rossino 6810 = 70 5749-5611 Bln-3277 M Open site Pit
Crestoso 6790 £ 120 5770-5350 Har-8871 M Open site Pit
Vhd 6170 + 110 5260-4970 I-11445 N Open site Pit XVIII
Lugo di Romagna 6170 = 50 5224-5062 Bln-3370 N Open site Beam
Travo 6130 = 160 5270-4870 1-13798 N Open site Pit
Sammardenchia 6120 = 60 5211-4958 Bln-3373 N Open site Pit
Ostiano 6090 x 100 5210-4900 Bln-2795 N Open site Pit TiT
Romagnano III 6060 = 50 5061-4918 R-781A N Shelter Layer T4
Fagnigola 6050 = 90 50974857 R-1544A N Open site Pir 1
Gaban 6030 = 45 5012-4883 Bln-1777 N Shelter Layer D2
Chiozza 6000 = 200 5180-4690 R-458 N QOpen site Pit
Gaban 5990 = 45 4954.4829 Bln-1778 N Shelter Layer D8
Cecima 5930 + 130 4980-4710° Har-5123 N Open site " Pit
Vhoe 5930 £ 30 4900-4781 Bln-3135 " N Open site Pir XXXTI
Savignano 5880 = 50 4831-4730 Bln-2976 N Qpen site Pit ’
Travo 5830 x 210 4960-4470 1-13779 N Open site Pit
Romagnano III 5810 = 30 4774-4618 R-781 N Shelter Layer T4
Fagnigdla 5760 = 160 4820-4440 R-1545A N Open site Pit 4
Gaban 5750 £ 60 4721-4527 Bln-1777A N Shelter Layer D2
Gaban 5650 + 150 4700-4370 Gif-3766 N Shelter Layer D8
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Fig. 2. - Distribution map of the Late Mesolithic and Early Neolithic sites of Liguria. The dates ase, from left to right, Bln-3276,

UB-2423, MC-756 and Birm-830.

close to jasper or other raw-material outcrops
(Biagi and Maggi 1983). None of the caves with Late
Palaeolithic and Farly Neolithic sequences, as for
example the Arene Candide, Arma dell’Aquila and
Stefanin, produced traces of Mesolithic occupation
(Batker et @l 1990; Bietti 1987). In the nearby
Tuscan-Emilian Apennines, one of the more recent

h

Castelnovian sites, Passo della Comunella, has a date
of 6960 + 130 BP (Birm-830}; a date almost contem-

poraneous with those available for the earliest

Neolithic of the Arene Candide and Pollera caves,
namely 6980+115 BP (UB-2423) and 6950100
BP (MC-756) (Fig. 2).

There are reasons for supposing that the evidence
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Fig. 3. - Distribution map of the Late Mesolithic and Early Neolithic sites of Liguria in relation to distance from the sea and height
above sea-level, The dates are, from left to right, UB-2423, Bln-3276 and Birm-830.



19911

iati igurian
4500 north adriotic coast liguri coast

5000

6500 l

soo0l FF

Fig. 4. - Scatterplot of the C14 dates of Table 1.

from sites from the North Adriatic and Ligurian
coastlines is strongly affected by disappearance of
a number of sites during the post-glacial sea-level rise.
As far as we know, the North Adriatic coastline lay
8 to 20 metres below present sea-level around 7000
BP (Bortolami et /. 1977). Similar data come from
Provence and probably apply to Liguria (Geddes et
al. 1983). The contemporaneous archaeological
evidence for Liguria during the seventh millennium
BP consists of a number of caves with Early
Neolithic occupation, sometimes opening quite in-
land along valley bottoms and sides, and of concen-
trations of middle/high-altitude Castelnovian stations
along the Apennine watershed (Fig. 3). The radio-
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carbon dates indicate that the twe material
cultures coexisted at least for a few centuries.
As confirmed by more recent data (Bagolini and
Biagi 1990), continental Italy was inhabited by
Late Mesolithic bands at least until the middle
of the seventh millennium BP. The first Neolithic
communities settled on the Po Plain around
the end of the same millennium as the C14 dates
from Vhd and Fiorano demonstrate. The radio-
carbon evidence shows a gap of at least 350 C14
years, between the disappearance of the last hunter-
gatherers and the arrival of the first farmers
(Fig. 4).

Almost nothing is known of the late Castelno-
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vian of the entire study region. This is due to the
disappearance of most open air sites in the Po Valley,
a very limited number of excavations carried out at
such sites and absence of faunal remains at Alpine
stations, with the exception of the Adige Valley rock-
shelters and Trieste Karst caves.

THE CHIPPED STONE ASSEMBLAGES

The industrial evolution of the Mesolithic com-
plexes is known thanks to excavations of Adige
Valley rock-shelters around Trento (Broglio and
Kozlowski 1983) and the sequences of the Trieste
Karst caves, but in both these regions the Castelno-
. vian series are incomplete. Sites more recent than
the above-mentioned have been excavated in the
Lombardy Alpine and Tuscan-Emilian Apennine
chains (Baroni ez al. 1990; Castelletti et al. 1976).
The Castelnovian station of Fienile Rossino in the
Brescian Pre-Alps has a date of 681070 BP
(BIn-3277). The high altitude (2000 m) Alpine hun-
ting camp of Laghetti del Crestoso gave a date of
6790 =120 BP (Har-8871); while the site of Passo
della Comunella in the Emilian Apennines, just East
of the Ligurian watershed, has a date of 6930 +130
BP (Birm-830). Chipped-stone assemblages from
these sites are characterized by long and short end
scrapets, various types of trapezes (some with a pi-
quant triédre point), notched blades, microburins and
pyramidal bladelet cores. In many cases, such as those
of Eastern Ligutia, the Trieste Karst or the moraines
of pede-Alpine lakes, Castelnovian bands exploited
local raw material sources. The existence of 2 com-
plicated long-distance flint network throughout the
Po Valley, between the Alps and the Apennines has
been indicated by Cremaschi (1978).

Chipped-stone assemblages from Impressed Wate
Culture sites of Liguria are of various materials:
varieties of flint, dark red and green jasper, hyaline
quartz and obsidian of Sardinian origin (Williams
Thorpe et al. 1979). Tool-types include short end
scrapets, straight perforators, truncations, isoscele
trapezes with backed or flat, bifacial, truncations and
rare microburins (Bagolini and Biagi 1987).

At the North Adriatic Impressed Wate settlement
of Fornace dei Cappuccini, the lithic assemblage is
characterized by an impressive number of burins,
often double, obtained from broken flakes, trunca-
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tions, long end scrapers with a steep front, as well
as trapezes of “‘Castelnovian’ type, straight awls,
sickle blades with oblique sheen and microburins.
Flint employed for chipped artefacts comes from the
Marche outcrops some 80/100 kms to the South-
East. Obsidian tools, representing 8.5% of the total
assemblage, come from various South Italian sources
(Ammerman pers. comm. 1990).

Flint assemblages of the Vho and Fiorano Cultures
of northern Italy comprise peculiar artefacts such as
burins on a side notch. The instruments are com-
monly obtained from bladelets and consist of straight
awls, georhetrical tools, bladelets with sinuous sides,
sickles with oblique sheen and microburins. The flint
comes from a pede-Alpine source, perhaps Mount
Baldo in the Veneto. It reached some 150 kms to
the South of the river Po to Piedmontese and
Emilian sites. No obsidian tool is recorded: at sites
of these cultures.

THE FAUNAL ASSEMBLAGES

A restricted number of Castelnovian sites has

“faunal remains. Rock-shelters of the Adige Valley

in Trentino, namely Romagnano and Pradestel, show
that red and roe deer were the main source of meat,
followed by chamois and boar (Boscato and Sala
1980).

Fowling and fishing were practised on a smaller
scale. Late Mesolithic subsistence of the Trieste cave
bands was based on hunting red deer, followed by
roe deer and boar. Collection of marine molluscs also
played an important role at the beginning of the
Atlantic period and fishing was also practised
(Cremonesi 1978-81). At Arene Candide in Liguria,
by the beginning of the seventh millennium BP, sub-
sistence was largely based on domesticated animals:
sheep, followed by cow and goat. Wild animals,
mainly boar and red deer, represent 35% of the
bones (Rowley-Conwy 1987). Wheat and batley
seeds, as well as agricultural implements including
mullers and saddle-querns, are also recorded (Biagi
and Nisbet 1987). Along the North Adriatic coast,
the earliest Impressed Ware site, Maddalena di Muc-
cia in the Marche, has a date of 658075 BP
(R-643). Its subsistence was based on hunting red
deer and boar. This picture changed a few centuries
later, as documented by finds at Ripabianca di
Monterado in the same region, where the oldest
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date is 6260 £ 85 BP (R-599). Tere sheep and goats
represent 649 of the assemblage (Barker 1975).
Sheep/goat and cattle also seem to predominate
over the species in the Early Neolithic Vlaska or
Vasi a Coppa Group of the Trieste Karst. Red, roe
deer and boar still predominate in the Vho sites of
the Po Plain (Barker 1976) which began to flourish
around the end of the seventh millennium BP.

CONSIDERATIONS

The origin of the Neolithic in northern Italy has

some obscure aspects which the research of the last -

twenty years has not yet clarified. They are:

1) The more recent Castelnovian camps are known
from pede-Alpine, Alpine and Apeénnine finds. They
are dated to the first centuries of the seventh millen-
nium BP. A gap of several hundred years is percep-
tible in the stratigraphies of the Adige Valley
rock-shelters between the end of the Castelnovian
and the appearance of the first pottery making com-
munities. A

2) The Ligurian caves which show evidence of long
occupation throughout the Late Palaeolithic and the
Early Neolithic, were not settled during the
Preboreal, Boreal and Early Atlantic climatic periods.
This is clear from reexamination of the material and
the C14 datings of the Arene Candide, Arma
dell’ Aquila and Stefanin caves.

3) The Ligurian Impressed Ware Culture has C14
dates earlier than those of the North Adriatic set-
tlements of the same culture. The oldest date, from
Arene Candide (UB-2423), is some 400 years earlier
than that from Maddalena di Muccia in the Mar-
che (R-643).

4) In Liguria, a few Mesolithic Castelnovian camps
lie some 3.5/4 kms from the present coastline, at
altitudes around 700/800 metres above sea-level.
These sites have not yet been carbon dated. Further
to the East, the Castelnovian station of Passo della
Comunella has a date almost identical (Birm-830) to
that known for the earliest Impressed Ware layers
of the Arene Candide and Pollera caves (UB-2423

and MC-756) (Figs. 2 and 3). This suggests that the -

two traditions coexisted, perhaps along the shore
now under water.

5) Both Late Mesolithic and Eatly Neolithic sites
were undoubtedly covered by the post-glacial sea-
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level rise. But, while in Liguria the strip between
the post-glacial coastline and the present one is rather
narrow, at least 20/25 kms of flat land, reasonably
fertile and suitable for habitation, have been
submerged along the North Adriatic coastline since
9000 BP (Shackleton and Van Andel 1985). This in-
dicates that the settlement pattern of the ar-

- chaeological record, as represented by cave sites in

Liguria and the Ttrieste Karst, is likelihood defective.
6} Even though the Castelnovian technological
background is said to have been of fundamental im-
portance for the Early Neolithic tool-kit of the North
Italian flint assemblages, clear differences are
recognizable between regional complexes, For in-
stance, the flat-retouch technique only appears in
the fleches tranciantes of the Ligurian Impressed Ware
Culture. A wide variety of new types, including long
straight awls, sickles with sheen, bladelets with -
sinuous profiles, and various types of burins-(in-
cluding the side-notch ones), make their appearance
(Fig. 3). Raw materials employed by the Early
Neolithic communities are more varied and soutces
seem to have been accurately selected, at least dut-
ing the Vhd and Fiorano Cultures. Obsidian began
to arrive during the Impressed Ware pericd, although
limited to the coastal region (Barker ef /. 1987).
7) Even though only a few dates ate available for
the North Adriatic sites (Fig. 1), the northernmost
settlements of the Impressed Ware Culture in
Romagna seem to be more or less contemporaneous
to the Vlaska or Vasi a Coppa-cave sites of the
Trieste area. This strengthens recent suggestions of
an eatly spread of the Danilo Culture in Dalmatia
{Chapman 1988) and a late arrival of the Impressed -
Ware Culture North of the Marche.

The above-mentioned points imply that the
neolithisation of the North Italian coastline was an
involved process. Lack of archaeological evidence in
the North Adriatic region and continental Italy dur-
ing the key centuries between the end of the
Mesolithic and appearance of the first villages is clear
from the scatterplot of Fig. 4. It shows that C14
dates from later Castelnovian sites of continental Ita-
ly clearly overlap the oldest so far available for the
North Italian Neolithic; that is those provided by
the Impressed Ware sites of the Ligurian coast. In
this latter region a “‘full”’ stage of neolithisation is
already attested by domestic animals, which largely
prevail over wild ones at Arene Candide, as well as
by agricultural implements, pottery with impressed
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Fig. 5. - Flint instruments from Late Mesolithic and Early Neolithic sites of the study area in chronological order.

decoration and greenstone axesfadzes. Lewthwaite
(1989) has recently argued that Liguria acted as bar-
rier instead of a filter in the spread of the Neolithic
innovation. This is not improbable if one considers
that the Ligurian group of the Impressed Ware
Culture, which has parallels only at a few sites in
southern France (Biagi and Nisbet 1986), did not
cross the Alpine watershed until a late stage in its

development (Bagolini and Biagi 1972-74). Here

fishing seems to have been irrelevant to the Neolithic
diet even though we may have to regard Arene Can-
dide as a cave with activities complementary to those
practised at coastal sites now submerged. Marine
resources certainly were of major importance in the
Trieste Karst by the middle of the same millennium
BP, but the sparse data available shed little light on
our knowledge about the existence of fishing com-
munities along the North Italian shores around the
beginning of the Atlantic climatic period
(Lewthwaite 19853)."

Some data offered here reinforce an impression
of a western origin for the Impressed Ware Culture

of the Ligurian coast, the earliest Neolithic tradi-
tion of the study area. Radiocarbon evidence, as well
as presence of domesticates (mainly caprines and cat-
tle), strong similarities between Ligurian pottery
decoration and that of the Peiro Signado facies of
southern France (Grimal 1982) as well as occurrence
of trapezes of the so-called fleche tranciant type, sup-
port this view. h

A few centuries later an eastern stream of the same
culture reached the Adriatic coast of northern Italy
and spread further inland, as far as central Emilia.
This strongly influenced the technological aspects
in the Po Plain and Adige Valley Neolithic as
documented by pottery decorations in Fiorano, Vho
and Gaban Cultures (Bagolini and Cremonesi 1987).
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