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The Punic-Roman city of Nora is located on the southern coast of Sardinia, not far 
from Cagliari, the main modern urban centre on the island. The remains of the old 
centre of Nora are located on a small promontory, which can be accessed through a 
narrow isthmus (fig. 1). Nora is mentioned in the sources as the oldest town founded 
by the Phoenicians or Levantines in Sardinia.1 Important information is provided by a 
well-known passage from Pausanias,2 which mentions the foundation of Nora and the 
eponymous hero, Norax, a version confirmed by Solinus,3 who tells us that the οἰκιστής 
came from Tartessos. Traces of the oldest settlement can be identified in some post holes 
of huts and imported ceramics, which date back to the end of the 7th century and the 
beginning of the 6th century BC, located near the forum of the Roman city,4 in addition 
to the Phoenician cremation necropolis,5 located just near the isthmus. The stone stele 
displayed at the National Archaeological Museum in Cagliari, a text interpreted as 
relating to the foundation of a temple or a military conquest of the area, also refers to 
the stage of the first settlement.6

During the rule of Carthage, Nora turned, from a simple coastal settlement and an 
emporium, into a real urban centre,7 probably the main one on Sardinia. The evolution 
of this town is reaffirmed by its importance immediately after the conquest of the island 
by Rome and the subsequent foundation of the provincia Sardinia et Corsica (227 BC). Its 
status is confirmed by an epigraph by Quintus Minucius Pius, quattuorvir iure dicundo, 
an office typical of the municipia.8 The urban centre of Nora, caput viae of the southern 
road network and perhaps the governor’s seat, until it was transferred to Carales 
(Cagliari), was characterised, between the last centuries of the Republic and the first 
years of the Imperial age, by a remarkable urban expansion. In the mid-Imperial period, 
the town underwent some major urban changes, which involved the road network and 
the installation of some monuments and infrastructures.9

At the end of the fourth century, while some hubs such as the forum and the theater 
seemed to lose their original function,10 some areas in the town underwent major 
works, as in the case of some baths, the road network and the aqueduct,11 which was 
restored in the mid-5th century AD, as confirmed by an epigraphic document.12 The 
following centuries were characterised by a progressive decline of the town, which 
lost its importance and was finally abandoned around the 8th century AD. Already in 
the 7th century, in fact, Nora is mentioned by the anonymous author of the Ravenna 
Cosmography as a simple praesidium.13 

Starting from 2013, in the area located to the north/northwest with respect to the hill 
known as the Colle di Tanit, new stratigraphic surveys were carried out that allowed 
the acquisition of new data on the life phases of the urban centre.14 This is an area (fig. 2) 

Published in: Salvatore De Vincenzo (Ed.), Trade in Ancient Sardinia, Panel 5.4, Archaeology and Economy in the Ancient World 29 
(Heidelberg, Propylaeum 2022) 71–90.  
DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/propylaeum.759.c10715



72 Emiliano Cruccas

Fig. 1: The promontory of Nora.

previously occupied by a base of the Italian Navy, characterised by a slight slope that 
has the highest elevation point in the southeastern area. This is where a major building 
complex, the northern portion of a residential area already identified to the south in 
the 50s of the twentieth century by G. Pesce, who named it Kasbah, was spotted.15 The 
section recently investigated is characterised by the presence of a complex consisting 
of small rooms, which seems to date back to the late Republican period until the last 
centuries of the Imperial period (fig. 3).16 On the west side, this district features a portion 
of a south-north road made of andesite.17 Characterised by an irregular pattern that 
seems to follow the urban layout and pre-existing facilities, Nora road network was 
built in different phases, which date back to different periods, ranging between the mid- 
and the late Imperial period.18 

The road portion identified with the recent investigations continues northwards, 
towards a new section, which is particularly interesting: it is an open space (fig. 4), 
characterised by the presence of majestic buildings and infrastructures, and was probably 
a public open space.19 This area features a large circular basin and the remains of a semi-
circular construction consisting of a concrete core and a wall made of brick bessales, 
connected to a large circular basin through a duct system located under the stone paving. 
The analysis of the stratigraphic contexts related to this sector is particularly interesting, 
since it allows, through the study of some classes of ceramic artefacts, to understand the 
later life stages of the site. In particular, we will focus here on the productions called 
“common pottery”, which are usually not taken into account for defining archaeological 
contexts from a chronological and functional point of view.20 The absence of a shared 
methodology of study and a universal taxonomic classification of these containers, 
in particular for those specifically designed for cooking, has always been an obstacle 
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Fig. 2: The former military area of Nora.

to the overall interpretation of stratigraphic contexts. In fact, it is known that in the 
study of historical sites, the presence of commonly used ceramic materials is generally 
considered as an obstacle to the functional but above all chronological definition of the 
different phases of frequentation. This is due to the essentially conservative nature of 

Fig. 3: The former military area of Nora, view from south with Roman neighborhood 
and road.
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Fig. 4: Omega Area.

the ceramic shapes and types of some of these productions;21 we should also add, also in 
the case of imported productions, a persistence of the macroscopic characteristics of the 
ceramic bodies, for obvious practical reasons, for which morphological and structural 
features (thickness, thermal shock resistance, impermeability, etc.) are more important 
than other secondary aspects, such as aesthetic and decorative aspects. In recent 
years, with the progress of specific studies on these productions, with both minero-
petrographic analyses and an approach based on the reference stratigraphic context, 
more information has been acquired both on the reference time frame of these artefacts 
and on their production and dissemination areas. In the case of an urban context such as 
that of Nora, the issues related to ceramic tools used for cooking food are substantially 
the same as many other coastal sites in the western Mediterranean Sea basin, with the 
presence and coexistence of artefacts imported from the Italic area, in particular in the 
late Republican period and during the early Imperial phases, and from North Africa, 
with a prevalence of these artefacts from the end of the Republican period to the last 
years of the empire. Starting from the 4th–5th century AD, there was a gradual reduction 
in imports of these African cooking pottery and an increase in the so-called raw ceramic 
cookware, produced locally or imported. This phenomenon seems to intensify in the 
following centuries, with a significant decrease in the number of products imported from 
the North African basin.22 The progress of these studies has allowed, in the last years, to 
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acquire important information on these ceramic artefacts that, found in different sectors 
of the urban area, can be interpreted as a proof of different phases of frequentation.

Among the first productions of cooking pots found in contexts located further 
upstream of the so-called Colle di Tanit (fig. 5), we find pottery from the Campania 
area, such as the so-called pompejanisch-roten Platten and specimens of large pans 
with “orlo bifido” rim and internal groove in correspondence with the join with the flat 
bottom, which is characterised by a slightly visible external step. A fragmentary but 
fully recomposed exemplar (fig. 6), coming from the Alfa area, has the burnished slip on 
the outer wall, as evidenced by some specimens coming from the Vesuvian area.23 The 
macroscopic details of the pottery in question, which have indeed a sandy fabric with 
a bright red central core, with inclusions ranging from quartz to feldspars, also visible 
on the surface, as well as black volcanic inclusions, seem to refer to this area. The “orlo 
bifido” rim pan, probably produced by the same workshops as the pompejanisch-roten 
Platten and whose many similar copies are found in the Tyrrhenian area, seems to date 
back to the late Republican period and the first Imperial period.24

The number of imported artefacts designed for cooking, however, increased considerably 
in the mid- and late Imperial period, as evidenced by the widespread diffusion, throughout 
the Mediterranean area, of containers coming from the North African basin,25 whose many 
exemplars were also found in the excavation areas of the former military complex, and 
mentioned in several other publications concerning the site of Nora. These productions, 
which used to accompany the amphorae coming from Africa, are cooking wares made 
from the 1st century AD and used up to the 3rd century AD, along with other exemplars 

Fig. 5: The so-called Colle di Tanit of Nora.
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Fig. 6: “Orlo bifido” pan from Vesuvian Area found in Alfa Area.

found in contexts dating to the end of the 4th century. The well-known Hayes 23 casserole, 
found in Nora, where mainly variant B (=Lamboglia 10A)26 exemplars coming from the 
north of Tunisia were discovered, seem to date back to this period. The outer surface is 
characterised by a band of patina cenerognola or with burnished slip on one face only, 
while the inner surface is covered with a semi-gloss paint. In this area, the so-called black 
top ware dish-lids with orange clay, were also found, both with an unarticulated rim and 
with hooked rim, such as the Hayes 182 type.27 

As already mentioned, starting from the 5th century AD, in many urban centres in 
the Mediterranean basin, there was a progressive abandonment of African cookware 
in favour of raw ceramics, whose artefacts, considered for a long time as exclusive 
local productions, have been better identified by recent studies.28 This happened also in 
Nora, but not everywhere: based on the survey areas, different phases of frequentation 
were identified, as evidenced by the presence (or absence) of different productions 
of cookware. In the areas of the former military complex under investigation, the 
chronological gap between sectors located at higher altitudes (Colle di Tanit slopes) and 
those downstream evidences an important difference between the frequentation phases 
of the urban area. In particular, it was possible to point out that, at higher altitudes of 
the Colle di Tanit, the phases of abandonment of the analysed contexts have a terminus 
post quem non that does not date back to the end of the 4th century and the beginning 
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of the 5th century AD. This aspect is confirmed by the presence of materials later found 
in the fill soil and dating back to this period, consisting of cooking pottery, and, in a 
small number, of African Terra Sigillata and some amphorae, such as Keay 59 from the 
south of Byzacena and dating back to the end of the 4th and the beginning of the 5th 
century AD.29 

The situation shows a significant chronological difference in the downstream sector, 
from where cooking pots used up to the final stages of life of Nora (7th to 8th century 
AD) come. Among the productions identified, near the E–F road, indeed, some artefacts 
imported from Africa that were pretty common between the 5th and the 7th/8th century 
AD, were identified. This production includes, for example, the classic Hayes 99 bowl,30 
a typical product of Oudna workshops, which can be found in the C variant also in 
Mediterranean contexts dating back to the 7th century AD.31 Another type identified 
and dating back to the same period is Hayes 88 (= Lamboglia 55b), typical of Sidi Khalifa 
workshops, characterised by the enlarged and elongated rim and probably dating back 
to the mid-6th century AD.32 A context of this sector provides other important data in 
this regard: it is a cistern, probably reused as a hypogeum for storage in Late Antiquity, 
made of ceramic materials that seem to date back to the 5th and 6th centuries.33

During this period, when imported pottery from North Africa still continued to arrive 
in Nora and other coastal sites, raw ceramic cookware, referring to both Pantellerian 
Ware34 and local productions imitating the shapes and structural characteristics of the 
imported types became quite popular. Among local, or at least regional productions, we 
should mention the so-called ceramica stampigliata (fig. 7), a production that mainly 
includes large containers and lids.35 The main feature of these artefacts is the presence, 
on the surface, of stamped decorations with animals, rosettes, lozenges and toothed 
circles, in some cases combined with fishbone engravings. In addition to the presence 
of clear macroscopic details related to their use for cooking, these findings show the 
classic circles decorations already identified in Cagliari, in particular for what concerns 
the famous case of the Church of Sant’Eulalia. The time frame, to which these artefacts 
seem to belong, ranges from the 6th and the 7th–8th century AD.

Ceramic productions referring to the same period can be found in the other sector 
near the road, the one related to a monumental square with an exedra structure and a 
large circular basin (Omega area).36 Here, in fact, specimens of amphorae from North 
Africa37 were discovered, together with a large number of fragments of specimens of 
common ceramics, both locally produced and imported from Africa (Sigillata D)38 and 
from Pantelleria. The latter are low pans, considered as typical forms of this production,39 
characterised by a raw mixture rich in volcanic minerals that makes them highly 
resistant to high temperatures.

The analysis of a commercial site like Nora in the phases of life referring to these 
centuries (5th–8th century AD) should not be separated from a correct and reasoned 
general analysis, which takes into account both the urbanistic phases, interpreted through 
a careful examination of the elements of the material culture, and the involvement of 
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Fig. 7: Ceramica Stampigliata from the former Military Area of Nora.
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the latter in the definition of trades and productions. As recently pointed out by D. Vera 
in a paper on the economy of the Mediterranean in late antiquity, scholars now agree 
that “[…] senza i beni di origine tributaria messi in circolazione per le esigenze statali, il 
commercio mediterraneo non sarebbe stato quel movimento forte, diffuso e capillare di 
uomini e merci che le ceramiche rivelano”.40 These findings should be connected, therefore, 
to two methodological phases: a first phase, essentially linked to the interpretation of 
stratigraphic contexts, which allows to give an outline of the site’s chronological phases; 
and a second phase, which is no less important and is linked to a broader vision, which 
allows to place the excavation context in the more general Mediterranean dimension 
connected to trade and commerce. In this regard, the presence of materials related to 
phases that belong to the 5th–7th century AD only in certain areas of the urban centre, can 
be interpreted as a consequence not of a moment of crisis, but rather of a remodelling 
of the spaces of the town and a redevelopment of the same. It is clear, in fact, that the 
presence or absence of imported ceramics should not be seen as the symptom of a 
commercial and structural decay due, for what concerns, in particular, the 5th century, to 
a systematic destruction caused by populations coming from outside. In fact, it is known 
that the events linked to the Vandal raids are usually associated with a hypothetical 
period of general crisis for what concerns the Mediterranean coastal sites.41 As for Nora, 
its situation can help read data relating to this and subsequent periods differently. From 
the end of the 4th century and during the 5th century, several facilities revolving around 
the main areas of public life in the town in the Imperial period, such as the forum and 
the theater (fig. 8), lost their original function and were prematurely abandoned.42 But 
it is also a period, in which important infrastructures were renovated, as in the case of 
the Terme a Mare (fig. 9), which loses its original function, to be transformed, probably, 
into a fortification that will cease to exist around the mid-8th century.43 Or as in the 
case of the aqueduct, restored in the first half of the 5th century AD, as evidenced by 
an epigraphic document dated between 425 and 450 AD.44 This is the period in which 
the Vandals conquered North Africa and the one immediately preceding the conquest 
of Sardinia, between 459 and 466 AD.45 But what happens in Nora in these decades 
between the second quarter and the end of the 5th century AD?

According to the stratigraphic contexts analysed, the eastern side of the Colle di 
Tanit was abandoned around the first half of the 5th century AD, when the town was 
undergoing major changes, as evidenced by the abandonment of several public facilities; 
on the other hand, the sectors connected to the road network and the port continued 
to be frequented.46 The epicentre of this sector, which is directly connected, from a 
topographic point of view, with the near port, seems to be the basilica (fig. 4), whose 
construction seems to date back to the 5th century AD.47 It is a building located near 
the main road (G–H) connected to the port, characterised by a large rectangular layout 
(32 × 22 m.), with a portico and three naves and closed at the bottom by an apse.48 Unlike 
the theater and the forum sectors, located southeast of the Colle di Tanit, the sector 
overlooking the Cala di Libeccio and more generally the whole western side of the hill 



80 Emiliano Cruccas

seem to be characterised by more lively life stages.49 As for the residential areas, this 
is confirmed by the stratigraphic contexts analysed in this article, and by the building 
events involving the so-called Kasbah.50 On the western slope of the Colle di Tanit, it 
was pointed out that the road made of large andesite blocks (E–F) features a layer of soil 
that closed the roadway dating back to the Imperial age, no longer used and, on which 
facilities were also built between the 5th and the 6th century AD.51 These chronological 
data are also confirmed by recent surveys carried out in the northernmost section of the 
same road, in the former military area, where the later levels were associated with the 
last life stages of Nora.52

Closely connected to the port sector was also the western district of the so-called 
case-bottega,53 active since the 5th century BC, but with different phases of life. In the 
northernmost sector of this building complex, there is a building facing the road (G–H), 
characterised by layers that confirm that this area was frequented between the 4th and 
7th century AD.54

The analysis of these contexts seems to highlight a substantial continuity in the life 
of Nora from the end of the 4th century to the last stages of life of the town. In fact, what 
has often been defined as a period of crisis, seems to emerge as a contraction of urban 
spaces towards the new centre of the town, the port in the Cala di Libeccio (fig. 10). 
The decrease in the number of imported ceramics in the urban area since the mid-fifth 
century, repeatedly highlighted in the studies,55 should also be analysed based on the 
data from the hinterland of Nora: if, for what concerns the centuries that go from the 

Fig. 8: Roman forum of Nora (copyright UniPD).
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Fig. 9: Terme a Mare of Nora (copyright UniPD).

Punic domination to the 3rd century AD, in the area around the city a greater quantity of 
local ceramics was found than imported ceramics, from the 4th century to the Byzantine 
period there seems to be a turnaround.56 The surveys carried out in recent years show, 
in fact, an important presence of ceramic artefacts coming from North Africa,57 which 
evidently reached Nora by sea through the port, and then were sorted in the hinterland, 
in a “rapporto fecondo tra campagna e città, cioè della forza propulsiva di quest’ultima 
verso le aree rurali di pertinenza”.58 There was a change in the production and economic 
dynamics, a situation also confirmed by the change in the use of residential buildings in 
the urban area, which, in this period, were into facilities for productive activities.59 But 
above all, the changed relationship between the town and the countryside can be seen as 
a sign of a real increase in population in the countryside, with a partial abandonment of 
the urban centre, which was no longer the driving force of the economy and production 
activities.

Moreover, this type of analysis must be included in a broader discussion, which takes 
into account the specific historical period and the related political events. However, 
this hypothetical decrease in the number of imports does not seem to be involve only 
Nora, but can be associated with a general decline in trades in the Mediterranean, as 
evidenced in several coastal urban sites. In an attempt to understand the commercial 
dynamics and life phases of Nora from the mid-5th century on, it is indeed appropriate 
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to interpret these data based on what is happening in the rest of the Mediterranean. 
It is known that the period of the ascent of the Vandals was characterised by major 
political (and consequently, economic) changes in the Mediterranean. But what was 
happened in Nora in many stratigraphic contexts seems to correspond to a general 
downturn due to a sharp decline in population and the decay of political structures. As 
pointed out, once again, by D. Vera: “La rottura della unità commerciale del Mediterraneo 
antico […] non è spiegabile solo in termini economici e rimane legata ai processi globali 
connessi con la fine dell’organismo politico su cui si reggeva l’architettura della produzione 
e degli scambi. Ma in termini strettamente economici (e anche sociali e demografici, se per 
questo) si spiega assai meglio con un modello basato sulla caduta della domanda anziché 
sulla caduta dell’offerta. Come era possibile che l’Oriente continuasse ancora a esportare 
in un Occidente sempre più impoverito – anche delle tradizionali élites consumatrici – e 
spopolato? E come era possibile che il commercio potesse sussistere ai livelli antichi in un 
impero orientale semidistrutto, colpito nel VII secolo da un fortissimo regresso demografico e 
dalla deurbanizzazione, deprivato di tre quarti delle entrate pubbliche e di tutte le province 
più ricche?”.60

It was, then, a global phenomenon that should not be univocally interpreted, and 
the analysed context should be included in a broader discussion on the Mediterranean 
between the 5th and the 7th century AD. There is no doubt that the town of Nora gradually 
lost its importance, from the 4th century onwards, also considering the fact that did not 
have a diocese.61 However, the analysis of the urban phases of Nora, related to the 

Fig. 10: Area of “Cala di Libeccio” of Nora from east.
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