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on imported products and transmarine contacts
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The team of Hamburg and Palermo Universities has been working in Marsala since 2007,
when the “Lilybaeum Archaeological Project”, led by Inge Nielsen and Nicola Bonacasa,
started in collaboration with the Superintendence of Trapani and the Archaeological
Museum of Marsala.1 Following a preliminary geological survey and geophysical
prospecting,2 excavations were carried out in the northeastern area of the Archaeological
Park of Marsala, the so-called ‘Zona Mura’, between 2008 and 2009 (fig. 1).3 They brought
to light the remains of some structures belonging to insulae delimited by limestone-paved
roads4 and of a fortification wall from a late Roman rebuilding phase.5 The results of the
study of the located structures are undoubtedly interesting as they mark the starting point
for new investigations on Lilybaeum’s urban history.
However, this paper shall not focus on the architectural remains, but on the pottery.
Among the features that have marked the history of pottery productions in Lilybaeum, two
are particularly worth mentioning: firstly the gradual decrease in traditional Punic forms
in the local coarse pottery repertoire over the Hellenistic period, as suggested by Babette
Bechtold in her analysis of the vessels found in the necropolis,6 and an increase in typical
Hellenistic-Roman forms;7 secondly, the great development of Lilybaeum’s trade, which
flourished during the Roman period, due to the harbour activities importing products from
Italy and northern Africa.8 The second point is particularly important with regard to the
preliminary results presented in this paper.
The exhibition “Lilibeo. Testimonianze archeologiche dal IV sec. a. C. al V sec. d. C.”9,
organised by the Superintendence of western Sicily in 1984, offered an important synthesis
of all research carried out on urban studies, architecture, art and handcrafted production in
Lilybaeum. It first provided an organic presentation of pottery samples from the Republican
and the early Imperial period brought to light by the ancient town and necropolis
excavations.10 The prevalence of thin-walled pottery11 and Italian Sigillata12 among fine
tableware, for example, is particularly worth pointing out.
Concerning the materials imported during the late Roman period, a recently published
archaeological context of the ‘decumanus maximus’ (excavations carried out by the
Superintendence of Trapani) showed a significant number of vessels imported from North
Africa: over fifty percent of the amphorae, for instance, are African imports.13
Despite the increase in research in Marsala and its surrounding area, followed by
the prompt release of results, the systematic study of Roman pottery is still at its early
stage. The elaboration of an overall summary of all data from previous excavations
combined with results from more recent researches should mark the starting point to
lay out efficient strategies for future work. In consideration of the role carried out by
Lilybaeum, the expected results will represent an important frame of reference for a
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Fig. 1: ‘Zona Mura’, Sectors III, IV and V during the excavation.
deeper understanding of the economic situation and trade patterns during the Hellenistic
and Roman period on the island.14
The ongoing analysis of the pottery found in the area called ‘Zona Mura’ allows to
provide some preliminary data.15 Imported fine tableware was mostly produced in North
Africa, although its types were widespread in the western Mediterranean from the middle
Imperial period to at least the 5th century. African red slip ware is mainly represented by
plain shapes in D fabric16 – as flat-based dish Hayes 58B, bowl Hayes 61A, the large bowl
Hayes 67 and the flanged bowl Hayes 91A, except for few forms, as ARS E17 Hayes 70 – most
of which come from production centres in northern Tunisia.18
African cooking ware found together with ARS sherds includes forms such as the dish Hayes
181 (fig. 3,1), the lids Hayes 182 and Hayes 196 (fig. 3,4), the ‘classic’ type of the casserole Hayes
197 (fig. 3,2); the findings also include lids with undifferentiated or thickened rolled rim;19 finally
some others with blackened rim and un-slipped exterior wall are attributable to form Hayes 195.20
Furthermore, there is a considerable amount of fragments of cooking pots among the
catalogued material. The texture of the fabric and diverse inclusions, which are visible to the
naked eye and include traces of volcanic origin, lead to the conclusion that they consist mainly
of samples of Pantellerian Ware.21 The considerable presence of Pantellerian Ware is likely due
to the trade routes between northern Tunisia and western Sicily, that could include a stop in
Pantelleria,22 and the competitiveness of these specialised cooking pots: as Peacock wrote on
Pantellerian ware production “[…] it was probably greatly esteemed for its resistance to thermal
shock”.23
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Fig. 2: Lilybaeum database: splash screen and pottery form.
The study of common ware is already showing that some typologies are present in other
centres of the western and southwestern regions of the island as well. The basins of the
late Roman contexts in the sub divo necropolis in Agrigento prove to be a good example.
The morphological characteristics of the artefacts brought to light by the ‘Zona Mura’
excavations show close correspondences not only with vessels produced at Agrigento, but
also with those imported to Agrigento from other Sicilian and African workshops.24
The pottery of the ‘Zona Mura’ presents close analogies to the findings belonging to a
late Roman context from a sewer within the aforementioned excavation of the ‘decumanus
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Fig. 3: African cooking ware (1–4) and Pantellerian ware (5–7) (drawings by L. Fazio).
maximus’.25 The two contexts are connected through the origin of both the tableware and
cooking ware. The recurrence of forms Hayes 50B, 61A, 67 and 91 is particularly striking.
Concerning the cooking pots, the most common typologies – other than form Hayes 181
– are numerous sherds attributable to the Pantellerian Ware, with the same repertoire that
was brought to light by the ‘Zona Mura’ excavations.26
Recent studies on the trade routes between North Africa and Sicily during the Roman
and late Roman period tried to figure out the reasons for the constant flow of African
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pottery imports and the presence of Carthaginian products in Lilybaeum and its region
up to and throughout the 5th century AD. The study by Michel Bonifay and Daniele
Malfitana, who have evoked Elizabeth Fentress’ and Pascal Arnaud’s hypotheses,
focused on the role of coastal navigation and the concept of “circular trade” between
the Tunisian coast and the extreme western areas of the Strait of Sicily on the basis
of archaeological evidence. This system was independent from the larger trade routes
that brought African and Sicilian wheat to Rome and it kept on working throughout
the 5th century AD, as documented by the findings on the southwestern Sicilian coast.27
The vicinity of Lilybaeum to the northern Tunisian coast should be highlighted in
particular, as was already noticed in Antiquity: “The shortest passage from Lilybaeum
across to Libya in the neighbourhood of Carthage” – Strabo writes – “is one thousand
five hundred stadia; and on this passage, it is said, some man of sharp vision, from a
look-out, used to report to the men in Lilybaeum the number of ships that were putting
to sea from Carthage”.28
The fact that the city possessed three well-equipped harbours on the promontory
is equally relevant. These harbours – as Enrico Caruso pointed out29 – formed an
actual “harbour system”, that represented a privileged dock for coastal navigation.
Next to the greater trade routes for the transport of African and Sicilian wheat and
other merchandise to Rome, other routes between the northern Tunisian coast and the
southwestern coasts of Sicily, that could include a stop in Pantelleria, are therefore
highly probable. This helps to explain not only the constant flow of the African vessels
towards the centres in the south-western sector of Sicily, but the relevant presence of
Pantellerian Ware imports.30
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Some workshops have been identified in Sicily: see Denaro 2008, 85–89.
The stamps (L. Tettius Samia, Cn. Ateius, L. Rasinius Pisanus, C.P.P. and more) suggest that imports
from Italian workshops were constant at least until the beginning of the 2nd cent. AD. Oliveri 1984,
119–123. See also: Mandruzzato 1987, 429 f. pls. II.2, VI.4; Polito 2000, 70 f.; Malfitana 2004, 326.
13
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14
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Mura’: Mandruzzato – Seifert 2014; Mandruzzato – Seifert forthcoming.
20
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Bonifay 2016, 649.
21
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forthcoming.
22
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23
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24
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forthcoming.
27
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28
Strab. VI, 2, 1 (English translation by H. L. Jones, Loeb Classical Library, 1924).
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Caruso 2008, 82 f.
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Fig. 1–3: Archive of the Archaeological Mission of Hamburg and Palermo Universities at Marsala.
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