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Daniele Manacorda

Preface

Among the many fortunes that I have had in my life 
of archaeology, I must certainly include the oppor-
tunity to have participated, still at a young age, in 
the excavation at the Roman villa of Settefinestre 
(Orbetello) from its first moments (Carandini and 
Settis 1979). The thrilling endeavour, which had never 
been attempted in Italy, was planned and directed 
by an Andrea Carandini still shy of his fortieth year. 
It threw open a series of windows which had never 
been opened and, in some cases, had never even been 
seen in Italian archaeology: the methodical appli-
cation of stratigraphy to a large classical-era site; a 
strategy of investigation for large areas instead of par-
tial surveys and trenches; a vision at once humanis-
tic and scientific in its philological approach to the 
terrain; an artisanal dimension to work in the field, 
entrusted to the very hands of the archaeologists; 
and a contextual perception of the object of research 
which cast its gaze upon the site being investigated, 
upon the landscape in which it was situated, upon 
the items and goods which were circulating there, 
and upon the economic and social system which 
had rendered the birth of the settlement possible, 
guided its development, and witnessed its decline.

Among the many novelties which that excavation 
introduced into the panorama of Italian archaeology, 
there was also that of turning the spotlight onto a 
certain geographic sector (the coast of what would 
later become the Maremma) and onto a certain his-
torical period (the Roman period), which up until 
that point had been completely peripheral to, if not 
absent from, the range of archaeological studies in 
that region. I say nothing new if I recall that the 
archaeology of Tuscany was then, in the 1970s, still 
an archaeology of Tuscan Etruria.1 From then on, the 
archaeology of Tuscany would enter into my blood, 
nourished by three decades of work at the Univer
sity of Siena (from 1974 to 2004), which I consider 
another of the fortunes of my life.

Some years after the end of field research in 1985, 
that experience produced, in addition to the edited 
volumes of the excavation (Carandini and Rossella 

	 1	 Only a quarter-century later, the volume by Emanuel Papi 
(2000) appeared.

1985), an exhibit. This exhibit, while not large, was 
extremely innovative and illustrated some of the 
principal results in the building of the ex-armoury 
Guzman in Orbetello on the occasion of the ‘Year of 
the Etruscans’ (Carandini 1985). It was an exhibit des-
tined to stick with me as a model of communicative 
design which worked in tandem with other, more-
or-less traditional initiatives launched in diverse 
cities and sites in Tuscany (Romualdi 1985). It was 
then that, visiting the exhibit put on in Populonia 
by the Archaeological Soprintendenza of Tuscany, 
I had the occasion to be amazed — and I still retain 
the image imprinted upon my memory — at the site 
of one of the most beautiful places in the world or, 
if you are not a fan of hyperbole, in Italy. By this I 
mean, of course, the Gulf of Baratti, which one sees 
when coming up the acropolis just past the Reciso 
Valley (De Tommaso 2003, 132–33).

That stupendous impression, which I would call 
pre-archaeological, would become an intimate part 
of my life when, twelve years later, in a completely 
unexpected turn of events, following a call from 
Antonella Romualdi (at the time an official in the 
area), I would find myself engaged in the excava-
tion of a portion of the fantastic acropolis of ancient 
Populonia, then covered by thick overgrowth and 
fields in a state of precarious abandonment.

Before I could say ‘yes’ with my voice, I had 
already said it to myself in my mind and heart. This 
was thanks to an instinct which by then I had come 
to recognize and which led me to choose themes 
of scientific engagement based certainly upon their 
historiographical potential but first and foremost 
upon the quality of the colleagues whom I would 
find at my side, not to mention the places in which 
I would be compelled to pass countless hours in 
great toil and pure intellectual and aesthetic enjoy-
ment. For twelve years, Populonia would welcome 
me with its ancient charm, difficult to put into words 
(Manacorda 2015), and with the affection of the 
many wonderful individuals with whose presence 
I was graced.

For the second time, coastal Etruria saw me 
immersed in its landscapes, which were no longer 
populated by masses of slaves at work in the vine-
yards controlled by the villas of the Roman aris-
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tocrats, who watched over them from behind the 
olive trees on the hill of Settefinestre, but by the 
crowds of the faithful who climbed the road which 
led from the port to the sanctuaries of the acropolis. 
There, the kilns which provided fuel for the ovens 
(the ones producing the iron slag that was burying 
the great tumuli of the ancient Etruscan acropolis 
under its mass) would have still smoked for a short 
time. The Romanization of Etruria was emerging 
with the appearance not of a phenomenon brought 
to completion but of a dramatic transformation in 
the making which was radically modifying the pan-
orama of the only large Etruscan city on the sea, cre-
ating an entirely new landscape. That landscape, 
having witnessed the brutal conflict of the civil wars 
and the more or less ephemeral revitalization of the 
Augustan and Hadrianic periods, would soon be 
subjected to the more complete destructuration of 
Late Antiquity, marking the beginning of the longue 
durée of the Medieval and Early Modern periods — 
long, but not necessarily less turbulent up until the 
threshold of contemporaneity and into the most 
recent of periods (Zanchini and Benesperi 2001).

We were not alone at Populonia. Soon enough, 
the acropolis, the harbour of the port, and the nearby 
necropolis would undergo a variety of fieldwork 
conducted by archaeologists diverse in background 
and extraction, interested in understanding some-
thing more about the history of those landscapes 
as well as the people who produced them and lived 
through the millennia. Work at Populonia had made 
the principles of diachrony and the centrality of 
context the lowest common denominator of any 
given research season, which in those forms has 
now been exhausted, but which produced a flour-
ishing of studies and, most importantly, a new men-
tality that has turned the pages of an archaeology of 
coastal Etruria, and beyond.2

I have dwelt on these experiences, so central for 
me and for those who shared in them, because I wish 
to affirm that the first International Conference of 
Mediterraneo toscano: paesaggi dell’Etruria romana 
(Mediterranean Tuscany: Landscapes of Roman 
Etruria), the acts of which are collected here along 
with other contributions, is also somewhat a child 
of them (although it is not up to me to say to what 
extent). The theoretical and methodological choices, 
the themes of research and the interpretative mod-
els, the contextual approaches reserving a strong 
role for aspects of economic and social history just 

	 2	 See the eleven volumes of the series Materiali per Populonia, 
Firenze–Pisa 2002–2015, which provide a year-by-year record of 
the progress of research during that time.

as they emerge from the ancient literary sources 
(without neglecting ideological considerations), 
and the attention to relationships, mutual dependen-
cies, and the dialogue between regional and broader 
Mediterranean scales are all connotative aspects of 
the contributions collected in this volume.

For my generation, it is almost moving to witness 
how diverse forms of research conducted by diverse 
actors on diverse themes almost always speak the same 
language in this volume. They draw upon shared cat-
egories, each recognizing the other as a member of 
a community of researchers who all experience the 
satisfaction and pleasure of feeling as such. To the 
organizers of this initiative, who in their ‘Introduction’ 
give a synthetic account of the volume’s contents, 
goes the credit for having furnished this virtual com-
munity with its first opportunity to express itself as 
a real community. This community has been called 
to present the many new stories that have emerged 
from archaeological research conducted in the last 
ten years in the classical field of Tuscany, without 
isolating itself within chronological and pre-estab-
lished limits. It has turned an eye toward the questions 
that future research will have to confront and, above 
all, toward the Early Medieval, since it is important 
to understand what would happen later and since 
historians never participate in the events that they 
describe and interpret as long as they already have 
their end in mind (Manacorda 2009).

Whether it is villas or villages, sanctuaries or 
roads, workshops or tombs, these new realties have 
been sought out, excavated, documented, dissected, 
and reassembled as stage-plays whose scripts do 
not contain walls, pavements, or rooftiles but men 
and women, farmers, artisans, worshippers, and 
travellers; in other words, those people whom the 
memorable words of Mortimer Wheeler taught 
us always to seek behind the ‘things’ we excavate.3  
How many times have we heard this without truly 
pausing in reflection upon what Wheeler wrote imme-
diately after: ‘unless the bits and pieces with which 
he deals be alive to him, unless he have himself the 
common touch, he had better seek out other disci-
plines for his exercise’ (Wheeler 1954, 13)? Common 
touch is here understood to mean that sense of con-
tact or relationship that English expresses so briefly, 
because the primacy of people in archaeological, and 
thus historical, research is the same that we find so 
intensely summarized in the words of the slogan of 

	 3	 ‘If there be a connecting theme in the following pages, it is this: 
an insistence that the archaeologist is digging up, not things, but 
people’ (Wheeler 1954, 13).
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the National Trust, which simply says: love people as 
much as you love places (Carandini 2014, 164). 

In fact, the editors of this volume explicitly tell us 
that among their intentions is that of giving life to ‘a 
shared archaeology, not only shared between scholars 
and the public, but especially between researchers 
and diverse schools and traditions’. ‘It is only in this 
manner’, they write, ‘that together we might define 
the traits of our common past and the methods with 
which we study and recount it to the public’. The 
acronym MediTo (Mediterranean Tuscany) recalls 
the verb to meditate, which invites us to reflect upon 
the extent to which pursuing research, exchanging 
data, collaborating, imitating and being imitated, 

and in short, sharing the honours and burdens of 
conducting archaeology is a constitutive aspect of 
a new approach (I would like to think a more pleas-
ant and cheerful one) toward carrying out research 
in the field and laboratory, opening new windows, 
sharing doubts and solutions, and exchanging seeds 
and crops, so to speak.

But MediTo also calls to mind merit: the merit of 
a new generation of archaeologists, which assumes 
as protagonist the role that it indeed merits, because 
it is fuelled by an archaeology which shares in its 
methods and goals, animated by a whole host of 
questions which seek to reveal how and why things 
work and, above all, for whom.
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Edoardo Vanni

17. Beyond Religion? 
Placing the Gods in the Reconstruction of the  
Landscape and Economies of Southern Tuscany

Introduction and Methodology

In this paper, my principal goal will be to explore 
the active role of religious entities and sanctuaries as 
direct agents capable of promoting economic strat-
egies and literally modifying and creating the land-
scape in a mutual relationship. I choose to address this 
theme from a particular point of view: firstly, I tried 
to move the focus essentially from urban cult places 
to extra-urban cult places; secondly, I put aside main 
economic activities unanimously ascribed to sanctu-
aries as places of markets (emporia) or places of pro-
duction and the distribution of goods (Di Giuseppe 
2012, 142–55) in order to bring to light other hidden 
economies run by several actors in the landscape sur-
rounding the sanctuaries. These agro-sylvo-pastoral 
activities are supported in some cases directly by the 
religious entities or, in others, the sanctuaries repre-
sent places of attraction where the development of 
these practices is stimulated. These assumptions are 
based on the fact that the sanctuaries are complex 
palimpsests of social, political, and economic fac-
tors deeply embedded in the landscape, conceived 
not only as mere natural containers but, rather, as 
platforms for networks continuously involved in 
co-evolutionary processes with social agents. In 
this respect, the reconstruction of the natural envi-
ronment together with the agro-sylvo-pastoral sys-
tems practised within it is crucial for re-establish-
ing the role of sanctuaries and the functions of dei-
ties in the structuration of economic activities in 
terms of access to natural resources. In order to do 
this, the second premise is to consider some dei-
ties and their attributes in order to reconstruct the 
natural environment and the activities practised 
within it, which enables us to clarify the economic 
role of sanctuaries and cult places. In other words, 
is it possible to write an economic history of agro-

Edoardo Vanni is a Doctor in Archaeology and History and co-directs several archaeological projects in Tuscany,  
covering different periods and themes.

sylvo-pastoral activities from the point the view of 
deities’ and sanctuaries’ functions and locations? Do 
these functions represent mere religious superstruc-
tures, or are they evidence of real economic strate-
gies hypostatized in the divinity sphere?

The context taken into account will be Northern 
Coastal Etruria and, partly, inland Etruria, approxi-
mately corresponding to what is currently southern 
Tuscany (Fig. 17.1). This territory is particularly suited 
to this topic of enquiry due to the fact that archaeo
logical study of ancient landscapes in the Etruscan 
and Roman periods has traditionally focused on 
main economic factors such as the villa system, har-
bours, long-distance trade, and settlement patterns 
(Carandini and Cambi 2002). I argue that several 
aspects of landscapes are mainly preservative and 
not necessarily agrarian or market oriented. Natural 
resources and shrines are points of electrification 
(in the Braudelian sense) and activation of strate-
gies within the landscape (Vanni 2014).

In order to draw the economic landscape through 
cult places, I will keep in mind some heuristic points 
that will drive my exposition, which I want to sum-
marize in the following: first, I will address the the-
oretical and explanatory framework concerning the 
function and distribution of cult places; then, I will 
account for the link between the presence of certain 
deities and cult places in the landscape with specific 
environments and modes of exploitation; next, it 
will be crucial to move from the sacred landscape 
strictu sensu to precise agro-sylvo-pastoral strategies 
involved in such a landscape; finally, it will be neces-
sary to consider the geography and the topography 
of some shrines and cult places in the framework of 
this economic and historical landscape in order to 
rethink and improve our explanatory models.

Archaeological Landscapes of Roman Etruria: Research and Field Papers, ed. by Alessandro Sebastiani and Carolina Megale, MEDITO 1  
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2021), pp. 251–277	 FHG	 110.1484/M.MEDITO-EB.5.122225
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Modelling the Socio-Economic 
Landscape through Cult Places

We have to note a new wave of relevant studies that 
explicitly tries to stress the specific purposes for 
which sanctuaries were actually built in antiquity 
(Stek 2009, 53–54, Cifani and Stoddart 2012). This 
theoretical renewal stands out from past studies on 
cult places, which were traditionally focused on the 
architecture and the aesthetic (as well as economic) 
value of the votive objects and the adornment of tem-
ples — priorities inspired by the contemporary cul-
tural paradigm. It was post-processual challenging 
that brought out aspects other than religion, such as 
symbolism, cognition, and experience (Renfrew 1985; 
Schachter 1992; Alcock and Osborne 1994). Thanks 
to the extraordinary work of de Polignac (1984; 1994, 
15–16) in Greece and Magna Graecia, sanctuaries 
have begun to be studied in themselves, question-
ing their role in the landscape and their relationship 
and interaction with cities, territories, and different 
communities. Immediately, regional studies in Italy 

started to deal with cult places from this particular 
point of view in Etruria and Magna Graecia (Carter 
2006; Colonna 1985; Edlund-Berry 1987; Stoddart 
1998) as well as for the territory of early Rome and 
Latium vetus (Coarelli 1987; Fulminante 2014), while 
recently, a synthesis on this subject has been made 
also for the Italic world (Stek 2009; Bourdin 2012).

Aside from religious and cultural aspects, some 
models have arisen for explaining the general func-
tion, location, and construction of sanctuaries in 
terms of space, economy, and human behaviour. 
One of the most powerful models elaborated for 
approaching sanctuaries conceives them as markers 
of the territory of a certain community or, more spe-
cifically, as boundary markers between different sep-
arated spheres. In this model, initially built mainly 
from data available for Greece by De Polignac but 
afterwards extended to Magna Graecia following 
the pioneering work of Vallet (1967), the role of the 
city for promoting cult places is crucial. They could 
sometimes develop from more or less neutral cen-
tral places of contact between different communi-

Figure 17.1. The context analyzed with some sites cited in the text. Map by the author.



17.  beyond rel igion? 253

ties into a great rural sanctuary, but the sovereignty 
of a city is nevertheless made manifest. This model 
is based on concepts like core-periphery, centrip-
etal organization, landscape of power, centralized 
society, and territorialization (Camassa, De Guio, 
and Veronese 2000).

Research conducted for different contexts, such 
as Greek colonies or Etruria, have demonstrated how 
much more complex the sacred geography is, gen-
erating models that take regional peculiarities into 
account (Fig. 17.2).

Sometimes, extra-urban sanctuaries change their 
function or location in different liminal or thresh-
old zones. In this respect, Guzzo (1987) established 
for the colonies of Magna Graecia three different 
border zones: between city and the countryside, 
between cultivated and uncultivated countryside, 
and, finally, the frontier between territories belong-
ing to different ethnê or colonies. Concerning the 
Etrurian landscape, archaeologists have proposed a 
mixed frontier system in which the sanctuaries rep-
resent only one of the elements that make a territo-
rial barrier together with military garrisons (oppida), 
ecological borders, and other markers promoted 
by cities or rural aristocracies (Riva and Stoddart 
1996; Zifferero 1995; 1998; 2002b). In this scheme, 
called ‘interrupted barrier’ (Zifferero 2002a, 141), the 
extra-urban sanctuaries are conceived as points of 
a territorial ring (Ruiz and Molinos 1989), together 
with other forms of territorial occupation (aristo-
cratic markers, oppida, tumuli, etc.), and have an 
active role in structuring the landscape, in some cases 
totally independent from that of a city. The concept 
of liminality is used as an explanatory category for 
different kinds of frontiers (Ruiz and Molinos 2012, 
225) and for macro (political, interethnic, and terri-
torial borders) as well as for micro-spaces (necrop-
olis, architecture) (Riva and Stoddart 1996, 92–93).

A third line of interpretation is linked to particu-
lar ideas on the organization of Italic society based 
on the model of the pagus-vicus system, in which 
the pagus represents a territorial district containing 
one or more vici, understood as villages (Capogrossi 
Colognesi 2002; Tarpin 2002; Stek 2009, 68–75). In 
this model, sanctuaries are an integral part of a dis-
tinct pattern of settlement, representing only one 
form of territorial organization among many others 
with an independent structuring power (Letta 1992).

According to these models, an extra-urban sanc-
tuary expressing a city’s sovereignty over its territory 
should be seen as more flexible, and more generally, 
the idea of a rigid territorial organization with clear 
boundaries coinciding with cult places must be ques-
tioned. As pointed out by Stek (2009, 82–95), we 
have to understand more than just what their pre-

cise function was since, if we accept the interpre-
tation of certain sanctuaries as boundary markers, 
the question remains as to what exactly happened 
in these border sanctuaries.

For my part, I will try to combine, when possi-
ble, the various frontier-sanctuary models elaborated 
by several scholars with what we can assume from 
the presence of specific deities and their spheres 
of influence in terms of landscape reconstruction 
in southern Tuscany, a method and a geographical 
context, it seems to me, largely ignored (but see Di 
Paola 2018 for Northern Etruria). In other words, 
I will try to study cult places and deities as a unified 
system (Polinskaya 2006, 88–90) without ignoring 
the hierarchy inherent in different functions and 
typologies of sanctuaries, even without considering 
a boundary only as a symbolic metaphor (Polinskaya 
2003) but as a real space.

Following the Deities to Reconstruct 
Landscape Transformations

Few sanctuaries have been identified and excavated 
in this part of Etruria, and for most of them, the attri-
bution of specific deities to them remains uncertain. 
One of these has been recently excavated at the mouth 
of the Ombrone river (Sebastiani and others 2015). 
The religious complex, called Scoglietto in the local 
toponomastic, was placed at the top of a rocky hill 
facing the sea. The present coastal line is far from 
the hill, but during the Etruscan and Roman peri-
ods, it had to be more inward, probably at the foot 
of the hill. This site, now completely excavated, has 
two main building phases: one of these is a major 

Figure 17.2. Theoretical representation of the liminality 
system interactions. Modified after Ruiz and Molinos 2012, 
elaboration by the author.
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and monumental phase with a Tuscan-type temple 
dated between the mid-first and the end of the sec-
ond centuries ad, surrounded by a temenos with sev-
eral service structures (rooms, fountain, and water 
cistern), probably pertinent to economic activities 
and residential functions; a previous phase of occu-
pation is testified by a little shrine, dated between 
the early and mid-Republican period, with a com-
pletely different orientation plan. The shrine was 
partly abandoned but preserved in the new topo
graphic re-organization of the area and transformed 
into a thesaurus during the Imperial period (Fig. 17.3).

This peculiarity has been interpreted as evidence 
of certain continuity with respect to the cult (Vanni 
2015). At least in a second phase, Diana/​Artemis was 
certainly worshipped in this place, as is witnessed 
by a little marble statue found in the ancient shrine 
and, furthermore, by an inscription mentioning 
Diana Umbronensis, dated to the end of the first 
century ad (Cygielman 2014, 275). The peculiar epi-
clesis Umbronensis refers, without any doubt, to the 
Ombrone river, described by Rutilius Namatianus 
in De Reditu Suo (i. 337–42) as navigable for most 
of its part, while the inscription was dedicated by 
a slave (servos) called Dionisius, who belonged to 

the family of the Haterii. This important senatorial 
family was probably present in this territory with 
large estates, properties, or at least, with economic 
activities run by slaves and freedmen. We know of 
a monumental tomb in Rome likewise belonging 
to this gens, dated to the end of the first–the begin-
ning of the second century ad, with inscriptions of 
family members, among them a freedman called 
Tychycus, probably the owner of the tomb, described 
as redemptor operis Caesaris, or building contractor 
(Coarelli 1979; on the role of redemptor, Gros 1983, 
432). The marble decorations of the tomb effectively 
show a series of public buildings, the construction 
of which Tychysus was probably involved with. In 
a detail of the death scene, we recognized a crane to 
lift bricks with a wheel operated by workers, a type 
well described by Vitruvius in Book x of his work 
De architectura (Bodel 1999, 268; Leach 2006, 1–18; 
Prescendi 2008, 301). This suggests that the family 
was charged with a series of activities concerning the 
production cycle of building construction, includ-
ing the supply of timber for carpentry (Fig. 17.4).

We know from several ancient literary sources, 
for instance Livy (xxviii. 45.18), that this part of 
Etruria, the inland in particular, was known to be 

Figure 17.3. The temple at Scoglietto after the excavation. After Sebastiani and others 2015, reproduced with permission.
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rich in woods, especially silver fir and beech, for car-
pentry and shipbuilding material. During the sec-
ond Punic War, Rusellae supplied Rome with a great 
quantity of timber. At the end of the third–beginning 
of the second centuries bc, at a time when the city 
of Rome was growing very rapidly, its surroundings 
must have begun to be quite deforested in compari-
son with those of Etruria (Meiggs 1980, 187; Harris 
2013, 178). The territory of the latter was affected 
not by a drastic drop but a prolonged and extremely 
slow settlement crisis starting from the second cen-
tury bc. More importantly, it was characterized by a 
productive system based on non-intensive exploita-
tion of land, tending towards subsistence (Vaccaro 
2008, 229). The forest degradation was thus less 
intense in this part of Etruria alongside the high 
resilience capacity of the socio-economic and envi-
ronmental system.

The presence of the Haterii family is also attested 
in the town of Saturnia in the inland where a Q. hat-

erius Clemens is named on a marble statue dated 
to the mid-third century ad (Saladino 1977, 326; 
Fentress 1996, 93). Surveys conducted in the 1980s 
around the colony have shown an abundance of 
rural, small-size settlements with the presence of 
silvae and pascua (Fentress 1996, 96; Camilli and De 
Laurenzi 2008). The precocious transformations of 
these lands into latifundia, starting at least from the 
mid-first century ad, is confirmed by those praedia 
(properties) that belong to the family of the Domitii 
and are formed mainly by large estates (Manacorda 
1980, 174–81; Ciampoltrini and Rendini 2000). This 
family was linked by a direct lineage to the emperor 
Nero, and this meant that its properties had already 
converged precociously with the Imperial domain at 
the end of the first century ad (Carlsen 2006). We 
may suggest for this region an Imperial or senato-
rial saltus managed through an integrated system of 
agro-sylvo-pastoral activities that included the pro-
duction of timber and charcoal and the practice of 

Figure 17.4. The inscription retrieved at Scoglietto inscription (after Cygielman 2014) and the Haterii tomb relief. Reproduced with permission.
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animal husbandry. We could imagine that the tim-
ber was transported along the river, reaching the 
late Republican/​mid-Imperial cabotage harbour 
recently found on the Ombrone river (Sebastiani 
2014). At this point, I would stress the fact that the 
presence of a large estate does not mean, from the 
point of view of the means of production, a single 
way to manage land resources, as it does for the 
modern plantation; rather, it indicates the contrary, 
with a highly differentiated and specialized system 
of exploitation (forestry, agriculture, animal hus-
bandry, specialized activities such as viticulture) in 
a mixed regime of slavery and free seasonal labour. 
However, for this period, archaeologists discuss a 
new form of land management in Etruria, called lati-
fundium, which concentrates extensive landed prop-
erty in the hands of a few landowners (Vaccaro 2008) 
who manage from their farmsteads extensive pro-
duction based on cereals and livestock (Carandini 
and Filippi 1985). Thus, the great development of 
macchia (shrub vegetation) and the contraction of 
tree species can be interpreted as the effects of over-
grazing (Di Pasquale and others 2014, 1498). Such an 
approach should enlarge our vision of the complex 
nature of animal husbandry and the transmission and 
exchange of expertise knowledge. The exploitation 
of woods by charcoal workers and timber traders is 
part of an integrated sylvo-pastoral system in which 
pastures and wooded pastures are literally created 
by deforestation activities.

In this economic framework, the sanctuary might 
have played a role in the attraction and electrifi-
cation of these kinds of practices. The landscape 
around the sanctuary was mainly open, rich in pas-
tures and vegetation shrubs (Di Pasquale and oth-
ers 2014). The presence of Diana/​Artemis must be 
re-evaluated in such a landscape. An early cult of 
Artumes is attested in the Etruscan-Roman town 
of Rusellae, around the ancient Prile Lake. Here, 
a fragmentary Attic stemless cup, ascribed to the 
Marley Painter (c. 440–430 bc), was discovered in 
the southern temple terrace (Tempelterrasse). The 
inscription, ‘Artmsl’, on its bottom shows that Artumes 
had received a small gift (Maggiani 1997, 23; Nielsen 
and Rathje 2009, 261); a second iscription from 
Rusellae mentioning Artumes is now published in 
Zifferero, Milletti, and Benelli (2018). Turning back 
to the coast shore, from the Etruscan and Roman 
temple at Talamonaccio comes a series of bronze 
statuettes, among which Martin Bentz identified 
a statuette of Artemis dated around the third and 
the second centuries bc (Bentz 1992, 80–81). The 
presence of sulphurous water nearby the temple 
as well as the presence of a lagoon may suggest a 
chthonic and mantic cult connected to Diana Trivia. 

Another inscription, dated around the first century 
ad, was found in the Roman city of Cosa, also over-
looking the sea. The inscription was posed on the 
lintel of a little shrine (‘Cornib[us] his Augusta sac-
ris | Diana recepta | Ad sua testatur templa patere 
viam’); it began in a completely private first phase 
but, in the Claudian period, transformed into a pub-
lic cult directly accessible from the street joining the 
Acropolis with the forum (Bodel in Fentress 2003, 
64–65). His Cornibus Sacris was interpreted by the 
authors as referring to the horns of the deer (sacred 
to the goddess) presented as a trophy in honour of 
Diana the Hunter (Fentress 2003, 48); however, the 
cornua could refer to the crescent moon of Diana-
Luna-Hekate (Gury 1994, 713). This interpretation 
is supported by the discovery of a Dodecaneso mar-
ble head with a hole in the House of Diana, dated 
around the fourth century bc and representing the 
goddess (Fentress 2003, 194). We must discuss the 
function of this hole. A similar head has been found 
in the site of Acquasanta/​Poggio Sillene (Chianciano 
Terme, SI) together with a group of life-size bronze 
fragments of natural size dated to the fifth century 
bc. This area seems to have been in use from the 
sixth century bc onwards, especially to exploit the 
presence of a sulphurous water spring, but around 
300/​250 bc a temple was built here. The fragments 
belong to a deity who, with a torch in her hand, 
is steering a chariot pulled by two horses (biga), 
and to a moon crescent (Bonamici 2003, 50–55). At 
first sight, the group was identified as pertinent to 
Apollo. In particular, Milani (1887, 225) argued that 
the head-hole functioned as a scenography stratagem 
for projecting light with a torch during the oracular 
responses given by Apollo. A similar hole was found 
in a marble head preserved in the Museo Nazionale 
Romano, and it has been identified as the statue 
of Diana Nemorensis from Ariccia (Alföldi 1960). 
Enrico Paribeni (1979) more correctly suggested 
that this hole was functional to sustain a triple statue 
representing Diana Trivia: the Underworld, Moon, 
and Hunter goddess. Furthermore, not far from 
Chianciano, halfway between Chiusi and Cetona, 
comes a bronze crescent with a dedicatory inscrip-
tion interpreted as ‘I (am of ) the Moon, (that) of 
the Sun’, dated around the sixth–fifth centuries bc 
(Colonna 1985, 29). We must note that the toponym 
Sillene probably derives from the Greek goddess 
Selene, the moon, where selas means the light of 
fire (Hesiod. Theog. 1); nonetheless, we know from 
Festus (352) that silanus occasionally means ‘water 
springs’ or ‘water basins’ in Latin. This interpretation 
seems to be confirmed by the mention in the Tabula 
Peutingeriana of a Statio ad Silanos nearby Aquileia 
in North Italy along a well-known route of tran-
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shumance which connects the Grado Lagoon with 
the Austrian cities of Lienz and Klagenfurt (Bosio 
1997, 157). Along this road, in the centre of Gemona, 
we have registered until the present the significant 
toponyms of Silans attributed to watering places 
for animals. Many other cult sites with springs and 
sacred caves are situated in the Chiusine area, where 
votive gifts testify to peoples’ desire for procreation 
and health. The names of several such caves in the 
Chianciano territory are associated with milk, such 
as Grotta lattaia (milky cave) or Pocce lattaie (milky 
breasts) (Maggiani 2003, 42). In the Roman Imperial 
period, the spring sanctuaries were turned into ver-
itable bathing complexes, such as at Mezzomiglio 
(Chianciano Terme), where Roman baths and a 
swimming pool are being excavated (Soren 2006). 
Cultic purification was replaced by hygiene and 
hedonism. A basin to collect fresh water from the 
natural spring was built in the third–fourth centu-
ries bc and was used as a watering place for animals, 
probably frequented by shepherds at least into the 
fourth century ad (Soren 1997, 147).

The presence of Artemis and Latial Diana in this 
part of Etruria suggests a liquid landscape, com-
posed by lagoons and marshes, rivers, and springs 
in which the wetlands represent an important eco-
nomic framework for different activities but, at the 
same time, represent a dangerous element contin-
uously brought back under human control. In this 
case, Diana is not conceived as the hunter; only in 
the fourth and particularly from the third centuries 
bc does Diana/​Artemis come to be more regularly 
associated with deer and hunting (Zuchtriegel 2011, 
7). Rather, she stands as the goddess connected to 
water, liminal zones, and landscapes in transition 
between fresh water and salty water, responsible for 
protecting the population from instability and insa-
lubrities (Ciacci and Firmati 2009, 27). The features 
referring to Diana Trivia in Etruria seem to be those 
of liminality and marginality, a goddess connected to 
different spheres in conflict, man-made landscape ver-
sus natural environment and cultivated and unculti-
vated landscape — linked to water in different forms 
such as natural and sulphurous springs but also with 
rivers and wetlands as economic resources exploited 
by humans. The water is not a mere manifestation 
of divinity but an economic factor to which a deity 
with specific attributes is connected. Ancient man 
knew that the health of the animal had an influence 
on the quality of the end product, whatever it was: 
wool, meat, or cheese. It seems that veterinary med-
icine in many aspects was ahead of human medicine, 
which reflects the economic value of the animals, 
the pecunia. As noted by. Santillo Frizell (2004, 88), 
‘many of the sacred places with particular healing 

waters were probably used for animals earlier than 
for humans, […] which shows the immense impor-
tance of domestic animals in ancient economies’. 
The importance of mineral waters and, in particu-
lar, sulphurous springs in association with healing 
sanctuaries has not been given attention previously 
in studies of ancient pastoral economies. It is a vast 
subject to be explored overall in the Mediterranean 
area where large scale transhumance was practiced. 
The concentration of ritual activities around hot 
springs is well known in Etruria (Chellini 2002), 
but if we regard them in terms of healing proprie-
ties for animals, some sites acquire new economic 
meanings. At the hot spring of Poggetti Vecchi in 
the north of the plain, the discovery of a Roman 
basin (third–second centuries bc) to collect hot 
water and some loom weights could be explained 
in terms of pastoral occupation and sacred activi-
ties. Similar activities still in use by modern shep-
herds were documented for this site.

The Latial Diana was venerated in the Aventin 
at Rome since the fourth century bc, not far from 
the Velabro Lagoon and the salt flats called salinae 
(Coarelli 1988, 109–13; Mercattili 2012, 4). The epi-
clesis paralia occurred in an inscription devoted to 
Artemis found in a sanctuary in Kition (Cyprus), 
posed around the lagoon where we know of activities 
for the extraction of salt (Gras 1995, 28–31; Yon 1992, 
303–55). Paralia may be translated as ‘close to’ (para-) 
salt (-als), suggesting a relation with salt resources. 
A Phoenician inscription coming once again from 
Kition named a certain Eshmoun-Adon, son of Baal-
Amas, labelled as salt maker (Wrietd Sørensen 2009, 
203). A Diana related to salt and transhumance is 
attested in Sipontum (Puglia) where Tremelius sali-
nator, aedem, aram et signum fecit (Manacorda 1994).

Analysing Rural Sanctuaries to 
Perceive Mobility and Economies

Another cult, quite widespread in this part of 
Tuscany, is that Selvans/​Silvanus, attested mainly 
in the Etruscan and early Republican periods. The 
distribution of cult places where this deity was 
worshipped could enrich the picture of our sacred 
landscape and tell us about specific economic prac-
tices. One of the features of this cult is that, for at 
least the entire Republican period, specific shrines 
were not dedicated; instead, the cult was linked to 
natural places and was expressed by the rite. Thus, 
the sphere of influence of this deity was rooted 
deeply in landscape and not just in a physical place. 
Understanding the position of cult places is never as 
crucial for studying other gods as it is for studying 
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Selvans/​Silvanus. The presence of this god is tes-
tified essentially through findings such as inscrip-
tions and bronze votive statuettes (Chiadini 1995, 
168–69). The distinctiveness of the iconography 
of these votive objects is found in their expres-
sion of the god’s human form and the sickle in its 
right hand, interpreted by most scholars as being 
pertinent to agrarian activities (Bentz 1992, 49–52; 
Dorcey 1992, 17); consequently, the god has been 
seen as the protector of the fields and cultivated 
boundaries (Firmati 2002, 69). One attribute of 
these statuettes is that the figure holds in its right 
hand the attribute of a curved scythe, notoriously 
used for pruning and managing woods for the sake 
of opening area, but it is also common amongst 
shepherds to cut branches for fodder (Fig. 17.5).

In the Batronchio site, a rare excavation of a 
Roman bridge dated around the second century ad 
over the river Serchio, the presence of numerous 

sickles, loom weights, and huts has been interpreted 
as proof of shepherds’ and foresters’ activities in a 
landscape of Imperial pascua and silvae (Ciampoltrini 
2008, 69–73). In those Etruscan (Bentini 1995) and 
Roman sites (Ahumada Silva 1999) where reap-
ing sickles have been found together with curved 
scythes, a clear difference can be grasped between 
tools for cutting wheat and other kinds of sick-
les. The oldest examples of these types of instru-
ments come from the Alpine region (Middle/​Final 
Bronze Age), and they demonstrate that this par-
ticular shape was conceived before the naissance 
of a veritable pruning activity and, rather, that they 
were used for foddering and neck-lining (Marzatico 
2012, 182–84).

Two bronze votive statuettes of Selvans/​Silvanus 
come from the Etruscan site of Ghiaccio Forte, a for-
tified settlement (oppidum) placed southward along 
the Albegna river, dated to around the fourth–third 

Figure 17.5. Ghiaccio Forte oppidum.Modified by the author, after Firmati 2002, 
reproduced with permission.
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centuries bc (Firmati 2002, 45–47). The deposit 
was rich in ex-votos, including bronzes and terra-
cotta heads, animals, human anatomical parts such 
as arms and legs, and male and female genitalia. 
A terracotta statuette of a human subject represent-
ing Vei/​Demeter standing with a piglet, jug, and a 
taper, a type characteristic of the area of Cerveteri, fits 
well with this context of a fertility cult with marked 
chthonic powers. Demeter and her closely simi-
lar daughter Kore embody the myth of the cyclical 
rebirth of nature in all seasons and are responsible 
for the fertility of the earth and, therefore, may easily 
be associated with Selvans in the context of a rural 
sanctuary. Two other dispersal statuettes of Selvans 
come from, one, the Etruscan city of Doganella–
Heba, once again along the Albegna Valley but more 
towards the sea and, two, the site of Castellaccio di 
Montiano, placed at the top of a hill along the Osa 
river Valley (Rendini 2003, 19–21).

Selvans/​Silvanus is not simply the god of forest 
and wood, but he is also responsible for the open 
spaces within the forest. He watches over the bor-
ders between cultivated and uncultivated areas. 
The landscape of this god is not a wild forest, but a 
human-controlled space. Interestingly, curved scythes 
reminiscent of Selvan’s falx are engraved by modern 
shepherds on stones in the area of the Apennines 
(Sani 2011). In some monuments, Selvans/​Silvanus 
is represented with a curved scythe and the pedum, 
the hooked stick of the shepherds. Curiously, the 
votive statuettes of Selvans are widespread from 
the fifth until the third centuries bc, exclusively in 
North Etruria in those places where the landscape was 
characterized by sylvo-pastoral economies, and they 
are found mainly in open sites or in the countryside 
without proper buildings or structures. In the case of 
Ghiaccio Forte, the cult dedicated to Selvans seems 
to have existed before the fortified settlement. We 
can imagine that the god was worshipped in an open 
landscape with no monumental structures; however, 
the cult is significantly placed on a hilltop site over 
a ford facing the Albegna river. Thus, it must have 
symbolized a recognizable and visible marker in the 
landscape. Most likely, the following fortified settle-
ment was built in a strategic position to control the 
economy of the region and the human flows passing 
along the valley based mainly on wood exploitation 
and pastoral activities. The formation of the Etruscan 
oppida, as Ghiaccio Forte along the Albegna Valley 
(Firmati 2002), Poggio Civitella along the Orcia river 
(Cappuccini 2012), Tino di Moscona placed around 
the Prile lake (Ciacci and Firmati 2009), and others 
(Di Paola and Vanni 2016), must be reinterpreted in 
the light of these economic considerations together 
with the geography of sanctuaries, not only as sec-

ondary or minor settlements (Fontaine 2001; Cambi 
2012). The life-continuity of those kinds of settle-
ment, characterized by sacred places, is evident, as is 
their autonomous role played in respect to the city-
states. They were probably promoted and controlled 
by rural aristocracies involved in the sylvo-pasto-
ral activities in the region. Many dispersed archaic 
and early Republican huts, with traces of seasonal 
occupation, have been detected around the site of 
Ghiaccio Forte, reflecting the fact that the sanctuary 
was a central place for such a mobility-centred eco-
nomic framework and not only a peripheral or liminal 
one. In the Osa Valley, not far from the coastal set-
tlement of Talamonaccio, a series of perished struc-
tures has been identified (Casa Brancazzi), mostly 
postholes for huts (Ciampoltrini 1984, 159, fig. 6; 
Ciampoltrini and Rendini 1989), situated along a 
main route of passage from the coast to the inland in 
a position of control facing the ford (guado) of the 
Osa river. The huts of Fosso Castione and Poggio 
alle Sorche, not far from the Albegna river, seem to 
be interpreted as syncopated and seasonal occupa-
tions of the fifth and fourth centuries bc (Marianelli 
2003, 47; Rendini 2002, 30).

All these movements of people, animals, and 
goods from inland to coastland had to pass or organ-
ize around the volcanic massif of Mount Amiata, 
which represented a veritable physical marker due 
to its remarkable altitude (around 2000 m above sea 
level). The space, marked by this mountain, had to be 
crucial for the economy of the region, and the peak 
surely was conceived as a common space between 
the different communities that gravitated around it, 
though a highly hierarchical one. This hypothesis has 
been advanced for other ecological markers inter-
preted as inter-ethnical borders placed at the points 
of encounter for various territories, such as the case 
of Lake Bolsena for the Etruscan period between 
Vulci, Volsinii, and Tarquinia (Colonna 1999, 21; 
Jolivet 2002, 374). At least two late Republican/​early 
Imperial inscriptions dedicated to Jupiter have been 
found on the Amiata (Botarelli, Casi, and Cambi 
2012, 472–74), which testify to the sacredness of 
this (open) place. A sanctuary area is hypothesized 
presumably near Seggiano, on the northern slope 
of the Amiata, where a series of terracotta ante-
fixes, spindles, and an earthen ware applique of a 
barbed man were found (Ciacci 1996, 155–57). The 
location of these objects tells us that the cult place 
had to be along the Orcia river Valley in a position 
of control over the route of penetration from the 
inland towards the Maremma Plain via the Orcia 
and Ombrone rivers (Fig. 17.6).

The Orcia Valley was one of the spaces of con-
tact between the territory of Rusellae and Clusium, 
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and it is noteworthy to mention that the architec-
tural terracotta previously discussed come from a 
workshop of this latter city. We do not know which 
deity was worshipped in this place, but we can spec-
ulate on the fact that the toponym Seggiano may be 
derived from the junction between the latin aedes 
(shrine) and Dianae. A few kilometres from here, 
towards the Maremma Plain along the same Orcia/​
Ombrone Valley penetration, a possible rural sanctu-
ary is located in the site now called Podere Cannicci, 
close to the village of Paganico. A scattered votive 
deposit, formed by polyvisceral terracotta votives 
(mainly uteri), loom weights, a bronze bovid statu-
ette, and a fragment of a statuette of a female deity, 
was recovered at the foot of a hill in the 1980s (Fabbri 
2019, 92–97) and informs us about some kind of 
a cult place in the surrounding area. The chrono
logy of the deposit goes from the fifth to the begin-
ning of the third centuries bc, but the presence of 
fourth-/​third-century black gloss ware suggests that 
the main activity of the sanctuary must be in this 
period. Recent excavations not far from these find-
ings (Sebastiani and others 2018; Sebastiani in this 
volume) have shown traces of a more complex fre-
quentation dated to same period. Massive drainage 
structures, a huge amount of loom weights and black 
gloss ware production waste belong to an important 
settlement with ceramic workshops deeply linked 
with the sanctuary (a vicus? a pagus? From which 
the name of Paganico perhaps derives?). This area 
is placed at the point of encounter of three city-

state territories (Rusellae, Volaterrae, and Clusium), 
and it represents a point of convergence and pas-
sage of important mobility networks, maybe dating 
back to the Archaic period or earlier. Several topo-
nyms around the area, such as tollero, tolle, and so 
on, derived from the Etruscan tular, meaning ‘bor-
der’, seem to confirm the presence of some kind of 
frontier. Studies on historical maps, dated to the 
beginning of the eighteenth century, show that tran-
shumance routes coming from the Apennines used 
to pass through this area, where there was an impor-
tant stopping place, the Dogana/​Calla, a custom to 
count sheep for tax purposes (Fig. 17.7).

Similar considerations may be given to the aris-
tocratic Regia (Torelli 1983, 482) that became the 
federal sanctuary of Murlo. This site was occupied 
from the late eighth to the middle of the sixth centu-
ries bc (de Grummond 1997). A loom workshop has 
been recognized as belonging to the Orientalizing 
period due to the incredible amount of loom weights 
(around 1000), spindles, and spools (Gleba 2009, 
79). A study of numbers, morphology, and distri-
butions of these implements suggests that Murlo 
was a significant centre of textile production organ-
ized on a scale significantly larger than that needed 
for domestic consumption (Gleba 2000, 106). The 
roof of the entrance building was covered with ter-
racotta tiles and decorated with akroteria and ante-
fixes. The twenty-five terracotta heads from the stoa 
workshop, both human and animal statues as well 
as the feline spouts of the lateral simas, demon-

Figure 17.6. Seggiano temple relief with the polisemic settlement hierarchy of Mount Amiata. Photo and figure by the author.
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strate also the existence of ceramic production that 
involved both potters and coroplasts (Nijboer 1998, 
114–19). The iconography of the akroterial seated 
statues (the so-called cowboy) confirm the willing-
ness of the aristocratic power to be associated with 
this kind of economy based on animal husbandry 
(Edlund-Berry 1992; Edlund-Berry 2010, 20–21). 
During the Archaic period, the site became a meet-
ing place, a common site for large-scale commercial 
exchange, and it is reasonable to suppose that, by 
the mid-sixth century (or probably a century ear-
lier), the territories of Murlo, Clusium, Cortona, and 
Rusellae were producing and trading a surplus of tim-
ber and practising animal husbandry (MacIntosh 
Turfa and Steinmayer 2002, 12). The X-Tent anal-
ysis run by Redhouse and Stoddart (2011), which 
combines Thyssen polygons, ecological borders 
(mountains, rivers, and so on), with the tempo-
ral factor, show that Murlo was at the centre of a 
dense network of routes which linked the inland to 
the coastland, placed along a political corridor, a 
neutral place where economic activities were run 
without conflicts or were at least guaranteed by a 
sacred supervision.

The location of the site may be an important clue 
to its function, controlling a way of transhumance 
between the Apennines and the Maremma Plateau 
via the Ombrone Valley. The settlement distribution 
in this area sketches a landscape mainly organized 
into rural households and villages, gravitating around 
the central place of Poggio Civitate (Campana 2001, 
39–41). The emergence of workshops that produced 
utilitarian ceramics during the eight to sixth centu-
ries bc was related to an increasing demand due to 
the rise in the number of households, and it shows 
a quite dynamic economy that deeply changed the 
landscape in terms of forest vegetation, due to wood-
fuel demand, and created essentially open pastures 
and specialized agricultural activities (Nijboer 1998, 
131). Especially in this period, transhumance seems 
to have had a crucial role in the economy of the 
region, probably promoted by territorial powers 
that established a series of management hubs and 
structures. Although recent studies on mobility con-
ducted through isotope analysis on faunal remains 
(specifically coming from Murlo) are not indicative 
of long-distance transhumance, they are compati-
ble with the seasonal movement of animals from 

Figure 17.6. Seggiano temple relief with the polisemic settlement hierarchy of Mount Amiata. Photo and figure by the author.

Figure 17.7. Podere Cannicci and Cinigiano territory with the stopping place to count sheep on a historical map from 1787.  
Source www.imagotusciae.it. Reproduced with permission.
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lowlands or river valleys and with a short transhu-
mance (Trentacoste and others 2020, 13), confirm-
ing the key role of Murlo and the presence of some 
degree of mobility in economic practices (Vanni 
2019, 103–04). Changing settlement patterns during 
the fifth century bc crisis might have decreased the 
population pressure and produced a marginalization 
of the agricultural base of households while, on the 
other hand, subsistence and sylvo-pastoral econo-
mies might have reinforced their role.

Another god particularly attested in this region is 
Hercules. This god is usually connected with trans
humance and mobility, herders, and shepherds as 
well as salt production, at least in his Italic version, 
but also with trade and empirical functions. This 
is clear, for instance, for the Hercules in the Foro 
Boarium, where routes of commerce seem to have 
converged since prehistoric times, regarding trad-
ing salt and goods (Coarelli 1988, 157; Torelli 2006, 
577). Numerous findings of bronze figurines depict-
ing the so-called Hercules a riposo (at rest), objects 
attributed to the god, mainly cudgels, and inscrip-
tions testify how the cult of Hercules was widespread 
in this part of Etruria, especially around lakes and 
lagoons or along routes of penetration towards the 
coast. Votive objects of any kind, dated from the 
fifth to the third centuries ad, come from Vetulonia, 
Manciano, Cosa, Saturnia, Massa Marittima, and 
Orbetello (see Table 17.1).

No cult places have been identified with certainty 
as pertinent to Hercules; nonetheless, we might spec-

ulate on the fact that, in this part of Etruria, he was 
venerated mainly in those rural sanctuaries connected 
to water springs or other natural elements, or oth-
erwise in places that provided open areas or along 
routes of connectivity, linked to particular social and 
economic groups characterized by an extreme mobil-
ity such as shepherds, as is suggested for Samnium 
(Van Wonterghem 1999, 415–27; see Stek 2009, 56 
for a critique). As synthesized by Gros (1995, 315) 
for the sanctuary of Hercules in Glanum (Gallia):

Si nous voulions rassembler leurs constantes […] 
nous pourrions énumérer, en résumant ce qui 
précède: la présence de l’eau […]; la proximité 
de salines […]; le voisinage d’un nœud de com-
munications qui correspondent d’abord […], à 
des voies de transhumance, des calles; la prox-
imité d’une frontière ou du moins d’un lieu de 
passage, dans les sens à la fois géographiques, 
ethniques et économiques du terme.

Further, two inscriptions devoted to Hercules surely 
show a cult of the god in this region. The first one, 
dated around the fourth–third centuries bc, was 
presented by two slaves belonging to the family of 
Mutii, and it was discovered in a place called Poggi 
Alti, a hill facing the final part of the Albegna Valley. 
The slaves were probably employed as shepherds by 
this Roman family in order to manage flocks (Eck 
and Pack 1981, 148). It is worth remembering that 
the inscription was found curiously, re-used inside a 
modern abandoned hut built by transhumance shep-

Table 17.1 Attestation of votive deposits related to the cult of Hercules 

Provenance Type of Find Chronology Bibliography

Surroundings of Cosa Bronze statuette 3rd century bc Romualdi 1988–1989

Cosa Pocola deorum 4th–3rd century bc Nonnis 2010

Orbetello Bronze statuette 4th–3rd century bc Raveggi 1939

Poggi Alti Inscription 4th–3rd century bc Eck Pack 1981; Ciampoltrini, Rendini 2000

Talamonaccio Terracotta head 3rd–2nd century bc Von Vacano, Freytag-Loringhoff 1982

Vetulonia Bronze cudgel 3rd–2nd century bc Ross Tylor 1923

Vetulonia Miniaturistic cudgel 3rd–2nd century bc Mazzolai 1958

Populonia Bronze Oinochoe 5th century bc Camporeale 1996

Populonia Heraklesschalen 3rd century bc Unpublished

Populonia pocola deorum 4th–3rd century bc Nonnis 2009

Cura Nuova (Massa Marittima) Bronze statue 3rd century bc Chirici 1992

Manciano Bronze statuette 5th century bc Colmayer, Spaziani 2009

Saturnia Miniaturistic cudgel 3rd century bc Mazzolai 1958

Saturnia Inscription end of 2nd century ad AE 1904, 199

Unknown Bronze statuette 4th–3rd century bc Colmayer, Spaziani 2009
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herds who continued to move along the Albegna river 
Valley in a physical and chronological overlap. A sec-
ond inscription devoted to Hercules comes from the 
colony of Saturnia in the inland (AE 1904, 199), and 
it also mentions a statio, probably a market or stop-
ping place, under the protection (tutela Hercules) 
of different deities, including Hercules. This statio 
was along those paths coming from the Apennines 
towards the plain via the Albegna river or towards 
Rome via the senatorial Clodia road. Once again from 
the Talamonaccio sanctuary, amongst a series of 13 
bronze statuettes recovered during the nineteenth 
century, we can recognize a votive statuette represent-
ing Hercules. Bentz (1992, 74, Abb. 90–92, XVIII), 
who published the object, sees that the god holds 
a Blitzbündel (bolt of lightning) or a Lanze (spear) 
in the right hand and, around the left, a Mäntelchen 
(cloth), identifying the statuette with Tinia-Zeus 

or Veiovis. The Blitzbündel may be seen more prop-
erly as the cudgel of Hercules and the Mäntelchen as 
the leonté, the typical lion coat of the god, accord-
ing to the iconography of the umbro-sabellic votive 
statuettes (Colonna 1970). The statue is probably a 
hybrid between Hercules and Jupiter from the time 
when the latter began to be afforded the attributes 
of the former (Fig. 17.8).

The temple, dated around the fourth to the sec-
ond centuries bc and placed at the top of the hill, 
which had been inhabited from the Final Bronze 
Age (Fedeli 1993), has been attributed to Tinia-
Zeus (von Vacano and Freytag-Loringhoff 1982, 98). 
A terracotta head, at first considered to belong to 
the pedimental decoration of the Myth of Thebe, 
was reassessed by Freytag-Loringhoff as a head of a 
statue of a cult devoted to Hercules. At the Etruscan 
and Roman town of Vetulonia, placed in the proxim-

Figure 17.8. Hercules statuettes and attributes compared. Modified after Colonna 1970 and Rendini 2009. 
Reproduced with permission
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ity of the ancient Prile Lagoon and occupied from 
the Iron Age to the fourth–third centuries bc, a 
head of Hercules and a life-size bronze cudgel were 
found during the eighteenth-century excavation of 
the Hellenistic neighbourhood (Ross Taylor 1923, 
173). The cudgel probably belonged to a life-size 
statue of Hercules venerated in a temple posed on 
the hilltop over the residential area where no exca-
vation had been carried out in the years following. 
Other attestations of the cult of Hercules come from 
Cosa and Populonia through numerous findings of 
sacred dedications engraved on pocola deorum, the 
black gloss pottery bearing graffiti of deities (Nonnis 
2010; Nonnis and Sisani 2012, 48–50). At Cosa, four 
fragments of the third century bc, found under the 
Capitolium floor, suggest that the cult of Hercules 
was so important that the god was probably vener-
ated in a temple on the Arx of the city, along with 
Jupiter, Minerva, Liber, and Libera (Reynolds Scott 
2008, 30–46). 

In Populonia, the extraordinary amount of pocola 
with an engraved H for Hercules may suggest, equally, 
that one of the three temples surrounding the forum 
of the Acropolis, probably the oldest one built at the 
beginning of the third century bc, was devoted to 
this god (Di Paola and Vanni 2016, 101). Recently, 
an inscription with a Corinthian name of a female 
slave has been found on the Acropolis on a black 
gloss fragment dated to the third century bc and 
may corroborate this hypothesis. The presence 
of the Greek female slave has been interpreted as 
evidence of the ierodulia, the sacred prostitution 
practised in the sanctuary, and Manacorda has even 
recalled the well-known sacred prostitution in hon-
our of Aphrodite in the sanctuary of Erice in Sicily 
used to confirm the presence of the goddess on 
the Acropolis (Manacorda 2007, 142); nonetheless, 
the interpretation of sacred prostitution is consist-
ent with the Roman myth of Hercules in the Foro 
Boario as well as with the cults placed around the 
Velabro Lagoon (Momigliano 1969, 471–79; Coarelli 
1983, 276). Macrobius (Sat. i. 10.13) tells us about 
a ‘nobilissimum […] scortum’, a prostitute called 
Acca Larentia, who used to practice the ierodulia 
in the temple of Hercules. An unpublished black 
gloss ware vessel, with a stamp on the internal bot-
tom depicting Hercules at rest with the mantel and 
the cudgel, in the act of offering an amphora on an 
altar, comes from the excavations of the city wall 
(Mascione and Salerno 2013). Stamps of this par-
ticular kind belong to the Heraklesschalen group 
(dated from the second quarter of the third century 
bc), and the vessels that bear them are unanimously 
considered votive materials — reinforcing the pres-
ence of this deity on the Acropolis (on this particu-

lar group of vessels see Morel 1988, 57–60; Ferrandes 
2006, 158, n. 99). Other details of the myth recall 
the trading posts’ function (emporia) linked to the 
Ara Maxima and the Tiber harbour, where the pres-
ence of Hercules is almost certain evidence of salt 
exchange and transhumance run by Samnitic com-
munities through the via Salaria (Gros and Torelli 
1988, 63; Torelli 1993), which reached the salt flats at 
the foot of the Aventine (qui Cacus habitavit locum, 
cui Salinae nomen est (Sol. 1, 8))

The link between transhumance and salt pro-
duction must be rethought for this part of Etruria. 
The two economic activities were deeply connected 
to each other and rooted in this landscape. Their 
importance must be re-evaluated through the analysis 
of cult places, salt production sites, and techniques 
employed. To start, salt consumption increased first 
and foremost to preserve meats and other animal 
products such as cheese, and it might have been nec-
essary to provide additional salt for an animal-based 
diet. For what concerns the techniques used for 
producing salt (Brigand and Weller 2015), archaeo
logists usually think that, in hot climates such as 
that in the Mediterranean, the production of salt 
was made exclusively by the evaporation of water 
in simple basins, without leaving significant traces 
in the archaeological record (Harding 2013, 89–90); 
nonetheless, we have to stress the fact that the tech-
nique that involves the use of fire for extracting salt 
blocks from boiling pots (Weller 2002) has been 
recorded in several sites along the coast shore of 
Northern Etruria, mainly occupied during the Late 
Bronze Age/​Early Iron Age (now synthesized in 
Chevalier 2016, 16–20; Botte 2017). The salt could 
have been reduced into blocks to facilitate its trans-
portation for long-distance trade. Thus, if the igni-
tion was not a matter of climate, this means that it 
was an economic choice (Vanni and Cambi 2015, 111). 
Some of these production sites have been recognized 
in our context, dated from the Bronze Age to the 
Etruscan period: there is a production site localized 
in the Gulf of Baratti, nearby Populonia, where we 
may recognize traces of kiln chambers for cooking 
salt (Baratti 2010). Several traces of kilns and pots, 
dated from the Final Bronze Age to Early Iron Age, 
inform us of a series of salt production sites placed 
around the Scarlino Lagoon (Aranguren and oth-
ers 2014); another production site is located along 
the Duna Feniglia, facing the Orbetello Lagoon and 
not far from the Talamonaccio temple (Rossi and 
others 2014; Rossi 2017, 250). These sites are char-
acterized by a high percentage of red-orange ves-
sels, manufactured with non-depurated local clays 
(Pacciarelli 2000, 170–76), basins for preparing 
salt, and kilns. Due to the human-environmental 
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preservative features of these landscapes, the salt 
economy must have been very important for the 
local economy from the Bronze Age to Medieval 
times. As we have seen, the presence of Hercules, 
at least in two cases (Baratti and Duna Feniglia), 
seems to be strong in the following centuries. For 
Talamonaccio, von Vacano (1985, 268) has already 
noted the singular topography of the temple, fac-
ing the inland towards the Albegna corridor. The 
temple was probably placed to control pastures 
between the Albegna and the Osa rivers and the 
movement of flocks and men who used this cor-
ridor as an ‘unofficial’ route between mountain 
and plain. It is not only speculation that the shep-
herds, during the winter-pasturing, were involved 
in the production of salt blocks which they used for 
dairy production and as goods of exchange during 
the summer pastures in the Apennines (Fig. 17.9).

This kind of integrated production and mobil-
ity of human groups is well attested by ethnographic 
studies: the Nepalese salt traders literally use the 
sheep and yaks to transport the mining salt blocks 
collected in the summer towards the wintering plain 
pastures (Saxer 2013); similarly, among the nomadic 
tribes of the Sahara (McDougall 1992) and Ethiopia’s 
Danakil Plains, salt blocks are carried by camel trains 

and are still used occasionally as money or are bar-
tered for a cash equivalent (Butzer 1981, 473). In 
this last case, there is no differentiation of labour 
between salt miners and shepherds.

The presence of marshes and lagoons is not in 
contrast with husbandry, transhumance, and salt 
production. From photographic sources of the nine-
teenth century, we know that shepherds’ huts and 
villages were posed around the lagoons in the uncul-
tivated areas of Etruria. Ethnographic studies, for 
instance, have revealed that, during the eighteenth–
nineteenth centuries ad, the same hut-building tech-
niques were used in the Apennines and on Mount 
Amiata by both shepherds and charcoal workers 
(Fig. 17.8). Some villages were occupied in an alter-
nating manner by charcoal workers and shepherds 
without interruption (Vanni and Cristoferi 2018, 
212). The bond that Hercules shares with both wet-
lands and the exchange and transportation of salt 
(though not directly with its production) must be 
seen, for instance, in the iconography representing 
this deity on an oinochoe dated to the fifth century 
bc from the Necropolis of San Cerbone in Populonia 
where Hercules holds a jar under a fountain with a 
lion mask (Camporeale 1985, 38, n. 18). The icono
graphy is not that of Hercules bibax, the drunkard, 

Figure 17.9. The Temple at Talamonaccio temple. Elaboration by the author. 
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but certainly it is that of the god of water, tutelary of 
healthy and hydraulic spheres and drainage activities. 
In this kind of iconography related to Hercules, the 
skyphos, the vessel held by the god, was an impor-
tant element, such as in the statue of Hercules sala-
rius at Alba Fucens (Martin 1987, 162–71). We know 
from ancient sources that such a vessel was origi-
nally made from wood and used for containing salt 
(Macrob. Sat. v. 21.11; Serv. Aen. viii. 278); only in 
a second moment was it associated with the sym-
posium imaginary.

The environmental picture that we can derive 
from this reconstruction reveals a certain degree of 
instability between humid and non-humid zones. 
Lagoons and lakes are attested along the entire part 
of this coast. Great wetlands are well documented for 
Populonia, where we know of a great lagoon in the 
south and where the evolution of Prile Lake was a real 
historic agent in the Maremma Plain, as well as for 
the surroundings of Telamon and Cosa (Fig. 17.10).

Further, we know that the main humid zones in 
the Italian peninsula were affected by the presence of 
endemic diseases, especially malaria (Sallares 2006). 
Malaria was spread by mosquitoes (Anopheles fam-
ily), particularly between June and October. As far 
as the ancient times are concerned, we are not in a 
position to assess the diffusion of malaria with any 

certainty, nor do we know exactly when the infec-
tion made its first appearance in the region (Sallares 
2002, Chapter 7). We have, however, some indirect 
evidence from paleopathology: in the city of Cosa, 
a significant percentage of the individuals buried in 
the Forum II Cemetery, dated around 1010–1265 ad, 
had been affected by porotic hyperostosis and tal-
assemy (around 52 per cent), two pathologies typ-
ically related to malaria (Fentress 2003, 353–61). 
Similar pathologies have been found on individu-
als buried in the villa of Settefinestre, dating from 
around the second–third centuries ad during a reoc-
cupation phase (Mallegni and Fornaciari 1985). In 
this particular context, strontium and zinc analysis 
points to a quite good nutrition status, arguably due 
to a high consumption of meat and dairy products. 
Furthermore, the distribution of polyvisceral votives 
on terracottas dating from the Roman Republican 
period suggests an early presence of malaria in the 
area (Fabbri 2009). Since malaria notoriously affects 
internal organs, the presence of these objects may 
well be related to this particular disease. A clear ref-
erence to tertian fever (as malaria is also known) is 
found in an inscription recently discovered in the 
Campetti sanctuary at Veii, dating to the second half 
of the second century ad and devoted to Hercules 
and Fons (Fusco 2008–2009, 455–62).

Figure 17.10. Lagoon system of Southern Tuscany during the Roman period. Map by the author. 
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The rhythm of the malaria cycle corresponds 
to the rhythm of summer–winter/​plain–mountain 
transhumance. The occurrence of malaria, there-
fore, must have been decisive for settlement strat-
egies and choices with a high gradient of mobility 
related to the development of a sylvo-pastoral life-
style in those areas. In light of the foregoing, we can 
hypothesize that this correspondence is not at all 
coincidental; rather, I propose precisely that tran-
shumance was adopted in the region as an adapta-
tion to the presence of malaria and that the latter 
represented one crucial factor for the immense suc-
cess of this practice.

Connecting Cult Places with 
the Economic Landscape:  
A Mutual Structuring System?

In this part of Etruria, the Late Bronze to Early Iron 
Age transition presents some critical points. In con-
trast to the well-known case of southern Etruria, 
no late Bronze Age occupation has been discov-
ered in the main Etruscan cities of the coast. All the 
Bronze Age occupations seem to have been in the 
inland and were abandoned before the transition. 
Thus, we have a huge hiatus in the early Iron Age, 
and the state formation process seems to have taken 
place during the Orientalizing period. The only late 
Bronze and early Iron Age presences that we know 
of for the coastal plain consist of scattered occupa-
tions or occupations without structures, mainly for 
the production of salt in connection with transhu-
mance practices and other sylvo-pastoral activities. 
Etruscan cities in this part of Etruria did not have 
clear Bronze Age antecedents, but the Bronze/​Iron 
Age background transition seems to be rooted in the 
form of a cluster of villages and farms (Perkins 1999, 
171). This implies the presence of a strong territorial 
aristocracy and of an economy essentially based on 
sylvo-pastoral activities. From the later Villanovian 
period, we attest to a growth in the number of set-
tlements, especially during the seventh and sixth 
centuries bc, with a very differentiated economy 
based on metallurgy, specialized agriculture, wood 
exploitation, animal husbandry, charcoal, and salt 
production. During the sixth–beginning of the fifth 
centuries bc, the major aristocratic rural centres dis-
appeared, but the continuous scattered occupations 
of lands, with the contemporary development of 
rural cult places (Seggiano, Cannicci, Talamonaccio, 
Ghiaccio Forte), and fortified settlements (as Poggio 
Civitella and others), shows the vitality of this ter-
ritory and the role of sanctuaries as political, social, 
and economic centres (Perkins 1999, 177; Ciacci and 

Firmati 2009, 22–25). The significant drop in pop-
ulation in this area seems to have been only at the 
beginning of the third century, concomitant with the 
Roman conquest. In opposition to what we know 
from south Etruria, the different settlement and pro-
ductive pattern is probably due to more preserva-
tive economic features, forcing us to conceive of this 
landscape in terms of ‘opportunity’ and ‘resistance’ 
(Di Giuseppe 2005). This characteristic has com-
pelled archaeologists and historians to talk about two 
kinds of Etruria. If we consider the Roman period, 
the Maremma Plain has conservative economic fea-
tures when compared to the slave-oriented landscape 
of southern Etruria (Vaccaro 2008, 246–47; Launaro 
2011, 71–75). The maximum development of rural set-
tlements was reached between the late Republican 
and early Imperial periods (217 sites) with a few 
large villas (10 on the coast; 1 in the inland). The 
concentration of villas along the west side of Lake 
Prile and the Piombino Lagoon means that strong 
economic interests focused on the exploitation of 
salt-lake resources. In the north of the plain, a sig-
nificant decrease in rural population appears to have 
begun in the late Republican period. On the basis 
of this evidence, we could assume that rural settle-
ments were mainly productive units tending towards 
subsistence. The Roman impact did not change the 
local economic framework oriented toward non-in-
tensive agriculture, animal husbandry, the exploita-
tion of forest resources, and the production of salt. 
Between the second and third centuries, settlement 
density decreases, but not as dramatically as in the 
neighbouring ager Cosanus, which was deeply con-
nected with the wider Mediterranean market. The 
fourth and fifth centuries were characterized by a 
further drop in the number of rural sites, but this 
does not seem to have had entirely negative effects 
on the socio-economic conditions, with the foun-
dation of a seasonal settlement nearby associated 
with pastoral activities and salt production. Between 
the fifth and the mid-sixth centuries, the concen-
tration of rural settlements remains stable, and we 
observe a continuous occupation of some villages 
and a brief proliferation of small, dispersed sites, 
which constitutes strong evidence for the continuity 
of a structured settlement network until the Gothic 
War (Vaccaro 2008).

The area under analysis seems to represent an 
interface characterized by different strategies when 
considering micro-regional peculiarities. A more 
preservative framework might have been the cause 
of the stronger resistance of the settlement and pro-
duction network, although this network was not 
necessarily an agrarian-oriented one; simultane-
ously, this continuity is thus proof of the vitality of 
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the socio-economic patterns and of the strategies 
that were elaborated. For Etruria in general, if we 
consider archeozoological remains, an increase in 
the number of sheep and goats from 23.1 per cent 
in the Middle Bronze Age to 52 per cent in the Late 
Bronze Age has been interpreted as an initial indi-
vidual accumulation of domesticated animals (De 
Grossi Mazzorin 2004), reflecting the importance 
of animal husbandry in this crucial period. These 
percentages seem to have remained constant in the 
ninth century, during the naissance of the major 
Etruscan cities in this area, and to have decreased 
to 32 per cent in the eighth century bc; nonetheless, 
the mortality curves for the eighth and seventh cen-
turies bc show a particular attention to the produc-
tion of wool due to the presence of adult and aged 
animals, typically frequent in a regime of transhu-
mance. In the Archaic and, especially, the Roman 
periods, we observe a progressive development of 
pig-breeding with percentages increasing by about 
50 per cent, while the number of sheep and goats 
became significant once more in the Late Antique 
period (MacKinnon 2004).

In the Roman town of Cosa, faunal remains dating 
from the beginning of the second century bc diverge 
substantially from this pattern. The presence of ovi-
caprids (56 per cent of domestic animals) seems to 
play a key role at the beginning of the colony’s life 
in continuity with the Etruscan period (King 1999). 
In Populonia, during the third and second centuries 
bc, the most common domesticated animal was pig 
(52 per cent and 47 per cent respectively), but the 
percentage of ovicaprids (36 per cent and 42 per 
cent) is not as low as it is in other sites where pigs 
are prevalent (De Grossi Mazzorin 1985). Between 
the first century bc and the first century ad, the val-
ues of the two species are equivalent (38 per cent). 
Similar percentages from Luni recorded for the sec-
ond and the third centuries ad have been interpreted 
as the result of the practice of a small-scale transhu-
mance. Generally speaking, biometric analyses have 
pointed out the smaller size of sheep and goats when 
compared to their modern descendants, probably in 
adaptation to so-called marginal landscapes such as 
mountains and wooded pastures.

Some rural Roman sites excavated in the inland 
along well-known routes of transhumance show sea-
sonal occupations, probably linked to this practice 
(Bowes and others 2017). In the inland of Cinigiano, 
along the Ombrone river, two small archaeological 
sites have been recorded, San Martino and Poggio 
dell’Amore, which did not show impressive struc-
tures during the excavations (Rattighieri and oth-
ers 2013). The two archaeological sites lie close to 
each other (c. 700 m). San Martino dates from the 

late second century bc to the late first century bc, 
while Poggio dell’Amore was confined to the first 
half of the first century ad. The general absence 
of faunal remains and the archaeological material 
suggest that these sites were only occupied sea-
sonally and mostly consisted of work buildings. 
Archaeobotanical analyses show that these small 
sites were settled in an open landscape, as testified 
by some particular taxa such as Apiaceae indiff., 
Brassica type and Brassicaceae indiff., caryophyl-
laceae, and Chenopodium. Coprophilous fungi such 
as Sporormiella that were found in the two sites are 
also strongly indicative of dung and therefore of pas-
tures and mobility. They grow on excrements of both 
domestic and wild herbivores, where some parasite 
eggs may also be found (Capillaria, Dicrocoelium, 
Trichuris). It is thus beyond any doubt that pasture-
lands represented an important part of the agrarian 
lands surrounding the two sites. Archeobotanical 
analysis from the Roman cabotage port and the 
Republican and Imperial temple testify to the human 
impact in terms of deforestation and degradation 
(Di Pasquale and others 2014). Human activity at 
these sites was apparently not oriented toward an 
increase in cereal fields, nor did it consist in prac-
tising extensive olive cultivation but, rather, in the 
exploitation of wood and wooded pastures. The pres-
ent evergreen vegetation can be viewed as evidence 
of the degradation of a deciduous forest or to pre-
cise eco-cultural choices and practices. The exten-
sion of mixed deciduous forest tends to increase in 
conditions of limited human presence, which implies 
that evergreen vegetation can be regarded as a con-
sequence of the degradation of a deciduous forest. 
Forest clearance is thus an important aspect of the 
exploitation of landscape, being activated by inte-
grated practices. It is also worth considering another 
component of the botanical data, namely the evi-
dence of widespread grazing and wooded pasture. 
The high percentage of pasture pollen suggests that 
the majority of the land around these sites was used 
as pasture, particularly as grazed pasture. In turn, a 
pastorally centred agricultural regime is suggestive 
of certain patterns of human occupation. As pointed 
out recently, outfield pastoralism requires mobility, 
even in the absence of large-scale transhumance 
movement. All forms of pastoralism find people 
moving around the landscape each day, over cumu-
latively significant distances, with their animals: 
‘indeed, pasture animals are, by definition, a mov-
able feast, “storage batteries” for unexpected short-
ages of vegetable crops that require small-scale daily 
movements to keep them fit and useful’ (Vaccaro 
and others 2013, 173–74). Archaeobotanical data and 
sediment analysis from the Ombrone river bore-
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hole indicate an increase of human activities and 
of an open landscape dominated by pastures and 
wooded pasturelands (Biserni and van Geel 2005). 
An increase of alder pollen together with Vicia Faba 
and Chenopodiacea from the first century bc to Late 
Antiquity is probably the result of agro-sylvo-pasto-
ral practices. Alder and legumes are nitrogen fixers 
cultivated to encourage pastures, a method that we 
know to have been in use among shepherds during 
the sixteenth century ad in the Liguria Apennines 
(Cevasco 2007, 178–87). As far as alder is concerned, 
ethnographic research has proved that trees were cul-
tivated for timber and fodder. Trees were cut after a 
cycle of c. ten years, and sheep and goats grazed the 
area until trees started growing again. The spread 
of seasonal settlements like Grosseto–San Martino 
along the Ombrone river and cave occupations like 
Spaccasasso and Scoglietto testify to these agro-syl-
vo-pastoral oriented strategies.

Conclusions:  
The Sacred Landscape Revised

The ‘frontier sanctuary paradigm’, or the ‘extra-ur-
ban sanctuary model’ has been challenged in recent 
years by numerous scholars (Torelli 1999; Ziółkowski 
2009; Stek 2014; Smith 2017). The critiques recog-
nize the limitations of de Polignac’s model when 
applied to specific cases. They deal essentially with 
two fundamental aspects of the model: one aspect, 
the possibility of considering sanctuaries built or 
known in later times as relics of more ancient fron-
tiers has been contested, as in the case of the ring 
of cult places marking the ager Romanus Antiquus 
of Rome in the early and mid-Republican period 
(Ziółkowski 2009; Smith 2017) that some scholars 
see as a memory of a defined area preserved from 
the early Iron Age (Fulminante 2014) or as sanctu-
aries marking the limit of Roman territory in the 
sixth or fifth centuries bc (Alföldy 1962; Bourdin 
2012, 429–33). From the other side, the role of sanc-
tuaries in reconstructing the frontiers and borders 
between cities or ethnê has been questioned, espe-
cially for periods of colonization along the Italian 
Peninsula by a central power when territories became 
more unified in terms of political, cultural, and eco-
nomic matters and the borders tended to be fields 
of conflicts and, therefore, less defined (Stek 2014, 
96–97). What is actually challenged is both whether 
archaeology more generally supports the view that 
we are looking at a ring of frontier sanctuaries and 
whether the evidence for the sanctuaries is suffi-
ciently strong (Smith 2017, 15). There is, behind the 
critics, a methodological issue regarding the explan-

atory power of archaeological modelling and the 
meaning of some archaeological findings in them-
selves as well as an epistemological concern about 
the over-interpretation made by modern conjectures 
and historiography about the past.

As Bourdin has recalled, the focus on memory 
is significant because the importance of physical 
markers or sanctuaries, conceived as a political, 
cultural, and symbolic frontier, survives even when 
this particular function no longer exists. The Tiber 
river, which, since the fifth century bc, has not rep-
resented a real frontier, is still seen as Tuscus amnis 
in the imaginary of the Imperial period (Bourdin 
2012, 513); the same could be said for the frontiers 
mnemonically reinforced in the description of the 
Augustan Regio of Etruria (De Laurenzi 2005; Smith 
2017, 13, n. 52). Torelli, years ago, talking about ter-
ritorial conflicts between Greek colonies and indig-
enous ethnê, warned of some qualifications to the 
wholesale adoption of the model of a frontier sanc-
tuary, and he insists on the proper contextualiza-
tion of each site. One necessary consideration is the 
nature of extra-urban sanctuaries in marking the cul-
tural and religious identity of a colony in the chora; 
another is the concrete historical function played by 
rural sanctuaries through their capacity to encourage 
ethnical, cultural, and political integration amongst 
the people who attend them (Torelli 1999, 702). In 
Christopher Smith’s (2017, 14) words:

There is a tension between a border and a place 
of interaction. To what extent should we see sanc-
tuaries as ‘owned’ or ‘shared’? To what extent 
do the sanctuaries in any sense police a border? 
They marked, as we have seen, something along 
a road, usually a road out of or into a city, but 
thereafter we need to be thoughtful as to how a 
wealthy sanctuary was defended. Either it was 
so far inside the boundary that its security was 
to be assumed, or it was guarded by its sanctity, 
which was again a value generally recognized.

For Alföldi, Zifferero, Stoddart, Bourdin, Smith, 
and many others, sanctuaries remain a key factor in 
the definition of territory. If, for the Greek world, 
sacred boundaries and extra-urban sanctuaries are 
a strong, powerful explanatory tool, then we are 
obliged to reconsider them for the Italic world. As 
for the naissance of the mid-Italic, Tyrrhenian pro-
to-urban and urban centres, the phenomenon of the 
structuration of landscape must be viewed in light 
of its own distinctive features. If it is true that we 
have to challenge the ‘diehard thesis that only that 
which is comparable can be compared’ (Detienne 
2008, 22–23), then it is equally true that we have to 
use a morphological comparison — this means that 
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it must be historically rooted. The significance of 
these sanctuaries must be reconsidered, not only in 
the light of the historical evolution of demographic 
and political changes of Italic societies but within a 
broader account of the productive landscape (Smith 
2017, 20). Extra-urban and rural sanctuaries could 
be seen not only as political boundaries but, more 
properly, as physical markers between different zones 
of production or different environments, stressing 
their economic role on the border of agricultural 
and sylvo-pastoral economies and, consequently, 
underlying their integrative function between hin-
terland and polis (McInerny 2006). What finally 
must be questioned are the concepts of boundary 
and liminality in themselves, looking at the core of 
their meaning for ancient people. Most likely, the 
Etruscans and the Romans, and in general, central 
Italic people, did not have a clear conceptual notion 
of their borders or how to define them. A model for 
central Italy must be integrated with other factors, 
and the role of the border sanctuary for demarking 
territorial integrity must be recalibrated. As I suggest 
for the Talamanoccio temple and the Albegna Valley, 
for the supposed rural sanctuary of Podere Cannicci 
and the Orcia-Ombrone Valley system, and for the 
federal cult place of Murlo, the frontiers must not 

be conceived rigidly as simply linear or fixed rings 
or as interrupted barriers but as osmotic spaces of 
interaction and complex systems of corridors, con-
tinuously in motion, formed by points and spaces 
of electrification, cohesion, negotiation, and the 
accumulation of meanings, together with physical 
(sanctuaries, vici, or oppida) or ecological markers 
and routes of mobility (rivers and valleys). These 
points are placed along fluid borders, immersed in 
a network of social, political, and productive mobil-
ity and flows of goods, humans, animals, and sym-
bolic agents (Fig. 17.11).

These settlements and centres (as well as some 
kinds of landscapes and economies), are anything 
but marginal, minor, or secondary. Their power in 
driving production — and social and mobility forces 
— and in structuring the landscape must be taken 
into account as a historical factor. Some have pro-
posed the concept of non-places, a concept loaned 
from cultural and social anthropology (Abélès and 
Augé 1994), in order to underline the difference of 
such rural places with a long and persistent quality 
of resilience in contradistinction to other canonical 
sites as the urban centres (Zanini and Giorgi 2017, 
513–14); others have questioned more deeply the set-
tlement systems and hierarchies elaborated in the 

Figure 17.11. Example of a socio-productive and political corridor. Map by the author.
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archaeological literature, based on the distinction 
between central and non-central places, in stressing 
the importance of network models and central flow 
theory (see Vionis and Papantoniou 2019).

In conclusion, evidence from the region sug-
gests that paradigms about the role of sanctuaries 
and deities should be re-assessed in the light of the 
influence of the natural landscape and by the theo-
retical mediation between simple methodological as 
well as epistemological constructions. Sylvo-pastoral 
management strategies almost certainly involved a 
complex set of practices, including the exploitation 
of both infield and outfield zones of the landscape, 

and they are deeply connected with sacred places and 
mobility. Landscape is not a reified entity; rather, a 
close analysis of distinctive features reveals that we 
are in a permanently shifting landscape (or we might 
better say, landplace?) in which the preservative 
aspects of practices and the strategies for managing 
natural resources as well as sacred and productive 
spaces are continuously negotiated in co-evolution-
ary processes. I hope to have shown that sanctuar-
ies and cult places play a key role in this landscape 
independently from a central power by using their 
own logic and by literally producing and forming, 
to some extent, the economic network.
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