
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

1. Research activity  
 
The presented research aims to reconstruct plant use across the Mediterranean during Late 
Bronze Age and Phoenician times. 
Phoenicians were a population native of the present-day region of Lebanon. Known as the 
model of seafaring traders of antiquity, they spread across the Mediterranean between the 
16th and the 4th centuries BC. Not much is known about their culture, as they left no written 
document; all our current knowledge regarding them is derived from the descriptions left by 
other populations and from archaeological data. This makes them one of the most enigmatic 
cultures of the ancient world (Markoe, 2000. University of California Press).  
Knowledge regarding their plant use is limited, as well as their impact on the environment. A 
recent study has been conducted in the Phoenician context of Santa Giusta (Sardinia), but 
restricted just to carpology (Ucchesu et al., 2017. Veget Hist Archaeobot 5: 539–549). 
Plums were common in the population’s diet. Other remains consisted in grape pips, juniper 
seeds and pine cones, the latter presumably related to meat preservation. Phoenicians may 
have introduced new cultivars of grapevine at Duos Nuraghe (Bakels, 2002. Veget Hist 
Archaeobot 11: 3–8). Although Phoenicians affected the local civilization, their arrival did not 
seem to cause significant changes in rural life.  
Phoenicians had a great impact in Andalucía (Spain), as they initiated an intense trading 
activity. The available data are again based only on seed and fruit analyses. Crops 
cultivation was mostly based on cereals and legumes. Analogously to Sardinia, also in 
south-eastern Spain Phoenicians produced wine. Similarly, olive oil production is believed to 
have started with them and spread all over the Mediterranean (Mercuri et al., 2013. Quatern 
Int 303: 24-42; Sadori et al., 2013.  Clim. Past, 9: 1969-1984), although it seems to have 
reached its peak later (Buxò, 2008. Veget Hist Archaeobot 17: 145–154). 
 
My research focuses on plant cultivation and plant use of the Phoenicians at Motya, a small 
island found in the Marsala lagoon (Sicily, Italy), in the middle of the Mediterranean, a very 
strategic place for the Phoenician trading routes. It has been occupied by Phoenicians 
starting from the 8th century BC until the disruption of the Syracusans at the beginning of the 
4th century BC. However, Phoenicians are not the first population to have colonized the site, 
which had been inhabited since the 17th century BC (Nigro, 2014; Nigro and Spagnoli, 2017. 
Quaderni di archeologia fenicio-punica, Missione archeologica a Mozia). 
 
Motya serves as a perfect case study for the analysis of the environmental and cultural 
changes that occurred in the Mediterranean at the arrival and at the departure of the 
Phoenicians. Its reduced size allowed for the settlement of only one society at a time and 



offers me the possibility to observe and interpret every change in the occupational history of 
the island. 
 
Apart from its size, Motya has other two important points in its favour: its position in the 
centre of the Mediterranean, serving as a strategic point of passage and observations, as 
well as the presence of reserves of fresh water, something that is very atypical for the 
Sicilian scorching summers. 
Since 1964, excavations of the site have been carried out by Sapienza University and 
currently directed by Prof. Lorenzo Nigro. These, however, do not include the study of 
archaeobotanical remains, deriving in an incomplete understanding of environmental 
changes. 
The island’s long occupation caused strong human impact never investigated before in such 
a small environment. The reconstruction of landscape changes and vegetation dynamics is 
always complex and for this reason a multi-proxy approach is essential. Such type of 
approach allows to use data derived from different disciplines and to complement them. A 
combined approach revealed to be crucial in the study of archaeobotanical remains from 
Iberian (Ruiz-Alonso et al., 2017. Quatern Intern 431: 61-72) and Sardinian (Sabato et al., 
2015. Plant Biosyst 149: 205–215) sites. Multi-proxy studies also include the combination of 
carpological and anthracological studies with archaeozoological evidence, allowing to 
reconstruct the functional characteristics of different areas within the same settlement, as 
tried out from an Early Bronze Age dwelling of Arslantepe (Turkey) (Piccione et al., 2015. 
Journ Archaeol Sci Rep 4: 8-22). 
My study includes on-site sampling. A sediment record is going to be collected from the 
trench between the kothon (a rectangular fresh-water basin) and the temple of the kothon. 
Anoxic conditions should guarantee a proper conservation of pollen. Soil samples 
containing seeds, fruits and wood remains have already been recovered during past 
Sapienza excavation seasons at the site and will be integrated with samples from other 
layers, collected during future campaigns, to be held during the summer. 
I intend to integrate the study of bioarchaeological remains through carpology (the study of 
seeds and fruits), palynology (pollen), xylology (wood) and anthracology (the study of 
charcoals, as the wood remains appear to be usually charred). Pollen, whose wall is 
constituted of sporopollenin and is very resistant to external factors, requires a long and 
complex chemical treatment before being identified. I will also perform such pre-treatment. 
The comparison between data deriving from different occupational layers will be performed 
though: 

• The reconstruction of the pollen record – to detect anthropic and natural changes in 
the environment of Motya; 

• The analysis of seed and fruit remains found in the different layers – to investigate 
changes in dietary practices; 

• The study of wood use – to understand human selection of timber; 

• Isotopic analysis – to be possibly carried out on wood fragments in case at least one 
species was found in several diachronic layers.  

The diachronic combination of pollen, carpological, xylological and anthracological data 
would allow a broad and complete view on the archaeobotanical history of Motya. This 
approach is proposed for the first time at Motya and is a novelty for framing prehistory in its 
environment. 



Possible developments could involve techniques such as organic residues analysis and 
stable isotope analysis.  
My research plan also includes a period of research to be spend abroad to compare 
archaeological carpological samples with reference collections, as well as to interpret pollen 
data.  
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