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ABSTRACT: This paper presents evidence for a high chronology of the early Iron Age in central Italy. Four 
archaeological contexts from Fidene, SatriculIl and Castiglione are presented together with the associated range 
of artefacts and the radiocarbon dating. Especially the set of radiocarbon dates from the hut at Fidene func
tions as a reference point for the transition of Latial phase I IB to phase I I I. It is highly unlikely that the hut 
and its contents can be dated la ter than 820 BC. Thus, the absolute chronology of the transition from Latial 
phase IIB to phase III  can be safely raised by 50 to 75 years. This would bring the Italian absolute chronology 
for the early Iron Age more in line with chronological developments in central Europe. In the Epilogue some 
consequences of a high chronology for the Italian early Iron Age in relation to Mediterranean archaeology are 
discussed. 
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l. INTRODUCTION 

One of the main problems of Mediterranean archaeo
logy is the chronology from the late Bronze Age to 
the Orientalising period ( 1200-700 Be). The present 
chronological framework reflects the subordination 
of indigenOlls cultural phases to imports from regions 
with a 'high clllture' such as Egypt, Mycene, the 
Neal' East Ol' Greece. These imports determine the 
absolute chronology of the local arrangements, even 
though the imported goods function outside their 
original context and their biography is hard ly known. 
EspeciaIly during a period in which gift exchange in
volving high-value goods such as the overseas im
ports was prevalent, it is hard to know how long these 
goods circlllated before they were deposited. More
over, mixed assemblages with local goods and se
curely dated imported artefacts are extremely rare 
during the period 1200 to 800 BC. The danger of a 
circular argument is manifest; for instance, one can 
detect a clustering of events during the 8th century 
BC when interregional contacts once more became 
firmly established. However, the interval between the 
Mycenean imports during the 1 4th and 13th centu
ries BC and the recovery of transmarine trade dur
ing the 8th century BC is marked by scarce overseas 
contacts (cf. Aubet, 1993: pp. 167- 184). This has led 
to scattered regional chronologies based on stylistic 

sequences with hardly any sound links in tenns of 
absolute years. Therefore it is recognized by archae
ologists working on these centuries that "the search 
for absolute chronology is like crossing a minefield 
sown with hidden dangel's, among them legendary 
events, relics of records, preconceived expectations 
and archaeological misinterpretations. One may at
tempt, but not necessarily expect to reach the other 
side in safety" (Hankey, 1988: pp. 33-34). Italy es
pecially is in a curious position, because southern 
Italy is securely related to the Mediterranean chro
nology (cf. Morris, 1996) while northern Italy is 
attached to the clu'onology of central Europe (cf. Pac
ciarelli, 1996). As such it is stuck between the tra
ditional 'historical' chronology of the Aegean and the 
adjusted absolute chronology of central Europe. 
The new chronology for central Europe is based on 
14C (radiocarbon) and dendroclU'onological measure
ments. It has replaced the previous chronology based 
on stylistic sequences. Recently, Friedrich and Hen
nig have confirmed the high chronology by publish
ing the dendrochronological investigation of Weh
i'ingen Tumulus 8. This tumulus marks the beginning 
of the Hallstatt C phase in southern Gennany and the 
deposited goods in the tumulus have far-reaching 
supraregional implications. Wood used for the con
struction af the tumulus and for the deposited wagon 
yieJded a felling date of 778±5 BC. As such this date 
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provides a reference point for the transition from the 
Um Field culture to the earliest Hallstatt C 1 graves 
(Friedrich & Hennig, 1 996). Therefore recent chro
nological research has resulted in several discrepan
cies between the traditional Mediterranean chronol
ogy and the adjusted, absolute chronology of central 
Europe (table 1). This paper intends to add a new 
reference point for the transition of Latial phase I I  
to phase I I I  by presenting the radiocarbon dates of 
the early Iron Age hut at Fidene in relation with other 
archaeological contexts in central Italy that have been 
dated by the radiocarbon method. 

Chronological research in archaeology can be 
subdivided into: 

1. Relative chronologies based on the sel'iation of 
artefacts that are typologically classified, resulting 
in a typo-chronological sequence e.g. of pottery Ol' 
brooclles (fibulae); 

2. Absolute chronologies based on historical Ol' 
literary evidence; 

3. Time measurements based on scientific dating 
metllods such as 14C analysis and dendrochronology. 

Relative chronologies describe cultural sequences. 
Most archaeologists consider these sequences COlTect 
since they are stratigraphically anchored. However, 
academic debate is fierce when methods for the de
termination of the absolute clu'onology are involved. 
The discussion should be about the validity of meth-

1200 

Table I. Final Bronze Age and early Iron Age, Italian penin
sula (based on Bietti Sestieri, 1 996: pp. 1 85- 1 93). 

Traditional 
absolute 
clu'onology 

c. 1 200 BC 

c.  900 B C  

c .  700 BC 

Absolute cluonology 
based on dendro
chronology and 
14C datings 

c. 1 200 B C  

c.  1 020 B C  

c .  7 8 0  B C  

Conventional 
classification into 
periods 

Final Bronze Age 
Hallstatt A I 
Hallstatt A2 
Hallstatt Bl 

Early Tron Age 
Hallstatt B2 
Hallstatt B3 

Advanced Tron Age 
Orientalising period 
(Transalpine early 
Iron Age) 
Hallstatt C 

ods, that is methods employed to abstract 'histori
cai ' dates from literat'y sources versus the modem, 
scientific dating methods, but it often deteriorates 
into a confession of faith. Famous is the debate on 
the Thera eruption and its relation to the 'historical ' 
chronology of the pharaos list (cf. Kitchen, 1996a; 
1996b) and the final years of the Minoan civilization 
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(Hardy & Renfrew, 1990; Manning, 1996). Another 
potential minefield is the absol ute chronology of the 
transition from the late Bronze Age to the early Iron 
Age in the Mediterranean, because it touches the 
'historical ' dates of the Greek colonization process 
of southern Italy during the 8th century Be. 

In recent years papers have been presented which 
cast doubt on the absolute chronology of the Italian 
late Bronze Age and early Iron Age (Rands borg, 
199 1; 1996; Peroni, 1994; Giardino, 1995; Bietti Ses
tieri, 1996; Nijboer, 1998). Table l illustrates that 
the differences between the traditional, 'historicai ' 
dates on the one hand and on the other the chron
ology based on dendro-dates from central Emope 
amount to more than a century. However, table l is 
based on scientific, absolute datings from central 
Europe and not on high-quality radiocarbon 01' den
drochronological research from Italy itself. Such 
research in Italy is scarce and therefore it is only in 
theory that the absolute dating of the !talian late 
Bronze Age and early lron Age has become insecure. 

This paper will present four well-defined archae
ological contexts in tenns of associated artefacts to
gether with some 14C datings, which indicate that the 
transition of Latial period II to period I I I  can be 

raised into the 9th century Be. The adjusted date for 
the transition from Latial period II to I I I  would bring 
the Ital ian absolute chronology for the early Iron Age 
more in line with chronological developments in cen
tral Europe (fig. 1). The four described contexts are: 

a. the Iron Age hut at Fidene; 
b. the lowest fireplace of hut feature II at Satri

CUIII; 
c. the lowest level of hut VI at SatriculI1, and 
d. tombs 25 and 40 from Castiglione (fig. 2). 

All four contexts are associated with a range of arte
facts, which will be presented as well. These 3liefacts 
indicate that the contexts belong to Latial period I I, 
to Latial period I I I  or somewhere between the two 
periods. Therefore they are traditionally dated to the 
9th and 8th centuries BC (fig. 1). In relative chro
nology the tombs from Castiglione are the oldest, fol
lowed by the hut at Fidene, the fireplace of hut fea
ture II at Satricul/1 and finally the lowest level of hut 
VI, also at Satricum. It is not our intention to dis
cuss in any way the relative chronology of the early 
Iron Age in Latiul/1 Vetus. The stages of the cultural 
phases during the earl y Iron Age must be considered 
correct, since they are based on archaeological sh'ati
graphies. It is mere ly the relation between relative 
and absolute chronology that has become controver
sia I. 

The limited number of contexts from centralltaly 
examined in this paper does not permit the synthe
sis of a revised chronology for the whole of Italy 
from the late Bronze Age to the Orientalising period. 
At present numerous 14C datings are known from 
Italy (Skeates & Whitehouse, 1994). These datings 
have not been interpreted and a preliminary analy
sis indicates that most of the datings are often: a) of 
poor quality and b) not directly associated with a 
range of archaeological artefacts. Much of the pre
vious 14C research tums out to be hardly suitable for 
a detailed discussion on chronology for the period 
1200 to 700 Be. The quality of the research is poor 
both in terms of the radiocarbon datings themselves 
and in terms of archaeological context (cf. Manning, 
1996: pp. 28-32 for a similar observation for the 
Aegean Bronze Age). 

2. RADIOCARBON METHOD 

Before the individual archaeological contexts are pre
sented together with their 14C datings, a few remarks 
must be made concerning the radiocarbon method, 
the datings themselves and the calibration method 
used. 

Radiocarbon C4C) is a radioactive isotope of car
bon, which is natura Ily produced high in the atmos
phere. Living plants, animais and people genera Ily 
have the same 14C content as the atmosphere they 
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Fig. 3. Section of the calibration curve essential for the period 
discussed. 

live in. The carbon exchange with the environment 
ceases after death, whereupon the 14C concentration 
diminishes in time, owing to radioactive decay. The 
basic princip le of the radiocarbon dating method is 
the determination of the age of carbon-containing or
ganic matter (wood, peat, bone, charcoal etc.) by 
measuring the residual amount of 14C left in the 
sample in relation to the half-Iife of 14C, which is 
5730 years. The radiocarbon content of samples can 
be measured by two methods based on different prin
ciples: 

l .  Measuring the 14C radioactivity (the conven
tional dating method; at Groningen marked with a 
laboratory code number GrN: Mook & Streurman, 
1983; Mook & Waterbolk, 1985), and 

2. Measuring the 14C concentration (by means of 
AMS, a form of mass spectrometry; at Groningen 
marked with a laboratOl'y code number GrA: Gott
dang et al., 1995; Van der Plicht, 1993). 

At the Centre for Isotope Research of the University 
of Groningen both techniques are used for the age 
determination of carbon-containing samples. The 
radio carbon content can be measured accurately. 
However, the result of the analysis in radiocarbon 
years is related to historicaI age in a complicated 
way. Calibration is the establishment of the relation 
between radiocarbon age (reported in BP, Before 
Present defined as AD 1 950) and historicaI age (BCI 
AD). Calibration takes into account natura I 14C fluc
tuations in the past and other variables. The ideal 
samples for calibration are tre e rings because they 
can be dated absolutely by means of dendrochron
ology. Tree-ring chronologies are now available all 

the way back into the Preboreal. A 14C calibration 
curve has been constructed covering 9908 BC to the 
present (Stuiver et al., 1 998). Figure 3 shows the 
section of the calibration curve essential for this 
article. Calibration means finding the cotTect calen
dar date corresponding to the measured BP-age by 
using a curve such as that shown in figure 3. It is 
the wiggly COUl'se of the calibration curve, which is 
due to solar fluctuations, that makes calibrating dif
fictdt. For instance, wiggles can cause a 14C date to 
correspond to more than one calendar date. Illustra
tions of this principle can be found in Van der Plicht 
& Mook ( 1987). Calibration becomes even more 
complex if we also take into account the measure
ment error. Recently, programs working on Personal 
Computers have been distributed for calibration pur
poses. We here used the program CAL25 (Van der 
Plicht, 1 993) upgraded with the INTCAL98 data 
(Stuiver et al., 1998). Many 14C laboratories have 
adopted this program. 

As can be se en from figure 3, there are periods 
in the calibration curve that are extremely problem
atic for calibration pUl·poses. For instance, between 
750 and 400 BC there is a 'plateau' in the curve, 
which is caused by an increased 14C production in 
the atmosphere around 800 BC. This era is known 
as the 'Hallstatt disaster' and is a calibration night
mare indeed for this period of almost four centuries; 
the atmospheric 14C level is virtuaIly constant, so that 
very few 14C years cOlTespond to 350 calendar years. 
This means that one date (say 2450 BP) corresponds 
to 750-400 BC, even if the 14C measurement has been 
done with very high precision. Obviously, the appli
cation of 14C dating to chronological questions con
cerning this period is problematic. An example is to 
be found in the prehistory of the Scythians in the 
Russian territory (Zaitseva et al., 1998). 

By contrast, an advantage of the une ven calibra
tion curve is the steep decline of the curve between 
roughly 900 and 800 BC. This may lead to high
quality datings with a quite precise calibrated date. 
Tims the lowest level of hut VI at Satricu/1/ has a cali
brated date with a 95.4% confidence level between 
830 and 790 BC (GrN-16466; 2620±30 BP). Apart 
from being regarded as a calibration disaster, the 
'wiggly' era is of interest because of possibIe con
nections between 14C fluctuations (the peak at 850 
cal Be), climate change and its consequences for pre
historic society (Van Geel et al., 1996; Becker & 
Kromer, 1993). 

We present in this paper the most precisely meas
ured 14C da tings, since only they are relevant for our 
purpose. The use of 14C datings of the same archaeo
logical context with a high measurement error would 
make our argument unnecessarily complicated. The 
precision of the 14C measurement depends largely on 
the accuracy that can be obtained with a specific car
bon sample. In order to illustrate this point in greater 



A high chronology Jo/' the em'ly Iran Age in central !taly 167 

Table 2. 14C datings from the Iron Age hut at Fidene 

Sample name Material 

Fidene I Charcoal (wood) 
Fidene 2 Charcoal (wood) 
F idene 3 Charcoal (wood) 
F idene 4 Charcoal (wood) 
Fidene 93- 1 60 Seeds 
F idene 93-282 Seeds 

detail, we discuss the various 14C datings from Fi
dene (table 2). 

The carbon samples from the Iron Age hut at 
Fidene derive from charcoal from a health and from 
charred seeds. There are at present six closely related 
radiocarbon datings from the hut at Fidene with re
sults that range from 2820 to 2760 years BP. One 
of the six 14C datings has an accuracy of ± 60 years 
(GrN-20l28, 2780±60 BP) and hence will not be em
ployed in this article, since calibration with a 95.4% 
confidence level gives a range from 1120 to 810 BC. 
Unfortunately the remaining five datings have a me
diocre accuracy of ±50 years. Even with this rela
tively high measurement error the calibrated dates 
indicate that the carbon cannot be younger than 820 
BC. Imagine the precision if the Fidene samples had 
amounted to ±30 years. The result with the lowest 
date from Fidene is labelled GrA-5008; 2760±50 BP. 

+ + 
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+ 

+ 

+ 
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Fig. 4. Plan of the Iron Age hut at F idene. 
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Laboratory code 

GrN-2012S 
GrN-20 1 26 
GrN-20127 
GrN-20128 
GrA-S008 
GrA-S007 

14C age (BP) 

2800±SO 
2790±SO 
2820±SO 
2780±60 
2760±SO 
2770±SO 

Calibrated with a 95.4% confidence level this sample 
is dated between 1000 and 820 BC. If the accuracy 
had been 2760±30 BP then the sample would have 
been calibrated with a 95.4% confidence level to 970-
830 BC. Therefore we primarily employ the samples 
that 3l:e dated most accurately with the radiocarbon 
method. Including the other 14C datings of the same 
context with similar radiocarbon measurements but 
with larger measurement errors would ul1l1ecessarily 
confuse the discussion. 

The presented calibrated dates in this article are 
rounded off to decades in order to illustrate that 14C 
datings can never provide a 'historical ' date, precise 
to the yeal'. Besides, we want to stress that in pre
and proto-history any chronology can merely be ap
proximate. 
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3. FIDENE 

The hut at Fidene was excavated during various cam
paigns around 1 990 and is one of the best preserved 
Iron Age bui1dings of central Italy (fig. 4). As such 
it has been reconstructed and can be visited in the 
Bargata Fidene on the eastern outskirts of Rome (fig. 
5). The contents of the hut are exhibited in the recent
ly refurbished 'Museo Nazionale Romano alle Terme 
di Diocleziano' in Rome. 

The hut lies on the fringes of the Iron Age settle
ment of Fidene and measures approximately 5 x6 m. 
It has a small portico and walls wbich collapsed in 
a fire of great intensity (Bietti Sestieri et al., 1 992, 
1998; De Santis et al., 1998). A man-made banle of 
tuff runs along the outside of the building on two 
sides. The portico protected the entrance on the wes
tern side and consisted of two parallel walls of loam. 
The hut walls were made with the term-pise tech
nique, which employs parallel wooden planks in be
tween which loa m is pressed. Verticai posts at regular 
intervals along the outside of the wall impart rigi
dit y to the hutwalls. Traces of the roof consist of 
burnt beams on the floor. The roof was probably 
thatched, with a frame of beams covered with bran
ches and straw. It was supported by four posts, which 

were set within the building. In the area around the 
building there are also regular rows of posts, which 
probably functioned as supports for the eaves. Inside 
the hut at least four storage jars were recovered as 
well as some truncated pyramids, which must have 
functioned as fire-dogs of some kind, since they were 
found around the central hearth. It is likely that a 
sudden fire destroyed the building while it was fully 
in use. A curious detail confirms this interpretation 
because a domestic cat was trapped inside the bui Id
ing by tbe fire and subsequent collapse. Its skeletal 
remains were excavated in tbe southeastern carner 
of the hut. Other falmal remains document the keep
ing of sheep/goats, cattle and pigs. There is hardly 
any evidence for game consumption. Botanical evi
dence indicates the cultivation of vegetables and 
cereals such as barley and wheat (Triticul11 aestivum). 

The excavated pottery comprises storage jars, 
bowls, jars, cooking stands, amphorae, cups and 
mugs (fig. 6). It is hand-made impasto pottery oc
casionally decorated with simple, incised geOlnetric 
patterns, which are characteristic of the Latial phase 
IIB and the beginning of phase III. Tims the pottery 
inside the hut represents the transition from Latial 
phase IIB to phase III, conventionally dated to around 
710 BC by the conventional typo-chronological 

Fig. 5.  Reconstruction of the Iron Age hut in the Borgata Fidene, Rome. 
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method. However, a different, absolute date for the 
early Iron Age structure at Fidene was obtained by 
the radiocarbon method. We present five 14C datings 
from the hu t, which all indicate that its contents 
cannot be dated later than 820 BC. Two dates de
rive from samples of charred seeds. These are short
live d samples and can therefore not be subject to the 
'old-wood effect ' (Mook & Waterbolk, 1985: pp. 49-
55; James, 1992: appendix l ). Moreover, the consis
tency of the five 14C datings from the hut is an ar
gument in favour of a high absolute chronology of 
the early Iron Age in central Italy. Combined, at 2cr 
(95.4%) confidence, the five determinations offer a 
calibrated range of 1 120 to 820 BC: 
a. GrN-2012S; 2800±50 BP 1 1 20-1100 cal B C  

1 080-1060 c a l  B C  
IOSO-830 c a l  B C  
9S.4% confidence level 

b.  GrN-20 126; 2 790±50 BP 

c. GrN-20 1 27; 2820±50 BP 

d. GrA-S008; 2 760±50 BP 

e. GIA-S007; 2 7 70±50 BP 

1110- 1 1 00 cal BC 
1 0SO- 830 cal B C  
9S.4% confidence level 
1130-1100 cal BC 
1090-890 cal B C  
880-840 c a l  B C  
9S.4% confidence level 
1 000-820 cal BC 
9S.4% confidence level 
1 020-820 cal BC 
9S.4% confidellCe level 

The seeds (d and e) are short-lived samples and ra
dioca\'bon determination results in a calibrated date 
between 1020 and 820 BC. Thus with a confidence 
level of 95.4% the actual date of these samples 
should be somewhere in the 10th Ol' 9th century 
BC. On archaeological and typological grounds one 
should however conclude that the hut and its con
tents must probably be dated to the lower end of the 
calibration range, that is to the third quarter of the 
9th century BC. This means that we propose to raise 
the absolute date for the transition from Latial pe
riod I I  to III by about 50 to 75 years. This conclu
sion based on the radiocarbon datings of five organic 
samples from the Iron Age Imt at Fidene, acts as a 
reference point for the transition of Latial phase I I  
to  phase III. In  view of the combined evidence of 
the five radiocarbon datings, it is highly unlikely that 
this transition can be dated later than 820 BC. This 
date functions as a starting point for the chronologi
cal discussion of the subsequent contexts from cen
tral Italy presented in this paper. 

4. SATRICUM: FlREPLACE IN HUT-FEATURE II 

The ancient settlement of Satricum was located at 
present-day Borgo Le FelTiere neal' the Pontine plain, 
on the easternmost border of Latillll1 Vetus. It is si
tuated approximately 60 Im1 southeast of Rome (fig. 

2). The settlement originated during the early Iron 
Age on a number of tuff plateaux in the lower basin 
of the River Astma. The Astma, the most important 
river in Lathlll1 south of the Tiber, COlU1ects SatriclIllI 
with the sea. During the 7th and 6th centuries BC 
the site functioned within a system of large, late Iron 
Age and Archaic centres, of which Ardea, Laviniul/1 
and Ficana are mentioned. So far, various Iron Age 
hut features have been excavated around a central 
pond (Maaskant-Kleibrink, 1992: pp. 108- 146). A 
functional differentiation has been suggested among 
the excavated hut features according to their size and 
form. Tims the hut features are classified as cooking 
sheds or as square/oval huts. The huts can be fairly 
large. Some measure up to 30-40 m2. The cooking 
sheds are smaller and measure about 2/2.5x2.5/3 m. 
Their fill is dark, owing to large amounts of char
coal, and they contain many sherds of cooking pots 
as well as bones. A characteristic of the cooking 
sheds is that they contain rubbish pits dug deep into 
the gro und and that they are all surrounded by small 
post-holes. Hut feature I I  is somewhat larger, but 
otherwise it has all the characteristics of an average 
cooking shed. It has a diameter of 3.40 m and was 
partly surrounded by small postholes. Its dominant 
feature is a fireplace about l m in diameter at the 
lowest level. From this level a charcoal sample was 
taken to be dated by the radiocarbon method. Fau
nal remains near the fireplace are identified as bones 
of sheep/goat and pigs. The associated pottery from 
this context consists of hand-made, ill1pasto pottery 
such as cooking-stands, storage jars, jars, bowls, lids, 
mugs and cups (fig. 7). There was one fragment of 
a ware made from depurated clay. The pottery is 
traditionally dated to 800-750 BC though Beijer sug
gests a date around 750 BC mainly on account of the 
cups (Beijer, in: Maaskant-Kleibrink, 1987: pp. 6 1-
64, 175-84, 285-302). For descriptions of the pottery 
we refer to Maaskant-Kleibrink ( 1 987: Cat.Nos: 58 1, 
585, 592, 596, 598, 605, 610, 620, 624, 628, 631, 
644, 645, 650, 652, 653, 656, 657, 663, 664, 667, 
670-672, 674, 68 1, 687, 688, 720 and 727). 

Charcoal from this context was dated with the 
radiocarbon method. The calibration of the 14C date 
entails an older absolute date for this context (9th 
century BC): 

GrN 1 1669; 2670 ± 30 BP 900-880 cal BC 
860-8S0 ca l  BC 
840-800 cal BC 
9S.4% confidence level 

The typology of the pottery associated with the fire
place assigns it to Latial phase II I. The pottery is 
typologically somewhat later than the pottery asso
ciated with the hut at Fidene. Therefore we suggest 
dating the pottery from hut feature II at SatriclIllI to 
the late 9th century BC. 
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Fig. 7. Pottery from hut feature II at Satricul11, late 9th centUl'y BC. 

5. SATRICUM: LOWEST LEVEL OF HUT VI 

Hut VI  at SatricU/11 is a rectangular hut with rounded 
corners. The sunken floor of the hut measures 5 x3.3 
m (Maaskant-Kleibrink, 1992: pp. 54-59). Stratum 
l A  is the lowest level of hut VI and consists of a 
black, charcoal-rich deposit at the bottom of the hut, 
beneath the floor and a layer of daub. It contained 
bones of pigs, sheep/goats, cattle and a fox. The num
bel' of excavated sherds from this level amounts to 
1750, of which 281 were diagnostic. A relatively 
large number of sherds had been secondarily bumt. 
Stratum l A contained hand-made, ill/pasto pot
tery such as storage jars, jars, cooking-stands, mugs, 
bowl s, cups, lids and weaving implements (fig. 8). 
On typological grounds the pottery is assigned to La
tial pbase III while some of the jars and bowls point 
to the lower end of this phase, that is the third quar
ter of the 8th century BC, according to the conven
tiotlal chronology (Maaskant-Kleibrink, 1992: pp. 42-
45, 54-59, 173- 182, 278-289). 

Charcoal from the lowest level of hut V I  was 
dated by the radiocarbon method. The calibration of 
the most precise radiocarbon dating indicates an 01-
der absolute date than the conventional dating since 
it gives a range from 830 to 790 cal BC: 

GrN-16466; 2620±30 BP 830-790 cal BC 
95.4% confidence level 

The typology tells us that this context should be 
younger than the hut at Fidene and the fireplace of 
hutfeature I I  at Satricum. Therefore we suggest dat
ing the pottery from the lowest level of Imt VI to the 
earl y 8th cenhll'y BC, about half a cenhll'y older than 
the conventional typo-chronological date. 

There are other radiocarbon datings from archae
ological contexts at Satl'iculII, which do not comply 
with the traditional typo-chronological dates. For ex-

o 20cm 
1-1----l1 

ample, the lowest fireplace of hut feahlre I I I  contains 
pottery such as cooking-stands, storage jar, jar and 
bowls (Maaskant-KJeibrink, 1987: pp. 66-70, 184-
189, 303-309; Cat.Nos: 740, 744, 75 1, 752, 754, 756, 
757, 76 1, 763, 766, 770 and 744). The pottery is con
ventionally dated to the transition of Latial phase I I I  
to phase IV, around 725 BC. The calibration of  the 
radiocarbon dating indicates a much higher date: 

GrN-1 1 668; 2 705±30 BP 900-8 1 0  cal BC 
95.4% confidence level 

Because thi s high calibrated radiocarbon date can 
only be explained by the 'old-wood effect ', we do 
not incIude the lowest fireplace of hut feature III in 
our discussion, though in general terms it does sup
port our proposal to raise the absolute chronology of 
the early Iron Age in central Italy. 

6. CASTlGLIONE: TOMBS 25 AND 40 

The Castiglione Necropolis is located neal' a small 
volcanic crater about 20 km to the east of Rome (fig. 
2). The geographical location, COl1l1ecting various 
land and fluvial routes, is probably one of the rea
sons for the density of archaeological remains. Be
sides the Castiglione Necropolis there are several 
archaeological sites around the crater sllch as settle
ment traces from the middle Bronze Age onwards 
and another Iron Age cemetery. There are various 
cIusters of small, early Iron Age settlement units, 
which subsequently developed into the Latin town 
of Gabii on the southeastern edge of the crater dur
ing the 8th and 7th centuries BC. The sanctuary of 
Juno-Gabina, which was in use for many centuries, 
started possibly as an open-air sanctuary during the 
8th17th centUlY BC (Alma gro Got'bea, 1982: pp. 599-
6 10). One of the two Iron Age cemeteries, the Osteria 
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dell' Osa Necropolis is well known. It contained 
almost 600 tombs, which have been carefully anal
ysed and published (Bietti Sestieri, 1992a). The Cas
tiglione Cemetery is located about 1.8 km to the east 
of the Osteri a del!' Osa Necropolis. It is smaller than 
the Osteria dell' Osa Necropolis and the tombs are 
furnished with a more limited range of grave goods. 

So far 90 tombs have been excavated at the Casti
glione Necropolis, which cut through and tl1US des
troyed a previous settlement dated to the middle 
Bronze Age. The typology of the grave goods indi
cates that the majority of the finds date to Latial 
phase Ila2 and Ilb l, which is conventionally dated 
to roughly the second half of the 9th century BC (ap
proximately 870/860-800 Be). Until now, hardly any 
tombs have been dated to phase Ilal while none is 
assigned to phase Ilb2. The burial ground was oc
cupied by distinct grave c1usters with predominantly 
female burials and inhumations. In comparison with 
the Osteria del!' Osa Cemetery, the homogeneity of 
grave goods as related to gender and age is especiaIly 
remarkable. The difference in funerary assemblages 
between these two contemporary and nearby cem e
teries points to local variability in burial customs. 
However, in this case the difference may point to a 
hierarchy among the Osteria dell' Osa and Casti
glione communities. The associations of the grave 
goods and other funerary indicators seem to imply 
that the community that buried its dea d at Castiglione 
was less organized than the community nearby that 
buried its dead at Osteria del!' Osa (Bietti Sestieri, 
1986, 1992a, 1992b; Bietti Sestieri & De Santis, 
2000: pp. 74-84). 

Two 14C datings of the Castiglione Cemetery will 
be presented. The human bones from tombs 25 and 
40 were dated separately, which gave to both the fol
lowing calibrated results: 

GrN-23475 and GrN-23478; 2670±30 BP 
900-880 cal BC 
860-850 cal BC 
840-800 cal BC 
95.4% confidence level 

The associated finds of both tombs probably belong 
to Latial phase Ila2 and phase IIb l ,  870/860-800 BC, 
though the associated artefacts are typologically not 
very indicative (fig. 9). The 14C datings seem to con
firm the dating of Latial period II. However, on ac
count of the radiocarbon analyses of the hut at Fi
dene, both tombs must be dated to the early 9th 
century BC. This consideration has been taken into 
account in the 14C calibration and is necessary if the 
transition from Latial period II to III is dated to the 
third quarter of the 9th centUl'y BC as all the radio
carbon datings from Fidene indicate. Subject to a fi
nal, typo-chronological analysis of the Castiglione 
Cemetery, the absolute dates assi gned to tombs 25 
and 40 probably have to be raised by a few decades 
to the early 9th century BC. 
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Fig. 9. The arlefacts from tOlllbs 25 and 40 at Castiglione, early 
9th centlll'y BC.  

At present other tombs from the Castiglione Ne
cropolis are being dated by the radiocarbon method. 
The resuIts of these analyses will be incorporated in 
a general assessment of the Italian chronology. The 
unpublished results available so far indicate that the 
Castiglione tombs belonging to Latial phase IIa2-Ilb l 
are unlikely to be younger than the first half of the 
9th century BC. 

7. EPILOGUE 

In this paper we have presented several well-docu
mente d archaeological contexts with their associated 
finds in com bi nation with their radiocarbon datings. 
EspeciaIly the 14C datings of short-lived samples such 
as the ChatTed seed s from the hut at Fidene demo n
strate that the absolute chronology of the early Iron 
Age in central Italy has to be raised. Traditionally 
the transition from Latial period II to Latial period 
III is dated to around 770 BC. The combined evi
dence of the 14C datings from the early lron Age hut 
at Fidene provides a reference point for this transition 
and it seems highly unlikely that the hut and its 
contents were still in use after the third quarter of 
the 9th century BC (850-825 Be). Tims we propose 
to raise the absolute chronology for the transition 
from Latial period II to Latial period III by about 50 
to 75 years, to the third quarter of the 9th century 
BC. 

At present the discussed contexts are the only 
examples from central ltaly during the earl y Iron Age 
that indicate that the absolllte chronology of the earl y 
Iron Age ean be adjllsted in line with the recent ab
solute chronology for central Europe. 
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The difference between the absolute chronology 
of our proposal and that based on the conventional 
typo-chronological sequence is caused by the differ
ence in methodology. Our proposal results from a 
careful use of radiocarbon dating methods. We used 
short-lived samples and bone when possible. In addi
tion, we employed the 95.4% confidence level (2-cr 
rather than the more usual l-s), as a conservative ap
proach. Even by this criterion our conclusion con
ceming the high chronology is obvious. Moreover, 
our proposal employs main ly the lower end of the 
calibration ranges presented. Only with the Castigli
one tombs did we have to resort to the upper end of 
the calibration range for archaeological and typolo
gical reasons. However, recent, unpublished radio
carbon datings of human bones from five different 
tombs at Castiglione cOlToborate our proposal for a 
higher absolute chronology for Latial phase I I. 

On the other hand, the conventional absolute dat
ing of the typo-chronology is based mainly on the 
dates given by the ancient author Thucydides for the 
'Greek' colonies in southern Italy (cf. Monis, 1996; 
James, 1992; Ross Holloway, 1996: pp. 37-50). His 
account , which was written more than three centu
ries after the emergence of the 'Greek' colonization 
movement, fotms the framework for the conventional 
absolute dating of the early Iron Age in the western 
Mediterranean. Since most archaeologists in the past 
adhered to this 'historicaI' account, one can detect a 
clustering of events during the 8th century BC. An 
example of this clustering is the present absolute 
chronology of the Levantine diaspora towards the 
western Mediterranean. CUlTently the Phoenician and 
Greek advances towards the west are considered to 
be simultaneous and are dated from 770 BC onwards 
(Au bet, 1993: pp. 167- 184; Ridgway, 1998). This 
date is based on typo-chronological research, which 
employs mainly Greek pottery as guide artefacts 
(Docter, forthcoming). Thus, it should not cotne as 
a surprise if the Phoenician and Greek expansion 
towards the west is found to be simultaneous, as a 
result of circular reasoning. If one accepts Thucy
dides' dates for the foundation of the Greek colonies 
in southern Italy, one should also accept the recon
structed absolute dates of other ancient authors for 
the Phoenician diaspora, which gave the Levantines 
a head start of about 50 years. Besides, by accept
ing Thucydides' colonial dates, one is almost obliged 
to accept also his account of the 'Greek colonisation' 
of Sicily. He specifically states that the Phoenicians 
were aIready occupying coastal promontories and 
islets before the arrival of Greek communities (TI1U
cydides 6:2, 6). Employing a scientific dating method 
such as the radiocarbon method Ol' preferably dendro
chronology may eventually dissociate the Phoenician 
from the Greek diaspora towards the west. 

Nevertheless, our proposal to raise the absolute 
chronology for the transition of Latial phase II to 

phase II I  by about 50 to 75 years need not, at present, 
imply that the absolute chronology of the 'Greek' , 
Geometric pottery has to be adjusted. After all, the 
presented archaeological contexts from central Italy 
did not contain any late Geometric sherds except 
maybe one sherd from SafriclIlII that is not very dis
tinctive. However, the reconstructed absolute dating 
based on Thucydides ' account, has to remain as it is 
since it is 'historically' documented. It is the con
text of the early Greek colonization movement that 
alters if our conclusion is accepted. Though this 
pap er merely presents evidence for readjusting the 
absolute chronology during the early Iron Age of 
some sites in central Italy, the consequences may be 
significant, owing to the correlation of regional typo
clu'onologies (cf. fig. 1). Trus is known as the 'knock
on effect' of chronological research, due to the in
significant number of supraregional archaeological 
contexts which could act as a reference point for the 
absolute clu-onology. It is highly unlikely that ancient 
history will provide us with any nllther reconstructed 
'historicaI' dates. However, the radiocarbon method 
and dendrochronology could in theot·y be employed 
ad infinitum to suitable archaeological contexts, tims 
giving us more information on the absolute chrono
logy of the Mediterranean during the 2nd and 1 st mil
lennium Be. In this way our proposal could even
tually result in a revision of the substages of Late 
Helladic, Submycenean and Greek Geotnetric potte
ry. Other effects co uld be : 

- A longer period of precolonial contacts, e.g. 
from the 9th to the early 8th century BC; 

- Less abrupt socio-economic transitions in Italy 
during the 8th centUl'y BC because in absolute years 
the Iron Age in Italy (lasting until 700 BC) could be 
extended with about 100 years; 

- A lengthening of the pro to-urban phase during 
the urbanization process of central Italy; 

- SYllclu'onous evolution of the Italian and Greek 
Orientalising periods, which currently are somewhat 
dissociated in time; and 

- A revision of the historicai Greek colonization 
process in that, as mentioned above, the 'historicai ' 
dates for this process given by the ancient author 
Thucydides remain as they are, while their context 
will be altered (cf. Monis, 1996; James, 199 1). 

These consequences should not however be in
ferred from the above-mentioned lmock-on effect, but 
from new research in radiocarbon dating and den
drochronology .  
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