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Landscape, ethnicity and identity 

in the archaic Mediterranean area

The main concern of this volume is the multi-layered 
concept of ethnicity. Contributors examine and contextualise 
contrasting definitions of ethnicity and identity as implicit 
in two perspectives, one from the classical tradition and 
another from the prehistoric and anthropological tradition. 
They look at the role of textual sources in reconstructing 
ethnicity and introduce fresh and innovative archaeological 
data, either from fieldwork or from new combinations of 
old data. Finally, in contrast to many traditional approaches 
to this subject, they examine the relative and interacting 
role of natural and cultural features in the landscape in the 
construction of ethnicity. 

The volume is headed by the contribution of Andrea 
Carandini whose work challenges the conceptions of many 
in the combination of text and archaeology. He begins by 
examining the mythology surrounding the founding of 
Rome, taking into consideration the recent archaeological 
evidence from the Palatine and the Forum. Here primacy 
is given to construction of place and mythological descent. 

Anthony Snodgrass, Robin Osborne, Tim Cornell and Christopher Smith offer replies to his 
arguments. Overall, the nineteen papers presented here show that a modern interdisciplinary and 
international archaeology that combines material data and textual evidence – critically – can 
provide a powerful lesson for the full understanding of the ideologies of ancient and modern 
societies
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Approaching ethnicity and landscapes in pre-
Roman Italy: the middle Tiber Valley

Gabriele Cifani

Keywords: ethnicity; landscape; central Italy; city states; territorial states

Introduction: archaeology and ethnicity
In the last two decades, post-processual approaches to archaeology have emphasized 
the role played by identities and ideology in the organization of culture. Within this 
framework, ethnicity represents perhaps the most complex form, since it is based on a 
collective rather than individual perception of identity (Jones 1996; Díaz-Andreu et al. 
2005: 6). However, debate on the relationship between ideology and culture is much 
older than post-processualism. Within the huge literature on how to defi ne ethnicity, 
we can, in my opinion, trace two main approaches.

The fi rst one is the physical approach, which tends to defi ne communities by means 
of their physical att ributes, geographical distribution and the eff ects of weather on 
behaviour and culture. This determinist method started in classical antiquity (e.g. Pliny 
Natural History VII), became very popular in the Enlightenment, thanks in part to the 
work of Montesquieu De l’esprit de lois (1748), continued during the period of Positivism, 
and was very infl uential in many studies predating the Second World War. The modern 
researches on archaeogenetics might be considered, in some respects, the heirs to such 
an approach (for a synthesis of the debate on the Etruscan area: Perkins 2009).

The second approach is cultural and idealistic which focuses on the customs, language 
and culture to investigate an ethnic group. We can trace the origin of such approaches 
in Classical Greece, above all in the work of Herodotos, the fi rst ethnographer, who 
defi ned ethnicity as an ideological construct by describing the origins of the Ionian 
ethnos as a pragmatic self creation instead of a primordial group (Herodotos I.143–7; 
McInerney 2001: 57–9). 

In the course of Romanticism, G. F. Hegel stressed the importance of the spiritual 
values of an ethnic group as integrally linked with its identity, by shaping the concept 
of Volksgeist (Hegel 1955: 59); this theory became very infl uential during the nineteenth 
century and was taken up by sociologists and historians. 
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For example, in 1917, Benedett o Croce defi ned History as the main characteristic 
of a Nation (Croce 1989: 378–80) and Max Weber in 1922 described ethnic groups as 
‘those human groups that entertain a subjective belief in their common descent’ (Weber 
1978: 389). 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, archaeological studies developed in 
parallel with these approaches; for example, the best known theory of the German 
archaeologist Gustav Kossina combined the distribution of material culture with the 
evidence of ethnicity (Kossina 1902) and he greatly infl uenced contemporary studies 
of the prehistory of Europe, among them some of the earliest works of Vere Gordon 
Childe (Childe 1926; Härke 1991: 188–9; Trigger 2006: 243–8). Aft er the Second World 
War, the collapse of European empires marked the beginning of postcolonial approaches 
to ethnicity; in this phase we fi nd, in linguistic terminology, the fi rst distinction between 
‘etic’ and ‘emic’, an approach which emphasizes the point of view of the observer (Pike 
1967), and the growing importance of the self defi nition of a community in defi ning 
ethnicity (Malkin 2001: 15–19). This was the cultural framework of the ground-breaking 
work ‘Ethnic Group and Boundaries’, published by the Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik 
Barth, who rejected ethnicity as a static concept and emphasized ethnic boundaries as 
an eff ect of social interaction (Barth 1969).

More recently, cultural anthropologists have stressed the role of history and the 
importance of mentalities as long term phenomena in defi ning ethnic identities (e.g. 
Cole and Wolf 1974). Mentalities can start as an eff ect of history, but aft erwards they can 
also act as causes of change in history (Epstein 1978; Fabiett i 1998; Remott i 2001; Smith 
1986; Tullio-Altan 1997). From this point of view, the main elements of membership 
in an ethnic group are:

• the epos: the feeling of identity within a community and its cultural memory;
• the ethos: the sharing of moral values;
• the logos: the common language or languages inside a group; 
• the oikos or topos: the territory where a community is based. 

The idealistic approach seems also to have infl uenced the most recent debate of 
ethnicity in archaeology. According to the recent synthesis of Jonathan Hall, the term 
ethnicity denotes not just the self-consciousness of belonging to an ethnic group but 
also the dynamic process that structures, and is structured by, ethnic groups in social 
interaction with one another (Hall 1997: 1–33, 2002: 9–19).

From this point of view, the main elements that determine membership in an ethnic 
group are:

1. a putative subscription to a myth of common descent and kinship;
2. an association with a specifi c territory;
3. a sense of shared history.

However, as shown by historical examples, the construction of an ethnic identity is 
based on the malleability of cultural memory and the reinterpretation of the past by 
rulers and governments, oft en projected on specifi c sites or objects (e.g. Hobsbawm 
and Ranger 1983; Nora 1992). Thus, the purely ideological character of ethnicity has 
discouraged some scholars from using only archaeological evidence in studying ethnic 
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identities (e.g. Knapp 2001; Mele 2002). Moreover, J. Siapkas has emphasised ethnicity as 
a dynamic and fl exible strategy (Sjapkas 2003; Yoff ee 2007) and Erich Gruen has drawn 
our att ention to the role played by cultural borrowings in shaping ethnic identities 
(Gruen 2005). More recently, François de Polignac (2006) pointed out that it may be more 
appropriate to approach ethnicity as an aspect of collective identifi cation, rather than 
as a static identity and by trying to compare its developments and transformation.

As matt er of fact, material data can rarely reveal a precise ideology by themselves 
(e.g. Mele 2002) and we must avoid the risk of over-interpreting archaeological evidence. 
However, studying the way in which ethnicity is represented, or is grounded, can 
represent a useful tool to investigate ancient society, by employing a multidisciplinary 
approach which must consider, when available:

1. literary sources;
2. epigraphic evidence;
3. burial customs;
4. material culture;
5. the spatial organization of territories.

Myth, rituals and territory have been also considered the pillars of ethnic identity (e.g. 
Malkin 1994; Mazza 2006: 3–4). For these reasons, the organization of territories, above 
all studied by means of a longue durée approach, seems one of the more promising 
insights; the interaction between culture and territory has a potential pointed out by 
recent approaches of landscape archaeology (e.g. Knapp and Ashmore 1999).

Approaches to ethnicity in the archaeology of ‘pre-Roman’ Italy
Pre-Roman Italy represents an interesting context for the analysis of the process of 
ethnic identifi cation because of the presence of many ethnic groups. The tradition 
of studies starts with the erudite work of the Renaissance and above all from the 
eighteenth century was based on the dichotomy between Rome and Italic peoples 
(Firpo 2008); it continued with the ethnocentric approaches of acculturation and 
history of civilization which prevailed up until the Second World War, and was partly 
replaced by concepts of cultural interaction during the 1960s. During these later years, 
the theme of Greek infl uence in Southern Italy was analyzed for the fi rst time from 
a post colonial perspective, stressing the active role played by the Italic indigenous 
community in shaping the culture of Magna Graecia and Sicily (Att i Taranto 1962). 
This was the beginning of a new interest in cultural exchanges, which led to a focus 
on cultural contacts and processes of transformation in the whole Mediterranean area 
(e.g. Att i Pisa–Roma 1983).

In the most recent decades, many scholars analyzed the role played by Greek, Italic, 
Roman and other cultures. This can be seen in the publication of the international 
congress at Taranto of 1997 dedicated to landscapes and frontiers (Att i Taranto 1997), 
or, more recently, studies of Achaian identity in the south of Italy (Greco 2002), together 
with many works supported by the Accordia Research Centre on ethnicity (Cornell and 
Lomas 1997). More recently, research aimed at the study of the cultural evolution of 
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Sardinia, by means of material culture, has led to a re-evaluation of Antonio Gramsci’s 
concept of cultural hegemony in approaches to the changing landscape of the island 
between indigenous communities, the Punic world and Rome (e.g. van Dommelen 1998, 
2006). Cultural interaction and cross-cultural exchanges across the Mediterranean area 
since the Early Iron Age have also been revealed by the systematic excavation of the 
necropolis of Pithecusa, the most ancient Greek colony in Italy (Buchner and Ridgway 
1994; Nizzo 2007). Last, but not least, even the identity of Late Republican Roman 
Italy has been reconsidered as a place of persistence of Italic culture, because of the 
rapid expansion of the Roman Mediterranean empire between the third and second 
century BC, which anticipated the full assimilation of Italic people inside the Roman 
community (Giardina 1997; Harris 2007).

In central Tyrrhenian Italy, the tradition of studies of ethnic identity has for many 
years been linked to two historical problems: the rise of Rome and the nomen Latinum, 
and the ethnogenesis of the Etruscans. From a theoretical perspective, since the 1940s, 
one of the main achievements of scholarly debate about pre-Roman Italy has been to 
abandon migration theories and ethnic origins and to focus on the concept of ethnic 
formation as the result of gradual long-term processes (Pallott ino 1942: 77, 1955, 1961, 
1974: 102). Renato Peroni rejected the equation between culture/facies and ethnos, but 
he pointed out that diff erentiation in ethnic identities could be partially traced through 
the social analysis of funerary contexts and through sett lement history (Peroni 1989: 
7–24).

In Etruria, since the end of the 1960s, scientifi c debate has reinterpreted the role 
played by the city-state system in shaping Etruscan ethnicity (Pallott ino 1970), most 
particularly in terms of interaction with Italic and Greek cultures (e.g. Torelli 1982, 1987; 
Cristofani 1983). Cultural interaction led to a focus on the mechanism of social mobility 
which characterized Archaic societies, investigated by means of literary sources and 
epigraphic documents. The Etruscans, and above all Archaic Rome, were re-interpreted 
as open societies, with high levels of horizontal social mobility, inter-linked with the 
aristocratic elites of the Greek world and Italic communities (e.g. Ampolo 1977, 1981; 
Cristofani 1996; Tagliamonte 1994). Furthermore, spatial analysis of the pre-Roman 
Italic epigraphic texts identifi ed the gap between ethnicity and language (e.g. Cristofani 
2001).

The collective ethnic identity of Rome has been the subject of a huge historical debate, 
but recent studies have emphasized social and ethnic osmosis as the basis of Roman 
political and military supremacy since its origins, starting from the assumption that the 
Roman state was the only one in antiquity to grant citizenship to former enemies and 
former slaves. Roman identity was based on the ideology of incorporation (Dench 1995, 
2005: 151–93) and the ability of the Romans to adopt and to select foreigners’ customs 
was described also by Greek sources (e.g. Polyb. VI.25.11; Ditt enberger 1915–1924: 
543), but perhaps the most interesting document of Roman self representation is the 
famous oration of emperor Claudius in 48 AD in support of the enlargement of the 
Senate to citizens of Gallia Comata. This speech can be considered a kind of manifesto 
of the fl exible strategy of the Roman community, based on social osmosis (Tacitus 
Annals XI.23–4; CIL XIII, 1668; Dessau 1892: 212; Riccobono et al. 1940–43 vol. I: 43). 
Claudius opened his speech about the mixed ethnic character of Rome dating back 
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to the early community, when local kings (reges domestici) were followed by Sabines 
and Etruscan monarchs (reges alieni et quidam externi), and stressed that the privilege 
of access to the Roman senate was granted progressively to all people of Italy (Etruria 
Lucaniaque et omni Italia in senatum accitos) in parallel with numerous reforms of the 
Roman institutions through the centuries (multa in hac civitate novata; Giardina 1997: 
3–77). The reliability of this account shows also the crucial role played in the Roman 
Republic by ethnic identities in shaping the ideologies of elite families in an arena of 
political competition (Farney 2007). Recent research on the origins of Rome has also 
reconsidered the problem of the historical value of the most ancient myths of the Latins, 
as evidence of self-identity (Roma 1981; Cornell 1995: 70–80; Carandini 1997, 2002, 
2006a, 2006b, this volume; Mavrogiannis 2003), or the role played by rituals and laws in 
shaping identity (Schiavone 2005: 41–73) together with the growing importance given to 
landscape patt erns and burial customs as evidence of ethnicity in protohistoric Latium 
(Biett i Sestieri and De Santis 1992, 2007).This kind of approach fi ts well with the British 
tradition of landscape archaeology, focused on medium and long-term transformations. 
As a matt er of fact, during the last three decades, landscape archaeology data have given 
one of the fi nest contributions to the understanding Etruscan and Italic ethnic identity: 
for instance, the detailed analysis of protohistoric sett lements which has enlightened 
our understanding of the beginning of the urbanization process in central Italy (Peroni 
1988; Pacciarelli 2001), together with many other pivotal surveys carried out in Etruria 
(Rendeli 1993: 40–58; Pott er and Stoddart 2001).

Our knowledge of the ethnic groups of pre-Roman Italy starts with the regional 
division of Italy made by the emperor Augustus, as known mainly from Pliny the 
Elder (Natural History III.46; Fig. 11.1). The boundaries of these regions have been 

Figure 11.1. The regional division of Roman 
Italy made by the emperor Augustus 
(Franchi Dell’Orto 2001).

progressively refined between the 
beginning of AD seventeenth century 
(Cluverius 1624) and the end of the 
nineteenth century (e.g. Nissen 1902). 
Each region had a sequential number 
and a name based on the main ethnic 
group in the area. So we can easily spot 
the seventh region, Etruria; the sixth 
Umbria; the fourth, Samnium and the 
fi rst, Latium et Campania. However, even 
if we can reasonably defi ne the borders 
of such regions, we must be aware of 
the deeply different meanings and 
aims of the ancient frontiers compared 
with those of the pre-Roman ethnic 
groups.



14911. Approaching ethnicity and landscapes in pre-Roman Italy

The real nature of such regiones is still controversial (Polverini 1998). Some scholars 
thought that they were only employed for statistical purposes (e.g. Tibilett i 1965). 
Others (de Martino 1975, Nicolet 1991) believe they were linked to wide administrative 
aims, such as the payment of tribute. It is clear, however, that they had no political 
purpose and, above all, they did not aim to describe the complex and multi-stratifi ed 
ethnic defi nitions of ancient pre-Roman communities, which were more oft en based on 
city-states than on huge ethnic groups. Ethnic identity in pre-Roman Italy was oft en 
restricted to single states (especially Caere, Veii, or in Umbria: Todi and Terni, or Cures 
Sabini) or, more rarely, it included huge ethnic linguistic groups such as the Etruscans 
or the Umbrians or small linguistic groups based on city states such as the Falisci (the 
inhabitants of Falerii) or the Capenates (the inhabitants of Capena). 

The same concept of the city-state (or in some cases of the territorial state) was oft en 
transformed by the Romans into their main political and administrative elements: 
the municipium or the colonia (Humbert 1993; Fig. 11.2). We can have, however, ethnic 
leagues or confederations, such as the Latin, or the Etruscan league, but they must be 
considered purely political institutions with fl exible borders. The league of Etruscan 
people is known mainly by literary sources as duodecim populi Etruriae, but we do not 
know exactly the origin, aims or the territories involved inside this institution (Briquel 
2001); we can only quote the role it played against Roman expansionism between the 
fi ft h and third century BC and its main place of meeting: the pan-Etruscan sanctuary 
of Fanum Voltumnae, recently identifi ed near Volsinii (Orvieto, Campo della Fiera: 
Stopponi 2007). 

The ethnic identity of such territories varies according to the historical period, but 
it is altered by the perception of the ancient literary sources. For example, in the Greek 
world the concept of a shared Greek ethnicity is known only aft er the Persian wars, but 
even aft er this event, the local identities of the city-states were more important than 
any sense of shared Hellenism (Hall 2002; Osborne this volume). 

Thus, we must be aware that historical construction of ethnicity was sometimes 
a mosaic of communities, sometimes a single unit and sometimes a multi-stratifi ed 
community with diff erent levels of political, institutional and social identities. For 
instance, the analysis of institutional terms from the Iguvinae Tabulae has been 
interpreted diff erent levels of political and ethnical identity inside the same community: 
nomen, poplo, touta, trifu (Prosdocimi 1978, 2001), and in the Etruscan language we also 
fi nd terms with meanings which have been interpreted in a parallel manner: cilθ, spura, 
meθlum, tuθina and rasna (Colonna 1988b). These examples reveal the complexity of 
pre-Roman ethnic identities in Italy, together with the importance of a multidisciplinary 
approach, which must compare material culture with epigraphic texts and literary 
sources.

The middle Tiber Valley 
To understand the patt erns of sett lement as evidence of ethnicity in central Italy, we 
must observe the evolution of city state systems through the centuries at a regional 
level. As a matt er of fact, if the association with a specifi c territory is one of the bases 
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Figure 11.2. The Etruscan and Italic communities and Rome in the Mid-Republic (aft er 
Menichett i 1990).

of self-identifi cation of an ethnic group, we can consider patt erns of sett lements as 
specifi c markers of ethnic defi nition. Obviously, this approach can only be fruitful if we 
compare several patt erns of sett lements in the same chronological space and possibly 
with a similar level of documentation. 
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Areas near ethnic frontiers seem particularly appropriate for such analysis and one 
of the most suitable regions in Italy is the Tiber Valley which is the only natural pass 
through the Apennines, connecting the central and northern parts of the peninsula. 
The importance of this region for trade is stressed also by the presence of diff erent 
ethnic groups (the Umbrians, Etruscans, Falisci, Sabines and Latins) who divided the 
area into territories from the beginning of the Iron Age, probably using the river Tiber 
as a conventional frontier and thus this corridor provides an opportunity to observe 
several patt erns of sett lement (Fig. 11.3).

In central Italy, during the last phases of the Bronze Age (eleventh–tenth century BC), 
the territory was made up of a number of small fortifi ed villages (hill-forts) between 
two and fi ve hectares in size, within a distance of four–fi ve kilometres from each 
other, suggesting (on the basis of Thiessen polygon analysis) a territory of about 20 
square kilometres. The perception of the landscape is considerably fragmented into 
small villages, but the Tiber seemed already to play an important role of demographic 
att raction (di Gennaro 1986; Alessandri 2007, Schiappelli 2009).

Figure 11.3. The ethnic groups along the middle and lower Tiber Valley (aft er Colonna 1986).
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This situation was drastically modifi ed during the fi rst phase of the Iron Age (end of 
tenth–beginning of the ninth century BC), when we can observe the earliest demographic 
diff erentiation. In the whole of southern Etruria we have the rapid formation of four 
big sett lements (Vulci, Tarquinii, Caere, Veii) up to 30 times larger than the previous Final 
Bronze age hill-forts (Pacciarelli 2001; Vanzett i 2004). This phenomenon is clearly visible, 
above all, in the lower Tiber Valley, where the formation of the 175-hectare proto-urban 
centre of Veii, caused a general depopulation of the surrounding geographical region 
of the future Faliscans and Sabines, and where almost all the previous Final Bronze 
hill-forts were abandoned (di Gennaro 1986). In the Sabine area especially, we have no 
evidence of sett lements for the ninth century BC and, in the future Faliscan area, only a 
few fortifi ed sett lements survive this demographic transition (Cifani 2003) (Fig. 11.4).

The Etruscan Volsinian area shows a less radical transformation: the central place 
of Volsinii (now Orvieto) occupied an 80-hectare fortifi ed area on a rocky plateau and 
seems to have had a weaker infl uence on its territory in comparison with the other 
early Tyrrhenian states such as Veii, Caere, Tarquinii and Vulci. In fact, the territory of 
Volsinii was characterised by more villages in the ninth century and the transition from 
the Bronze Age to the Iron Age is also less clear. 

On the left  side of the Tiber, the southern Umbrian and Sabine areas seem to adopt 
the protourban system only at the end of the eighth century BC: Terni, in Umbria, with 
a size of 50 hectares, and Cures, in Sabina, with a size of 30 hectares, were the main 
sett lements, but for both regions the territorial organization suggests more the idea 
of a medium-sized city-state system than the large state communities of the Etruscan 
area (Cifani 2003). 

Thus, during the beginning of the Iron Age, as a result of deep demographic 
transformations which included for the lower Tiber Valley also the foundation of Rome, 
the Tiber became a political and cultural boundary between diff erent communities. The 
Orientalizing period (710–580 BC) was characterized by the development of secondary 
centres in the Etruscan area; some of them were relatively far from the main centre 
and seemed to benefi t from their frontier location.

One clear example was Civita di Grott e di Castro, a 20-hectare sett lement in the 
Volsinian area, near the political border with the territories of Tarquinii and Vulci, marked 
by the great lake basin of Bolsena. The cemetery of such a remote community, between 
the end of the seventh and the beginning of the sixth century BC, was characterized by 
monumental rock-cut chambers, in some cases decorated with paintings; their tomb 
groups reveal the substantial presence of imported Greek Att ic pott ery and banquett ing 
services. This evidence appears to demonstrate the presence of a rich aristocratic 
class which grew in prominence thanks to frontier trade in the area (Cifani et al., this 
volume).

Another important secondary city was Acquarossa, a 50-hectare sett lement in the 
southern area of the Volsinian territory. This site was sett led at the end of the eighth 
century BC and the excavations carried out by the Swedish institute also found a huge 
aristocratic house built in the fi rst half of the sixth century BC in the central area of the 
sett lement (Cifani 2003: 60–5). 

By the midpoint of the sixth century BC, the process of state formation in central Italy 
was mature, and two types of organization can be clearly seen. The fi rst one was the 
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Figure 11.4. The middle Tiber Valley (aft er Cifani 2003).

large territorial state, with a hierarchical system of sett lement and one central place, 
typical of Rome and the Southern Etruscan peoples, and the second one the city-state, 
with a small territory. A histogram of site size arranged in rank order of the sett lements, 
divided by the ethnic areas of the middle Tiber Valley in the Archaic period, shows 
precisely this phenomenon (Fig. 11.5).
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The Etruscan Volsinian area (Fig. 11.5A) 
revealed a three-level structure of the 
territory, with one central place of 80 
hectares, a middle group of sett lements 
whose size ranges from 18 to 35 hectares, 
and finally a large group of small 
sett lements, one to fi ve hectares in size. 
The Etruscan Veientan area (including the 
ager Faliscus; Fig. 11.5b) shows a similar 
organization, but a completely diff erent 
diagram, however, is seen for the Italic 
regions of the Umbrians and Sabines (Figs 
11.5C–D). In both cases the graph shows 
few elements of diversity and the trend 
is quite consistent; this is evidence of 
medium sized city-states with their small 
territories. For the Etruscan territories, 
however, we note a contrast between the 
urban central places, where egalitarian 
reforms were progressively increasing, 
and the peripheries, where the aristocratic 
groups kept and improved their power 
based on traditional agriculture, sheep-
rearing and taxation.

This economic and social contrast 
probably became a political engagement 
within states; an account of such social 
struggles in the sixth century BC is off ered 
by the literary tradition of Archaic Rome, 
but, at least as far as the Volsinian area 
is concerned, landscape archaeology can 
off er evidence too. From the beginning 
of the sixth century BC, the whole of 
southern Etruria revealed deep social 
transformations: monumental buildings 
such as temples and walls were erected 
in many cities; their cemeteries can be 
interpreed as revealing a new egalitarian 
re-organization, as shown by the square 
tombs known at Caere and Volsinii (Brocato 
1995; Colonna 1990).

The necropolis of Volsinii itself clearly 
showed social mobility in the archaic 
period: a detailed analysis of funerary 
inscriptions between 550–500 BC revealed 

Figure 11.5. Histograms of settlements 
arranged in order of size in the middle Tiber 
Valley (aft er Cifani 2003): (A) the Volsinii 
territory; (B) the Veii territory; (C) the 
southern Umbrian territory; (D) the Sabina 
territory.
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a cosmopolitan demos, with a huge presence of Etruscans, together with Italic, Greek 
and Celtic people (de Simone 1978; Cristofani 1981; Marchesini 2007). In the territory 
of Volsinii, in parallel with the urban reform, we can observe, from the second half of 
the sixth century BC onwards, the progressive decline of many aristocratic enclaves. The 
best known example is Acquarossa, where the Swedish excavations revealed the end 
of the centre because of a fi re around the middle of the sixth century BC (Strandberg 
Olofsson 1996: 158–9), but we could also quote the case of the frontier city of Civita 
di Grott e di Castro, where the bulk of evidence seems to have been concentrated on 
seventh and sixth century BC. (Cifani et al., this volume).

There is, however, also a third phenomenon occurring in parallel with the above: the 
foundation of new small fortifi ed sett lements which started during the sixth century BC. 
An interesting example is represented by the site of Castellaro, a small fortifi ed sett lement 
of two hectares occupied from the sixth to the third century BC, on the top of a small 
volcanic hill, whose natural topography appears to have been reworked (Cifani 2003: 59–
60). A further example in the Volsinian territory was the small fortifi ed site of Monterado 
which also dated to the sixth century BC (Quilici and Quilici Gigli 2006). Castellaro and 
Monterado exemplify new colonial foundations supported by Volsinii within its territory 
in order to control strategic key-points and to deprive the old aristocratic centres of 
authority and economic importance; in addition, these fortifi ed sett lements were political 
landmarks for people living in isolated farmhouses. Similar points have been made on 
a broader level for Etruria (Redhouse and Stoddart 2011; Stoddart 1990).

Frontiers and ritual landscapes
The foundation of sanctuaries and fortresses near the political borders of diff erent 
communities seems to have emphasized the new social identity of the Etruscan states, 
controlled by central authorities instead of the previous aristocratic groups. The new 
state frontiers were promptly ritualized by means of sanctuaries (cf. Ziff erero 1995; 
Riva and Stoddart 1996), adopting a tradition which has many comparisons at an 
anthropological level (e.g. Barth 1969; Hodder and Orton 1976: 73; Massenzio 1999: 
146–50). The rise of a new ritual landscape was also the evidence for a new cultural 
memory (epos) that is oft en related to political changes (Assmann 1992). 

 In southern Etruria, two frontier sanctuaries were good examples of this development: 
Lucus Feroniae, and Fondaccio. Lucus Feroniae was a place of trade located on an open 
limestone and travertine plateau, on the right side of the Tiber, in a frontier area 
between the Latins, Sabines and Etruscans which gave this place the character of a 
multi-ethnic emporion. Its importance in the Archaic period of central Italy was stressed 
by literary sources. Cato the Elder, who was the author of a book about the origins of 
italic peoples, links the foundation of the local cult of Feronia with the foundation of 
the city of Capena (Cato Origines I.26). Livy and Dionysius described the site in terms 
of its fair between the Latins and Sabines which had started to held by the period of 
Tullius Hostilius (Livy I.30.5; Dionysius of Halicarnassus Roman Antiquities III.32); later, 
in 211 BC during the Second Punic War, because of its richness, Lucus Feroniae was raided 
by Hannibal (Livy XXXVI.2.8). The sanctuary was discovered in 1952 and excavated 
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by the Soprintendenza at the beginning of the 1960s and, more recently, between 2002 
and 2004. Monumental evidence is mainly of the Mid- and Late Republic, but the new 
excavations found many votive bronze objects of the Archaic period, which revealed 
the active role played by this sanctuary already in the sixth century BC (Morett i Sgubini 
2006). Fondaccio (or Piana del Lago) is an Etruscan sanctuary recently discovered on 
the southeastern corner of Lake Bolsena in a place which marks the border between the 
territories of two Etruscan territorial states: Volsinii and Tarquinii. It had a monumental 
Tuscan temple inside a témenos and was richly decorated with terracott a friezes dated 
between the sixth and the fourth century BC (D’Atri 2006).

A line of sanctuaries also marked the internal frontier between the territories of Caere 
and Veii and between Caere and Tarquinii by at least the end of the sixth century BC; the 
evidence is based on fragments of terracott a temple revetments, and votive inscriptions 
found along the line of both frontiers (Cifani 2003: 193–4, with bibl.; Colonna 2004; Fig. 
11.4; Riva and Stoddart 1996; Ziff erero 1995). 

A similar ritual landscape, albeit on a smaller scale, also seems visible in Umbria, 
where the political borders of city-states were marked principally by peak sanctuaries 
on the top of mountains (Bradley 1997; Malone and Stoddart 1994: 142–52; Sisani 2001: 
67–81) and even the borders of the most ancient suburb of Rome were marked by a line 
of sanctuaries, located along the main routes of communication, between the fourth 
and sixth mile from the city (Cifani 2005a) (Fig. 11.6). 

Etruscan or Italic? The Faliscan and Capena’s ethnic identity
The Faliscans have been considered, since the nineteenth century an autonomous ethnic 
group of Latin origin, inside Etruria (Garrucci 1860; Deecke 1888). Their language was 
indeed very near to Latin (Giacomelli 1963) and according to the literary tradition, the 
Faliscans were an independent ethnic group, although theories of their origins were 
controversial (Camporeale 1991; Fig. 11.3). Some sources have linked their mythical 
origin to the Etruscan city of Veii (Servius Ad Aeneid VIII.285). Ancient historians have 
noted the military alliance of the Faliscans with Veii against Rome, during the fi ft h 
and fourth century BC (Livy IV.17–8, 21, 23–4; V.8, 17, 26–7; VII.16–22; Pliny Natural 
History III.51) and later their presence as an independent political entity at the pan-
Etruscan meeting at Fanum Voltumnae, in 397 BC (Livy V.16.6). At that time, they were 
considered an independent community with a language, diff erent from Etruscan (Strabo 
V.9). Vergil imagined the Faliscans as ancient allies of the Latins against the Etruscans 
(Vergil Aeneid VII.641ff ), but Cato thought they were originated from Greece (Cato, in 
Pliny Natural History III.51; Lett a 2008: 183). These data led to more extreme theories, 
such as an original Faliscan link with the Latin area and their political independence 
from Etruscans (Holland 1925). 

Since the 1950s, the progressive publication of data from Veii made clear the strong 
cultural relationship between this Etruscan city and the nearby communities of the 
Faliscans (Benedett ini 1997), together with the presence of a huge number of Etruscan 
inscriptions found in the main Faliscan centres (Cristofani 1988; Colonna 1990; CIE 
II.2.5, 8889–925). Furthermore, the sett lement analysis of the Early Iron Age in southern 
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Etruria proved the earlier development of the Veii compared with the Faliscan area. As 
matt er of fact Veii started as proto-urban centre already at the beginning of the Early 
Iron Age (ninth century BC), but the Faliscan territory started to be re-organized only 
at the end of the eighth century BC. In addition, Faliscan towns showed not only the 
strong cultural infl uence of Veii, but, because of their relative smaller size and location on 
the road network leading to Veii, they were, in my opinion, undoubtedly hierarchically 
subordinate to this important Etruscan city. 

Figure 11.6. The ager Romanus antiquus (aft er Cifani 2005).
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The organization of the territory led to the co-presence of two ethnic groups (Capenates 
and Falisci) within the community of Veii. In the case of the Falisci, by the study the 
literary sources, despite the diffi  culties in distinguishing real historical events from 
historical accounts and mythical fi ction, we can easily identify two traditions: the 
Faliscans allied with the Etruscans and the independent Faliscans linked with Rome 
(or the Latins; Camporeale 1991). Both literary accounts can be the results of diff erent 
stage of ethnic identity: a fi rst phase in which the Faliscans were under the political 
infl uence of the Etruscan territorial state of Veii and a second phase, aft er the fall of Veii 
in 396 BC, during which they were progressively absorbed by the Roman economic trade 
system, before being completely conquered by Rome on 241 BC; as matt er of fact, aft er 
this date, the Faliscan identity seems to survive only as a linguistic and cultural group 
(di Gennaro 1986; Cifani 2005b; Ceccarelli and Stoddart 2007). A further example of an 
ethnic group was the Capenates. According to legend, the city of Capena was founded 
as a colony of Veii by means of an internal migration (Cato Origines II.19) and, together 
with the Faliscans, they were reported as military allies of Veii during the wars with 
Rome in the fi ft h and fourth centuries BC. The analysis of sett lement history shows a 
huge community located on a fortifi ed area of about 60 hectares (Camilli and Vitali 
Rosati 1995; Cifani 2003: 105–9); their language, the Capena dialect, is known only from 
inscriptions of the Hellenistic period and completely linked with the Italic language 
rather than the Etruscan (Briquel 1972; Colonna 1983). Their material culture, above 
all in the Orientalizing phase, showed the infl uence of Veii, but also of the Sabine and 
Latin cultures (Colonna 1988 a; Biella 2007), and it can be considered a typical product 
of a frontier context as explained below.

An important distinction is made by two models of territorial organization developed 
by Herman Hansen (2000: 16ff .): the city state and the territorial state. The ‘city-state’ 
is an urban sett lement within a territory not larger than one day’s walk (i.e. about 15 
kilometres of radius). This system has only one urban sett lement, but it could have some 
small secondary sett lements such as fortresses or harbours. The ‘territorial-state’ was a 
more complex system; it had a main urban centre which controlled a territory larger 
than one day’s walk and for this reason it necessarily has secondary urban sett lements. 
For central Italy there is also a precious passage of Dionysius of Halicarnassus who 
defi nes the Latin communities as πόλεις (except Rome) and the Etruscan communities 
as ἡγεμονία (Dionysius of Halicarnassus Roman Antiquities VI.75.3).

Turning to the Latin and Etruscan patt erns of sett lement in the Archaic period we 
can distinguish a landscape of city states located within a radius of 10–15 kilometres of 
each other, typical of the Latin area (for example: Tibur, Praeneste, Signia, Anagnia, Cora, 
Satricum, etc.) and a landscape of territorial states in Etruria, illustrated by large urban 
centres within a radius of about 25–30 kilometres linked to a network of secondary 
sett lements, for example: Vulci, Tarquinii, Volsinii and Veii. This internal organization of 
Etruscan states seems also to be proved by the career pursued by southern Etruscan 
magistrates recorded in some funerary inscriptions, in which magistrates started their 
career in the secondary sett lements of their territorial states and then moved to the 
main city (Colonna 1988b: 24; Maggiani 2001: 45–6).

My thesis is that the Etruscan state of Veii was most probably a territorial state, which 
included as secondary centres also the city states of Falerii and Capena, but that they 
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CITY STATES TERRITORIAL STATES

• Only one urban sett lement.
• No secondary urban centres, but only 

fortress and/or harbours.
• Territory usually not larger than one 

day’ walk 
• Greek terminology: πόλις

Examples: Greek colonies; Italic 
communities 
(southern Umbrians, Sabines, Latins 
– except Rome)

• One main urban centre.
• Secondary urban centres. 
• Territory larger than one day’s walk. 
• Greek terminology: ἡγεμονία

Examples: archaic Rome; southern 
Etruscan communities (Vulci, Tarquinii, 
Volsinii, Veii); larger Greek colonies (e.g. 
Syracuse).

acquired later a kind of political autonomy, which emerged, probably, between the end 
of the sixth and the fi ft h centuries BC, when the centre of Veii was weakened because 
of Roman military conquest (for an alternative interpretation: Ceccarelli and Stoddart 
2007). For this reason, the invention of new myths about the ethnogenesis of Falerii as 
an independent group could also be dated to the same period (Cifani 2005b).

Landscapes, economies and perception of identities: the case of 
Sabines
From the point of view of a Greek author of the seventh century BC, the main ethnic 
groups of central Italy of that period were only the Latins and the Etruscans; by contrast, 
people of inland areas were considered members of still primitive and wild communities 
(Dench 1995, 111ff .; Hesiod Theogony 1011; Torelli 1988). Such a description of Italian 
cultural geography from a Greek, probably Euboian, perspective (Debiasi 2008: 40–75) 
is very interesting because it can locate the geographical areas where the Hellenic 
culture was more infl uential (i.e. the coastal Tyrrhenian regions of Latium and Etruria 
and of course the Greek colonies of southern Italy) in contradistinction to the internal 
highlands, which were less economically developed and without urban sett lements. 
This situation changed drastically in the course of the sixth century BC when we have 
the fi rst ethnic defi nitions of Umbrians and Sabines from epigraphic documents and 
literary sources (e.g. Sisani 2001: 201–6).

In the Sabine area (Fig. 11.7), diff erent perceptions and diff erent human landscapes 
can be considered some of the main aspects of the complex identity of the Sabine people, 
whose ethnic name was known since the beginning of the fi ft h century BC (Marinett i 
1985: TE 5). The classic literary traditions tended to distinguish two groups (Musti 1985: 
79–82). The fi rst were the Sabines of the Tiber valley who from the end of the eighth 
century BC had a sett lement organization similar to those of the Etruscan area. This 
took the form of small city-states on fortifi ed sites (Cures, Eretum, Magliano, etc.), but 
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controlled by aristocratic groups. Their culture reveals the strong infl uence of Etruria, 
as shown, above all, by burial customs (e.g. Benelli and Santoro 2006), and they seem to 
have used the alphabet from the second half of the seventh century BC (Cristofani 1999; 
Cifani 2003: 133–48; Santoro 2008). Later historians depicted them as very similar to the 
Etruscans in their customs and taste for luxuries (especially Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
Roman Antiquities II.38.3). The second group were the Sabines of the mountains, based 
in the internal central area of the Apennines, around the evocative natural landmark 
of Mons Fiscellus (i.e. Gran Sasso d’Italia, 2912 metres), the highest mountain of the 
Apennine mountain range. They had communities characterized by aristocratic groups, 
distinguished by funerary customs focused on tumuli until the sixth century BC (Naso 
2000: 137–40; d’Ercole and Grassi 2000; Cosentino et al. 2003; Alvino 2006); these groups 
fi rst used of writing in the fi rst half of the sixth century BC (Marinett i 1985: TE 4, AQ 

Figure 11.7. The Sabine areas (aft er Colonna 1996a).
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2; Marinelli 1999), but their territory revealed no evidence of huge urban sett lements 
until Romanization, which took place from the third century BC.

Despite the fact that their landscape has not been widely and systematically 
investigated, we can cite the community of Reate which sett led in one valley (Cifani 
2003: 131–2), and the innermost area showed a vibrant demography based during the 
Early Iron Age on open sites, small hill-forts and rare central places. The economy 
was mainly based on sheep rearing, although long-distance trade is documented as 
well (La Regina 1968; Matt iocco 1986; Oakley 1995; d’Ercole et al. 2002a, 2002b: 117–20; 
Benelli and Naso 2003; d’Ercole and Martellone 2007: 35). This remote and, apparently 
primitive area, was considered by ancient authors the demographic core of central 
Italy (Briquel 2000; Colonna 1996), a longue durée role for mountain areas in the Italian 
peninsula and Sicily (Stoddart 2000, 2006).

Two main ethnic groups, the Piceni (Strabo V.4.2, Pliny Natural History III.18.110) and 
the Samnites (Strabo V.4.12), were considered to have originated from the Sabines, by 
means of a peculiar way of ritual migration known as the ver sacrum (Tagliamonte 1994: 
55 ss., 1996: 17–21, 2004; Colonna and Tagliamonte 1999; Naso 2000: 29–38; Antonelli 
2003: 13–33; Chirassi Colombo 2008). The ideology behind the ethnogenesis of the Italic 
people from the Sabine area can be traced back to the years aft er the Second Punic 
War and above all in the work of Origines by Cato the Elder who stressed the Italic 
basis of Roman culture and the value of the ideals of austerity of the Sabine people in 
contraposition to the new direct infl uence of Greek culture (Lett a 2008: 171–3).

However, beyond the ideologies, the main reasons for such internal migration can be 
seen as the demographic att raction of coastal areas for the less developed communities 
of inland regions and the obvious dichotomy between developed and underdeveloped 
economies (Torelli 1988: 54). The inland Sabines and above all the Samnites and Piceni 
were considered warriors, whose descendants resisted the Romans fi ercely on many 
occasions; huge groups of them were oft en employed as mercenaries and that provided 
the occasion of further social mobility (Cherici 2003; Tagliamonte 1996: 13–7, 2003). The 
legacy of this perception was still active in the Augustan period, when Vergil (Georgics 
II.136ff .) depicted Italic people as two types: the wild warriors, (e.g. the Sabellians or the 
inland Sabines, the Marsi, Ligurians and Volsci) and the more civilized Latins, Romans, 
Etruscans and the Tiber Valley Sabines (Giardina 1997: 33–4).

Conclusions
Ethnicity starts as an ideological invention based on selected distinctions and omitt ed 
diversities, but, once started, it can becomes a factor of real transformation of societies. 
Thus, instead of considering the rise of an ethnic landscape, we should focus on the 
way in which ethnicity was considered and represented and how it infl uenced the 
organization of territories. In my opinion, literary and epigraphic data still represent 
a very important source of evidence for the reconstruction of ideology, but landscape 
archaeology also has a high potential which should also be used.

In central Tyrrhenian Italy, despite the fact that some local cultural characterization 
can be seen already in Final Bronze Age, the development of ethnic-political identity 
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was obviously linked with the rise of the city-state system from the Early Iron Age 
onwards. Along the frontier of the Tiber Valley, the archaeology of landscape reveals 
a fi rst deep diff erentiation which took place in the fi rst phase of the Early Iron Age 
(ninth century BC); in this period the future territories of Umbrians, Sabines, Latins 
and Etruscans started developing very diff erent strategies of territorial organization, 
which refl ect diff erent social and economic structures. However it is only from the sixth 
century BC that some of such distinctions started to be used to defi ne ethnic groups 
based on huge territories. As matt er of fact, between the sixth and fi ft h century BC, 
in Etruria and Latium the rise of new political landscapes characterized by cities and 
farmhouses, together with political borders marked by sanctuaries and fortresses, was 
probably the main way to represent the new ethnicity. 

Behind such changes we can distinguish many political and social factors. One of 
the main political factors could have been the rise of Rome in the sixth century BC 
and its political infl uence on Latium and southern Etruria, which probably forced the 
surrounding Italic communities into larger alliances, based on ethnic identity and with 
the ideal contradistinction to Rome and the Latin culture. As has been observed for the 
shaping of Hellenic identity (Hall 2002: 179), this phase marks the transformation of 
previous ethnic identities, based on purely aggregational self-defi nitions between city 
states sharing similarities of culture, language and religions, into new broader ethnicities 
based on the ‘oppositional’ self-defi nition to an external enemy. However, there are 
also social aspects to be considered as well: Archaic ethnic identities could have been 
developed above all thanks to the advanced state organization of central Tyrrhenian 
Italy, where the rise of new elites and the consolidation of a kind of middle class 
produced new forms of ideology, religion, politics and self representation. From this 
point of view, the new landmarks in the landscape, such as the extra-urban sanctuaries, 
can be considered the fi rst step towards the creation of a cultural collective memory.
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