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La Sticilia Preistorica. Dinamiche interne e relagioni esterne

ALBERTO CAZZELLAY - GIULIA RECCHIAY - GRAZIA SEMERARO®

Sicily and Malta: interactions and oppositions
between the Early Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age

RIASSUNTO - II tema non € nuovo, ma via via ulteriori dati si aggiungono a quelli gia noti per comprendere meglio il tipo di
interrelazioni che si stabilirono tra le due sfere culturali prese in esame. In particolare ci sembra utile porre in evidenza non
solo gli elementi di affinita legati a contatti culturali, scambi, spostamenti di piccoli gruppi di individui tra di esse, ma anche
quelli che segnano contrapposizioni, soprattutto dal punto di vista delle probabili forme di organizzazione sociale. A Malta,
pur essendo conclusa allinizio dell’eta del Bronzo 'esperienza della costruzione dei santuari megalitici ed essendo stata ab-
bandonata la sfera ideologica a questi connessa, sembrano aver avuto effetto nuovi apporti culturali, probabilmente veicolati
da piccoli gruppi di origine egea, che tenevano tuttavia conto anche delle tradizioni locali. Il risultato fu una nuova apertura a
relazioni esterne con le aree adiacenti, a cominciare dalla Sicilia, ma anche il persistere di aspetti come il legame con alcuni
dei luoghi in cui sorgevano i “templi” megalitici. Questa condizione, che aveva alla base una situazione sociale complessa,
anche se non necessariamente la struttura del chiefdom, potrebbe aver favorito un precoce sviluppo di forme di gerarchizza-
zione interna (indiziato soprattutto dai corredi della necropoli di Tarxien), mentre in Sicilia, nonostante alcuni indizi di diver-
sificazione interna connessi con le tombe castellucciane, un fenomeno di incipiente stratificazione sociale potrebbe aversi in
alcuni siti solo dopo la meta del II millennio a.C. Un’accelerazione del processo sembra verificarsi in Sicilia tra la fine del IT e
i primi secoli del I millennio a.C., quando I'isola maggiore divenne anche fonte di esportazione di manufatti o modelli verso
Malta.

SUMMARY - SICILY AND MALTA: INTERACTIONS AND OPPOSITIONS BETWEEN THE EARLY BRONZE AGE AND THE EARLY
IRON AGE - The topic of interactions between Sicily and Malta during the 274 and early 15 millennia BC has been widely di-
scussed in scholarly debate. New data though makes it worth revisiting as our understanding of the patterns of interactions
between these two cultural spheres is now much enhanced. In particular, it is important to take into account not only the
elements of similarity underlying cultural contacts, exchange and movements of small human groups between these two
spheres, but also those aspects marking differences and “oppositions”, especially as regards the patterns of social organisa-
tion. In the Maltese Islands at the dawn of the Bronze Age the phenomenon of megalithic “temples” building and the ideo-
logy that had inspired it was over. New cross-cultural contacts, which were probably conveyed by small groups of Aegean
origin, then appear to have strongly influenced the archipelago’s communities. This resulted in a reopening of the archipela-
go towards external connections with the adjacent regions: Sicily in the first place. Nonetheless traditional aspects endured,
such as a profound link with “ancestral” places, namely some of the old megalithic complexes. The complex social dimen-
sion underlying the temple building and use, although not of a chiefdom type, might have favoured the eatly development
of social inequality in the Early Bronze Age, as indicated by the grave goods at the cemetery of Tarxien. On the other hand,
it was not before the mid-2"d millennium BC that a phenomenon of incipient social stratification emerged in Sicily, although
the Castelluccio tombs hint at some social differentiations. This process of social inequality dramatically accelerated in Sicily
between the end of the 2°d and the early 1% millennia BC, when this larger island became the soutrce of both inspiration
models and exports that were conveyed to the Maltese archipelago.

(1) Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Antichita, Sapienza Universita di Roma, via dei Volsci 122, 00185 Roma; e-mail: alber-
to.cazzella@unromal.it; giulia.recchia@uniromal.it.

(2) Dipartimento di Beni Culturali, Universita del Salento, via Dalmazio Birago 64, 73100 Lecce; e-mail: gra-
zia.semeraro(@unisalento.it.

The aim of this paper is to contribute to the
understanding of patterns of interactions and hi-
storical trajectories of a central area (and not
merely in geographical terms) of the Mediterra-
nean between the late 3! and the early 1* millen-
nia BC. For the sake of exposition, it is divided
into two parts. In the first recent proposals by

various scholars as regards interactions between
Sicily and the Maltese Islands during the period
under scrutiny are discussed, while in the second
part we shall attempt to define similarities and
differences in socio-cultural developments be-
tween the two regions, also considering internal
cultural articulations.



Alberto Cazzella - Giulia Recchia - Grazia Semeraro

1. EVIDENCE OF INTERACTIONS: A REAP-
PRAISAL

In the last decades various scholars have dealt
with the subject of relationships between Sicily
and Malta during the Bronze Age (fig. 1), identi-
fying the elements testifying to these interactions
and proposing interpretations for both their
chronology and their meaning. New contribu-
tions to this topic were published between 2020
and 2022. One is represented by the two first
volumes presenting the results of the ERC-
FRAGSUS project, focusing on the Maltese pre-
history (French ez A4z 2020; Malone ez Al 2020):
despite not addressing the theme under discus-
sion specifically, they pose some problems indi-
rectly relevant to it. Somewhat similar in charac-
ter is the more recent paper by Groucutt and col-
leagues (2022), specifically dealing with the pos-
sible link between the presumed 4.2 ka BP cli-
matic crisis in the Mediterranean and the hypo-
thetical “desertification” of the Maltese archi-
pelago that would have followed this event.

A further, more specific contribution is given
by D. Tanasi (2020a, b, c): we largely agree with
the elements considered by Tanasi, yet less so
with some of his interpretations, even though
appreciating his work.

Early Bronzge Age (ca. 2250-1500 BC)

As regards the Early Bronze Age in Malta'
one point of concern is the chronologi-
cal/demogtraphical picture proposed by Malone ez
Alii (2020) in the framework of the ERC-
FRAGSUS project. In agreement with D.
Trump’s hypothesis (Trump 2002, pp. 238-241),
these authors, also on the basis of new data, be-
lieve that the Maltese archipelago became deser-
ted in the last two centuries of the 3™ millennium
BC, and thus that the Tarxien Cemetery culture
emerged later still, in the early 2* millennium BC.

! Early Bronze Age in Malta possibly began before 2250
BC, if one includes within this period also the first emer-
gence in the Archipelago of Thermi Ware, which can be
dated to the third quatter of the 3t millennium BC. Fol-
lowing this view, we suggested a date around the mid-3rd
millennium BC for the beginning of the Maltese Early
Bronze Age (Recchia and Cazzella 2017; Cazzella er Al
2020, p. 191); Malone ar Alii (2020, p. 14, tab. 1.3) also put
its beginning around 2400 BC.

412

A similar proposal was recently put forward by
Groucutt ez Alii (2022), albeit more cautiously,
leaving more room for doubts. They hypothesise
that the consequences of the 4.2 ka climatic crisis
after the mid-3" millennium BC could have been
coupled with the effects of an epidemic, causing
a two centuries gap in the occupation of the ar-
chipelago between the phase characterised by the
Thermi Ware (4.4-4.2 ka BP) and the Tarxien
Cemetery one; notwithstanding, the authors
themselves recognise evidence of continuity be-
tween pottery productions across the two phases.

The assumption of an occupation gap in Malta
in the late 3" millennium BC conflicts with L.
Bernabo Brea’s proposal (1985) that the begin-
ning of the Tarxien Cemetery culture paralleled
that of the Capo Graziano culture in the Aeolian
Islands, as both would have been related to the
same phenomenon of movements of small hu-
man groups from the Peloponnese to these ar-
chipelagos taking place exactly in those centuries.
Bernabo Brea’s hypothesis is further confirmed
in the Aeolian Islands by the earliest '*C dates re-
cently obtained from Filicudi and Stromboli
(Martinelli ez A% 2010; Bettelli ez Alki 2016). As
for Malta, research at Tas-Silg indicates no gap in
the occupation of the site in that period (Cazzella
and Recchia 2012, p. 29), making the FRAGSUS
team’s suggestion not utterly convincing: it is
possible that some centres were abandoned at
that time, but not the entire archipelago. Unfor-
tunately, pieces of evidence indicating Early
Bronze Age interactions between Sicily, Malta
and the Aegean - even those more recently ac-
knowledged - are not always well chronologically
defined. Nonetheless, evidence related to an eatly
phase of these contacts is given by the so-called
clay anchors, occurring in the Aegean in the late
3" millennium BC, which are to be found both in
the Tarxien Cemetery levels at Xaghra (Malone e7
Ali 2009, p. 241) and in the Capo Graziano cul-
ture layers at Lipari (Bernabo Brea 1985, pp. 109-
112). For a later phase of this period, in addition
to the occurrence of a possible cylindrical lead
weight from the cemetery at Tarxien (Zammit
1930) and of scale beams from Castelluccio, Cava
Secchiera di Melilli and Fiumedinisi (Tanasi
2020c), we can mention the recent identification
of scale weights from the Aeolian Islands, Mursia
(Ialongo 2018) and Castelluccio tomb 22 (Cri-
spino and Cultraro 2015; Tanasi 2020c, tab. 2),
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Fig. 1 - Map of the islands in the study showing all sites mentioned in the text: 1. San Vincenzo - Stromboli; 2. Punta Mi-
lazzese - Panarea; 3. Portella - Salina; 4. Capo Graziano - Filicudi; 5. Pignataro - Lipari; 6. Lipari - Acropoli; 7. Contrada
Diana - Lipari; 8. Faraglioni - Ustica; 9. Milazzo; 10. Fiumedinisi; 11. Mozia; 12. Cava Secchiera; 13. Thapsos, cemetery;
14. Thapsos; 15. Matrensa; 16. Ognina; 17. Madonna del Piano; 18. Castelluccio, cemetery; 19. Castelluccio; 20. Calicantone;
21. Cannatello; 22. Mursia, cemetery - Pantelleria; 23. Mursia - Pantelleria; 24. Xaghra - Gozo; 25. In-Nuffara - Gozo;
26. Xlendi - Gozo; 27. Skorba - Malta; 28. Bahrija - Malta; 29. Mdina - Malta; 30. Hal Saflieni - Malta; 31. Tarxien - Malta;
32. Tas-Silg - Malta; 33. Borg in-Nadur, settlement - Malta; 34 - Borg in-Nadur, megalithic centre - Malta (E. Lucci).

which suggest a parallel affirmation of metrologi- nasi is the hypothesis of “#he arrival |in Sicily] of
cal techniques perhaps of Aegean-Mycenaean Maltese people, among which specialised craftsmen, concur-
origin®. rently with the climate of instability that followed the end

of the Temple period [...]”" (Tanasi 2020a, p. 335), as
As regards the Early Bronze Age in Sicily, the  he implicitly agrees with the FRAGSUS team’s
main point upon which we disagree with D. Ta-

3 [...) Larrivo di genti maltesi e tra di essi artigiani specializzati in
2 Although this does not mean that analogous weight sys- concomitanza con il clima di instabilita seguito alla fine dei templi
tems were adopted across a vast area. [...]”
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postulation mentioned above. According to Ta-
nasi, evidence sustaining this hypothesis would
be the occurrence in Sicily of Tarxien Cemetery
pottery, fragments of clay disc-shaped idols and
dolmens. First, these elements do not necessarily
entail the presence of specialized craftsmen. Sec-
ond, al-though it cannot be absolutely ruled out
that small human groups* did move from Malta
to Sicily, we disagree with a desertification of the
Maltese Islands scenario.

Thus, we are not convinced that “a climate of
instability” in Malta would have caused the dia-
spora of those small groups. Rather, the crisis at
the end of the Temple period, probably more
ideological than economic in nature, possibly
even favoured a wider opening-up of the archi-
pelago towards Mediterranean interactions and
the welcoming in the archipelago of small human
groups directly or indirectly originating from the
Peloponnese/Tonian Islands.

According to the FRAGSUS team’s proposal,
between the 1700 and 1500 BC approximately,
the Maltese archipelago experienced a further gap
in human occupation (Malone ez Al 2020, pp.
33-34, 475, tab. 13.2). This period corresponds to
the floruit of both the Aeolian Islands (Bettelli
2002) and Pantelleria (Marazzi 2016), which be-
came the main points of reference, respectively,
for the Aegean-Mycenaean sailors in the southern
Tyrrhenian and the “Levantine” ones in the Sici-
lian Channel. Although Malta appears to lack
such a significant involvement in international
networks, it remains highly doubtful both that
the archipelago was depopulated once more and
that it was completely cut off from the local ex-
change network with Sicily, the Aeolian Islands
and Pantelleria. As mentioned above imports
and/or imitations (which do not imply the pres-
ence of specialised craftsmen) of Tarxien Ceme-
tery pottery do occur in both Sicily and Pantelle-
ria (Cazzella and Recchia 2015a): these are often
difficult to date precisely, but it seems unlikely
that none belong to this highpoint in maritime
networking. According to the fresh "*C dates for
the level of abandonment of the Calicantone site
(taking the highest ones, that overlap each other;
Militello ez A/ 2018), the Tarxien Cemetery ves-

* We would rather avoid the term gen#i - thus peoples in
English - for prehistoric contexts.
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sel found there dates shortly before the 1654-
1597 cal. BC.

Middle and Recent Bronze Age (ca. 1500-1050 BC)

Starting from the Middle Bronze Age and in
the following Recent Bronze Age (adopting the
Sicilian chronological terminology) interactions
between Sicily and the Maltese archipelago ap-
pear to intensify, based on the increasing occur-
rence of Maltese-type pottery in Sicily, especially
in the Middle Bronze Age. As for the Recent
Bronze Age, Tanasi has pointed out the occur-
rence at Bahrija of some strainer spouted jars of
Pantalica Nord type, which were likely produced
in Malta (Tanasi ez A/ 2019; Tanasi 2020a).

Archaeometrical analyses on pottery, particu-
larly those achieved by Tanasi, provide the main
sources of fresh information and advance. These
have helped by downsizing the hypothesis of
Thapsos pottery-type imports in Malta and, on
the other hand, have highlighted the local pro-
duction in Sicily of Borg in-Nadur type pottery
(Matrensa tomb 6 and Ognina: Raneri ef Ak
2015)5. In any case, despite their non-specialised
technological levels of manufacture, Maltese pot-
tery productions enjoyed some prestige in Middle
Bronze Age Sicily, as is indicated by their use as
grave-goods, often along with Aegean-Myce-
nacan pottery (Alberti 2006; Tanasi and Veca
2019, pp. 133-140).

A further problematic matter is the sugge-
stion, based on the results of recent portable-
XRF analyses, that the scanty Aegean-Mycenaean
type fragments from Malta were locally produced
(Tanasi 2020c, tab. 3): this claim raises reasonable
doubts as to its possibility, as Malta lacks a local
tradition of wheel-thrown pottery in the Bronze
Age. Here, the FRAGSUS team’s hypothesis that
some Borg in-Nadur pottery is wheel-thrown
(Malone e Alki 2020, p. 261) should be more
carefully verified, as it is based only on macro-
scopic observation and not scientific analysis.

As for the exotic elements occurring both in
Malta and in Sicilian and Aeolian contexts, one
can mention the ox-hide ingots fragments (Lo

5 Although the analytical technique used (portable XRF,
which operates only on the surface) leaves room for some
doubts on the results.
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Schiavo ez Akii 2009; Tanasi 2020c, tab. 4)° that
can be correlated with the weights from Thapsos
tombs 14 and 48, Mozia and Lipari, all possibly
linked with metallurgical activities (Nigro 2016;
Talongo 2018; Tanasi 2020c, tab. 4).

A still unresolved problem, in our opinion,
remains that of the chronology of the Thapsos
settlement phase with rectangular buildings. We
are sceptical about Alberti’s (2007) and Tanasi’s
(2020d) hypothesis that it belongs to the Middle
Bronze Age and that there was then a gap in its
occupation of almost two centuries, until being
reoccupied in the Final Bronze Age the same
long abandoned buildings were reused.

Final Bronze Age - 17 Iron Age (ca. 1050-700 BC)

As regards the Maltese later prehistoric peri-
ods, we disagree with both the chronological ter-
minology and the dating proposed by Tanasi.
With the terminology, we dispute Tanasi’s com-
plicated division made between ‘“culture” and
“period”: the latter term is anomalously used by
the author - together with D. Cardona - to indi-
cate chronological distinctions within a culture’.
Nor do Tanasi and Cardona explicitly explain
why Borg in-Nadur should be considered as a
“culture” representing “the main product of the
Maltese indigenous communities throughout the
Middle/TLate Bronze Age and Iron Age”, while
Bahrija would be a “period”, that is an “internal
chronological stage characterized by specific pot-
tery productions, identifiable on the basis of ty-
pological and stylistic indicators” (Tanasi and
Cardona 2020a, p. 1). The terminological weak-
ness and contradiction of this proposal also
emerges in Tanasi’s definition of the chronologi-
cal sequence, with the three first periods of the
so-called Borg in-Nadur culture labelled as Borg
in-Nadur stages (Early, Classic, Late) and the last
two periods as Borg in-Nadur/Bahtija transition
phase and Mature Bahrija (Tanasi 2020b, p. 67).

¢ Whereas the occurrence of an ox-hide ingots at Ognina
has been recently rejected: Cultraro and Crispino 2014.
7'The terminological contrast between “cultures” and “pha-
ses” was introduced long ago by M. Pallottino (1965); the
reference to R. Peroni (1998, p. 10) made by Tanasi and
Cardona (2020a, p. 1) does not appear well-founded, and,
in any case, Peroni’s view on this point is not unanimously
acknowledged by scholars.
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We are inclined instead to consider Borg in-
Nadur and Bahrija as two distinct chronological
periods rather than just indicative of different
stylistic ceramic features; we therefore adopt a
less complicated terminology, also considering
the Maltese Late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age se-
quence as parallel to the Sicilian one (Cazzella
and Recchia 2020).

As for the chronology, some "“C dates from
Maltese contexts are now available, yet their as-
sociation with a given phase and/or pottery as-
semblage is not straightforward and should be
carefully evaluated, taking into account the na-
ture, depositional processes and stratigraphical
reliability of the deposits from which the dated
sample is taken. Some of the samples come from
old excavations (i.e. those at Bahrija), whose
stratigraphical distinction is far from solid. Fur-
ther concerns that need considering are the en-
durance of stylistic traits across different phases,
coupled with the recurring residual presence of
earlier sherds in later layers, especially in long-
lived in contexts such as the settlements under
scrutiny.

With this in mind, we now briefly examine the
available dates. Some have been provided by the
FRAGSUS project from a pit at In-Nuffara
(Malone ez A/t 2020, pp. 253-262). Here the level
at the bottom of the pit’s stratigraphical sequence
(SU44) has given a date of 1110-895 cal. 2 sigma
BC. The filling layers above have instead general-
ly produced higher dates, starting from around
1400 cal. BC: it is thus safe to assume that these
layers resulted from discarding activities that in-
cluded material of diverse periods. Thus, the first
date (SU44) provides evidence for the construc-
tion of the pit, which falls into the Final Bronze
Age (Bahrija period, in our opinion), while none
of the other ones are of any use in dating the ma-
terials from the filling deposits.

Two more *C dates have been provided by
Tanasi, one from level 2 at the Borg in-Nadur
settlement (or rather from hut 2 following
Trump’s terminology: Trump 1961), falling be-
tween 939-837 cal. 2 sigma BC, and one from
Bahrija, trench D, pre-zorba floor of 860-807 cal.
2 sigma BC. In Tanasi’s view these can be placed
in the “transitional phase” Borg in-Nadutr/Bah-
rija (Tanasi 2020b, p. 67, Tanasi and Tykot 2020).
Yet, the “Hut 2” at Borg in-Nadur has yielded at
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least two vessels with typical excised Bahrija de-
coration. Thus in our opinion the "“C date can be
safely considered as a chronological reference
point for the Bahrija period, perhaps to a late
phase. On the other hand, the stratigraphy at the
Bahrija settlement is scarcely reliable and new
stratigraphical tests are needed: the association
between the dated sample, falling in the Sicilian
Early Iron Age, and the pottery from the same
level is not viable. The date acquired is again
pointing to a Bahrija occupation of the site.

The excised decoration emerging in a late
Bahrija phase could have been conveyed to Malta
from Sicily, particularly from its western side
(Cazzella and Recchia 2020 with references there-
in). Deposits belonging to this phase at Tas-Silg
(Idd. 2012) have yielded a serpentine fibula (fzbula
ad arco serpeggiante) and plumed-ware sherds (cera-
mica pinmata; Ibid.). Both at Tas-Silg and Bahrija
geometric painted pottery occurs. While Tanasi
considers this type of pottery as stemming from
the local Maltese tradition of “dribbled ware”
(Tanasi 2020a, p. 339), it is indeed possible that
this one too originated from Sicily (or imitated
Sicilian productions).

Alongside the details of the terminological and
chronological debate, what differs is the historical
interpretation. Tanasi proposes a model of resi-
dential bidirectionality, especially of pottery arti-
sans, and long-lasting commercial partnership,
suggesting that this phenomenon was ongoing
from the mid-second millennium BC (Tanasi
2020a, p. 341). We favour instead the hypothesis
of exchange relationships and cultural contacts
stretching over a long period, starting from the
Early Bronze Age, and involving in turn different
Sicilian regions. We argue that this occurred with-
out a systematic organisation and without any, or
with but limited, reciprocal movements of indi-
viduals from one island to the other (G. Recchia).
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2. SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES IN SOCIO-
CULTURAL DEVELOPMENTS AMONG MALTA, SICI-
LY, THE AEOLIAN ISLANDS AND PANTELLERIA

A. Early Bronze Age (ca. 2250-1500 BC)

An articulated social organisation could have
developed in Malta already in the late 3*' millen-
nium BC: in this new society both a local com-
ponent and one of Aegean origin were merged
(Cazzella and Recchia 2015b). The pre-existing
social base, although not being necessarily orga-
nized in chiefdoms, was a complex one that was
capable of erecting megalithic “temples”.

New activities are introduced in the archipela-
go in the period under scrutiny, such as (proba-
bly) metallurgy and the organisation of seaborne
exchange. The Aegean component of the Maltese
communities, which could have utilised the cre-
mation cemetery at Tarxien, displays a certain
economic capacity by including artisanal and ex-
otic artefacts among the grave goods (i.e. arte-
facts made of metal, vitreous materials, ostrich
eggshells, precious stones and also entailing
complex craftsmanship, such as the stone bead
with gold inlay: Pace 2004). Several megalithic
centres were occupied over the Tarxien Cemetery
period, possibly still with a symbolic - yet diverse
- purpose (Cazzella and Recchia 2015a). By exer-
ting control over the “old” megalithic temples,
this component of the population might have al-
so reinforced its hegemonic socio-political role,
thus contributing to the final dissolution of the
traditional religious ideology of the Temple peri-
od. This last had already become undermined, as
is illustrated by the absence of maintenance at
megalithic centres and lack of repair of collapsed
architectures (Idd. 2012). The large hypogea of
Hal Saflieni and Xaghra have also yielded traces
of occupation related to the Tarxien Cemetery
period (Pace 2000, p. 21; Malone ez Alki 2009),
that at Xaghra at least are definitely not funerary
in nature. "*C dates from these levels fall into a
later phase of this period, which fact is interpre-
ted by the authors of the excavations as a late re-
occupation of the site following a moment of
abandonment. Yet, the absence of older '*C dates
does not necessarily imply a gap in the occupa-
tion of the site. Among the elements indicating
an ideological discontinuity, there is the use of
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anthropomorphic clay figurines highly differing
in typology from the previous Late Neolithic
ones. These have been found in a funerary con-
text (the cremation cemetery at Tarxien: Pace
2004), in some “reutilised” temples such as
Skorba (fig. 2. 2, 6; Trump 1966) and Tas-Silg
(excavations 2003-2011; fig. 2.4, 7), and even at
Xaghra in the deposits formed after the use of
the hypogeum (fig. 2.1, 3, 5; Malone ez 4/ 2009).
Tools and elements intended for practical activi-
ties also occur at some of these contexts, such
as the above mentioned clay anchors related to
weaving found at Xaghra (Ibid) and the clay
hearths brought to light at Tas-Silg (Cazzella and
Recchia 2012, p. 31). It remains difficult to say
whether daily mundane activities and/or cul-
tic/religious ones were performed at these con-
texts or whether the seemingly practical activities
were performed within the dimension of ritual
practices. This latter hypothesis seems to us more
feasible, considering how the Tas-Silg complex
was later turned into a sanctuary - hence a place
with a notable religious purpose - in the Phoeni-
cian period.

Recently C. Broodbank and G. Lucarini
(2019) have revisited the hypothesis that the fu-
nerary use of dolmens, emerging in Early Bronze
Age Malta, could be related with a pattern attest-
ed in coastal northern Africa. This may suggest
that northern Africa perhaps constitutes a third
component in the socio-ideological transforma-
tion taking place in Malta, and that it was not on-
ly a partner in the exchange contacts that are in-
dicated by the occurrence of ostrich eggshell
beads from the cemetery at Tarxien. However,
more refined chronological data for the north
African contexts is needed to support this hypo-
thesis.

Both the arrival of small groups of Aegean
origin and the introduction of the cremation ritu-
al are attested in the Aeolian Islands, concurrent-
ly with Malta. However, in the cemetery at con-
trada Diana grave goods are almost non-existing
(Martinelli 2020, p. 89). This may result from the
intentional disguise of existing social differences,
yet it cannot be ruled out that in the Aeolian Is-
lands, where - unlike in Malta - a society of some
complexity had been lacking in the previous pe-
riod, a process of internal social diversification
towards hierarchy had yet to be started. At pre-
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sent, indications there for the emergence of social
differentiations are poor, since the “szo” on the
Lipari Acropolis may in fact be a cistern and the
large structure delta IV at the same site was pos-
sibly a place for communal meetings rather than
the “chief” residence (Pacciarelli 1991-92; Albore
Livadie er A/i 2002). This situation, nonetheless,
did not prevent the development of exchange ac-
tivities and perhaps of craftsmanship activities,
although evidence for the latter is chiefly related
to metallurgy, peaking around the mid-2"" mil-
lennium BC. Uncertain clues for ceramic produc-
tion on a non-domestic scale remain to be deci-
phered: apart from the controversial so-called
shipwreck of Pignataro, M.C. Martinelli (2020, p.
94) has recently called attention to the “group of
at least 50 vases found in the contrada Diana vil-
lage and considered as the product of a kiln dis-
card”. Be all that as it may, the Aeolian Islands
did become early involved in the Aegean-My-
cenaean exchange network in the 17" century
BC, possibly owing to their geographical location,
besides the role that this archipelago had been
already playing in local networks. In this respect
then this archipelago differed from the Maltese
Islands that remained marginal to the Mycenaean
connection. Nonetheless, as said above, it tre-
mains difficult to understand what effect this ear-
ly involvement did or did not have on the emer-
gence of internal social stratification in the Aeoli-
an Islands.

The island of Pantelleria appears to have
missed out on the phenomenon of the arrival of
small groups of Aegean seafarers at the end of
the 3 millennium BC. The initiation there of lo-
cal exchange networks and artisanal activities,
such as metallurgy, in the early 2°* millennium
BC probably stemmed from the autonomous ini-
tiative of the local communities linked with Sicily,
possibly replicating the exchange activities that
had been already launched by the Maltese and the
Aeolian Islands. Like the Aeolian Islands, Pantel-
leria became early involved in the exchange orga-
nized by eastern Mediterranean seafarers, in this
case Levantine rather than Mycenaean (Marazzi
2016). Data on both the grave goods and the
chronology of the local funerary structures, the
sesi, 18 scarce, yet some traces of precious arte-
facts accompanying the burials exist (Nicoletti
and Tusa 2012). These objects are at times com-
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Fig. 2 - Anthropomorphic clay figurines from the Maltese archipelago belonging to the Tarxien Cemetery period: 1, 3, 5.
From Xaghra; 2, 6. From Skorba; 4, 7. Form Tas-Silg (7, 3, 5: adapted from Malone et Alii 2009; 2, 6: adapted from Trump 1966,

4, 7: drawing C. Ruggini).

parable to the exotic artefacts occurring in the
neighbouring settlement of Mursia. Again as with
the Aeolian Islands, the settlement fabric at Mut-
sia lacks features pointing to internal social strati-
fication: these could have been emerging, but
without yet reaching their full affirmation. How-
ever, the role of Pantelleria in the maritime net-
works appears to decline in the following Milaz-
zese period, a timespan to which most of the "*C
dates from Tozzi’s excavations at Mursia seem to
belong (Tozzi 1978; Nicoletti 2014).

Due to space constraints, the various socio-
economic situations documented for Eatly
Bronze Age Sicily cannot to be fully discussed in
this paper. The general impression, however, is
one of diversified scenarios. Ognina (Cultraro
and Crispino 2014) and Milazzo (Levi et Alki
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2009), on the base of pottery evidence, show
links with the Maltese and the Aeolian Islands re-
spectively. Data on social organisation is com-
pletely lacking for Ognina, but in the case of Mi-
lazzo it points to a situation like that observed for
the Aeolian Islands. The Castelluccio tombs,
which continued a modified version of the local
funerary tradition, reveal some evidence of both
external ostentation (moulded facades and carved
doors: see for instance Lanteri 2012) and pre-
cious grave goods (artefacts made of metal and
vitreous materials). These occurrences speak in
favour of a tendency towards social stratification,
yet it does not provide an unequivocal picture of
a steady partition between a small elite and a wide
subordinate population. Relationships with the
Mycenaeans, which are not testified to by im-
ported pottery but by other elements, might have
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Fig. 3 - Agate lunar crescent with cuneiform inscription from Tas-Silg (Malta) (franscription and translation from F. W. Mayer

2012. Archives of the Italian Archaeological Mission in Malta).

favoured forms of internal social stratification,
yet their impact is not clearly recognisable in the
archaeological record (La Rosa 2005). Data on
the internal organisation of the Castelluccio set-
tlements is still poor (Copat, in this volume). In
any case, the few settlements with man-made for-
tifications, probably coeval to those in southern
Italy and thus slightly antedating the contacts
with Aegean-Mycenaean seafarers, do not suffice
to argue for the existence of established elitist
groups organising the work of other individuals
(see also Cazzella and Recchia 2013). The Rodi-
Tindari-Vallelunga contexts probably fall into an
even less articulated socio-economic scenario
(Ardesia and Cattani 2012): the comparison with
some interesting funerary contexts belonging to
the same facies in southern Calabria (Pacciarelli
2001) requires a discussion outside the scope of
this paper.
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B. Middle and Recent Bronzge Age (ca. 1500-1050
BC)

The social organisation in the Maltese archi-
pelago between the mid and late 2™ millennium
BC is hardly definable. The general impression is
that the level of internal hierarchy did not in-
crease: if anything, the situation became more
similar to that of the adjacent regions under scru-
tiny. Funerary sites are virtually unknown, and
settlements are but limitedly documented. The
artificial fortification line at the Borg in-Nadur
settlement (Pace 2004) appears as a new pheno-
menon in Malta, but as seen above these had al-
ready emerged in both Pantelleria and Sicily. As
such, the establishment of fortified sites in Malta
may mirror what was going on at Ustica, an is-
land that was only apparently marginal. But un-
like in Malta, the need for a defensive system at
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Ustica possibly indicates that this island was in-
volved in intense maritime activities in which le-
gitimate exchange and piracy were closely inter-
twined (Spatafora 2016). Evidence of the conti-
nuity in the occupation of megalithic “temples” is
known from only a few sites, among which are
the neighbouring former megalithic centres of
Tas-Silg and Borg in-Nadur, which yielded traces
of intense occupation in this period (Tanasi and
Vella 2015; Cazzella e Alii 2016). We are inclined
to think that this occupation was not domestic in
nature (the coeval settlement of Borg in-Nadur is
close to the re-occupied megalithic site) and that
a symbolic/ritual purpose was still attached to
the site, something which at Tas-Silg continued
on even later. Precious artefacts come from these
two sites, such as the reportedly gold-plated
bracelets from Borg in-Nadur and the decorated
bone necklace-spacer and (probably) the agate
lunar crescent with cuneiform inscription from
Tas-Silg (fig. 3; Cazzella ez A/ii 2011; Cazzella and
Recchia 2012; Mayer 2012; Tanasi 2020c).

All in all, such precious artefacts appear to be
closer linked to contexts characterised by a nota-
ble symbolic purpose (the reutilised megalithic
centres) rather than to distinct individuals or
small groups displaying and so enhancing their
socially differentiated role. Thus, the main clues
about the socio-economic structure derive from
the evidence of both a still noteworthy capability
to organise exchange to convey actual Maltese
products to Sicily (or at least inspired their imita-
tion in Sicily) and of the willingness to seek and
acquire exotic raw material and/or goods (ot, in
turn, to locally imitate foreign artefacts). For the
later phase of the period, corresponding with the
Sicilian Recent Bronze Age (1250-1050 BC), Ta-
nasi (2020a) reaffirmed that the influx of Maltese
products in Sicily was now limited to the Can-
natello settlement, since Thapsos would have
been deserted at that time. As we have pointed
out (Cazzella and Recchia 2020), we think instead
that Thapsos was still settled and was still im-
porting Maltese pottery/goods (fig. 4). Yet, it is
only with the publication of the long-needed final
report of the investigations at Thapsos that this
divergence of opinions can be resolved.

As is well known, archaeological traces indi-
cate that in this period the Aeolian Islands lost
their position as the fulcrum of exchange activi-
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ties in the lower Tyrrhenian Sea. The Milazzese
pottery appears to be derived from the Sicilian
Thapsos pottery, while peninsular Apennine-type
vessels are now being imported and/or locally
imitated (Martinelli 2020, pp. 119-143). Settle-
ment patterns change, but without any detectable
increase in social complexity (Alberti 2012). One
of the newly occupied sites is that of Punta Mi-
lazzese on the island of Panarea, located on a
naturally defended promontory. Its internal fabric
is quite homogeneous, and its overall extension
does not appear particularly large, even consider-
ing that marine erosion might have eaten away at
the original size. The site at Portella on the island
of Salina (Martinelli 2005) appears to differ in
character from the typical dwelling settlement,
but its true nature remains hard to grasp. In the
Ausonio I period (Bernabo Brea and Cavalier
1980) the Aeolian archipelago either experienced
an actual invasion by a group from the Italian
peninsula or simply all the settlements - except
from the Acropolis at Lipari - were spontaneous-
ly abandoned. Whatever the case, its role in the
maritime network became less and less relevant.
The import of Mycenaean pottery (and other
goods of Aegean origin) continued, yet at a pro-
gressively decreasing level.

Some socio-economic transformations were
underway in Sicily, at least in some contexts. In
the Middle Bronze Age, Aegean-Mycenaean im-
ports reached their peak in some areas (south-
eastern region of the island and in the present-
day Agrigento province) and imports of Cypriot
origin started. In the following Pantalica Nord
period, imitations of the techniques and pottery-
types of Mycenaean origin were locally deve-
loped, while imports of precious artefacts made
of metal and other materials continued. The so-
cial dimension changed, but on a local scale. Set-
tlements such as Thapsos (Voza 1972, 1973a, b)
and Cannatello (Vanzetti ez Az, in this volume)
became hotspots for exchange activities. The
chronology of the series of rectangular buildings
at Thapsos (possibly inspired by Cypriot models
and yielding Cypriot-type pottery), as mentioned
above, is still being debated among scholars (see
also Cultraro 2021). Yet, there is no doubt on the
long-lasting occupation at Cannatello, which,
however, is a rather anomalous settlement. On
the other hand, P. Militello’s recent work (2018)
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Fig. 4 - Maltese-type pottery from Thapsos (1-7) and matt-painted pottery from Mdina, Malta. 1-3. Borg in-Nadur-type pot-
tery; 4-7. Bahrija-type pottery; 8. Matt-painted small jug (7-7: adapted from V'oza 1973b; 8: adapted from Semeraro 2002).

definitely clarified the nature of the Pantalica
anaktoron as a significantly distinct building.
Moreover, some cemeteries displaying precious
grave goods including gold and ivory items point
to the existence of emerging social stratification
inside some Recent Bronze Age communities
(Albanese Procelli 2012; Albanese Procelli and
Chilardi 2005; Panvini 2005) (A. Cazzella).

C. Final Bronze Age - 17 Iron Age (ca. 1050-700
BC)

Data on the Final Bronze Age-Early Iron Age
in Malta is still limited. Scholars tend to adopt di-
verse terminologies in defying its phase sequence:
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D. Tanast (2020b, pp. 74-77), as seen above, is
inclined to distinguish between a transitional
phase Borg in-Nadur/Bahtija and then a subse-
quent phase labelled as “Mature Bahrija”. We
prefer, instead, to define the whole period as
Bahrija, subdividing it into an Early and a Late
phase (Cazzella and Recchia 2020). In our opi-
nion, Maltese imports belonging to this entire pe-
riod occur at Thapsos, whereas the view of some
other authors is that this settlement experienced a
gap in occupation, and that commercial relations
with the outside world did not recommence until
two centuries had passed. Not only did the ex-
plorations at Bahrija not provide a clear strati-
graphical sequence, but, most of all, they did not
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provide any evidence on the internal planning of
the settlement, whose only distinct feature known
as yet is its naturally defended location (Tanasi
and Cardona 2020b). Further traces related to
this period have been found at former megalithic
sites occupied over the Bronze Age, such as Borg
in-Nadur (Tanasi 2020b) and Tas-Silg. The latter
in particular was occupied for the whole period
under scrutiny, until it was turned into the Phoe-
nician sanctuary dedicated to Astarte (Semeraro
2002, 2004-05).

In the Aeolian Islands only the Acropolis on
Lipari continued to be occupied (Bernabo Brea
and Cavalier 1980), yet this also was either aban-
doned before the end of the period under scruti-
ny or had become less and less relevant. The
metal hoard found at the Acropolis (Borgna, in
this volume) would suggest that at the beginning
of the Ausonio II (assuming this is its actual da-
ting) this site still played a role in the circulation
of prestige goods. Nonetheless, it cannot be ruled
out that this role was now more piratical than
based an organised exchange network.

The debate on the social complexity of groups
belonging to the Final Bronze Age/Eatly Iron
Age in Sicily is still in process (Leighton 1999;
Tusa 1999; Albanese Procelli 2003; Panvini, in
this volume). Evidence of social differentiation is
recognisable in the grave goods of some cemeter-
ies, such as, for example, that at Madonna del Pi-
ano (Albanese Procelli ez A/ 2014-15). Yet, in
our opinion, the data in this regard coming from
settlements is not clearly so.

As regards the relationship with Malta, there is
an increase of the elements of Sicilian origin that
were either imported or stimulated local imita-
tions in the archipelago, for instance: the proto-
geometric and geometric painted pottery, the
decorative style of the impasto pottery belonging
to the later Bahrija phase, the abovementioned
occurrence at Tas-Silg of plumed ware (ceramica
pinmata) and a serpentine fibula.

Artefacts belonging to indigenous productions
of eastern Sicily, such as the matt-painted small
jug from Mdina (fig. 4.8; Semeraro 2002, pp. 506-
507, fig. 12.b) and some long-known sherds from
Bahrija (Evans 1953, p. 75; Semeraro 2002, p.
507, n. 49, fig. 12.c) can be dated to the 8" centu-
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ry BC. Despite being not abundant, these ele-
ments clearly testify to the persistence of the rela-
tionships with Sicily during this, one of the less
archaeologically documented periods in the histo-
ry of the archipelago. This is indeed the moment
when Malta became involved in the wider phe-
nomenon of the Phoenician expansion, so enter-
ing a network of interconnections and exchange
also encompassing Sicily, Tyrrhenian Italy and
the entire of the western Mediterranean (see
Semeraro 2002). An exceptional contribution he-
re has been given by the discovery of the Phoeni-
cian shipwreck at Xlendi. The latest data on its
cargo indicates how this vessel was fully integrat-
ed into the early-mid 7" century BC central Medi-
terranean network (Gambin e Ak 2021). The
first arrival in Malta of Greek pottery, typologi-
cally akin to that circulating in the Sicilian cen-
tres, can be assigned to this very network (G. Se-
meraro).
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