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BURIAL MOUNDS AND “SPECCHIE” IN APULIA
DURING THE BRONZE AGE

LOCAL DEVELOPMENTS AND TRANSADRIATIC CONNECTIONS

Giulia RECCHIA *

ABSTRACT

Several funerary rituals coexist side by side during the Bronze Age in Apulia, within a small area
moreover. Collective burials in hypogean tombs, that is to say tombs below ground, or natural caves,
dolmens under tumuli, pit graves under tumuli and cremation cemeteries are all present. As regards the
structural features, there are traits sharing parallels with Transadriatic funerary structures.

Intensive contacts between Apulia and the eastern Adriatic coast are attested from the second half
of the 3rd millennium B.C. by several elements, especially by the ceramic patterns of the Cetina culture.
Therefore, as regards the early phases of the Bronze Age, the presence in Apulia of small human groups of
Transadriatic origin has been suggested.

The variability of the funerary structures and rituals could also reflect the existence of privileged links
between some indigeneous groups and Transadriatic communities.

Following this hypothesis, Apulian funerary structures with a tumulus will be examined in detail in a
diachronic perspective.

BRONZE AGE TUMULI IN APULIA: EVIDENCE AND QUESTIONS

Several epigean, that is, above ground, monumental dry-stone, generally funerary, structures were
built in Apulia during the early phases of the Bronze Age. Among them are several different structural
features. They coexist with other types of funerary rituals, such as the use of hypogean structures. With
a few exceptions, these appear to be opposite of the epigean structures as regards their impact on the
landscape (fig. 1, I).

It seems useful to define some broad categories of funerary structures into which specific cases may
be classified, even though the data are more complex actually. The categories of epigean structures include:

— stone cists under a tumulus (e.g. fig. 2, 1);

— gallery dolmens under a tumulus (e.g. fig. 2, 3-4);

— small dolmens, for which the presence of a tumulus is not certain (e.g. fig. 1, 3);

— several pit-graves under a tumulus (of which we have only one example so far at Torre Santa Sabina,

discussed by E. Onnis in this volume).

*  Department of Human Sciences, University of Foggia (Italy), g.recchia@unifg.it
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Fig. I — 1: 20th-14th c. funerary structures in Apulia and other Apulian sites mentioned in text;
2: Pisciulo tomb 3; 3: the dolmens of the Giurdignano area (Otranto); 4: Cetina style pottery

from Pisciulo tomb 2 (2, 4 after Cataldo 1998; 3 after Cipolloni Sampo 1987).
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The hypogean tombs beneath a tumulus are intermediate between burial mounds and collective
inhumations in rock-cut tombs (fig. /, 2). Collective hypogean structures without a tumulus are more frequently
attested, and collective inhumations in natural caves also occur. Moreover, there are cremation burials in urns.

For the time being only one case of deposition within a settlement is attested at Coppa Nevigata, near
Manfredonia, in the 15th c. B.C. layers (Recchia 2007-2008).

It is difficult to outline an overview of these structures, especially dolmens, in Apulia because of frequent
destruction prior to recording,’ later re-use and the fact that some excavations were carried out many decades ago.

To interpret these funerary monuments, some problems need to be taken into consideration:

Origin

— they could derive from an old local tradition, possibly influenced by contacts with other regions at
an earlier period;

— they could originate from cultural contacts with other regions during the Bronze Age;

— they could arise from a local development. If this is the case, similarities should be considered the
mere effects of convergence.

Chronology

It is sometimes difficult to identify the building phases of specific monuments because of their sporadic
re-use in the following periods.

Social and ideological aspects

These are embodied in the monuments in a number of ways: in their visibility in landscape (as regards
dolmens), repeated use in time, internal variability and coexistence with other kinds of funerary practices, like
rock-cut tombs inhumations. However, it is difficult to recognize specific rituals linked to dolmens and cists
beneath a tumulus, whether these were reserved to any speciphic social figure and whether they originally were
isolated or inserted in a cluster.

THE EVIDENCE OF TUMULI IN APULIA DURING THE 3rp MILLENIUM B.C.

As regards the previous period, that is the 3rd millennium B.C., collective hypogean tombs (like those of
the well-known cemetery at Laterza, cf. Biancofiore 1967; Biancofiore 1971) are very common,” but the use of
natural caves is attested too.

New excavations carried out by E. Ingravallo (Ingravallo ez al. 2007; Ingravallo et al. forthcoming) have
unearthed tumuli with cremations at Salve (Lecce province). Their whole chronological range is unknown.
Radiocarbon dates are lacking for tumulus no. 1: it included pottery (Ingravallo ez al. 2007, fig. 5) showing close
similarities with Taurasi, a 4th millennium site in Campania (Talamo, Recchia 2004; Talamo et al. forthcoming).?
This kind of pottery is lacking so far in other Apulian sites: we do not know whether its use continued for a long

1. For example, we know this happened to several “specchie”, in the Salentine peninsula, and to some dolmens, like Santuri
(Brindisi province: Cipolloni Sampo 1987, p. 93) and that seen from S. M. Puglisi not far from Coppa Nevigata (A. Cazzella,
pers. comm.).

2. The use of rock-cut tombs starts earlier, during the Late Neolithic (see for example Arnesano: Lo Porto 1972).

3. They are cremations located near or under five apsidal or rectangular structures bounded by dry-stone walls.
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period of time in this region. Tumulus no. 6 at Salve, which included Laterza type pottery, has a circular plan:
it is dated by radiocarbon to 2500-2290 cal. B.C. (Ingravallo et al. 2007, p. 23, fig. 6). Tumulus no. 7 has a
rectangular plan: its first use dates back to the first half of the 3rd millennium B.C., although we do not
know whether the mound was already covering the graves.

Even if the problem of a possible “old” date for tumulus no. 1 is still unresolved, the funerary monuments of
Salve are reminiscent of the burial mounds of the Western Balkans from a structural (in spite of specific differing
details) and a symbolic point of view. They could support the idea that cultural contacts or movements of small
human groups took place between the coasts of the Adriatic in the 3rd millennium B.C.

The possible tumulus of Tursi in the Basilicata region, probably dating back to the first half of the 3rd
millennium, could also originate from this kind of relationship (Cazzella in this volume).

In other regions of peninsular Italy, tumuli are rare: the tumulus at Sesto Fiorentino (Toscana) is
linked to the Beaker phenomenon but Beaker elements are very few in Apulia and such a cultural tradition
seems unlikely to have influenced the appearance of Apulian tumuli. The rare Early Bronze Age tumuli in
Campania are later (Palma Campania culture: Albore Livadie 2007, p. 181).

The cultural aspects of the last centuries of the 3rd millennium B.C. in Apulia are still poorly known
as regards the funerary structures and most of the settlement patterns. We know that Cetina pottery occurs
in several Apulian coastals (Rodi Garganico, Coppa Nevigata: Recchia 2002, Recchia 2010), nearshore sites
(Rutigliano: Radina 1989) and inland sites (Altamura, Laterza: Biancofiore 1967; Biancofiore 1971): they are
settlements, tombs and sites difficult to interpret (for example Pulo di Altamura). The funerary contexts consist
of pre-existing (Laterza) and new rock-cut tombs (Casal Sabini tombs no. 1 and no. 3, Pisciulo tomb no. 2:
Cataldo 1996). These finds probably date back to the second half of the 3rd millennium B.C. (Cazzella 1999;
Della Casa 1995) and possibly continue into the early 2nd millennium in some areas (Recchia 2002).

The variety of funerary structures in the early 2nd millennium within such a narrow geographical area
could be related to specific mental schemes of various communities, considering their potential value as
territorial markers (see, for example, Cazzella 1992). Continuous relationships with the Transadriatic coast,
even limited to a few human groups, could have impacted this phenomenon of variability.

THE FUNERARY MONUMENTS OF THE FIRST HALF OF THE 2nd MILLENNIUM B.C.

Certain rock-cut tombs used in the early 2nd millennium were probably built previously or near earlier
hypogea: there are two groups of rock-cut tombs in the territory of Altamura (Casalsabini and Pisciulo:
Cataldo 1996; Cataldo 1998). There are three hypogea at Casalsabini, but tomb no. 2 was plundered.
As aforementioned, the grave goods in tomb no. 1 included Cetina pottery dating back to late 3rd
millennium B.C. A bossed-bone plaque was found too, the type of which is also widespread in the central
and eastern Mediterranean during that period (Cataldo 1996, fig. 3). The tomb was also used during the
phase characterized by Cavallino/Protoapennine pottery (20th-16th c. B.C.). Only a few data are available
about tomb no. 3 but the presence of Cetina pottery leads to the hypothesis that it was built at the same time
as hypogeum no. 1.

At Pisciulo three hypogea were found too; they were probably built at different times but were partially
contemporary in use, particularly during the 18th-16th c. B.C. (Protoapennine culture). Tomb no. 2 seems
to be the earliest one: it has a long corridor, a vestibule and a sub-quadrangular chamber. The presence of
Cetina pottery (fig. I, 4) dates its construction at least to the late 3rd millennium (Cataldo 1998, fig. 2).
Its use continues in the following centuries (Protoapennine culture), until the Late Bronze Age-Iron Age
(Cataldo 1998, fig. 3). About ten inhumations were found in the vestibule and the chamber.

Hypogeum no. 3 is characterized by the presence of a tumulus (fig. /, 2), which makes a significant
difference with the other rock-cut tombs and constitutes a link with the dolmens. It cannot be ruled out that
the tumulus was built some time after the digging out of the tomb. The plan of hypogeum no. 3 partially
compares with tomb no. 2 (a sub-quadrangular chamber and vestibule, in this case larger) but the access
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with three steps is different. The earliest material dates back to the early 2nd millennium B.C. (Cavallino/
Protoapennine culture: Cataldo 1998, fig. 4); other elements are typical of the 15th-14th c. but a continuous
use is not certain; moreover a re-use in the Late/Final Bronze Age is attested.

The hypogeum no. 1 is structurally different (it has a pit used as access and a sub-elliptical chamber);
published pottery seems to start in the first half of the 2nd millennium B.C. (Protoapennine culture: Cataldo
1998, fig. 1).

In the Apulia region (to use the term given by the modern administrative system) until now we do
not know other hypogea under a tumulus but we can mention rock-cut tombs under a burial mound at
Murgia Timone (Matera), not so far from Pisciulo (Cipolloni Sampo 1987, p. 66-68). The association
of a hypogeum tomb with a burial mound might not be as occasional as it looks like, at least in the High
Murge-Matera plateau area.

Other rock-cut tombs (without a tumulus) are known in Apulia, starting from the early 2nd millennium B.C.,
like, for example, at S. Vito dei Normanni and Crispiano (Lo Porto 1964; Quagliati 1920).

As regards the epigean structures, particularly dolmens, we do not know with any certainty when they
first appear: some evidence, in particular the small dolmens in the Salentine peninsula, suggests that they began
during the first phases of the Bronze Age, early in the 2nd millennium B.C. We do not know, however, whether
they originally had a tumulus which has not been preserved. These structures are low and covered by a slab
resting on stone piles or vertical slabs: it is the “block and boulder” technique in Whitehouse’s terminology
(Whitehouse 1967). They are located in the costal area of the Salentine peninsula (Giurdignano, Muro Leccese,
Melendugno, Minervino) (fig. I, 3), often concentrated in small zones a few hundreds of metres apart. Most of
them were plundered and lack an archaeological deposit, but remains of grave goods dating back to the early
phases of the Bronze Age were preserved in some cases (Cipolloni Sampo 1987, p. 75-76). Many years ago
J. Evans (1956) suggested similarity with the dolmens of the Tarxien Cemetery Maltese culture, now dated to
2300-1500 B.C. In M. Cipolloni’s opinion the comparison is strengthened by the presence (Maggiulli 1912)
of a cremation burial near a destroyed dolmen at Muro Leccese, a funerary practice also used in the Tarxien
Cemetery culture; moreover three small vases from this burial look like the vase of the cremation burial no. 1
at Contrada Diana, on the Lipari Islands (Cipolloni Sampo 1987).

Again in the Salentine peninsula, the “specchie” have to be mentioned: they are piles of stones, in a
few cases dating back to the Bronze Age. The “piccole specchie” stone piles near Vanze (fig. 1, 1.25) are
of great interest; eleven of them were explored in the first half of the 20th c. A.D. (Bernardini 1942; Drago
1954-1955). They are tumuli (diameter 15-25m) covering a stone cist, often in clusters: human bones
and some pottery were found but not well published. In five cases pottery shows features also found in
settlements dating back to the early 2nd millennium B.C.

Some dolmens are attested near Taranto too, on the costal plain, not far apart (fig. 1, 1. 21-24). The
data are insufficient. The dolmen at Leucaspide had a tumulus (ca. 15m in diameter) and an access corridor
bordered by a line of stones, like in the case of the “piccole specchie”(Cipolloni Sampo 1987, p. 93).
Protoapennine pottery was found inside it. Also the dolmens of Accettulla and Taviano were considered
more similar to those of the Salentine peninsula than those of the Bari province (Cipolloni Sampo 1987,
p. 93-94; Whitehouse 1967, p. 361): this could depend on a chronological, rather than geographical, factor
since the dolmens in the Bari province are probably somewhat later.

The funerary structures unearthed by R. Striccoli in the territory of Masseria del Porto, near Gioia del
Colle (Alta Murgia), are of great interest too (fig. /, 1.15; fig. 2, 1-2). They consist of five clusters of tumuli
(Murgia San Francesco, Murgia Giovinazzi, Murgia San Benedetto, Masseria della Madonna, Masseria San
Benedetto),* a few kilometres apart from each other, with different phases of building and use. The tumuli
have a circular plan, with a perimeter wall and a central lithic chamber, sometimes with a corridor (Striccoli
1989). There are good drawings of the structures but the archaeological material is not so well published and
chronology is problematic. The identified pottery allows to date some of the structures to the first centuries
of the 2nd millennium B.C. (Protoapennine culture): Murgia San Francesco tomb no. 3, Murgia Giovinazzi

4. No potsherd from Masseria della Madonna is characteristic enough to be surely attributed to the first half of the 2nd
millennium B.C.
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tombs nos. 1 and 2, Murgia San Benedetto tomb no. 2, Masseria San Benedetto tomb no. 1 (Striccoli 1989,
fig. 8, 15, 21, 23, 37, 38, 41, 51, 52, 98, 99). The presence of some flint arrowheads in the cist of tumulus
no. 2 at Murgia Giovinazzi is reminiscent of Copper Age rather than Bronze Age. The abovementioned
earliest tombs were re-used during the Late Bronze Age and the Iron Age; in the last period new tumuli
were built near the previous ones. Even if there are some differences, the tumuli of Masseria del Porto are
similar to the Transadriatic Cetina ones (Marovi¢ 1959; Marovi¢ 1976; Marovi¢ 1991).

A. Jatta (1914) reported some tumuli with stone cists near Canosa (Ofanto valley). Chronological
data are lacking and a later date (Final Bronze Age-Iron Age) cannot be ruled out. Recent excavations in
the same area brought to light a non-funerary tumulus near Minervino Murge, which is difficult to interpret
(Radina et al. 2008; Radina in this volume).

FUNERARY MONUMENTS BETWEEN THE 16TH AND 14TH C. B.C.

Important social and economic transformations took place in Apulia between the 16th and the
14th c. B.C., in relation to the development of transmarine trade with the Mycenaean world. These
transformations are reflected in settlements and funerary rituals: even if rock-cut tombs and dolmens under
a tumulus remain in use, changes are recognizable in both types.

The building and use of large dolmens in the Bari province seem to date back to this period.’ Their
structure is more complex than in previous ones: they are gallery dolmens, often built on a platform bounded
by a line of vertical stones, under a tumulus. The dolmen at San Silvestro near Giovinazzo, for example, is
very sophisticated: it has a circular vestibule ending the long corridor chamber and covered by the tumulus
(fig. 2, 4) (Lo Porto 1967). They are located near the shore (but not visible from the sea). Four dolmens
between Corato and Bisceglie (La Chianca, Albarosa, dei Paladini, Frisari: Cataldo 1995, pl. XXXVI) are
along a stream, about 2 km apart (fig. 1, 1.7-10; fig. 2, 3): it is not a cluster but neither are they isolated.

Some features, especially as regards the grave goods, are reminiscent of the contemporary collective
depositions in rock-cut tombs (Peroni ef al. 2003; Tunzi Sisto 1999) or caves (for example the Grotticella
Funeraria at Manaccora: Recchia 1993), the absence of weapons in the dolmens making the chief difference:
it is not excluded that the well visible dolmens were all deprived of their most valuable artefacts by robbers.
Elements of Transadriatic influence, such as the circular metal plaques with repoussé decoration or ceramics
of Dinara style (Cataldo 1995, pl. XXXVII), are attested both in hypogean and epigean contexts.

Other dolmens, probably dating back to the same period, were recorded further south, again near the
shore, such as those at Montalbano and Santuri (now missing), but we have no data on their inhumations
and grave goods (Cipolloni Sampo 1987, p. 93-94). A plundered dolmen was excavated at Molinella too
(Gargano promontory: Puglisi 1948; Nava 1982).

The presence of inhumations at the coastal settlement of Coppa Nevigata, near Manfredonia (fig /, 1.4),
is a separate case. There are certain similarities with the contemporary dolmens regarding the type of
artefacts and the absence of weapons. During the 15th c. B.C. some parts of the earlier dry-stone fortification
wall built about 1700 B.C. were re-used as funerary structures. In particular, two adults were each buried
in a postern; residual human bones were found on the walls, which had been partially destroyed, between
the posterns (see Recchia 2007-2008 for a detailed analysis). Metal plaques were found with repoussé
decoration of Transadriatic influence, as it occurs in the Bisceglie dolmen (Cazzella, Moscoloni 1995).

In the 2008 campaign of excavation a new postern was partially unearthed: in this case the covering
consisting of large slabs was preserved. I do not rule out the possibility that the posterns with burials
originally looked like that. A symbolic and structural link with the dolmens is to be suggested since the
dry-stone walls form a sort of tumulus and the postern a sort of stone cist, but the hypothesis needs more
evidence.

5. Recently F. Radina promoted the publication and excavation of some of them (Radina 1995).
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Fig.2 — 1: Murgia S. Benedetto tomb 1; 2: Murgia Giovinazzi tomb 1; 3: dolmen of Albarosa;
4: dolmen S. Silvestro (Giovinazzo). (1, 2 after Striccoli 1989; 3 after Cipolloni Sampo 1987, 4 after Lo Porto 1965).
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Burials linked to fortifications are well-known in the same period in the Istrian Castellieri (for example
Monkodonja and Sedegliano: Mihovili¢ et al. 2005; Terzan, Hansel in this volume; Cassola, Corazza 2009);
this phenomenon, together with stylistic similarities in the pottery, attests a strong relationship between those
regions.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The hypothesis that the presence in Apulia of Cetina pottery and Aegean elements such as the bossed-
bone plaques is associated with the movements of small human groups was proposed some years ago (for
example, Cazzella 1999). In my opinion another possible illustration of such interaction is the building of
burial mounds in Apulia in the late 3rd millennium B.C., for instance as occurs at Salve (and perhaps some
centuries earlier at Tursi: Primas 1996, p. 124; Cazzella in this volume).

These cultural contacts possibly imply that groups of immigrants on one hand adopted local funerary
rituals (as attested by the presence of Cetina pottery in the rock-cut tombs of Laterza and Pisciulo) and, on
the other hand, built funerary structures (burial mounds) continuing their tradition but using pottery of a
local style. The differences between the monuments of southern Italy and those of the Transadriatic area
could have to do with modifications of the local funerary patterns. Tomb no. 3 of Pisciulo could reflect such
a “fusion” process: it leads to the hypothesis that there was a symbolic continuity with rock-cut tomb no. 2
which contained Cetina pottery. The burial mound of tomb no. 3 could derive both from a perpetuation of
the Transadriatic funerary patterns and a social marking off of the buried group.

In conclusion, the appearance of burial mounds in the early centuries of the 2nd millennium B.C. (the
“specchie” of the Salentine peninsula and tumuli of Masseria del Porto) could represent the Transadriatic
tradition and, at the same time, attest to new contacts between the eastern and northern Adriatic coast and
communities integrated in the local cultural context of south eastern Italy.

Continuous relationships during the Bronze Age between northern Apulia on one hand and the
Transadriatic coast and Karst on the other are well attested by similarities concerning not only the ceramics
and metal artefacts but also the fortified settlements. The trade of metal (and perhaps amber?) deriving
from the eastern Adriatic coast could have been the basis of these relationships, and the continuous use
of burial mounds a part of this enduring cultural contact and exchange, even though the monuments were
transformed according to the changing social and political situation.
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