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ABSTRACT

Written sources lead to the assumption that Comacchio, a town near the mouth of the Po River, was a connexion
of trade and transport routes in the early medieval period, of which present, incomplete material sources have left no
testimony. From this discordance between material and written sources a research project was started several years
ago in the wider town area, which should helf us better understand the settlement and socio-economical processes
in the northern Adriatic between the 7" and 9" century, outlined in the present paper.
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L’ASCESA DI UN EMPORIO DELL’ALTO MEDIOEVO E L'ECONOMIA DELL'ITALIA
NEL TARDO PERIODO LONGOBARDO

SINTESI

Dalle fonti scritte sappiamo che, nell’alto medioevo, Comacchio (citta sorta nei pressi delle foci del fiume Po) si
trovava alla confluenza di uno snodo commerciale importante. Purtroppo la documentazione archeologica, finora
nota, non ha lasciato molte tracce di questo periodo. Per questo motivo qualche anno fa & iniziato un progetto ar-
cheologico nel centro urbano e nelle sue immediate vicinanze. Con questo progetto si pensa di comprendere meglio
la storia del popolamento e i processi socio-economici che hanno interessato I’area nord adriatica tra il settimo e il
nono secolo. Questo articolo illustra questi risultati e contestualizza il sito nel quadro dell’economia padana del
periodo.
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One must wait until the second half of the nineties to
record the first noteworthy advance. The subdivisions in
an area on the outskirts of the town centre, the village of
San Francesco (the same area where Proni had discov-
ered the renowned pilings), made an archaeological in-
vestigation obligatory (Fig. 4). On that occasion, the
trenches for laying the infrastructures brought to light an
archaeological sequence of extraordinary interest: when
analysed some ten years later it was found to contain
crucial information for the history of these places in the
Early Medieval Age (Calaon, 2007).

The compilation of these records, produced in a di-
versity of circumstances and methods — to which must
be added the excavation sample on the site of the an-
cient monastery of Santa Maria in Aula Regia (Bucci,
2002) — enabled an up-to-date interpretation to be made
of the settlement sequence in these areas, which we will
attempt to briefly summarise (discussed in more detail
in: Gelichi, Calaon, 2007).

The only place in this region that seems to have held
a certain institutional status in Roman times is a vicus,
the vicus Aventia (Uggeri, 1975, 105-108), which must
have played an important administrative role in the
context of management of the imperial revenue. It was
perhaps for this very reason that it soon became a dio-
cese (Patitucci Uggeri, 1989b, 431).

Besides Voghenza, the rest of the inhabited area
would have featured a settlement on the river banks and
the lines of dunes along the coast, with fairly regular
distribution along the main lines of communication that
crossed this region, such as the Popilia which linked
Ravenna to Altino and Aquileia.

The results of this situation in the late Roman period
are not so easy to perceive, as the little information
available comes from surface investigation. Among the
sites of what was to become Comacchio, traditionally
identified as villas of some importance, we find the con-
structions discovered in the localities of Bocca delle
Menate, Agosta and Baro Zavalea. These would have

9 Theodoricus in 526 called back from the imperial lands along the river Po, workmen for the building of ships:

been inhabited centres featuring residential buildings of
a certain quality, as well as simpler, rustic buildings. The
common feature is, also in this case, the close vicinity of
the fossa Augusta which intercepts the Padus Vetus right
in this area. The final outcomes of these sites are also
unsure at present.

On the whole, the hypothesis that the inhabitants of
the villages located along the riverbanks and the lagoon
canals of the ancient Po valley delta were experts in
river navigation, and thus also in ship-building, may be
confirmed by reading some passages of Cassiodoro in
which he describes the concern of Theodoricus himself
engaged in the renewal of the fleet of Ravenna (Patitucci
Uggeri, 1989b, 461). The appearance, in the first half of
the 6™ century AD., of a great new fleet in the Po valley
delta would have been related to the rise of Comacchio
itself. Although at present the archaeological records of
Comacchio do not appear to confirm this supposition,
the idea that the ancient inhabitants of the delta owed
their fortune to the river and sea trade would seem to be
true of the late Roman period.?

At the same time another set of archaeological data
would seem to indicate a tendency towards centraliza-
tion of settlements. Certain cemeteries found in this area
testify to this, such as that found at the insula silva,
which was excavated in the nineteen-fifties and dates
back to the 7" century (Patitucci Uggeri, 1975, 26—
29).10 Another necropolis, even more famous, is that
excavated in Motta della Girata, near the previously men-
tioned church, which dates back to between the end of
the 5" and the 7" century (Fig. 5; Patitucci Uggeri,
1970). The extent and the nature of this necropolis,
separated from the church by an artificial canal (see be-
low), suggest that it was related to a village community,
perhaps not far from the necropolis itself, possibly lo-
cated in Paganella where, in 1956, Nereo Alfieri carried
out some investigations which led to the discovery of a
construction on wooden piles (Alfieri, 1960, 37).11

...ut per domum

nostram navigandi quaererentur artifices..." (Cassiodorus, Variae, 18,1). He also gave orders that the building materials, pine, and cy-
press, should be taken from both the imperial revenue property and from private property: "...sive in domo regia seu in privata..." (Cas-

siodorus, Variae, 16,3).

10 Some investigations have uncovered posts planted vertically in the ground, interpreted at the time as bases for pile-dwellings. In the
same geographical area, a few kilometres south, surface works have found another similar site, along the same line of dunes where the
necropolis of insula Silva was found. Such villages may perhaps be connected with the traces which are visible in aerial photographs
not far from via Romea and which may be interpreted as agricultural watering systems (Simoni, 2001, 87).

11 At that time this was taken to be part of a pre-classical habitation, also taking into consideration some comparisons that were emerging
with nearby Adria. As has already been noted, (Cremonini, 1993, 157), however, these constructions are probably Late Roman or Early
Medieval, as are most of the surface remains found during excavations. The presence of Attic pottery may be explained as residual
material found during the building of the major infrastructures of canal building connected with the Motta della Girata canal.
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poseljen, medtem ko obstaja vec¢ pisnih virov, ki orisujejo poselitev in samo mesto v srednjeveskem obdobju. Vendar
skih aktivnosti, je o tej pomembni viogi ostalo ohranjenih presenetljivo malo materialnih dokazov. Ravno iz tega
razloga je bil pred leti pricet raziskovalni projekt, ki naj bi osvetlil poselitev in socio-ekonomske odnose na omen-
jenem obmocju okolice Comacchia ter SirSem obmocju severnega Jadrana med 7. in 9. stoletjem. Na eni strani so
raziskovalci ponovno preucili ves material iz predhodnih izkopavanj, obenem pa so se pricela tudi nova izkopavanja
v razli¢nih predelih starega mesta, predvsem z izpostavljenimi grobis¢i na lokacijah Motta della Girata in San Fran-
cesco. Za datacijo pricetka zgodnjesrednjeveske poselitve v Comacchiu so posebno pomembni ostanki amfor in
drugega odpadnega materiala iz pristanisCa, ki naj ne bi segali dlje od 7. stoletja, kar potrjuje hiatus v poselitvi med
etrus¢ansko in zgodnjesrednjevesko fazo, ko je bilo sredisce regije prestavijeno v bliznji vicus Aventia. Arheoloske
raziskave, ki Se vedno potekajo, so odkrile arheoloska obdobja trajajoca skoraj tisocletje, z zacetkom stabilne
poselitve Ze v poznem 7. stoletju. Zgodovina Comacchia in njegova arheoloska odkritja pa bi ostala le lokalnega
pomena, e ne bi delila usode in teZav SirSega sredozemskega prostora, katerega mreZa trgovskih povezav je obse-
gala tudi njega. V resnici se zdi, da si Comacchio deli strategije in resitve s Stevilnimi cveto¢imi novimi mesti Jad-
rana, posebej tistimi v Beneskem zalivu. Poleg SirSega trgovsko-prometnega omrezja pa je potrebno omeniti tudi lo-
kalno proizvodnjo, eno izmed posebnih lastnosti zgodnjesrednjeveskih emporijev, ki pa je zaradi specifike blaga s
katerim so trgovali v¢asih ni mogoce videti tudi v arheoloskem zapisu.

Klju¢éne besede: Comacchio, ltalija, zgodnji srednji vek, Langobardi, emporij, ekonomija, trgovina
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