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5. CHANGING PATTERNWNS OF PREHISTORIC LANDUSE

IN THE AGRO PONTINO

Hans Kamermans, Susan Loving and Albertus Voorrips

Introduction

The Agro Pontino archaeological survey project is
sponsored by the Albert Bgges van Giffen Instituut voor Prae-
en Protohistorie (I.P.P.) of the University of Amsterdam in
cooperation with the Duteh Institute in Rome, the Istituto
Ttaliano di Paleontologia Umana and the Museo Preistorico
Btnografico Luigil Pigorini, both in Rome (Voorrips et al.
1983).

The Agro Pontinois a coastal plain between Rome and
Naples, about 80 km. south of Rome. Tt is 60 km. long and
15 km. wide and is surrounded by the Monti Lepini, the Monti
Ausoni, the Tyrrhenian sea and the low hills south of Rome
(FPig. 5.1},

Geologically speaking, the area consists of two parts, a
low lying graben, mainly filled with peat, and a sandy dune
area along the coast, both dating to the Quaternary. The
calcareous mountains along the north of the Agro Pontino, and
Monte Circeo, an isolated part of the Appenines, were formed
during the Mesozoic.

The soil map of the area (Fig. 5.2) shows that along the
coast four marine terraces can be distinguished. Estimated
dates are 250,000 B.P. ({Tyvrvyhenian I}, 100,000 B.pP.
(Tyrrhenian I1), 70,000 B.P., {(Tyrrhenian III), and post-
glacial (pre-Neolithic) (Fig. 5.3)., Fach terrace consists of
a sandy beach ridge and a clavey lagoon. Some of the beach
ridges contain flint pebbles of a sufficient size for the
manufacture of stone tools.

The soil map was made by scholars and students from the
Laboratory for Physical Geography and Soil science of the
University of Amsterdam (Sevink et al. 1984). During the soil
survey much archaeological material was encountered, mainly
flint artefacts and pottery. In order to continue the
research in this area the T1.P.P. started an archaeological
survey project in 1979, In 1980 palynological studies were
begun.

At this time the main research goal is to investigate
changing patterns of prehistoric landuse in the Agro Pontino,
from the middle Palaeolithic to the Bronze Age, using land
evaluation techniquesin conjunction with archaeological,
ethnographic and historical data. In this way the potential
of land evaluation for prehistoric research will be assessed
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fig. 5.2. the major sedimentary complexes in the Agro Pontino
(after Sevink et al. 1984).
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{drawing IPP)



and something will be learned about the prehistoric socio-
economic organization and development in the Agro Pontino.

The land evaluation approach

Land evaluation is a technique developed by physical
geographers and is widely used by the FAO (Food and
Agriculture Organisation of the United Wations) in third
world countries (Brinkman and Smyth 1973; Beek 1978; FAO
1976). The land evaluation approach asks: Given the physical
data and given the socio-~economic situation what will be the
most rational use of land? In other words, land evaluation is
the utilization of sgocial and economic parameters in
evaluating physical data. Land evaluation entails collecting
a basic inventory of land properties or characteristics in
order to identify promising land use alternatives in simple
socio-economic terms.

Land evaluation starts with basic surveys (Fig. 5.4). On
the basis of these surveys a qualitative land classification
is made. The basic surveys include the collection of data
about, for example, geology, geomorphology, soils, climate
and hydrology. These surveys result in maps indicating land
characteristics, 1i.e., slope angle, rainfall, soil texture,
available water capacity, biomass of the vegetation etc.
These characteristics are then translated into land
qualities. For example, the land quality "hazard of soil
erosion” is determined by a number of wvariables: slope angle,
slope length, permeability, sopil  structure, rainfall
intensity and so on. ‘The land guality together with a socio-
economic analysis are used to derive a quantitative land
classification: the land suitability. Areas within a region
can then be ranked according to their suitability of use. 1In
this way, the VFAD makes the decisions about land use which
are necessary for planning at a regional scale.

Of course, the FAO does not know whether ovr not
decisions, based on its analysis will be implemented, or when
they are, whether or not they will succeed and for how long.

The PAD lacks data on the outcome of its decisions, or, in
other terms, the experimental result.

The archaeological record, on the other hand, contains
the results of thousands of experiments in land use. The
archaeological record is less c¢lear, however, about the
socio-economic contexts of those experiments.

In archaeology the land evaluation approach can be used
in a slightly different way. Because the approach relates
land use to the socio-economic situation, models for the

prehistoric socio-economic situation can be evaluated,
compared or, perhaps, tested. An archaeologist first collects

the physical data, analogous to the basic surveys, by
translating and combining palaeocecological information to
yield a qualitative land classification for different time

periods. Then, using ethnographic, archaeological and
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Fig. 5.4. The land evaluation approach in Physical Geography
and Archaeology f(adapted from FAO 1976).



historical sources, the archaeologist constructs a series of
models of prehistoric socio-economic situations. Then, a land
suitability assessment is derived by combining the
appropriate land classifications with plausible socio-
economic models. Finally, the archaeological survey results
are examined in order to evaluate the socio-economic models
in terms of the land suitability assessment.

In order to use the land evaluation approach in archaeo-
logy, an area is reguired that can provide palaeocecological
data, that has well-developed soils (land evaluation leans
heavily on differences in soil types), that is a more or less
closed area (a physiographic unit) and that has been surveyed
for its archaeological material.

Application of the . land evaluation approach to the Agro
Pontino

The Agro Pontino is an area which fulfills the reguire-~
ments of the land evaluation approach.

The land surface of the Agro Pontino, like much of
lowland central Italy, was not affected by glaciation, and
unlike the intermontane regions, is relatively free of
colluvium. Thus, its soils are very well developed. It is a
physiographic unit, c¢losed on three sides with only four
entrances: ' two along the coast, one from the north and the
other from the south, one between the Colli Albani and the
Monti Lepini, and one between the Monti Lepini and the Monti
Ausini. The geological, geomorphological and pedological
history of the area has been very well studied by the Italian
geologists (Blanc, Segre and Tongiorgi 1953; Segre 19573
1969) and the Dutch physical geographers (Sevink 1977;
Remmelzwaal 1978; Sevink et al. 1982; 1984).

txcellent conditions exist for collecting palaeocecologi-
cal data: the peat in the slowly sinking graben is a mine for
palaeobotanical samples and the caves in the surrounding
Appenines and Monte Circeo have yielded well-preserved
palaeo-zoological samples. The excavations in the Apennines
and at Monte Cireo that started in the thirties yielded
sufficient zoological material to give a rough idea about the
fauna from the last ice age onwards (Blanc and Segre 1953;
Piperno 1976/1977).

The TI.P.P, has collected samples for palynological
analysis from the graben and from fossil lagoons in the area.
One of the core samples, which has a continuous record dating
from approximately 16,000 to 4,500 B.P.,, has given a general
indication of the area's vegetational history since the late
glacial (Eisner et al. in press).

Last, but not least, there is an abundance of archaeo—
logical material scattered all over the Pontino plain.
Archaeological research from the thirties onwards by Blanc
(1937; 1939), Taschini (1968 1970; 1972; 1979) Bietti
(1969), 7Zei (1953; 1954/1955; 1970; 1973), Mussi & Zampetti
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Fig. 5.5. Map of Agro Pontino region showing distribution of
dominant soil types and areal divisions for synoecological
groups used in palaeocenvirommental reconstructions of pollen
zones Cl and D2 (Bisner et al. 1984).
a. dominant soil types o
& = Chromic ITwavisols formed in sandy
aeolian deposits
B - Planosols formed in fossil lagoons
C Histosols and Glevsols rmed in the graben area
D~ Luvisols and Ombisols formed in colluvium
B - Lithisols and Rendzinas formed on mountain slopes
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b. Pollen zone ClL (16,000 B.P.)
A -~ Poaceae, Pinus and Chencpodiaceae
B -~ Steppe vegetation
C - Fe vegetation
I} - Sparse oak woods
¥ - Pinus, Betula and Abies

¢. Pollen zone D2 (6000-5000 B.P.)

A - Dune vegetation

B - Dry, open wvegetation

C ~ Dryopteris

D - Quercus ilex forest, macchia garrvigue, and Vitis sp.
BE - mixed oak forest belt
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Land Use during the WNeolithic

As the vegetational reconstruction shows (Fig. 5.5), by
6000-5000 B.P. the climate was already of a Mediterranean
type. A again represents a dune vegetation with pine and the
addition of tamarix. Here the soils are primarily chromic
luvisols. B consists mainly of planosols supporting an open,
dry V@g@ ation with many h@fh”ﬁ C i% a Dryopteris (marsh
fern) marsh where the zoils a e and gleysols. D is
@ wwmbimdfﬁmm of oak forest ~garrigue on luvisols
and gleysols., For this e

m@lm two different soclo-economic
models are selected: agriculture and pastoralism. Under a
pastoralist model, let us say that because of lowland summer
droughts, the Agro Pontino was used for winter pasture. Areas
A and D would be ite ﬁu;tmb}@g but area B would be the mmat
guitable and least suitable. Under an
agriculturalist ~ile and light soils which are
relatively insensiti y  summer  drought -~ the chromic
luvisols of area & - wmuﬂi be most suiltable. Other areas
would be far less sultable
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Figs. 5.6 and 5.7 show the first, very preliminary
survey vesults which are based on less than 1% areal
coverage. About 10% of the surveyable area will be covered in
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of the survey area. Cultural impediments include a series of
intermittent reclamation proiects beginning in pre-Roman
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Fig., 5.7. distribution of Weolithic findspots. Shaded area
shows distribution of Chromic Luviscols (drawing IPP),

H4



5 ,

A

ELEG)
T.FALDA e

¥
%

Fan
Cor

2 Seece

Rocz

;
i
o

\
2

u

-
S

2

Sroha s SOl

7

s,

o,

™

']

e

L5

A,

Sandrons

S di

 Brompntorrors, Crcefle




but this is of limited use for reconstructing the landscape
in the areas affected.

In order to reconstruct the pxw <<<<< L@W]dmdLIUﬂ phyvsiography,
atr photos in @mnjuﬁﬁ‘imm w;éu d@ ailed records of
the soil survey : i are a number of old
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socio~geographical histe up to the present davy.
Fig. 5.8 shows such a Duteh hydrologist,
Cornelio Meyer, in the
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Agro  Pontino, and we will be in a better position t
i 5 on the details of human behaviour as represented in
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The authors veview a long term archacological survey of
wgro Pontino.  The aim of the project is to investigate
Jement changes from the middle Palaeolithic to the Bronze
A@u nsing land evaluation techniques (as used by the FAO) in
conjunction with archaeological, ethnographic and historical
jata. Land use during the late Palaeolithic and the Weolithic
is describad,
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