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Abstract 

 

The archaeological study of social boundaries through the examination of the material culture 
reflects the intent to better understand the interaction established between two different cultures. 
This paper, as part of my PhD study, identifies and analyses evidence for cultural transformation 
in southeastern Sicily when indigenous populations came into contact with ancient Greek settlers 
between the end of the eighth and the beginning of the seventh centuries BCE. In particular, 
this current study examines indigenous pottery production and distribution, focussing on 
material from Monte Finocchito in southeastern Sicily and combining archaeological and 
anthropological approaches with the first archaeometric analyses ever carried out on this artefact 
assemblage. The study argues on the basis of analysis of pottery fabrics and techniques, as well 
as shapes and decoration, that indigenous populations maintained robust independent cultures 
in the early phase of their interaction with the Greeks. 
 
Keywords: Mediterranean Archaeology, Archaeometry, Cultural Contacts, Interaction, 
Immigration, Iron Age, Indigenous Pottery Production, Sicily. 

 
 
Introduction 
The study of mobility, as a social phenomenon, explores the movement of people in different 
territories and everything related to it, such as customs, habits, language, ideas and goods. There 
are different reasons behind mobility and migratory flows, often including social tensions 
resulting from a range of factors such as war or resource supply and other environmental factors. 
The whole human history is characterised by a continuous movement of people, within which 
causes and effects are always different depending on the surrounding environment, the historical 
period and the dynamic cultural interactions established (Van Dommelen 2012: 403–404; Van 
Dommelen 2014: 480). The movement of a group toward a foreign land and the inevitable social 
and cultural interaction with the indigenes could lead to substantial changes in customs and 
traditions. Usually, all parties involved experience, on different levels, a process of cultural 
transformation. This process of culture change is never immediate and it faces multifaceted 
complexities in part determined by social structures and strong identities. Anthropological 
studies focusing on social and culture interactions, especially in a colonial situation, view that 
those groups, which recognised themselves as a community even despite their cultural diversity, 
are more likely to became a community having a new common identity (Said 1978; White 1991; 
Gandhi 1998; Malkin 2004; Dietler 2010: 13; Van Dommelen 2012: 403).  
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Generally, all parties involved experience a process of cultural transformation in favour of the 
formation of a new common identity, where those groups recognise themselves as a community 
even despite their cultural diversity (Malkin 1998). Usually, in such contexts, two different groups 
encounter one another, creating through agreements and exchange a new reality, described as 
common or contact zones (Pratt 1992; Ferguson & Whitehead 1992). The place where both 
groups start a dialogue was described by Richard White as the ‘Middle Ground’ (White 1991). In 
accordance with White’s theory, Malkin also provides a detailed description of such 
phenomenon:  
 
Middle Ground is an area in which both play roles according to what each side perceives to be the other’s perception 
of itself. In time this role-playing, the result of kind of double mirror reflection, creates a civilisation that is neither 
purely native nor entirely colonial-imported. According to changing circumstances each side will also come to 
emphasize certain aspects of the image constructed of the other, either for the sake of meditation and coexistence or 
as justification of hostilities (Malkin 1998:133).  
 
In Classical and Mediterranean archaeology movement of people has been put in relation with 
colonisation, a term used to describe mobility of people involved in a process of expansion and 
conquest (Lyons & Papadopoulos 2002: 1-23; Dietler 2010: 17; Sommer 2011: 183; Van 
Dommelen 2014: 479). This historical process, which usually refers to unequal relationships, 
often characterises indigenes as groups without strong social structures, while the colonisers are 
often described as superior (Park & Burgess 1921: 735; Hodos 2000: 43–44; Leighton 2000: 19). 
In particular, the terms ‘colony’ or ‘colonisation’ have been applied to the study of the ancient 
Mediterranean with regard to Greek overseas expansion in the south of Italy and Sicily from the 
end of the eighth century BCE (MacIver 1931; Dunbabin 1948).  
 
Modern studies of archaeology of colonialism (Boardman 1980: 160–189; Bouloumiè 1981; 
Dietler 1990; 2005) recognise that the model describing a movement of people expanding their 
power through the occupation of new territories and the domination of a group of people from 
another culture (Sommer 2011: 189–190; Van Dommelen 2012: 397) is a model related to the 
colonial empires of the nineteenth century and it does not describe the events in the ancient 
Mediterranean, especially in the Early Iron Age (Donnellan & Nizzo 2016: 9–18). Therefore, 
terms referring to colonial situations are used in this study on the basis that their modern 
connotations and concomitant modern political significance are not applicable to the ancient 
Greek world (Van Dommelen 2017: 306). 
 
Sicily, because of its central position in the Mediterranean Sea has been a place where there was 
mobility of goods and people. In south-eastern Sicily, as well as other territories in the 
Mediterranean, encounters with Greeks were well underway by the end of the eighth century 
BCE. During this phase, the indigenous populations occupying the south-eastern coastline of 
Sicily underwent a significant cultural transformation as the result of a more permanent presence 
of Greeks in Sicily. During the Iron Age, the Greeks intensified their overseas travel and founded 
permanent settlement (αποικια). With regard to the studies of ancient Mediterranean 
archaeology, scholars used to define the interaction between indigenes of Sicily and Greeks 
through a Helleno-centric point of view, describing these early encounters (also known as pre-
colonisation) as preparatory to the proper colonisation (see for example Dunbabin 1948). 
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However, it has been argued that the presence of Greeks in Sicily, at the end of the eighth 
century, cannot really be described as a phenomenon related to a colonial situation: as Malkin 
observes, in this early period, it is more likely that disorganised small groups, if not single 
individuals, migrated to the Western Mediterranean over long periods establishing small Greek 
outposts with a probable commercial purpose (Sommer 2011: 183-193; Malkin 2016: 289).  
 
This paper focuses on studies of early encounters in a colonial context in the ancient 
Mediterranean. It examines changes in material culture within the indigenous site of Monte 
Finocchito, a site located on the top of a moderate hill in south-eastern Sicily, to better 
understand the relation indigenes engaged with Greeks and in particular with those from 
Heloros, a Greek outpost settled along the coastline at the end of the eighth century BCE (Fig. 
1). Ceramic evidence from Monte Finocchito is examined here in the light of shifts in 
interpretation of the nature and experience of culture contact. The current study relies on recent 
archaeometric analyses of ceramics from Monte Finocchito and Heloros (Raudino et al. 2017). 
Thus, the study of ancient ceramics takes account of many factors and subjects involved in their 
composition. It is argued that the process of making ceramics and its variability in technology is 
the consequence of social and cultural interaction between different groups (Arnold 1985; 1999; 
Costin 2000; Martineau 2001; Santacreu 2014: 133). Drawing on anthropological studies in 
colonial context (Van Dommelen 1998; 2006; Leighton 2000; Antonaccio 2003; Hodos 2006; 
Dietler 2010) and the results of archaeometric analyses, this paper will show one of the possible 
scenarios of the earlier contacts between indigenes and Greeks at the end of the eighth century 
BCE. 
 

 
Figure 1. Monte Finocchito, a site located on the top of a moderate hill in south-eastern Sicily, and Heloros a 
Greek outpost settled along the coastline at the end of the eighth century BCE. 
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Material culture in an archaeological context  
With the whole of human history characterised by constant movement, change in artefacts types 
and styles has become one of the main evidence that archaeology has to detect social interaction 
(Van Dommelen 2012). Archaeological research therefore sees material culture as a way to read 
the alterations of traditional customs. In this regard, one of the ways to identify the development 
and trajectory of social change and shifting cultural boundaries is the study of the production 
and distribution of ceramic materials. Dietler observes how the acquisition of new different 
objects has to be studied considering that “foreign objects are of interest not for what they 
represent in the society of origin but for their perceived use and meaning in the context of 
consumption” (Dietler 2010: 68). Already in the late 80s, Sackett (1982; 1990) suggested that to 
explain the creation or change of a specific style in material culture, the study has to contemplate 
the existence of a relation amongst different groups and even sub-groups in contact with an 
external group, with different identities along the cultural boundaries. Usually, interactions 
amongst individuals and groups, which bear their different cultures, occurred in trading or 
colonial contexts and the effect, as archaeological studies of colonial context suggest, is always 
different (Dietler 2010).  
 
The most recent studies on colonialism claim that intercultural consumption is the main process 
by which to understand the practice related to the initial contact in a colonial context (Dietler 
2010). Methodologically, the study of consumption in a context of ancient colonialism requires 
a more careful examination of what was adopted and how, which goods and why only some of 
them were adopted. Dietler observes how the acquisition of new different objects has to be 
studied through a different perspective considering that “foreign objects are of interest not for 
what they represent in the society of origin but for their perceived use and meaning in the context 
of consumption” (Dietler 2010: 68). Thus, observing the ancient colonial environments we 
usually find that not all of the Greek products were introduced to the local culture, but only a 
few selected types.  
 
From an archaeological point of view, consumption describes how objects or goods, introduced 
as a consequence of a cultural contact, were utilised in a new social context. In the last two 
decades and more, the study of consumption in archaeological contexts, especially through 
anthropological, and also social science studies has increased (Baudrillard 1998; Bourdieu 1984; 
Dietler 2010; Douglas & Isherwood 1979; Miller 1987, 1995). Recent archaeological studies claim 
that it is through its consumption that the culture is constructed and it passes through different 
ways of interaction (Comaroff & Comaroff 1997; Douglas & Isherwood 1979; Dietler 1990; 
Vander Linden 2001; Van Dommelen 2006; Santacreu 2014). 
 
 
Case of study 
This study focuses on Monte Finocchito, a crucial indigenous site for understanding the process 
of cultural transformation in Sicily during the eighth century BCE. The site lies on the Hyblaean 
Plateau overlooking the Tellaro River (Fig. 1). Monte Finocchito, and in particular its necropolis, 
was excavated by Paolo Orsi in 1892 (Orsi 1894: 157; 1896: 242), and later on an investigation 
was undertaken in the twentieth century (Frasca 1977: 116–118; 1981). During the explorations 
and through further studies (Steures 1980: 91–92; 1998) more than 500 tombs were counted. 
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The necropolis, which has features common to other nearby necropolis (Orsi 1899: 68–71; 
Leighton 2015: 191), is characterised by rock-cut tombs with a rectangular and often semi-
elliptical chamber preceded by a short dromos. Usually, the entrance was closed by a stone door-
slab locked with a wooden bar. In proximity to the entrance was a low ledge on which the head 
of the dead was laid. Normally, the dead were wearing ornaments for clothing, such as bronze 
and iron fibulae, rings (rectangular or convex), bronze foils and little chains. Vessels were placed 
close to the feet, around the body or deposited in corners of the tomb. The set of ceramics, 
which recurs almost constantly in the explored tombs, was characterised by the presence of a 
large bowl surrounded by smaller bowls, sometimes small plates and cups, and drinking vessels, 
such as trefoil oinochoai and cups.  
 
Chronologically, Orsi recognised the Finocchito culture as one of the most representative of the 
third Sicul period where Greek ceramics appeared in a large quantities in funeral contexts and 
were mixed with indigenous ceramics. In the 1980s, Frasca and Steures, independently proposed 
a general chronology for the tombs based on goods typology. Frasca (1981) proposed three main 
phases for Monte Finocchito: the first (Phase I) runs from 850/800 to 735/730 BCE; the second 
phase is sub-divided into two main periods (making three phases overall), Phase IIA (735/730 
BCE to 700 BCE) and Phase IIB (700 and 665 BCE). By contrast, Steures (1980; 1988) proposed 
a different chronology: here, the earliest phase runs from 750 to 730 BCE, while a transitional 
phase is dated between 730 and 715 BCE, with a final period between 715 and 690 BCE. It is 
during the IIA (Frasca) or transitional phase (Steures) that indigenous ceramics were found in 
grave assemblages with wares resembling Greek ceramic types, such as kotylai or imitation of 
Thapsos cups and cups in Protocorinthian-style (Frasca 1981: 66–70). 
 
Archaeological records suggest that a Greek site, known as Heloros, considered Syracuse’s first 
sub-colony, was established at the end of the eighth century BCE along the coastline, 
overlooking the indigenous site of Finocchito (Voza & Lanza 1994: 113–120; Copani 2010:1–5). 
The Greek settlement of Heloros was along the coastline of the Hyblean Plateau, 400 metres 
north of the Tellaro River and 30 km from Syracuse (Currò 1965). Ancient sources do not refer 
to its foundation and they only describe it as a Syracusan phrourion (Aelian, Hist. An., XII, 30).  
 
The first archaeological explorations at the Greek site were organised in 1899 and 1927 by Orsi 
(Currò 1965); this is when the site’s Hellenistic phase was discovered. The site was revisited later 
on by Militello in 1965 and then by Voza. During the excavation ceramics in Protocorinthian-
style and local imitations of Greek ceramics as well as possible imports, were discovered just 
below the first phase of the earliest Greek houses of Heloros. Meanwhile, belonging to the first 
phase of the earliest Greek houses, are imported Greek vessels in Protocorinthian-style and also 
local imitation of Protocorinthian ceramics, mainly cups, lekythoi and kylikai, dated at the 
seventh century BCE (Militello 1965: 301-302). Militello dated the fragments recorded below the 
first phase of the earliest Greek houses to the very end of the eighth and the beginning of the 
seventh century BCE. He also observed that because they were found below the early Greek 
houses, the ceramics in Protocorinthian-style were probably related to a previous phase when a 
group of indigenous people occupied Heloros in a dependent relationship with Syracuse, and in 
a phase that just preceded the establishment of the Greek settlement (Militello 1965: 301-302; 
Guido 1967). These Greek ceramics in Protocorinthian-style (probably local imitations) seems 
to be coeval with some of the ceramic types in Protocorinthian-style from Monte Finocchito 
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(Voza 1968-69: 360–362; 1973a: 189–192; 1973b: 117–126; 1980; 1980-81: 685–688; 1989: 159–
163; Voza & Lanza 1994).  
 
On the basis of the presence of such early ceramics in Protocorinthian-style at Heloros and the 
occurence of similar Greek ceramic types at Finocchito, several theories regarding the role 
Heloros had at the end of the eighth century BCE and consequentially, its relationship with 
Finocchito have been formulated. La Torre proposes that Heloros, due to its position, engaged 
in commercial relationships with indigenes (La Torre 2011: 73), while Massimo Frasca has 
proposed that Heloros was probably a trade centre where merchants from Syracuse and other 
Sicilian harbours commercialised and exchanged their goods, which then spread around the 
indigenous necropolis of Finocchito (Frasca 2016: 76). However, I will argue that the relationship 
Greeks and locals engaged at the end of the eighth century BCE might not have been of a 
primarily commercial nature due to the absence of Greek imports at Monte Finocchito.  
 
 
Ceramic study  
At the end of the eighth century BCE, the indigenes from Monte Finocchito adopted new vessel 
types associated with Greek ceramic types that were incorporated and diffused around this site, 
and in particular within the set of ceramics characterising the funeral rituals. It is possible that 
Greek ceramics were also employed in other contexts, religious or domestic, but the 
archaeological records are limited to the excavated necropolis. The repertoire of Greek ceramics 
that indigenes of Monte Finocchito adopted in the mortuary sphere was confined to drinking 
cups: Thapsos cups type, kotylai, kyathoi, skyphoi, and oinochoai and cups in Protocorinthian-
style (Fig. 2). 
 

 
Figure 2. Kotyle in Protocorinthian-style from Monte Finocchito (end 8th century BCE) 

 
With regards to Monte Finocchito, a general distinction between imported material and 
imitations of Greek types locally manufactured was initially put forward by Paolo Orsi (1894; 
1896). He distinguished, as imitations of Greek Geometric pottery, a group of trilobate oinochoai 
which he claimed were manufactured by Greeks living along the Sicilian coast in a period that 
preceeded the establishment of the Greek settlers, while a second class, corresponding to 
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oinochoai in Protocorinthian-style, was manufactured in Sicily by Greek ceramists during the 
eighth and the seventh century, when the first colonies were settled (Orsi 1894: 58). 
Subsequently, Frasca and Steures in their respective studies, noted that imports as well as 
ceramics imitating Greek types were common. In particular, Frasca claims that the majority of 
the ceramics imitate Greek pottery in Protocorinthian-style, in particular the oinochoai. 
Meanwhile, he classifies as possible imports a small group of cups in Protocorinthian-style 
(Frasca 1981: 15–17). On the other hand, Steures (1988: 74–80) classified as imports ‘Thapsos’ 
cups that she classified as P22 type (Steures 1988: table 5.7) and the kotylai in Protocorinthian-
style (P21 type).  
 
 
 
Methods and results 
Even if we take it as an unequivocal fact that during the eighth century the indigenous ceramics 
of Monte Finocchito were influenced by Greek ceramic models, this development surely 
represents a period of transition and social/cultural encounters that may not necessarily 
represent a cultural change or a change of social identities (Van Dommelen & Knapp 2010). As 
part of this investigation into possible connections in pottery manufacture and to what degree 
Greek models influenced indigenous production at Monte Finocchito, archaeometric analyses 
were undertaken. Around 300 ceramic samples, both from Monte Finocchito and Heloros, were 
examined utilizing portable XRF spectrometry (pXRF). 
 

 
Figure 3. Scatterplot A with the combination of rubidium (Rb) and strontium (Sr) showing the ceramic samples 
analysed with Bruker III-SD 

 
The archaeometric analyses were carried out at the Paolo Orsi museum, in collaboration with 
Prof. Robert Tykot (University of South Florida) (Raudino et al. 2017). The instrument used was 
a hand-held Bruker III-SD. Monte Finocchito ceramics selected up until this point allow data to 
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be gathered from across the whole period that runs from the end of the eighth to the seventh 
century BCE. Accordingly, ceramics from Heloros were also tested to investigate any possible 
correspondence between the ceramics discovered at both sites. The samples available in the 
museum were restricted to a small quantity, and the samples selected include: Thapsos cups type, 
closed vessels, kotylai and cups (Voza 1968-1969: 360–362; Voza 1973a, 117–126; Voza 1973b: 
134–135; Voza & Lanza 1994: 462–463). 
 
The outcome from the archaeometric analyses (scatterplot A) suggests that Monte Finocchito 
samples (blue dots) are clustered within one main group, while Heloros (red dots) ceramics 
partially differ from the Monte Finocchito group (Fig. 3). The statistical analysis shows that 
amongst the Heloros ceramics, two ceramic vessels in Protocorinthian-style, here named H21 
and H213 (Fig. 4), fall within the Monte Finocchito clustered group (Raudino et al. 2017).  
 
 

                 
 

 

Figure 4.  On the left hand side ceramic sample H21 in Protocorinthian style from Heloros; on the right hand side, 
ceramic sample H213 (Protocorinthian style cup) 

 
This suggests that the clay used for Finocchito potsherds was the same for the whole period, 
from the end of the eighth to the beginning of the seventh century BCE. The scatterplot also 
shows that just a low number of non-local ceramics, which resemble Greek types in shape, occur 
(Raudino et al. 2017). With regard to Heloros, the scatterplot B (Fig. 5) of the Heloros ceramics 
shows three main groups: Group A (green circle), Group B (red circle), and Group C (blue 
circle). Group A (green circle) is mainly characterised by Protocorinthian-style cups. Group A 
includes samples H21 and H213, which in scatterplot A showed a similar trace element signature 
to that of the potsherds of Monte Finocchito. Therefore, it is possible that ceramic samples H21 
and H213, due to their similarity with Monte Finocchito ceramics in Protocorinthian-style and 
because clustered within the same group (see scatterplot A), correspond to the most ancient 
ceramics from Heloros discovered under the earliest Greek habitations and therefore dated at 
the end of the eighth BCE (Militello 1965: 302). If so, the final outcome suggests that Heloros 
Group A may correspond to the early ceramic fragments from Heloros locally manufactured 
and coeval with the Protocorinthian-style ceramics from Finocchito. These data may further 
confirm that a group of indigenous people in relation with Greeks or Greeks occupied Heloros 
at the end of the eighth century, and manufactured those ceramics clustered within Heloros 
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Group A using the same clay source indigenes used at Finocchito. With regard to the ceramics 
from Groups B and C, they are all ceramics dated to the seventh century (Militello 1965). The 
archaeometric analysis suggests that the seventh century pottery from Heloros is quite different 
from the earliest group A, indicative of new and different producers and also production 
methods, during the seventh century. 
 

In addition, petrographic analysis (currently under review for publication) on a smaller group of 
ceramics from Monte Finocchito further confirms that even those ceramic types inspired by 
Greek models were locally produced, identifying local fabrics.  
 

 
Figure 5. Scatterplot B with the combination of strontium (Sr) and robium (Rb) shows Heloros ceramics clustered 
in three main groups. Group A (green circle), Group B (red circle) and Group C (blue circle). 

 
 

Discussion 
At the end of the eighth century BCE a process of cultural transformation began in Sicily and it 
involved the indigenous site of Monte Finocchito (Frasca 1981; Steures 1988). Change in 
artefacts has been documented at Finocchito and it is the reflection of a migration of Greeks 
towards Sicily. The preliminary overall outcome of this research showed that from the end of 
the eighth century BCE Greek ceramic types were present in Monte Finocchito. Only a specific 
repertoire of Greek ceramics was adopted and it was confined to drinking containers. This new 
repertoire was always associated with ceramics locally produced and it was complementary to 
vessels of indigenous production. Drinking vessels, jugs and trefoil oinochoai were also a 
common repertoire occurring in the indigenous funeral sphere. This might suggest that the 
Greek ceramic types were adopted within a context that might have already incorporated similar 
ceremonies characterised by the consumption of food or beverages in general or that possible 
containers of food were offered to the dead. 
 
Moreover, the outcome from the archaeometric analysis suggests that there were no samples of 
original Greek vessels and that the Greek ceramic types circulating were locally made. Therefore, 
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at Monte Finocchito there were not samples of original Greek vessels to imitate. Equally, local 
ceramics resembling Greek artistic products are recorded at Monte Finocchito, indicating that 
an interaction between these groups certainly occurred. Hence, I argue that it might be possible 
that a small group of Greeks occupied Heloros at the end of the eighth century BCE interacting 
with those from Monte Finocchito.  
 
With regard to the type of relationship indigenes and Greeks engaged, it seems that the absence 
of actual Greek imports at Monte Finocchito and the presence of only a small group of non-
local ceramics are not, at least at this early stage, significant enough to justify substantial 
commercial relationships between these groups (La Torre 2011: 73; Frasca 2016: 76). Therefore, 
while the relationship between the indigenous people and the Greeks may not have been of a 
primarily commercial nature, it might be possible that these early contacts incorporated the 
exchange of skilled labour (Papadopoulos 1994: 450–461; Raudino et al. 2017). 
 
The observation of the change in material culture within Monte Finocchito and the results given 
by the archaeometric analyses indicate that indigenes and Greeks interacted by sharing 
knowledge, as they used the same source of clay, shared the resources and presumably they 
created a system for communicating. Thus, it might be possible that it is through the exchange 
of knowledge, rather than the simple trade of an object, that the integration process began. 
Meanwhile, the adoption of new types of drinking containers, particularly important in Greek 
culture and to which the indigenous community of Monte Finocchito could relate, may reflect 
the cultural practices that may have become fundamental communication channels between the 
two groups. 
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