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The Roca Archaeological Survey Project (Roca Vecchia, Lecce)
Francesco Iacono1, Francesca Porta1, Giovanna Agostini1, Angela Falezza1 2

The Roca Archaeological Survey, the archaeological survey centred on the landscape around the important 
settlement of Roca Vecchia (sometime spelled also Rocavecchia) in Southeastern Italy, has produced a wealth 
of new data on the landscape frequentation of one of the most important hubs in the central Mediterranean 
from later prehistory until medieval times. Here we summarise the results related to data collected and ana-
lysed so far.

Roca within the mobility context

The fortified site of  Roca Vecchia (fig. 1) rep-
resents an extremely important archaeological re-
ality within the Mediterranean context (Pagliara, 
Guglielmino 2005; Scarano 2012). Characterized 
by a continuity of  occupation longer than 3000 
years, from the 17th century BCE to the 16th cen-
tury AD, Roca Vecchia denotes a focal point of  
interaction and long-term mobility already from 
the 2nd millennium BCE, when the prehistoric 
settlement was one of  the most important nodes 
in the trading network with the Aegean and the 
Central Mediterranean (fig. 2). The area of  Roca 
continued to be an important node also during the 
Greek-Roman period, whose dynamics of  occu-
pation and interaction are common across the en-
tire Apulia region (Auriemma 2004), and during 
the Medieval and post-Medieval period (7th–16th 
century AD), when eastern Salento is settled by 
Grika-speaking people who had strong links with 
the trans-Adriatic world from a religious, cultural, 
and economic point of  view. The importance of  
this area within mobility dynamics is maintained 
up until the late 1990s, when the municipalities 

of  S. Foca and Melendugno were at the center of  
the earliest migrations flows after the Cold War 
(Farina, Iacono 2023).

The Roca Archaeological Survey (RAS), the first 
systematic multi-period survey project in this area, 
started in 2019 and is led by a team from the Uni-
versity of  Bologna. The main objective was to 
identify and analyse the traces of  anthropic activi-
ties in the landscape surrounding the multi-phase 
site of  Roca Vecchia in order to examine the char-
acteristics of  territorial frequentation.

Research Campaigns

With the purpose of  expediting data digitali-
zation, both on the field and in the later stage of  
analysis of  the recovered materials, paperless 
data recording techniques were adopted (mostly 
through free and open-source software; see Iaco-
no et alii 2020). 

Research focused on three topographic areas 
situated at a growing distance from the Castello 
peninsula, where the prehistoric site is located, 
enclosed by the Bronze Age walls (fig. 1). The 
first area is located immediately west of  the la-
goon closing Roca Vecchia on the land side, the 
so-called Tamari Basin; the second one is located 
where the low ridge of  this band of  Salento starts; 
and the third area is on top of  the plateau, where 

1	 Department of History and Cultures, Alma Mater Stu-
diorum, University of Bologna.

2	 Merton College, University of  Oxford.
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Fig. 1. Location of the site of Roca Vecchia and of the three macroareas investigated.

Fig. 2. Table comparing the chronology of Southern Italy and Aegean during the Bronze Age (after Iacono 2019).

Apulia Cultures Southern Italy Mainland Greece Absolute Years BC

Protoapennine MBA1
LH I 1700–1600
LH II A 1600–1460

Apennine
MBA2 LH II B 1460–1420

MBA3
LH III A1 1420–1375
LH III A2 1375–1340

Subapennine

RBA1
LH III B1

1340–1210LH III B2
Trans. LH III B2–C

RBA2
LH III C early 1210–1130
LH IIIC middle

1130–1100

Protovillanovan

FBA1

FBA2
LH IIIC Late 1100–1080
Submycenaean  1080–1040

MBA: Middle Bronze Age; RBA: Recent Bronze Age; FBA: Final Bronze Age; LH: Late Helladic
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the altitude is the highest. The exploration of  
chronological differences in the land use and in 
the settlement density between these areas, com-
bined with the analysis of  the processes forming 
the surface archaeological record, represented 
some of  the main objectives of  the investigation 
at the start of  the project. The fields to investigate 
within these areas were generally selected accord-
ing to their accessibility (fig. 3), with the exception 
of  the innermost area, where the choice was influ-
enced by its proximity to dolmen possibly dating 
to the Bronze Age (Iacono et alii 2020).

In terms of  methodology, within the areas un-
der investigation, fields were subdivided into units 
measuring 20 by 20 meters. These units were sur-
veyed following the topographic characteristics of  
the terrain, recording the visibility conditions eve-
ry 20 metres. Walkers were at a distance of  about 
5 metres from each other, which was occasionally 
extended to 10 metres depending on specific land 

Fig. 3. Surveyed units.

Fig. 4. Aegean-type pottery fragment from the area of 
Roca Vecchia (drawing by Z. Ceccato).
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main site of  Roca Vecchia. A concentration of  
materials dating to different periods was identified 
in the area closest to the coast, despite the distur-
bances caused by intense building and agricultural 
activities. The evidence covers a wide chronologi-
cal span from the late Palaeolithic period to the 
most recent past. More in detail, the study of  re-
covered materials allowed to attest a widespread 
medieval/post-medieval presence in many of  
the areas investigated. The prehistoric evidence 
is limited to the area of  the paleochannel which 
probably fed the Tamari Basin in the past, and to 
sparse inland finds. 

The recording and quantification of  the recov-
ered materials helped to clarify the different stages 
of  human presence in the area. Lithic materials 
dating to the late Paleolithic were recovered on 
the inner limit of  the Tamari Basin. Such materi-
als represent the most ancient evidence for human 
presence in the area, while their location in the 

Fig. 5. Presence and distribution of prehistoric material across the surveyed area.

conditions and on the quantity of  materials vis-
ible in the wider area. The gap of  5 metres was 
always applied when good conservation conditions 
occurred and/or when pre-modern materials were 
clearly visible along the limits of  the fields. All 
data and factors influencing the artefacts visibility 
(weather conditions, vegetation, shade, ploughing, 
modern materials, stones) were recorded directly 
by each walker on their smartphones through the 
software Epicollect5 (five.epicollect.net). This type of  
survey infers that walkers can overlook an area in 
front of  them of  about 2 metres (1 m on the left 
side and 1 m on the right side), providing a cover-
age between 20% and 40%. 

Results

The investigations allowed the identification 
of  evidence for anthropic activities outside of  the 
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Fig. 6. Presence and distribution of classic material across the surveyed area.

Tamari Basin seems to reflect a clear preference 
towards marshy environments along the coast as 
settling areas since the late Palaeolithic. After the 
horizon dating to the upper Palaeolithic and the 
later Mesolithic, according to the current data, the 
occupation of  the Roca Vecchia peninsula does 
not appear to have preceded the Middle Bronze 
Age (Protoapennine, Iacono 2019; Scarano 2012). 
These early stages already experienced phenom-
ena of  small-scale mobility, associated with the 
interaction of  the prehistoric community of  Roca 
Vecchia with the surrounding landscape. Proto-
historic material is attested in a broad area outside 
of  the wall of  the main settlement. The density of  
materials thins out in a radial way from the pen-
insula of  Roca towards the inland, suggesting the 
presence of  a single nucleus of  activities rather 
than multiple ones. The only Aegean-type pottery 
sherd, possibly dating the LH IIIB–C early period 
(Recent Bronze Age), so far identified outside the 
main settlement of  Roca Vecchia comes from the 
area closer to the site (fig. 4). 

One of the main results of RAS is to have 
demonstrated how in prehistory the area with evi-

dence for human presence and activities was al-
ready wider than the area enclosed by the Bronze 
Age fortification walls of Roca Vecchia (figg. 5–6).

Only a deep analysis of  the materials and 
further investigations will allow us to verify the 
presence of  continuity and/or chronological con-
tiguity between the earliest materials from the 
settlement on the peninsula and those in the new 
identified locations, or, vice versa, the existence of  
interruptions in the occupation of  the area.
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