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On the evidence for the rural Archaic and late Archaic sites from 
the Nepi survey: the character of the sites in the pre-Roman period

Ulla Rajala, Stockholm University, Sweden / University of Cambridge, UK

Introduction

Nepi (ancient Nepet) was one of the medium-si-
zed towns north of Veii on the boundary of the 
Etruscan and Faliscan areas c. 45 kilometres 
north from Rome. It and one of its nearest nei-
ghbours, Sutri (ancient Sutrium), were early La-
tin colonies, founded after the fall of Veii (396 
BC; Liv. 5.22). This paper discusses the character 
of pre-Roman evidence for rural Archaic sett-
lements before the colonisation from the Nepi 
Survey Project, carried out under the director-
ship of Simon Stoddart as part of the Tiber Val-
ley Project in 1999 and 2000. The project aimed at 
the creation of a coherent body of data in order 
to study the long-term development of the Fa-
liscan centre of Nepi and its hinterland with an 
emphasis on pre-Roman developments in order 
to balance the previous Roman bias. The Nepi 

Survey Project recovered samples from all sec-
tors of the territory of ancient Nepet by drawing 
transects along the cardinal directions radiating 
from the town along the grid of the IGM map in-
side the hypothetical territory centred on Nepi 
defined by Thiessen polygons. In total 233 field 
units1 (fig. 1) were studied in the sample area; 
the total area of 632 ha corresponds with nearly 
32% of the area of the planned transects and 8% 
of the rectangular territory around Nepi.
The methodology of the Nepi Survey Project 
has already been presented more extensively 
with the roman finds2 and late prehistoric si-
tes3. The fieldwalking followed the normal sur-
vey standard where available land was studied 
by field walking at intervals of 10–20 m4. A 
subjective ‘grab’ — that is a selection of the vi-
sible finds, not a differential selection or syste-
matic sampling — was collected from any per-
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1. Nepi Survey areas and previously known sites. The new rural farms mentioned in the text with circles, the 
urban halos with large circles.
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ceived concentrations observed in these fields, 
assumed to be sites5. The ‘grabs’ were not ge-
nerally considered meaningful in defining the 
prehistoric concentrations6 and they had only 
slightly greater significance in defining Orien-
talizing and Archaic sites, mainly at the known 
pre-Roman find spots.
This paper starts with an outline of the historical 
information and the results of the town excava-
tions that provide a historical framework, even 
if the events during the late Archaic period are 
not clear. This is partly due to the periodisation 
between the late Archaic and mid-Republican 
periods; the archaeological evaluation of sur-
face data in the area is currently reliant on the 
Veian comparative materials that are disconti-
nued after the capture of Veii in 396 BC. Then, 
a series of evidence for Archaic settlement from 
the territory of Nepi is presented. Finally, this 
evidence is summarized in the conclusions.

The historical sequence in Nepi

Nepet and Sutrium were the first Latin colonies 
outside the Latium adiectum. Nepi has been pre-
sented as gateway community7, as suggested by 
Livy (6.9.4.), with Nepi being culturally predomi-
nantly Faliscan8. The colony of Nepi was foun-
ded either in 383 BC (Liv. 6.21.4) or 373 BC (Vell. 
Pat. 1.14.2). The main Faliscan area in the north 
and east stayed (semi)independent until the de-
struction of Falerii Veteres in 241 BC and the foun-
ding of Roman Falerii Novi9.
Considering the fact that all known five pre-Ro-
man inscriptions from Nepi are Etruscan whe-
reas Faliscan was prominently used in Falerii 
(modern Civita Castellana)10,  Cifani11 seems 
to consider Nepi an Etruscan town. However, 
tomb architecture at Nepi, albeit showing mixed 
influences, conforms to the Faliscan, but differs 
from Etruscan, Roman and southern Latin, as 
well as follows the Faliscan custom of long-term 
reuse12. Thus Archaic Nepi seems to be a Faliscan 
town with mixed influences.
The excavations in the town itself 13 can shed li-
ght onto some aspects of urban development in 
Nepi. The earliest, unstratified, Iron Age finds 
were found at the time of the Cambridge exca-
vations in Nepi from the southern edge of the 
central promontory area; they date to the eighth 
century BC. The earliest finds from the main Ve-
scovado excavation site were from the seventh 
century BC, but from a secondary context. 
The Orientalizing and Archaic periods were re-
presented by the Convento site14 near the tip 
of the promontory where some residual finds, 
including bucchero and fragments of a fifth- or 
fourth-century bronze fibula15. No stratigraphy 
survived there early Imperial quarrying. The Ve-
scovado excavations16 revealed a cuniculus and a 

fifth–fourth-century-BC stone building and rela-
ted features. The Archaic finds with a relatively 
high percentage of fineware drinking vessels 
suggest elite feasting.
The main monument in the town are the city 
walls, visible by Castello Borgia. Rizzo17 sugge-
sted that the first phase was late Archaic and the 
second, technically different one Republican, but 
Belelli Marchesini18 dated the walls to the third 
century BC. Guzzetti19 suggested a date around 
the second and third quarters of the third century 
BC, based on the excavations near the standing 
section20. Guzzetti emphasized the similarity of 
the Nepi walls to those at Falerii Novi and the pro-
bable predating of both to the ‘Servian’ walls, bu-
ilt from 378 BC but argued later. The uncertainty 
with the building date at Falerii Novi 21 may push 
the dating even later.
However, Potter22 pointed out that the centres in 
southeastern Etruria had defensive circuits po-
tentially from the fifth or fourth century BC. The 
recent discussions have depended on the accep-
tance or rejection of the existence of the unified 
sixth-century walls in Rome23. The fact that the 
walls at the Palatine were replaced by the houses 
in the late sixth century BC24 together with the 
new finds from Veii where an early-eighth-cen-
tury defensive trench and a mid-sixth-century 
tuff wall have been found in recent excavation25 
seem to support the argument for the sixth-cen-
tury walls in Rome. This together with the ambi-
valence in the datings of the strongholds between 
Tarquinia and Veii, where some were Hellenistic, 
some earlier26, may leave the possibility open for 
a late Archaic city wall in Nepi. This will hopeful-
ly be further clarified in future excavations.
Building the Via Amerina connected Nepi and 
ultimately Falerii Novi to the Via Cassia and the 
wider Roman road network27 is one of the two 
terminus post quems, the other being the founding 
of the said Falerii Novi, for the firm annexation 
of all Faliscan area to Rome. As noted above, the 
dating of there is some uncertainty of the date 
and mode of the latter event. The same is true 
with the building of the Via Amerina. The strai-
ght road north of Nepi indicated the extension 
of the Roman infrastructure onto the existing 
road network; Potter28 suggested dating exten-
ded perhaps laid between 240 and 220 BC. Keay 
29 showed that the street grid of Falerii Novi de-
viated from the axis of the road but viewed the 
drawing of the road and the street grid simulta-
neous acts quite soon after 241 BC.
Nepi’s relative unimportance during the Roman 
times is suggested by its listing among the smal-
ler Roman centres30, even if it was significant 
enough to have an amphitheatre31. Nepet beca-
me a municipium after the social war32. Nepi was 
mentioned among the Roman coloniae in the Liber 
Coloniarum (217.15–6), but this source is conside-
red unreliable33.
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The Archaic and late Archaic settlements 
around Nepi

The term suburban halo is used for large areas 
with a high density of finds around urban cen-
tres34. This kind of haloes do exist at Nepi as 
well, and Rajala and Mills35 have argued that 
that the relatively intensive Roman land use 
with buildings, monuments, tombs and refuse 
dumps outside the city walls and recent deep 
ploughing together created these spreads of 
finds.
The haloes observed in the Nepi Survey lie 
on the northern and south-western side of the 
town, in the areas of San Paolo and Il Torrio-
naccio. Some of the finds in the San Paolo area 
(see fig. 2) are likely to be settlement finds, 
even if he character of the area in the Archaic or 
Roman periods is uncertain. A series of tombs 
have been excavated recently in the area36. The 
spread was 17.48 ha large, on the eastern side 
of the approximate route of the Via Amerina. 
The pre-Roman finds concentrate in relative 
terms in two different areas that could contain 
material from ploughed out Orientalizing tom-
bs. However, there is also evidence for residen-
tial functions37. The finds suggest use until the 
foundation of the colony and the area seem to 
remain occupied into the third century BC and 
beyond until the late sixth century AD38.
A somewhat neglected aspect in the settlement 
pattern in the Faliscan area and Nepi are the 
so-called pagi, Defensive sites are relatively 
well-known in southern Etruria39, also from the 
literary sources (e.g. Livy 10.12.8) and a focus 
of an increased research interest40. They are po-
orly understood in the Faliscan area where Me-
dieval incastellamento sites were considered as 
such in the late-eighteenth-century surveys41. 
The Nepi Survey did not study the incastella-
mento sites, surveyed at the time by the Sapien-
za University of Rome42, but this line of resear-
ch would potentially add to our understanding 
of Archaic and late Archaic Nepi.
Naturally defended promontories (cfr.fig. 1) 
with potentially modified tombs and undated 
cut features include Castello del Ponte Nepe-
sino43, the ‘Grotta Arnaro’ promontory, Torre 
dell’Isola44, Castel Porciano45 and Pizzo Iella46. 
Both Castello del Ponte Nepesino and Torre 
dell’Isola had chamber tomb groups in their vi-
cinity47, whereas Castel d’Ischia and Pizzo Iella 
have similar Archaic-style walls as Il Pizzo at 
Nepi48.
A series of open settlements were often located 
near these ‘hillforts’. The Archaic sites at Tenu-
ta Franca49 near Torre dell’Isola and Potter’s50 
F44 at Castel d’Ischia are type cases. In the 
Nepi Survey Project the Castello del Ponte Ne-
pesino and the nearby MVT2/1 (see fig. 2) may 

present another case. These examples are rele-
vant when considering the interpretation of a 
conglomeration of finds and sites in the field 
units PVPB7–11 and PVPB14–17. These finds 
could be interpreted originating also from a ce-
metery51 or a similar complex to Tenuta Fran-
ca further away from the town, consisting of 
small rural settlements. Tenuta Franca has been 
considered to be a potential boundary village 
(vicus)52. The finds from PVPB17 signal Archaic 
buildings and Archaic jar rims at PVPB14/1, 
PVPB15/1 and PVPB16/1 were common in 
settlement contexts (see fig. 3). This is also one 
of the only areas around Nepi where the late 
internal slip ware is relatively common. Thus, 
the sites in the Piano di Vallescura area could 
also present similar boundary aggregation.
However, Archaic farms also existed outsi-
de these conglomerations. North of the town 
PVPB5–6/1 on the southern side of the plate-
au on which the Piano di Vallescura area lies 
further north-west dates between the late sixth 
and the early fourth century BC (fig. 4). In the 
north-west in the field unit PVPB26 there had 
potentially been a farm, since a relatively high 
number of finds were dispersed there, having 
been washed down from a practically plou-
ghed to tuff hilltop on this rolling slope. The 
finds include a handle with a potential graffiti, 
a fragment from a cooking stand and a loom 
weight53.
In the west from the town there were two ap-
parent settlement sites, a smaller, minor site 
at GMPT13/1 and a larger site at GMPT14–15, 
17/1 (fig. 5). In the south an early Roman farm 
LVS1/2 had an Archaic sixth-century phase 
(fig. 5). In the north-east in the concentration 
PMR13/1 some finds suggested an Archaic 
phase. The whole Poggio Maggiore area in 
the north-east was relatively eroded, so many 
of Potter’s54 sites seemed to be invisible in this 
survey. In the Massa area in the east the field 
unit M20 revealed two concentrations (fig. 4), 
the first a sixth-century Archaic farm and the 
second apparently a late Archaic farm with an 
upgrade to a villa in the early Imperial period.
Bintliff, Howard and Snodgrass55 suggested 
that the later periods of intensive land use, 
such as Roman land use in central Italy, has 
made earlier periods less visible. It is true that 
at many Roman sites, quite a many of them ap-
parently related to cemeteries or roadside sites, 
finds included a few eroded diagnostic pre-Ro-
man pottery fragments (fig. 6). Of these, a few 
finds from the early Imperial villa site PVPB28 
in the Piano di Vallescura area may have been 
an Archaic farm as well.
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2. Diagnostic finds from the San Paolo halo (SP1, 3–6/1).

3. A. Diagnostic finds from PVPB14/1. B. Diagno-
stic finds from PVPB15/1. C. Diagnostic finds from 
PVPB16/1. D. Diagnostic material from PVPB17/1 
and PVPB17/2.

4. A. The diagnostic finds from M20/1. B. The dia-
gnostic finds from M20/2. C. The diagnostic finds 
from PVPB5–6/1.
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5. Diagnostic finds from GMPT13, GMPT14 – 15, 17/1, GMPT42 and LVS1/2.

6. The pre-Roman finds from various Roman sites.
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Conclusions

The settlement at the town itself in the haloes 
does not show major hiatuses, although the 
population structure in the later colony is not 
clear. Even if the Nepi Survey did not study the 
incastellamento sites, potential Etruscan-type 
type strongholds, many of these seem to have 
indications of late Archaic and earlier occupa-
tion. These may have had a role in the pre-Ro-
man and colonial settlement pattern56.
The real pre-Roman expansion in the Nepi 
area happened during the Archaic period. The 
expansion peaked in the sixth century BC when 
the settlement sites in the Nepi Survey, partly 
due to the locations of the surveyed areas con-
centrated in the Piano di Vallescura area and 
also in the San Paolo, Massa, Fosso del Cerro 
and Torrionaccio areas. There seem to have 
been conglomerations of sites, possibly analo-
gous to the Tenuta Franca sites, especially in 
the Piano di Vallescura area. Most of rural sites 
did not suggest higher status activities, except 
in the Piano di Vallescura area57, but were pro-
bably farms or minor farming buildings.
The settlement seems to decline around Nepi 
from the beginning of the fifth century58. This 
coincides with the time of political drawbacks 
and uncertainty for the Etruscans59. The down-
turn was followed by the disappearance of 
most rural sites by the mid-fourth century BC. 
This naturally relates to the disruption origina-
ting in the capture of Veii and continuing with 
the foundation of the colonies at Nepet and Su-
trium 60.
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Endnotes

1  The field units were given a field code with an 
acronym based on their geographic location and 
numbered in sequence. The main areas were M 
(Massa)  in the east; PCF (Porciano, Cerreta and Te-
nuta di Felissano) in the southeast; POP (Pantane, 
Orsini and Pizzo); LVS (Livia, Valle Petrosa and San 
Marcello) and MVT (Monterosi and Valle La Terra) 
in the south;  CFV (Cerro, Fontana Cupola and Val-
le dei Salici) and GMTP (Gilastro, Monte del Tufo 
and Pentagneto) in the west; PVPB (Piano di Val-
lescura, Palazzola and La Botte) in the northwest; 
and SP (San Paolo) and PMR (Poggio Maggiore and 
Rosciolo) in the north.
2  Cfr. MILLS – RAJALA  2011.
3  Cfr. RAJALA  2013.
4  Material from fields at known pre-Roman sites 
were collected and bagged according to a modified 
traverse and stint method (cfr. LIDDLE, 1985, p. 
9), i.e. according to a line or a segment of a line. Dif-
ferent stints were separated with an identifier consi-
sting of the field code, a space, an alphabet (A/B/C/
L[ine]) and a traverse (line) number (e.g. M16 A4).
5  Sites were given a code according to the field(s) 
they were located within. A forward slash (/) and 
a number after a field code signalled a site. Diffe-
rent concentrations in the same field were separated  
with numbering (e.g. M20/1 and  M20/2). The codes 
for sites crossing field unit boundaries have all re-
quired field codes incorporated in their site codes 
(e.g. PVPB5–6/1). These codes were used for grab 
sample bags in the field. Fields with larger quan-
tities of material (spreads) were recognized during 
the post-survey analysis; they did not present defi-
nable boundaries in the field. Cfr. RAJALA  2013, 
pp. 6–7; MILLS – RAJALA 2011, pp. 148–51.
6  Cfr. RAJALA  2013, p. 7.
7  Cfr. EDWARDS et alii 1995.
8  Cfr. e.g. DE LUCIA BROLLI 1991, pp. 94–97; 
RIZZO  1996; RIZZO  2006; BOURDIN  2012, p. 
115.
9  Zonar. 8.18; cfr. HARRIS 1971, p. 117, note 8, p. 
168; SHOTTER 1976, p. 32; SALMON  1982, pp. 
172–174; KEAY et alii 2000, pp. 1–2.
10  Cfr. BAKKUM 2009.
11  CIFANI 2003, p. 95.
12  RAJALA , in press.
13  Cfr. DI GENNARO  et alii 2002.
14  Ibidem, pp. 57–71
15  Cfr. VAGNETTI 1971, p. 154, tav. E, n. 7, tav. 
76, n. 7; D’ERCOLE – BENELLI  2004: tav. 55, nn. 
3–7, pl. 5. 
16  Cfr. DI GENNARO  et alii 2002, pp. 46–57.
17  RIZZO  1992, p. 3.
18  BELELLI MARCHESINI 1996, II, p. 136.
19  GUZZETTI 2001.
20  Cfr. FRANCOCCI 2006, pp. 46–47.
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21  Cfr. KEAY et alii 2000, pp. 85–87; KEAY et alii 
2010, pp. 29–34; McCALL 2007.
22  Cfr. POTTER  1979, p. 90.
23  Cfr. CIFANI  2008, pp. 255–264; BERNARD 
2012.
24  Cfr. TERRENATO  1995, p. 201.
25  Cfr. BARTOLONI  et alii 2014, p. 138.
26  Cfr. PEREGO  2012; PULCINELLI 2012.
27  Cfr. FREDERIKSEN – WARD – PERKINS  
1957, pp. 90, 183–188; EDWARDS et alii 1995, p. 
435.
28  Cfr. POTTER 1979, p. 104.
29  Cfr. KEAY et alii 2000, pp. 83, 85.
30  Plin. HN 3.50–2; Str. Geog. 5.2.9. 
31  Cfr. GAMURRINI et alii 1972, p. 163; 
EDWARDS et alii 1995, fig. 1.
32  Cfr. POTTER 1979, pp. 115–116; EDWARDS et 
alii 1995, p. 435.
33  Cfr. HARRIS 1971, p. 302; EDWARDS et alii 
1995, p. 438.
34  Cfr. COCCIA – MATTINGLY  1992.
35  Cfr. RAJALA – MILLS 2014, pp. 126–127.
36  E.g. RIZZO  1996.
37  See RAJALA  in press, fig. 5 n. 3.
38  MILLS – RAJALA 2011, appendix 2, p. 219.
39  Cfr. BECKER 2002; CAMBI 2012.
40  Cfr. CERASUOLO  2012; STODDART  et alii 
2012.
41  GAMURRINI et alii 1972.
42  See DALMIGLIO  et alii 2009.
43  GOUGH  1957; ORAZI 2006: n. 10.
44  TRUMP 1957; DI GIUSEPPANTONIO DI 
FRANCO  2006; ORAZI  2006.
45   MALLET – WHITEHOUSE  1967.
46   Cfr. CERRI - ROSSI 1999, p. 92, n. 42, fig. 7; 
ROSSI - IORIO  2000, p. 10.
47   Cfr. FREDERIKSEN – WARD – PERKINS 
1957, pp. 85–87, 91–92. 
48   Cfr. DI GENNARO  et alii 2008.
49  CIFANI – MUNZI 1995.
50  POTTER  n.d.
51  See RAJALA  in press.
52  Cfr. CIFANI 1994; CIFANI 2003, p. 95; DI 
GIUSEPPE 2008, p. 437.
53  RAJALA  in press, fig. 5 nn. 8 – 10.
54  POTTER  n.d.
55  BINTLIFF – HOWARD – SNODGRASS  
1999.
56  RAJALA  in press.
57  Ibidem.
58  Ibidem.
59  Cfr. PALLOTTINO 1984, pp. 195–225; IZZET 
2007, pp. 234–235.
60  RAJALA  in press.
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