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Material Culture and People.  
Some Methodological Remarks on the Study of Aeolian Middle Bronze 

Age Settlement Contexts

Gianmarco Alberti
Department of History and Preservation of the Cultural Heritage, University of Udine

Introduction

The aim of this article is to discuss some methodological issues 
relative to the analysis of the social organization of the Aeolian 
Middle Bronze Age (hereafter MBA) communities (Thapsos-
Milazzese period) (Fig. 1). The latter topic is the object of this 
author’s current doctoral research program. 

The article is made up of three parts. First, I will describe some 
features of the Sicilian Middle Bronze Age; a backdrop of the 
archaeological correlates of social complexity will be sketched 
out. Secondly, I will discuss what aspects of the Aeolian evidence 
have been evaluated in earlier works, and to what extent these 
studies have been able to shed light on the social organization of 
the Aeolian MBA communities. Finally, and more importantly, 
I will describe the aims and tools of my ongoing research, and 
some methodological remarks will be presented and discussed.

Before entering the core of this paper, I would like to express 
my sincere thanks to a number of scholars and researchers who 
have been providing support, each in different ways, during my 
research: in alphabetical order, Arch Michele Benfari, Dr Maria 
Clara Martinelli, Dr Annunziata Ollà, Prof Umberto Spigo, who 
provided help as far as the access to the published materials 
stored in the Aeolian Archaeological Museum “L. Bernabò Brea” 
(Lipari) is concerned. I wish to also express my sincere thanks to 
Prof Elisabetta Borgna, my PhD supervisor. Last but not least, 
thanks are due to the personnel of the aforementioned Museum. 

Sicilian archaeological evidence and forms of social 
complexity

It is common opinion that Sicilian MBA (1450-1250 BC) 
(chronology: Jung 2005, 2006; Alberti 2007; 2008a; 2011) 
was an important period in the perspective of both local 
cultural sequence and Mediterranean connections. In spite of 
the disparities in the available documentation and even though 
key sites like Thapsos and Cannatello remains still unpublished, 
the available literature on MBA-related issues is wide. Today, 
it seems that there is consensus about the existence of forms of 
social complexities in MBA contexts or, more exactly, in some of 
the main settlements of this period (Fig. 2) 

At Thapsos, the very presence of forms of social ranking is 
evidenced by the disparities in architectural layout, spatial 
organization, and (perhaps) ceramic assemblages, that feature 
different sectors of the residential quarter (Voza 1985; Doonan 
2001: 173-81; Militello 2004: 314-22 Tomasello 2004: 195-
213; Alberti 2006: 401-22; Tanasi 2008). Remarkably, sparse 
evidences of metalworking activities are also documented 
(Alberti 2006, 2007, 2008b; Tanasi 2009; all also with earlier 
references). In a similar vein, disparities can be detected in 
Thapsos’ funerary contexts. Judging from what can be inferred 

from the available documentation, different types of chamber 
tombs, not to mention funerary assemblages made up of different 
kind of items, and also incorporating imported goods (from 
Mycenaean Greece, Cyprus, Malta), all seems to speak about the 
existence of strategies of display of status (Van Wijngaarden 
2002: 229-36; Militello 2004: 305-14; Vianello 2005: 70-3; 
Alberti 2006: 373-421; Tanasi 2008: 75-80) (Fig. 3 A-B)

In south-central Sicily, along the way to western Sicily and 
Sardinia, another MBA settlement, Cannatello, stands out. 
Flourishing in an area that witnessed the development of trade 
in sulphur during the EBA period (as documented at Monte 
Grande: Castellana 1998), Cannatello and its surrounding area 
are featured by evidences of imports from Mycenaean Greece, 
Cyprus, and Sardinia (De Miro 1999; Day 2005). Funerary 
contexts lying in nearby sites have yielded sparse evidence 
pertinent to the presence of local elites, like ceramic imports 
from the Aegean area and bronze artefacts (basins and daggers) 
seem to suggest (La Rosa 2000) (Fig. 3 C).

If the mainland Sicilian documentation argues in favour of 
the existence of outstanding sites, involved in wide-ranging 
Mediterranean trade, where forms of social ranking and display 
of status are likely to have existed, one may wonder what the 
situation was in the north-eastern fringe of Sicily, namely the 
Aeolian Archipelago, during the same time period.

Aeolian MBA settlement evidences

The main Aeolian MBA villages are those laying at Montagnola 
di Capo Graziano (Filicudi), Lipari (Acropoli), Punta Milazzese 
(Panarea), and Portella (Salina) (Fig. 4 A-D). 

All were objects of excavations lead by L. Bernabò Brea and M. 
Cavalier mainly between the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s of the past 
century, and were published in different points in time (Bernabò 
Brea and Cavalier 1968; 1980; 1991). These researches 
contributed to the definition of the features of the MBA culture 
developing on the Aeolian archipelago, and to shed light on the 
material culture of these island communities. More recently, MC 
Martinelli has led new excavations at Portella (Martinelli 2005). 
The excavations provided an insight into the assemblages used 
by people during their daily tasks (Fig. 5 A-B). 

Ceramic assemblages, made up of local grey hand-made vessels, 
went hand in hand with artefacts of foreign provenance: pots of 
Aegean and Apennine types were found inside the huts. Tool-
kits made up of stone mortars, pestles, grinding stones, hearth, 
and textile-related objects (spindle whorls) were found as well. 
Huge local ceramic containers witnessed the storage activities 
performed on those sites, while open pedestalled vessels, 
decorated jugs, and other ceramic vessels, were witnesses of 
local practices related to consumption activities. Metal working 
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activities are documented by moulds in local limestone and by 
some bronze spalls. These researches allowed to get an insight 
into the domestic architecture as well.

Milazzese social organisation: state of the research, 
unanswered questions, and the need to reframe the research 
questions

Thanks to Bernabò Brea, Cavalier, and Martinelli’s researches, 
a huge amount of data have been brought to light and made 
available to scholars dealing with different issues linked to the 
Aeolian documentation. In fact, works that take into account the 
Milazzese settlements have been published in various points in 
time. To limit my self to a selection of the more recent ones, they 
have been faced with the issues of the Aegean imports (Smith 
1987, Van Wijngaarden 2002, Alberti and Bettelli 2005, 
Vianello 2005; Jung 2006; Blake 2008), of the imports from 
mainland Italy (Macchiarola 1987, 1995; Di Gennaro 1997), 
of the domestic architecture (Doonan 2001, Albore Livadie et 
al. 2003, Martinelli 2005), of the chronological development of 
the local ceramic repertoire (Alberti 2008a), of the marks on the 
Milazzese ceramic vessels (Marazzi 1997a, Martinelli 2005). 
Other studies, in a more general perspective, have taken into 
account the Aeolian Archipelago within the framework(s) of the 
intercultural Mediterranean links during the Bronze Age (Bietti 
Sestieri 1988, 2003, 2005; Kilian 1990; Marazzi 1997b, 2003; 
Tusa 2000; La Rosa 2002; Militello 2004, 2005).

What about the social features of the Aeolian communities 
during the MBA? Leaving aside the views of the scholars about 
the role of the Aeolian Islands in the movements of people and 
goods along the Mediterranean, one may wonder what light has 
been so far shed on the way(s) in which life was organised in the 
Milazzese settlements. 

Acknowledging the fact that the earlier studies are of utmost 
importance in the framework of the understanding of many facets 
of the period under discussion, in my opinion, specific questions 
related to specific facets of the Milazzese social organisation have 
remained somewhat unanswered so far. Besides, the opinions of 
scholars do differ with respect to some aspects of the Aeolian 
MBA communities. For example, Kilian (1990) maintained that 
a kind of domestic economy featured the Milazzese domestic 
contexts at Panarea, while Bietti Sestieri (1988), in her seminal 
article, spoke in favour of a growing economic organisation, 
basing her judgement on the evidence of the pot-marks on 
Milazzese vessels. On the other hand, Marazzi’s (1997a) analysis 
(based on the evidence of pot-marks found on ceramic artefacts 
from Lipari) seems to suggest that these marks were not related to 
practices of centralised storing. As for the integration of foreign 
ceramic vessels in local contexts, Van Wijngaarden (2002) 
proposed rather contrasting views as to whether or not special 
social strata had privileged access to specific Aegean imports, 
whereas Vianello (2005) seemed to suggest that no evidence 
of social differentiation can be pinpointed in the available 
documentation.

In my opinion, in order to understand Milazzese material culture 
in a social perspective, it could be useful to reframe the research 
questions that constitute the guidelines for the analysis of the 
archaeological evidence. Some of those questions could be put 
as follows: what kind of social organisation did feature those 
villages? In what way material culture was used during daily 
tasks? How material culture was used in social relations? Did 
any aim exist to use it as marker of social boundaries? Did social 

boundaries exist at all? And, ultimately, did any form of social 
differentiation exist within and among villages? 

In my opinion, addressing the aforementioned questions means to 
adopt a bottom-up perspective, aimed to understand the way(s) in 
which material culture was used in daily practices, with different 
aims, in different situations, and in different social settings 
(Hodder and Hutson 2003). This, in turn, implies that we have to 
focus on a complex body of evidences, in a perspective in which 
the archaeological documentation is to be analysed as a whole, by 
taking into account both material culture and its spatial correlates, 
both local artefacts and imported ones. The starting point of this 
kind of analysis is the study of the material culture patterning at 
the site level, at that micro-scale resolution that features household 
archaeology and its subsequent developments (Netting, Wilk, 
et al. 1984; Steadman 1996; Souvatsi 2008; Wilson 2008). The 
study of the onsite distribution and associations of artefacts, of 
their complex occurrence and co-occurrence, of the quantity and 
quality, and of the spatial settings and correlates, represents in 
my opinion the basis for any subsequent level of analysis aimed 
to backtrack forms of social organisation from the empirical 
evidence (Wason 1994).

In the remainder of this article, I will present and discuss some 
of the analytical strategies used in my current research. First, I 
will provide some information on the data on which my study is 
based; secondly, some aspects of my analysis of the Milazzese 
settlement at Lipari will be discussed. 

The Data

For the purposes of my research, the published documentation 
of the MBA Aeolian settlements underwent a multi-level 
classification. Among other things, a functional one was 
developed in order to be used as heuristic tool (Adams and Adams 
1991; Read 2007) with the aim to recognize specific activity 
areas (Kent 1987, 1990). At the same time, a relational database 
(which I hope to make available on-line in the future from my 
personal web-site: http://xoomer.alice.it/gianmarco.alberti) was 
built in Microsoft Access environment.

The aim of this database is multi-fold. It allows to record every 
single artefact (local or not) or feature occurring in every single 
archaeological context (huts, annexes, open areas). It was 
developed in order to also provide the possibility to record the 
vertical provenance as well as the finding spots. The former 
feature provides the important possibility to select (during the 
analytical process), among hundreds of entries, only those ones 
that come from reliable layers. In essence, the database turns out 
to be an invaluable tool not just to storage and sort data, but, 
more importantly, to select data according to the reliability of 
their finding contexts and, ultimately, to reconstruct the artefact 
inventories of each context being studied. Just to provide a 
minimum of quantitative information about the database, the 
sheer number of the registered items is equal to 2.043 units, 
corresponding to a total of 1.813 quantifiable objects. Further 
details are provided in Fig. 6.

As previously stressed, this corpus is organised into a multilevel 
classification, like the one based on the type of material in which 
objects are made, or on the basis of various functional classes. 
Leaving aside the problem of the quantification, that represents 
an important aspect of the analysis, also the ceramic inventory 
(comprising both local and non local artefacts) has been subject 
of a multilevel classification compatible with the ones devised 
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by Bietti Sestieri, Cazzella, et al. 2002 and by Martinelli, 
Baroni, et al. 2002. In this case as well, the reconstruction of the 
functional aspects of the ceramic types being analysed bears a 
strong importance from an analytical standpoint. 

Analysis of Lipari MBA settlement: methodological remarks 
and preliminary interpretations

In the last part of this paper, I will take into account the 
documentation of the MBA settlement unearthed by Bernabò 
Brea and Cavalier on the Acropolis of Lipari (Bernabò Brea and 
Cavalier 1980). It must be stressed from the outset that the study 
of the material culture from this site is faced with difficulties, due 
to the intricacy of the stratification, whose time-span stretches 
thousands of years, with buildings of different cultural horizons 
superimposed on one another. 

The analytical approach that I am going to discuss is meant to 
address the issue that represents the starting point of any inquiry 
into the organisation of a prehistoric community. To put it in 
a nutshell, the basic question is: does any pattern exist in the 
material culture at that site? To answer this question means to 
develop analytical tools allowing to identify pattern in complex 
data; this, in turn, relies on a series of preliminary steps, that 
are the very ones previously mentioned, like the functional 
classification of the artefacts and the scrutiny of the stratification.

Thanks to the aforementioned relational database, I am in the 
position to retrieve information about each archaeological context 
(hut, open area, space between huts), to filter the information on 
the basis, for example, of specific finding spots, or on the basis 
of the type of strata we are interested in. Ultimately, we are in 
position to reconstruct assemblages of artefacts that could be 
related to the tasks performed in each context in the past. 

It is obvious, but it is important to stress it nevertheless, that in 
situation like Lipari the intricacy of the stratification imposes 
caution in any interpretation of the on-floor assemblages. But, 
the very selection of the artefacts on the basis of the finding strata 
allows to reasonably reduce the biases the are likely to have been 
caused by post-depositional processes (Schiffer 1987). 

The process of data retrieving and selection enable to build 
a two-way data-matrix, representing the distribution of 
artefacts across contexts. To analyse data like this, I choose 
Correspondence Analysis as the appropriate analytical tool in an 
exploratory perspective (Greenacre 2007). The choice rests on a 
host of reasons, including the capability to operate on two-way 
data matrices, and the possibility to isolate underlying factors 
responsible for data variability. In essence, the capability of 
CA to highlight patterns in data fits the archaeological needs of 
exploring complex data in search for material culture patterning 
(Shennan 1997: 308-40; Drennan 2010: 263-64). 

In commenting the analysis performed on the data from Lipari, 
I will not go in deep into details. In particular, I will not discuss 
the important statistics usually accompanying CA results’ 
discussion, since I wish to keep this article as more accessible to 
a general audience as possible. I will limit myself to provide only 
general information about a number of relevant archaeological 
aspects. These are (it is worth recalling) object of this author’s 
current study and, consequently, are meant to be only preliminary 
in nature and bound to be further developed and improved in the 
near future. 

The analysis allows to isolate different trends of variation in the 
data (Fig. 7 A). 

On the basis of the presence of different proportions of artefacts, 
the analysis succeeds in pinpointing two groups of contexts, here 
labelled A and B. As you can see from the histograms, these 
two groups are featured by the presence of different artefacts. 
The groups share some of them, while other items have a higher 
frequency in one group and not in the other (Fig. 7 B). As a case in 
point, let’s see for example the frequency of local storage vessels, 
split up between long term (pithoi) and short term (olle, Italian 
word for jars). It is evident that they occur with higher frequency 
in one of the two groups. By the same token, the analysis seems 
to suggest that the two groups also differ in proportion of ceramic 
vessels (both local and non-local) functional to eat and drink: see, 
for example, the different proportion in pouring (brocche, Italian 
word for jugs) and eating vessels (coppe su alto piede=pedestalled 
cups). Interestingly, leaving aside the occurrence of sherds not 
closely identifiable as far as typology is concerned (see, e.g., 
cup/kylix?, jug/jar?), it seems that the two groups also differ in 
proportion of Aegean open drinking vessels (cup/mug).

Discussion and Conclusions

From a general perspective, and bearing in mind that we have 
dealt here with just an handful of analytical outcomes, it seems 
that there is ground to test the hypothesis that different functions 
were performed in different sectors of the village. In fact, the 
analysis shows that different proportions of artefacts feature 
different clusters of contexts. If the analysis of the quantitative 
aspects of the evidence is coupled by the analysis of the qualitative 
and functional ones, some interesting patterns seem to emerge. 

Some of the functions performed in a number of contexts seem 
likely to have been linked to forms of commensality, possibly 
featured by shared consumption of beverages and food. This 
analytical evidence could be further explored in a more general 
perspective aimed to pinpoint at the site-level traces of socially 
relevant activities. It is well know, in fact, how food and beverage 
sharing was important in social contexts, and were integral parts 
of various kinds of social strategies in different social settings 
(Dietler and Hayden 2001). 

It must be added that taking into account only the onsite 
distribution and association of artefacts would possibly capture 
only part of the complexity of past behaviours. It is common 
opinion in anthropological/archaeological theory that artefacts 
and bounded spaces are not two separate domains: artefacts 
were used in spaces, and spaces enclosed activities performed 
with artefacts (Kent 1990; Rapoport 1990; for an archaeological 
application of these theoretical premises, see e.g. Fischer 2009). 
As consequence, a next level of the inquiry will be the study of 
the relation between material culture patterning and its spatial 
dimensions. That is, seeking to explore the existence of relations 
between cluster of artefacts and contexts that bear peculiar 
features (as far as layout, or dimension, or other qualitative/
quantitative aspects are concerned). 

What preliminarily showed so far is meant to convey the idea 
that, among several dimensions of complexity, different patterns 
seems to be identifiable in the available documentation, once 
data have been systematically classified, cross-checked, cross-
analysed and explored. 
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From a methodological standpoint, I would like to underscore 
the need to reframe the research questions we have in mind when 
approaching Aeolian MBA contexts. A bottom-up perspective, 
rooted in a household-level analysis, could lead to better explore 
the ways in which relations were created and maintained within 
Aeolian MBA communities. Also, it is tempting to advocate 
an integrated approach, aimed to explore the relations between 
different kinds of documentary evidences, and the need of a 
study that takes into account the whole material culture. In my 
opinion, these are the basic premises for inferring forms of 
prehistoric social organisation from the empirical evidence. Last 
but not least, I would like to stress the importance of the choice of 
an appropriate analytical tool, capable to deal with complex set 
of data and to highlight patterns of variation.

Of course, any pattern that the analysis succeeds to pinpoint 
is to be set against the backdrop of general theoretical models 
allowing to make sense of them in social and, generally speaking, 
human perspective. The aforementioned importance of food and 
beverage sharing in ancient societies is a case in point.

The latter endeavour is the more complex and challenging aspect 
of my current research, and in the future I will be pleased to 
provide scholars with a more complete (and, I hope, interesting) 
picture of the achievements of this study.
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Fig.1 Sicilian Bronze Age chronological chart (after Alberti 2011)

Fig. 2 Mediterranean basin, Sicily, and Aeolian Islands, with indication of the MBA sites quoted in the text (after Google 
Earthtm modified)
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Fig. 3 A) Thapsos-culture artefacts: two pedestalled vessels from the residential quarter (top row, left); bronze tool, basin, 
dagger, discs (weights?), pendants and whorls (top row, right); two imported Aegean pots (middle row, left); one Maltese 
pedestalled vessel (middle row, centre); three local pots with engraved decoration (middle row, right) (after Alberti 2008b 

modified, with further references therein); local jug and its Aegean prototype (bottom row, left); two local bowls and their 
Cypriot prototypes (bottom row, right).

Fig. 3 B) Thapsos site on the Magnisi peninsula: northern and southern (central) residential quarter; plan and section of a 
Thapsos-type tholos-like chamber tomb (after Alberti 2008b modified, with further references therein).

C-MBA evidence from south-central Sicily: Cannatello settlement plan; Cypriot and Aegean ceramic imports from 
Cannatello; bronze basins from south-central Sicilian area (top two from Caldare, middle one from Milena, bottom one 

from Capreria) (after Alberti 2008b modified, with further references therein). Not to scale.
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Fig. 4 Aeolian MBA settlement plans: A) Montagnola di Capo Graziano at Filicudi; B) Acropoli at Lipari (village’s central 
sector); C) Punta Milazzese at Panarea; D) Portella at Salina (A after Bernabò Brea and Cavalier 1991; B after Bernabò Brea 

and Cavalier 1980; C after Bernabò Brea and Cavalier 1968; D after Martinelli 2005; all modified).
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Fig. 5 Milazzese material culture: A) Aegean imports (pots and jewellery); B) local long-term storage container (left); local 
pedestalled vessel and jug with engraved decoration (bottom row, centre and right); imported Apennine cup with engraved 
decoration (top row); local limestone mould (middle row, right) (after Bernabò Brea and Cavalier 1968, 1980, modified; not 

to scale).
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Fig. 6 Functional classification of the artefacts (local and imported) from MBA settlement at the 
Acropoli of Lipari. Numbers indicate the objects’ frequencies calculated as Minimum Number of 

Individuals. For this reason, the total is smaller than the total of the database entries.
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Fig. 7 A) Scatterplot of the Correspondence Analysis (CA) performed on the data from Lipari. B) histograms showing the 
different frequencies of some Milazzese artefacts between the two groups of contexts (A-B) pinpointed by CA. For the 

translation of the Italian terms indicating Milazzese ceramic types, see the text.
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