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INTRODUCTION

the transformations of natural environments into
anthropogenic landscapes are evident from the long-term
action of humans who have selected and exploited cultivated
and wild plants for millennia in the Mediterranean basin. As
humans lived in a region, ‘cultural transformations of
natural habitats’ began, and were an inevitable consequence
of human presence in lands (Birks et al., 1988; Faegri &
iversen, 1989; Berglund, 2003; Jalut et al., 2009; Birks, 2012;
Marinova et al., 2012). consequently, changes in flora and
vegetation cover may have occurred earlier near settlements
and in the places that today we call ‘archaeological sites’. 
it may therefore be hypothesised that weak anthropogenic
influence, and then impact, on the environment firstly
occurred in the vicinity of the settlements. then, human
impact became evident at a larger regional scale depending

on the chronological and cultural variables, and on the
distance and intensity of activity performances (Kunes et al.,
2008; Mercuri et al., 2010a, 2012). 
A change in composition and distribution of forested and
open lands in the Mediterranean area is known to have
occurred under direct or indirect human actions particularly
since the mid-holocene (zohary & hopf, 2000; roberts et
al., 2011). in pollen diagrams from these regions, the
clearest signal for human influence or impact is given by the
spread of cereals (cerealia-type; primary indicators sensu
Behre, 1990) and by the increased abundance of wild
synanthropic plants growing on farming contexts and open
disturbed ground (secondary indicators sensu Behre, 1990).
A great deal of attention has been paid to the cultivated
plants, and in general to the plants related to (agri)cultural
issues, as part of the classical archaeological theme.
however, the wild synanthropic species that were
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indicators of arid environments, were abundant in
pre-holocene times and spread during late glacial dry
oscillations in the italian peninsula (Mercuri et al., 2013;
Fig. 1). they include pollen of the cereal type produced by
wild grass species (that does not mean that domesticated
species occurred; Behre, 2007; Mercuri, 2008), and a number
of taxa that are known to have ecological characteristics of
weeds and ruderals.
in the lake core PAlB94.1e from lago Albano, the APi
values are high (Fig. 1) between ca. 14,000 and 12,000 cal
BP, and then they decrease before the beginning of the
holocene. At the early Preboreal, the APi curve is high again
with oscillations matching a trend similar to that observed in
the diagram of PNeMi94.1B of lago di Nemi. After ca.
10,000 cal BP, the APi curves decrease in the two lake cores,
and increase later at around ca. 4000 cal BP. 
in mid-holocene times, the set of anthropogenic pollen
indicators (APi) became common evidence of farming
practices in off-site records and archaeological sites.
According to Mercuri et al. (2013), the development of
human environments in a modern sense, meaning the
permanent transformation of soils and land morphology,
and the expansion of agrarian landscapes, with open spaces,
fields, pastures and groves, is a relatively recent phenomenon
developed in the second half of the mid-holocene.
in the marine core rF93-30, collecting pollen from the
italian peninsula, anthropogenic pollen indicators began to

144

involuntary favoured by the spread of human activities are
particularly useful to reconstruct the transformations and
dynamics of past and present anthropogenic ecosystems
(Brun, 2011). this is a main focus of palaeoenvironmental
sciences helping to investigate past human activities and their
impact on the environment. 
can the palynology of archaeological sites be useful to study
these palaeoenvironmental aspects? in archaeological
contexts, the preservation of pollen can be poor, humans and
animals largely bring it to the site and thus cultural variables
strongly influence the pollen spectrum. Far from being a
problem, this peculiarity of palynology of archaeological
sites is crucial to explore human behaviour and cultural
aspects of plant exploitation (Mercuri, 2008). Moreover, an
impressive number of samples related to relatively short time
periods may be obtained from archaeological sites (Mercuri
et al., 2013). this research explores the significance of some
wild and cultivated plants as markers of human environments
in past contexts. how much local pollen records help to
reconstruct spatial and temporal differences in the expansion
of human landscapes in the italian peninsula?

Previous research and aim of the paper

our previous research on marine and terrestrial cores has
shown that anthropogenic pollen indicators, as general
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Fig. 1 - comparison of the trends of synthetic diagrams from three off-site cores, from the left, lago Albano, lago di Nemi, and Adriatic sea core
rF93-30; the selected anthropogenic pollen indicators are cereals, cichorieae, Centaurea, Plantago and Urtica (from Mercuri et al. 2013, modified).
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rise at about 5400 cal BP, during a phase of increasing
aridity, and increased at around 3600 cal BP, during the
bronze age human impact (Mercuri et al., 2012, p.359;
Fig. 1). Actually, the development of cultural landscapes
started in the Middle Bronze age (Mercuri & sadori, 2012).
the oJc trees, possibly also favoured by climate, marked
the human environments of the last four millennia, expand
together with the roman culture, from about 2700 cal BP
(Mercuri et al., 2013).
this paper focuses on selected anthropogenic pollen indicators
that were recurrent in spectra from archaeological sites of the
italian peninsula and sicily. thus, they are correlated with
sites that are, by definition, locally affected by human
presence and activity. Besides cereals, the set of weeds
and ruderals discussed in this review are Anagallis,
Aphanes/Agrostemma cf., Artemisia, Centaurea (C. nigra
type, C. cyanus, C. jacea), cichorioideae-cichorieae,
Cirsium, Convolvulus, Galium type, Mercurialis, Papaver
rhoeas type, Plantago (P. lanceolata type, P. media/major),
Polygonum (P. aviculare type, P. persicaria type), Rumex,
andUrtica (U. dioica type, U. pilulifera type, U. membranacea)
(Behre, 1981; carrión et al., 2003; Marinova & Atanassova,
2006; Mazier et al., 2007; Miras et al., 2010; Brun, 2011;
ejarque et al., 2011; rull et al., 2011). Cannabis, which can
represent a weed or a cultivated plant, is included (Mercuri et
al., 2002, 2006). other taxa such as Juniperus, Poaceae,
Apiaceae, Brassicaceae, chenopodiaceae and ranunculaceae
are ambiguous, somewhat generalist and less informative in
general contexts, and therefore were not included.   

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Pollen samples have been collected from archaeological
layers of twenty-six sites (Fig. 2). Pollen results have been
published elsewhere (Mercuri et al., 2006, 2007, 2009,
2010b; Montecchi, 2010; Bosi et al., 2011; Florenzano &
Mercuri, 2012; Florenzano et al., 2013; rattighieri et al.,
2013; vaccaro et al., accepted), while the review of evidences
in relation to the oJc sum and off-site cores is reported in
Mercuri et al. (2013). the interpretation of these on-site
pollen spectra was made by taking into consideration that
pollen was largely transported in layers by humans and their
animals, and that inferences were made by multidisciplinary
teams including archaeologists, geoarchaeologists,
zooarchaeologists, archaeobotanists. they are also considered
as single points within a macroregional site - the italian
peninsula.
the sites are situated in six regions of italy (veneto, emilia
romagna, tuscany, Basilicata, calabria, sicily) and one
site is located in the republic of san Marino (no. 26,

domagnano; table 1). A total of 300 pollen samples, taken
from layers opened during excavations, were selected avoiding
ambiguous chronological attributions (such as, e.g., layers
‘under/before’ or ‘over/after’ the main context studied).
chronology is based on archaeological data and radiocarbon
dates. dates span from approximately 4200 to 500 years BP. 
the samples were prepared using tetra-Na-pyrophosphate,
hcl 10%, acetolysis, separation with Na-metatungstate
hydrate, hF 40% and ethanol (van der Kaars et al., 2001;
Florenzano et al., 2012). Pollen slides were mounted on
glycerol jelly. Lycopodium tablets were added for calculation
of concentrations (expressed as pollen per gram - p/g).
residues in glycerol were mounted in permanent slides. 
Pollen was identified at 1000x magnifications, with the help
of atlases and the reference collection of the laboratory of
Modena. cerealia pollen identification was based on Andersen
(1979), Beug (1964), Faegri & iversen (1989, with a correction
factor for glycerol jelly). Percentages were calculated on a
pollen sum including all pollen types. 
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Fig. 2 - location map of the sites whose data are elaborated in this paper.
Numbers from 1 to 26 correspond to the archaeological sites reported in
table 1.



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Percentage average values and maxima of the 18 taxa of
anthropogenic pollen indicators per site are reported in
table 2. their total values ranged from ca. 67% (site no.
18-terramara di Montale) to ca. 4% (no. 25-canàr) of the
mean spectra from the sites.
seven taxa are frequent: Artemisia, Centaurea, cichorieae
and Plantago are ubiquitous; cereals and Urtica are absent
only from one site (no. 7-Pizzica and no. 24-Piazza garibaldi,
respectively), and Trifolium type is absent from two sites
(no. 6-difesa san Biagio and no. 25). other seven taxa are
fairly common: Galium type and Polygonum were found in
twenty sites, and then in decreasing frequency there are
Convolvulus (in nineteen sites), Papaver rhoeas type
(eighteen), Cirsium (seventeen), Aphanes type (fifteen) and
Rumex (thirteen). only Anagallis (in twelve sites), Cerastium
type and Cannabis (in eleven sites), and Mercurialis (in ten
sites) were found in less than half of the sites.
cichorieae pollen reaches the highest values (26% on
average, and max. 75% in no. 18), followed by cereals (4%,

max. 33% in no.18). only Centaurea (1.6%), Plantago
(1.5%) and Urtica (1.0%) have mean values ≥1%.

The characteristic anthropogenic pollen indicators from
archaeological sites

Pollen grains of cereals, Artemisia, Centaurea, cichorieae,
Plantago, Trifolium type and Urtica are particularly
important and characterise the human-induced environments
near the examined archaeological sites (Fig. 3).

Cereals - the presence of these anthropochores signalling
agricultural activity is well attested in all archaeological sites
with a few exceptions. cereal pollen was not found in the site
no.7-Pizzica, a hellenistic drainage channel near a necropolis.
this means that the site was used as a sacred/burial area and
therefore it was presumably far from crop fields. Also,
cereals are < 0.5% on average in the sites no. 6-difesa san
Biagio (0.1%) and in site no. 19-Necropoli di casinalbo
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Site No. Area Archaeological site Chronology

1 sicily villa del casale di Piazza Armerina roman, Medieval 1st-5th cent. Ad, 10th-15th cent. Ad
2 calabria Jure vetere di san giovanni in Fiore Medieval 12th/13th cent. Ad
3 Basilicata Altojanni roman, Medieval 3rd-5th cent. Ad, 2th-15th cent. Ad
4 Basilicata torre di satriano hellenistic 6th-5th cent. Bc
5 Basilicata Miglionico Medieval 14th-15th cent. Ad
6 Basilicata difesa san Biagio hellenistic 3rd-2nd cent. Bc
7 Basilicata Pizzica hellenistic 5th-4th cent. Bc
8 Basilicata Fattoria Fabrizio hellenistic 6th-4th cent. Bc
9 Basilicata Pantanello roman 2nd-1st cent. Bc

10 Basilicata sant'Angelo vecchio hellenistic-roman 6th-1st cent. Bc
11 tuscany san Martino roman 1st cent. Bc-1st cent. Ad
12 tuscany Podere terrato roman 1st cent. Bc-1st cent. Ad
13 tuscany case Nuove roman 1st cent. Bc-1st cent. Ad
14 tuscany colle Massari roman 1st cent. Bc-1st cent. Ad
15 tuscany Poggio dell'Amore roman 1st cent. Bc-1st cent. Ad
16 emilia romagna Monte castellaccio of imola Middle Bronze 18th-15th cent. Bc
17 emilia romagna Montegibbio roman 2nd-4th cent. Ad
18 emilia romagna terramara di Montale Middle/late  Bronze 17th-12th cent. Bc (*)
19 emilia romagna Necropoli di casinalbo Middle/late Bronze, iron 18th-7th cent. Bc (*) 
20 emilia romagna Baggiovara - opera Pia Bianchi Middle Bronze 17th-16th cent. Bc (*)
21 emilia romagna Argenta - vie vinarola/Aleotti Medieval 3th-14th cent. Ad
22 emilia romagna Palazzo Boschetti of Modena roman 1st-7th cent. Ad
23 emilia romagna cognento roman, Medieval-renaissance 6th-7th cent. Ad, 13th-17th cent. Ad
24 emilia romagna Piazza garibaldi of Parma roman, Medieval 3rd/2nd cent. Bc, 11th cent. Ad (*)
25 veneto canàr di s.Pietro Polesine early/Middle Bronze 22nd-18th Bc (*)   
26 san Marino domagnano roman- gothic 1st cent. Bc-6th cent. Ad

table 1. list of the 26 archaeological sites, ordered according to increasing latitude (from 37° to 46° N) and decreasing longitude (from 16° to 10°
e), following s-N, and then e-w directions. sites cover, sometimes with overlapping, the following chronocultural layers: 5 sites dated to the
early-Middle-late Bronze (22nd-12th century Bc), 1 to iron (12th – 7th century Bc), 5 to hellenistic (6th-2nd century Bc), 13 to roman (6th
century Bc-7th century Ad), and 7 to Medieval/renaissance ages (8th-17th century Ad). the periods from the Middle Bronze to the imperial roman
ages covering the two thousand years from about 3600 to 1600 years BP are the best represented. Partial data from the terramara di Baggiovara
(series 2 and 6 + 7), and from sant’Angelo vecchio (series 2, 10 and 8 + 9). (*) = sites with radiocarbon dates.
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Site Number Cereals  Cannabis Anagallis Aphanes Artemisia Centaurea Cerastium Cichorieae Cirsium
No. of pollen % % % type % % % type % % %

samples
mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max

1 48 0.9 20.6 0.1 0.9 0.02 0.5 0.01 0.4 0.3 6.0 0.1 3.1 0.03 0.6 46.5 76.6 1.1 40.8
2 4 4.3 7.0 0.1 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.5 0.8 1.0 0.4 0.6 0.5 1.7 32.0 38.4 2.0 4.5
3 11 0.6 2.9 - - - - 0.1 0.5 1.5 5.6 2.8 7.2 0.02 0.2 26.4 41.3 0.02 0.2
4 4 6.4 9.4 - - - - 0.1 0.4 0.4 1.1 2.2 3.5 - - 22.3 30.7 1.1 2.2
5 10 1.6 3.6 - - - - 0.1 0.3 0.4 1.0 1.0 2.1 0.03 0.3 26.3 48.7 0.2 0.7
6 9 0.1 0.5 - - - - - - 0.2 0.7 2.0 3.9 - - 27.2 39.9 - -
7 5 - - - - - - - - 0.03 0.2 1.2 2.4 - - 39.4 53.3 - -
8 10 2.0 4.0 - - 0.02 0.2 0.03 0.2 0.2 0.7 0.9 1.6 - - 11.9 15.3 0.3 0.8
9 12 4.5 11.6 - - 0.2 1.0 0.1 0.9 0.03 0.3 0.1 0.5 - - 41.2 53.5 0.1 0.4
10 27 0.7 3.2 0.01 0.2 0.01 0.2 0.1 1.3 0.7 2.9 0.8 2.4 - - 21.1 36.2 0.7 1.9
11 8 1.4 2.7 - - - - - - 0.20 1.3 2.3 6.0 - - 34.7 42.7 - -
12 11 3.2 5.4 - - - - - - 0.5 2.2 5.3 8.9 - - 31.6 38.1 - -
13 15 4.3 10.2 - - 0.1 0.6 - - 0.7 2.0 2.1 4.8 - - 23.6 33.7 - -
14 4 3.4 5.4 - - 0.2 0.6 - - 0.6 0.3 4.4 8.5 - - 35.8 47.6 - -
15 5 3.0 5.7 - - 0.1 0.3 - - 0.7 1.6 4.4 6.2 - - 34.0 38.4 - -
16 7 8.8 23.0 - - - - 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.6 0.1 0.8 0.7 1.9 22.2 66.5 0.3 0.9
17 2 1.9 1.9 0.3 0.3 - - 0.3 0.4 0.6 0.8 0.4 0.5 - - 31.0 33.5 0.5 0.8
18 29 9.5 33.1 0.1 0.5 - - 0.01 0.1 0.1 0.4 2.5 5.0 0.3 0.8 53.2 75.4 0.5 1.6
19 17 0.3 2.7 0.1 0.9 - - 0.04 0.4 0.3 0.9 2.4 2.7 0.1 1.2 43.5 60.2 0.1 0.6
20 20 0.6 1.9 0.6 3.0 - - 0.2 2.7 0.1 0.6 0.8 2.6 0.05 0.6 28.6 55.9 0.05 0.6
21 2 12.7 20.0 - - 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.5 0.6 0.2 0.3 0.0 0.04 1.8 2.5 - -
22 4 5.9 8.9 - - 0.1 0.4 - - 0.2 0.2 0.8 1.6 - - 9.3 13.4 0.3 1.0
23 6 3.3 4.2 0.2 0.9 0.2 0.6 - - 1.8 3.9 0.9 2.2 0.4 1.5 11.6 19.5 0.03 0.2
24 7 15.1 24.8 0.04 0.3 - - - - 0.5 1.4 2.0 5.3 - - 9.5 25.2 0.5 0.8
25 10 2.0 6.1 0.02 0.2 - - - - 0.2 0.9 0.02 0.2 - - 0.1 0.4 - -
26 13 6.4 14.3 0.0 0.1 0.01 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.5 4.3 0.6 1.4 0.05 0.4 19.8 40.8 0.2 0.4

table 2. Main data of the selected anthropogenic pollen indicators from the archaeological sites discussed in this paper. sites are ordered in geographical
order, as in table 1.

Site Woody Convolvulus Galium Mercurialis Papaver Plantago Polygomum Rumex Trifolium Urtica
No. plant % type  % % rhoeas type % % % % type % %

%
mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max mean max

1 13 0.7 30.7 0.1 1.3 - - 0.1 0.8 1.8 10.1 0.1 0.7 0.1 0.7 0.3 2.2 0.1 1.3
2 29 - - 0.3 0.5 0.4 1.6 0.1 0.3 3.2 5.8 0.1 0.3 - - 0.1 0.3 1.1 1.3
3 14 0.1 0.5 0.04 0.2 0.1 0.5 - - 2.8 15.2 - - - - 0.2 0.7 0.9 2.4
4 6 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.3 - - 0.2 0.6 2.1 3.8 0.1 0.3 - - 2.2 3.4 0.7 1.5
5 11 0.1 0.6 0.1 0.3 0.02 0.2 0.1 0.5 3.6 8.6 0.1 0.3 - - 2.2 8.6 0.3 1.3
6 5 - - - - - - - - 0.6 3.2 - - - - - - 0.2 0.6
7 12 - - 0.1 0.4 - - - - 0.2 0.5 - - - - 0.1 0.2 0.5 0.9
8 19 0.1 0.4 0.5 0.8 0.02 0.2 0.4 1.1 2.5 4.2 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.5 3.2 4.7 1.3 2.9
9 3 0.1 0.5 0.2 0.7 - - 0.5 2.1 4.6 10.5 - - 0.1 0.4 0.8 1.5 1.4 1.9
10 12 0.1 0.6 0.2 0.6 0.01 0.3 0.1 0.9 1.7 3.6 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.9 2.4 5.6 4.8 34.4
11 16 0.3 0.9 0.04 0.3 - - - - 0.6 1.5 0.02 0.2 - - 1 1.6 0.6 1.5
12 16 0.02 0.4 - - - - - - 1.2 2.4 0.1 0.5 0.01 1 0.5 1 0.8 1.9
13 13 0.01 0.2 - - - - - - 0.8 2.3 0.01 0.6 - - 1.5 3.4 1.0 3.4
14 21 0.8 1.8 - - - - - - 0.4 1.4 0.05 0.2 - - 0.5 1.2 0.5 2.0
15 13 1.1 1.6 - - - - - - 1.2 2.0 0.2 0.6 - - 1 1.5 1.2 2.0
16 26 - - 0.4 0.7 0.04 0.3 0.3 0.6 0.9 2.1 0.04 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.3 0.7 1.1 1.9
17 14 - - 0.4 0.4 - - 0.1 0.2 2.2 2.4 0.8 0.9 - - 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2
18 12 0.1 0.4 0.02 0.2 <0.01 0.1 0.03 0.2 0.5 1.3 0.03 0.2 0.02 0.5 0.1 0.8 0.1 0.4
19 20 0.1 1.1 0.3 1.9 - - 0.01 0.2 1.5 5.8 0.1 0.9 - - 0.1 1.8 0.4 1.8
20 22 1.1 6.0 0.1 0.7 0.02 0.3 0.03 0.6 1.0 2.6 0.1 0.6 0.04 0.7 0.9 3.3 4.6 10.6
21 40 0.5 0.7 0.1 0.1 - - 0.1 0.1 1.1 1.2 0.7 1.3 0.7 1.0 0.2 0.4 1.1 1.2
22 38 0.1 0.2 0.5 1.2 - - 0.2 0.5 1.2 3.8 - - 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.8 0.7 1.9
23 30 - - 0.6 1.2 - - 0.03 0.2 1.5 2.4 0.3 0.6 0.3 0.8 0.1 0.4 1.9 2.7
24 20 0.2 0.9 - - - - 0.2 1.2 0.4 1.0 - - - - 0.6 1.8 - -
25 45 - - 0.05 0.2 0.05 0.2 0.02 0.2 0.3 0.9 0.6 1.7 0.2 0.4 - - 0.1 0.6
26 25 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.6 0.01 0.1 0.1 0.3 1.2 2.5 0.1 0.2 0.01 0.1 0.3 2.2 0.4 0.9

Part A

Part B
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(0.3%). the first site is located in the same region
(Basilicata) and has chronology comparable to Pizzica, the
second is another similar context of necropolis (although
located in another region). 
cereal pollen includes a few types with different size and
exine: a) Avena/Triticum group, with wheats (Triticum ssp.),
cultivated oat (Avena sativa) and a few wild grasses; b)
Hordeum group, with barley (H. vulgare), einkorn (Triticum
monococcum) and some wild grasses; c) Panicum cf., which
includes common millet (P. miliaceum) and some wild
grasses; d) Secale cereale. though the latter species has a
good pollen-production (Piotrowska, 2008), other cereals in-
clude low pollen production species, barley and wheat are
autogamous, and their large pollen size (> 40 µm) causes a
fall speed roughly double than that of smaller wild grasses
(Fyfe, 2006). As cereal pollen is not easily transported far
from the field, its occurrence is highly indicative of the pres-
ence of fields near the majority of the studied sites (Fig. 3).
in some cases, very high values of cereal pollen, > 20%, were
found in specific samples (maximum values in table 2). they
belong to sites no. 1-villa del casale, no. 16-Monte castel-
laccio, no. 18-terramara di Montale, no. 20-Argenta, no. 24-
Piazza garibaldi, suggesting a peculiar accumulation of these
plants, brought to the site by people (robinson & hubbard,
1977; Bottema, 1992). Flowering spikes, or mature spikes
with pollen trapped within the glumes, or pollen trapped on
cereal collectors, or pollen deposited with dung by herbivores

(no. 16) were the possible reason of the recovery of high
amounts of this pollen in waste deposits (no. 24), reclaiming
areas (no. 20), or storehouses (no. 18, possibly no. 1).

Artemisia - the genus is a typical element of steppe
vegetation, in pre-holocene and in modern times. Although
species with a different ecology are known, the majority of
species grows in open vegetation, and with ecology of weed
under disturbed conditions. Along the Mediterranean coasts,
Artemisia lives also in saline flats (Bottema & woldring,
1990). the highest values of its pollen were found in the
southern sites no. 1 and no. 3-Altojanni, with ca. 6% each,
where the dry environmental conditions favoured the
growing of these plants. however, the pollen reaches ca. 5%
also in the sites no. 23-cognento and no. 26-domagnano,
which are located in northern regions with relatively wetter
general conditions. this confirms the cosmopolitan
synanthropic behaviour of these plants although, in general,
their pollen has frequently very low values in spectra (almost
always < 1% on average). 

Centaurea - the genus is common in disturbed places, often
in dry, sunny, weedy waste areas; it is as well a good
indicator of pastures (e.g., C. nigra type, court-Picon et al.,
2006), as shown by the increased abundance of pollen values
in grazed areas (Bottema & woldring, 1990; Brun et al.,
2007). the highest values were found in small farmhouses
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Fig. 3 - Pollen percentages and total concentrations of the 26 archaeological sites discussed in this paper, according to decreasing latitude (see also
table 1). Bars show mean values, and lines show maximum percentages. APi = the sum includes the Anthropogenic Pollen indicators discussed in
this paper, and all reported in this diagram. coNiss = constrained incremental sum of squares. the diagram and cluster analyses were plotted with
tgview (grimm, 2004).
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from central italy, no. 12-Podere terrato and no. 14-colle
Massari (ca. 9% each), and in the southern site no. 3 (ca. 7%)
that includes an open area for corralling of domestic animals.

Cichorieae - this tribe, with about 93 genera among the
apophyte cichorioideae, includes plants of mesic meadows
and pastures (Faegri & iversen, 1989; Funk et al., 2009). the
high percentages of cichorieae pollen in archaeological
layers, between 21% and 53% in twenty of the studied sites,
is usually explained by two very different interpretations: i)
selective corrosion of the less resistant exines (Bottema,
1975) resulting in their over-representation in poor
conservative sediments, like some layers from archaeological
sites; ii) presence of pasturelands (Behre, 1986; Birks et al.,
1988) in which these pollen grains are abundant as herbivore
action and animal browsing lead to a certain selection of
plants. Actually, in these sites cichorieae pollen is often
associated to other local Pastoral Pollen indicators-lPPi
(Mazier, 2007) and to coprophilous fungal spores
(Florenzano & Mercuri, 2012). the low values of cichorieae,
between 2% and 12%, which were found in five sites, from
no. 21 to no. 25, located in northern regions, may reasonably
suggest, therefore, that pastoral activities were not so
important in these sites as in the majority of the studied sites.
Also in the southern site no. 8-Fattoria Fabrizio, cichorieae
were low (12%) but, in this case, this may be an effect of the
local development of the Mediterranean macchia (Mercuri &
Florenzano, in press).  

Plantago - the genus is recurrent in all types of
anthropogenic habitats (Brun, 2011). Behre (1981) indicates
Plantago lanceolata-type as preferential marker of wet
meadows and pastures, and Plantago major/media-type as
preferentially associated with trampled and ruderal places.
they both grow on soils subjected to compaction of
sediments due to trampling; in sandy soils, compaction
causes a reduction of soil water porosity and a higher
moisture content exists in the upper layers of the soils (Noë
& Blom, 1981). these ecological features are common to all
the plantain species, and therefore their distribution in a
territory largely depends on the presence of human groups
and herbivore herds. high values of Plantago pollen were
observed to mark an increase of site frequentation in
combination with Urtica (giraudi et al., 2013; see below).
Although plantain pollen reached maxima > 10% only in
three sites (no. 1, no. 3, no. 9-Pantanello), it is almost always
< 1% on average marking the frequentation of the sites.

Trifolium type - it is one of the largest genera in the family
of Fabaceae, with species living in wide varieties of habitats
from mountains to forest clearings and meadows. clover
plays an important role in pasturelands through its nourishment
to animals and beneficiary act to soils. though a few species

can be poisonous, other species are commonly part of the
fodder of domestic animals. the highest values were
found in the southern sites no. 5-Miglionico (ca. 9%),
no.10-sant’Angelo vecchio (6%) and no. 8 (ca. 5%), where
probably the plants were part of the (cultivated) fodder given
to the domestic animals, grown around the settlement.

Urtica - the genus includes nutrient-rich soil plants
growing in both grazed areas (court-Picon et al., 2006;
ejarque et al., 2011) and settlements (li et al., 2008). this
type is the most common indicator of ruderal habitats, and is
also linked to animal breeding and pastures (Brun, 2011).
Pollen curves of Urtica dioica type, together with those of
Plantago, increase together as a result of the spread of human
landscapes in the italian peninsula during the late
mid-holocene (Mercuri et al., 2012). An extraordinary high
percentage of 34% was found at site no. 10, as an unusual
pollen over-representation: its interpretation is doubtful, but
the growth of nettles in the past context may have been
favoured by the archaeological walls found next to the
sampling point. in site no. 20-Baggiovara, Urtica has ca. 11%
maximum, and this is probably evidence of animal dung
dropping, which enriched soils near the houses of the
settlement. in the other sites, the mean values of this pollen
ranged between 1% and 2%. 

Notes on the distribution of API in the archaeological sites

the site no. 25-canàr, an early Bronze age pile dwelling of
veneto dated to ca. 4000 cal BP, shows the minimum 4%
of APi. it is highly probable that the wet environmental
conditions, supplied by the Po plain where the site was
settled, were unfavourable to the growing of most of the
dryland anthropogenic pollen indicators. however, later, in
sites located in the southern Po plain, APi are decidedly
higher ranging from 40% to 67%. they are sites no.
18- terramara di Montale, no. 19-Necropoli di casinalbo and
no. 20-Baggiovara that belong to the Middle Bronze age
terramare culture of emilia romagna, dated to about four
hundred years later. 
All considered, the sites numbered from no. 21 to no. 26, all
located in northern regions, and the sites no. 8 and no. 6,
located in Basilicata-south italy, do not overlie 30% of the
total APi. this is especially due to the low values of
cichorieae. Apart from no. 25-canàr, these sites cover from
hellenistic to Medieval chronological phases but the APi
(24% on average in the five sites) are not so low as in the site
of early Bronze age studied. 
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CONCLUSIONS

since the Bronze age, the chronology of the earlier
archaeological sites reported in this paper, the evidence of
human-induced environments is clear from the combination
of cereal and synanthropic pollen in the records. Farmers had
permanent settlements surrounded by ‘areas of influence’
where their continuative action on a limited area had
consequences on ecological adjustments and the development
of evident cultural landscapes (Mercuri et al., 2006; Mercuri
& sadori, 2013). 
literally, landscapes shaped by culture had developed before
these times with the beginning of agricultural systems but
they are hardly recognizable in pollen diagrams. the
Neolithic spread of cultivated fields, in fact, would not have
caused notable signals in the pollen rain because cereals are
generally under-represented species. conversely, the effects
of tree cutting on forest cover, as those observed in the Middle
Bronze age (sadori et al., 2004; Mercuri & sadori, 2012;
Mercuri et al., 2013), was    impressive since deforestation
events involved most of the high-producing anemophilous
forest species. 
the human impact became evident at a larger regional scale,
as in the marine core rF93-30  (Fig. 1), depending on the
chronological and cultural variables, and on the distance and
intensity of activity performances. interestingly, in our data,
this hypothesis is supported by the notable increase of APi
observed at the transition from the early to the Middle
Bronze age sites. As only one early Bronze site was
examined in this study, further data are needed to detail local
differences but the general datum is confirmed by the late
mid-holocene rise of APi curves in off-site cores (Fig. 1).
the APi records, common in and near archaeological sites,
may be useful to reconstruct similarity and differences in the
expansion of human landscapes in the italian peninsula.
if we accept the prerequisite that, at the scale of italy,
contemporaneous societies were at fairly comparable
technical-cognitive level, they must generate comparable
cultural landscapes. however, significant differences were
evident. A combination of effects on landscapes from local
ecological diversities and economy peculiarities should be
advanced to explain these results.
the interpretation of APi in pollen spectra is complicated by
the different archaeological contexts, and by the fact that
climate has been acknowledged as one of the main factors
shaping the landscape behind land use and economy shifts
(Berglund, 2003; de Beaulieu et al., 2005; Berger & guilaine,
2009). reactions or adaptation of human societies to climate
oscillations make complex and unpredictable effects on
landscapes, especially in the Mediterranean regions
(gronenborn, 2009; weninger et al., 2009; carrión et al.,
2010; Mercuri et al., 2011). climatic changes have influenced
the spread of more drought-tolerant species in times of

increasing dryness, as at times just around the 4000 cal BP. 
the wild synanthropic species included in APi were part of
steppe and grassland vegetation types widespread in dry-cool
oscillations of pre-holocene times. in this sense, though
human settlements were significantly present in the italian
peninsula, for example, during the younger dryas (Mussi &
Peresani, 2011), the early presence of APi has not had an
unquestionable significance of indicators of human action.
Pre-holocene climate and vegetation, for example, favoured
the large herds that need open grasslands; their survival was
threatened by forest; the reduction of herds that occurred
at those times, caused a reduction of the grazing that
had contributed to maintain grasslands. large mammals
played a key role in vegetation development at the
Pleistocene/holocene transition (e.g., Burney & Flannery,
2005). 
only when found in archaeological layers, APi may be
considered indicators of human activity with the greatest
level of reliability. 
in the holocene archaeological sites of this study, the
highest values of APi were reached in southern italian
regions. human action, as overexploitation of thinned plant
resources including overgrazing, generally favours the
expansion of xeric environments (Jalut et al., 2009; Mercuri
et al., 2010b). these plants, therefore, continue to represent
similar ecological situations, i.e. the xeric environments that
developed as a result of continuous human pressure,
especially in the mid and late holocene.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Part of the recent research was funded by the project
PicAr e cultural landscape and human impact in
circum-mediterranean countries (Programmi di ricerca
scientifica di rilevante interesse Nazionale 2008FJceF4,
coord. AMM). giovanna Bosi and rossella rinaldi
cooperated to archaeobotanical studies quoted in this paper.
the paper was improved thanks to the fruitful comments by
Jean-louis de Beaulieu.

REFERENCES

Andersen s.t., 1979. identification of wild grasses and cereal
pollen. Årbog, danmarks geologiske undersøgelse.

Behre K.e., 1981. the interpretation of anthropogenic
indicators in pollen diagrams. Pollen spores 23, 225-245.

Mercuri A.M.  / Ann. Bot. (Roma), 2013, 3: 143–153



151

Behre K.e.,  1986. Anthropogenic indicators in pollen
diagrams. A.A.Balkema, rotterdam.

Behre K.e., 1990. some reflections on anthropogenic
indicators and the record of prehistoric occupation phases
in pollen diagrams from the Near east. in: s. Bottema,
g. entjes-Nieborg, w. van zeist (eds) Man′s role in
the shaping of the eastern Mediterranean landscape,
pp. 219-230. Balkema, rotterdam.

Behre K.e., 2007. evidence for Mesolithic agriculture in
and around central europe? vegetation history and
Archaeobotany 16, 203-219.

Berger J.F.,  guilaine J., 2009. the 8200 cal BP abrupt
environmental change and the Neolithic transition: a
Mediterranean perspective. Quaternary international 200,
31-49.

Berglund B.e., 2003. human impact and climate
changes - synchronous events and a causal link? Quaternary
international 105, 7-12.

Beug h.J., 1964. untersuchungen zur spät- und postglazialen
vegetationsgeschichte im gardaseegebiet unter besonderer
Berücksichtigung der mediterranen Arten. Flora 154,
401-444.

Birks h.J.B., 2012. ecological palaeoecology and conservation
biology: controversies, challenges, and compromises.
international Journal of Biodiversity science, ecosystem
services & Management 8(4), 292-304. 

Birks h.h., Birks h.J.B., Kaland P.e., Moe d., 1988. the
cultural landscape: past, present and future. cambridge
university Press, cambridge.

Bosi g., Bandini Mazzanti M., Florenzano A., Massamba
N’siala i., Pederzoli A., rinaldi r., torri P., Mercuri A.M.,
2011. seeds/fruits, pollen and parasite remains as evidence of
site function: piazza garibaldi - Parma (N italy) in roman
and Mediaeval times. Journal of Archaeological science 38,
1621-1633.

Bottema s., 1975. the interpretation of pollen spectra from
prehistoric settlements (with special attention to liguliflorae).
Palaeohistoria 17, 17-35.

Bottema s., 1992. Prehistoric cereal gathering and farming in
the Near east: the pollen evidence. review of Palaeobotany
and Palvnology 73, 21-33.

Bottema s., woldring h., 1990. Anthropogenic indicators
in the pollen record of the eastern Mediterranean. in:
s. Bottema, g. entjes-Nieborg, w. van zeist (eds) handbook
of man’s role in the shaping of the eastern Mediterranean
landscape, pp. 231-264. Balkema, rotterdam.

Brun c., 2011. Anthropogenic indicators in pollen diagrams

in eastern France: a critical review. vegetation history and
Archaeobotany 20, 135-142.

Brun c., dessaint F., richard h., Bretagnolle F., 2007.
Arable-weed flora and its pollen representation: a case study
from the eastern part of France. review of Palaeobotany and
Palynology 146, 29-50.

Burney d.A., Flannery t.F., 2005. Fifty millennia of
catastrophic extinctions after human contact. trends in
ecology & evolution 20, 395-401.

carrión J.s., sánchez-gómez P., Mota J.F., yll r., chaín c.,
2003. holocene vegetation dynamics, fire and grazing in the
sierra de gádor, southern spain. holocene 13(6), 839-849.

carrión J.s., Fernández s., gonzález-sampériz P.,
gil-romera g., Badal e., carrión-Marco y., lópez-Merino
l., lópez-sáez J.A., Fierro e., Burjachs F., 2010. expected
trends and surprises in the lateglacial and holocene vegetation
history of the iberian Peninsula and Balearic islands. review
of Palaeobotany and Palynology 162, 458-475.

court-Picon M., Buttler A., de Beaulieu J.l., 2006. Modern
pollen/vegetation/land-use relationships in mountain
environments: an example from the champsaur valley
(French Alps). vegetation history and Archaeobotany 15,
151-168.

de Beaulieu J., Miras y., Andrieu-Ponel v., guiter F., 2005.
vegetation dynamics in Northwestern Mediterranean
regions: instability of the Mediterranean bioclimate. Plant
Biosystems 139, 114-126.

ejarque A., Miras y., riera s., 2011. Pollen and non-pollen
palynomorph indicators of vegetation and highland grazing
activities obtained from modern surface and dung datasets in
the eastern Pyrenees. review of Palaeobotany and Palynology
167, 123-139.

Fægri K., iversen J., 1989. textbook of pollen analysis.
4th edn., wiley, chichester.

Florenzano A., Mercuri A.M., 2012. Palynology of
archaeological sites: the example of economy and human
impact of the Metaponto area (6th-1st century Bc).
rendiconti online società geologica italiana 21, 750-752.

Florenzano A., Mercuri A.M., Pederzoli A., torri P., Bosi g.,
olmi l., rinaldi r., Bandini Mazzanti M., 2012. the
significance of intestinal parasite remains in pollen samples
from medieval pits in the Piazza garibaldi of Parma, emilia
romagna, Northern italy. geoarchaeology 27, 34-47.

Florenzano A., Mercuri A.M., carter J.c., 2013. economy
and environment of the greek colonial system in southern
italy: pollen and NPPs evidence of grazing from the rural site
of Fattoria Fabrizio (6th-4th cent. Bc; Metaponto,

PolleN iNdicAtors oF huMAN-iNduced eNviroNMeNts iN itAly



152

Basilicata). Annali di Botanica 3, 173-181.

Fyfe r.M., 2006. gis and the application of a model of
pollen deposition and dispersal: a new approach to testing
landscape hypotheses using the PollANdcAl models.
Journal of Archaeological sciences 33, 483-493.

Funk v.A., Anderberg A.A., Baldwin B.g., randall J.B.,
Bonifacino J.M., et al., 2009. compositae Metatrees: the next
generation. in: v.A. Funk, A. susanna, t. stuessy, r. Bayer
(eds) systematics, evolution and Biogeography of
compositae, pp. 747-777. international Association for Plant
taxonomy (iAPt), vienna.

giraudi c., Mercuri A.M., esu d., 2013. holocene
palaeoclimate in the northern sahara margin (Jefara Plain,
northwestern libya). holocene 10, 1-14.

gronenborn d., 2009. transregional culture contacts and
the neolithization process in Northern central europe. in:
P. Jordan and M. zvelebil (eds) ceramics before Farming:
the origins and dispersal of pottery among hunter-gatherers of
Northern eurasia from 16.000 BP, pp. 527–550. london
university college institute of Archaeology Publications,
left coast Press. 

Jalut g., dedoubat J.J., Fontugne M., otto t., 2009.
holocene circum- Mediterranean vegetation changes: climate
forcing and human impact. Quaternary international 200,
4-18.

Kunes P., Pokorny P.,  sida P., 2008. detection of the impact
of early holocene hunter-gatherers on vegetation in the
czech republic, using multivariate analysis of pollen data.
vegetation history Archaeobotany 17, 269-287.

li y.y., zhou l.P., cui h.t., 2008. Pollen indicators of
human activity. chinese science Bulletin 53, 1281-1293.

Marinova e., Atanassova J., 2006. Anthropogenic impact on
vegetation and environment during the Bronze Age in the
area of lake durankulak, Ne Bulgaria: pollen, microscopic
charcoal, non-pollen palynomorphs and plant macrofossils.
review of Palaeobotany and Palynology 141, 165-178.

Marinova e., Kirleis w., Bittmann F., 2012. human
landscapes and climate change during the holocene. vegetation
history and Archaeobotany 21, 245-248.

Mazier F., 2007. Modélisation de la relation entre pluie
pollinique actuelle, végétation et pratiques pastorales en
moyenne montagne (Pyrénées et Jura) application pour
l’interpretation des données polliniques fossils. Phd thesis,
u.F.r. des sciences et techniques, université de Franche
comté. 

Mercuri A.M., 2008. Plant exploitation and ethnopalynological
evidence from the wadi teshuinat area (tadrart Acacus,

libyan sahara). Journal of Archaeological science 35(6),
1619-1642.

Mercuri A.M., Florenzano A., in press. chapter 28. Natural
and human environments. in: e. lanza catti and K. swift
(eds) the chora of Metaponto 5. the Farmhouse at Ponte
Fabrizio. institute of classical Archaeology, the university
of texas at Austin, Austin.

Mercuri A.M., sadori l., 2012. climate changes and human
settlements since the Bronze age period in central italy.
rendiconti online della società geologica italiana 18, 26-28.

Mercuri A.M., sadori l., 2013. Mediterranean culture and
climatic change: past patterns and future trends. in: s. goffredo
and z. dubinsky (eds) the Mediterranean sea: its history
and Present challenges. springer, dordrecht.

Mercuri A.M., Accorsi c.A., Bandini Mazzanti M., 2002.
the long history of Cannabis and its cultivation by the
romans in central italy, shown by pollen records from lago
Albano and lago di Nemi. vegetation history and
Archaeobotany 11, 263-276.

Mercuri A.M., Accorsi c.A., Bandini Mazzanti M., Bosi g.,
cardarelli A., labate d., Marchesini M., trevisan grandi g.,
2006. economy and environment of Bronze Age settlements
- terramaras - on the Po Plain (Northern italy): first results
from the archaeobotanical research at the terramara di
Montale. vegetation history and Archaeobotany 16, 43-60.

Mercuri A.M., Accorsi c.A., Bandini Mazzanti M., Bosi g.,
trevisan grandi g., 2007. il paesaggio vegetale di Jure
vetere prima e durante la vita del monastero medievale sulla
base dei primi dati pollinici. in: c.d. Fonseca, d. roubis,
F. sogliani (eds) Jure vetere ricerche archeologiche nella
prima fondazione monastica di gioacchino da Fiore (indagini
2001-2005), pp. 269-287. rubbettino, catanzaro.

Mercuri A.M., Accorsi c.A., Bandini Mazzanti M., Bigi P.,
Bottazzi g., Bosi g., Marchesini M., Montecchi M.c.,
olmi l., Pedini d., 2009. From the “treasure of
domagnano” to the archaeobotany of a roman and gothic
settlement in the republic of san Marino. in: J.P. Morel and
A.M. Mercuri (eds) Plants and culture: seeds of the cultural
heritage of europe, pp. 69-91. edipuglia, Bari. 

Mercuri A.M., sadori l., Blasi c., 2010a. editorial:
archaeobotany for cultural landscape and human impact
reconstructions. Plant Biosystems 144, 860-864.

Mercuri A.M., Florenzano A., Massamba N’siala i., olmi l.,
roubis d., sogliani  F., 2010b. Pollen from archaeological
layers and cultural landscape reconstruction: case studies
from the Bradano valley (Basilicata, southern italy). Plant
Biosystems 144, 888-901.

Mercuri A.M., sadori l., uzquiamo ollero P., 2011.

Mercuri A.M.  / Ann. Bot. (Roma), 2013, 3: 143–153



153

Mediterranean and north-African cultural adaptations to
mid-holocene environmental and climatic changes.
holocene 21(1), 189-206.

Mercuri A.M., Bandini Mazzanti M., torri P., vigliotti l.,
Bosi g., Florenzano A., olmi l., Massamba N’siala i., 2012.
A marine/terrestrial integration for mid-late holocene
vegetation history and the development of the cultural
landscape in the Po valley as a result of human impact and
climate change. vegetation history and Archaeobotany
21(4-5), 353-372.

Mercuri A.M., Bandini Mazzanti M., Florenzano A.,
Montecchi M.c., rattighieri e., 2013. Olea, Juglans
and Castanea: the oJc group as pollen evidence of
the development of human-induced environments in the
italian peninsula. Quaternary international, in press. 
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.quaint.2013.01.005

Miras y., ejarque A., orengo h., Mora s. r., Palet J. M.,
Poiraud A., 2010. Prehistoric impact on landscape and
vegetation at high altitudes: An integrated palaeoecological
and archaeological approach in the eastern Pyrenees (Perafita
valley, Andorra). Plant Biosystems 144, 924-939.

Montecchi, M.c., 2010. indagini archeopalinologiche e
microantracologiche nell’insediamento medievale nell’area
della villa del casale di Piazza Armerina (enna), con dati
pre- e post-medievali. Phd thesis, science and technologies
for Archaeology and cultural heritage, university of
Ferrara, italy.

Mussi M., Peresani M., 2011. human settlement of italy
during the younger dryas. Quaternary international 242,
360-370.

Noë r., Blom c.w.P.M., 1981. occurrence of three Plantago
species in coastal dune grasslands in relation to pore-volume
and organic matter content of the soil. Journal of Applied
ecology 19, 177-182.

Piotrowska K., 2008. Pollen production in selected species
of anemophilous plants. Acta Agrobotanica 61, 41-52.

rattighieri e., rinaldi r., Mercuri A.M., Bowes K., 2013.
land use from seasonal archaeological sites: the
archaeobotanical evidence of small roman farmhouses in
cinigiano, south-eastern tuscany – central italy. Annali di
Botanica 3, 207-215.

roberts N., Brayshaw d., Kuzucuoglu c., Perez r., sadori
l., 2011. the mid-holocene climatic transition in the
Mediterranean: causes and consequences. the holocene 21,
3-13.

robinson M., hubbard N., 1977. the transport of pollen in
the bracts of hulled cereals. Journal of Archaeological
science 4, 197-199.

rull v., gonzalez-samperiz P., corella J.P., Morellon M.,
giralt s., 2011. vegetation changes in the southern Pyrenean
flank during the last millennium in relation to climate and
human activities: the Montcortes lacustrine record. Journal
of Paleolimnology 46, 387–404.

sadori l., giraudi c., Petitti P., ramrath A., 2004. human
impact at lago di Mezzano (central italy) during the Bronze
Age: a multidisciplinary approach. Quaternary international
113, 5-17.

vaccaro e., Bowes K., ghisleni M., grey c., Arnoldus-
huyzendveld A., cau ontiveros M.A., Mercuri A.M.,
Pecci A., rattigheri e., rinaldi r., accepted (2013).
excavating the roman Peasant ii: excavations at case
Nuove, cinigiano (gr). Papers of the British school
in rome.

van der Kaars s., Penny d., tibby J., Fluin J., dam r.,
suparan P., 2001. late Quaternary palaeoecology, palynology
and palaeolimnology of a tropical lowland swamp:
rawa danau, west Java, indonesia. Palaeogeography
Palaeoclimatology Palaeoecology 171, 185-212.

weninger B., clare l., rohling e., Bar-yosef o., Böhner u.,
Budja M., Bundschuh M., Feurdean A., gebel h-g., Jöris o.,
linstädter o., Mayewski P., Mühlenbruch t., reingruber A.,
rollefson g., schyle d., thissen d., todorova h., zielhofer
c., 2009. the impact of rapid climate change on prehistoric
societies during the holocene in the eastern Mediterranean.
documenta Praehistorica 36, 7-59.

zohary d., hopf M., 2000. domestication of plants in the
old world. 3rd edn., oxford university Press, New york.

PolleN iNdicAtors oF huMAN-iNduced eNviroNMeNts iN itAly




