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Maurizio Cattani

Experimental Archaeology at the University of Bologna, widening and opening archaeological research

The establishment of an Experimental Archaeology Laboratory at the University of Bologna has created the opportunity to offer students new training methods and to take on scientific research dedicated to the analysis and comprehension of ancient technologies. The Laboratory is based on the participation of several specialists, including archaeologists,
technicians, ethno-archaeologists, and experts in archeometry, with the shared aim of investigating, documenting and
understanding the past. Using limited financial resources, initial activities took place near the Bronze Age settlement of
Solarolo, where the synergy among local institutions, land owners, academics and the general public created a basis on
which to prepare activities and zones dedicated to different aspects of experimental archaeology..

Experimental archaeology from a methodological and theoretical point of view
In this paper, instead of discussing and stressing what Experimental Archaeology is, we want to propose some remarks on the role of this discipline inside academic education and more in general in archaeological research. The starting up of a Laboratory of Experimental Archaeology at the University
of Bologna has been both the opportunity to open up new scientific research dedicated to the analysis
and comprehension of ancient processes and at the same time it fills a gap in training students.
In the academic world, Experimental Archaeology has taken on a twofold meaning:
•

as “applied archaeology” it equates to an important step in education, forcing students (but also seniors and teachers) to put their own knowledge into practice, turning them into real protagonists
of the past1;

•

as a discipline, it is dedicated to “problem solving” in field research. Archaeologists try to understand and interpret contexts during field activities, mainly excavations, and they need to refer to all
possible knowledge including their experience in experimental archaeology.

In both cases we assume that the discipline offers specific knowledge, unlikely to be obtained with
traditional academic courses, which requires, besides a broadmindedness, a good mastery on production processes and materials. When considering the recent academic reforms, marked by the trend of
reducing specializations, it seems unlikely that the Italian University will dedicate any resources in this

1 I owe Pino Pulitani for the interpretation and use of the term “applied archaeology”. As a senior researcher in experimental archaeology, with his technical background he has stimulated many sectors in this research and he is still helping us to
better understand how to put the discipline into practice.

direction. For this reason the Laboratory of Experimental Archaeology is an opportunity to offer to the
students an integration of methods and knowledge in their education, particularly useful or, according
to some,absolutely necessary if the aim is to practice archaeology.
To avoid misunderstandings we would like to state what we intend with Experimental Archaeology,
from the academic point of view and especially to remember what it is not. We avoid entering into
the world of re-enacment and living history, greatly appreciated, but with different purposes, and
instead we include the didactical and
efficacious involvement of the public, which can participate in some
of the activities related to the applied
experiments.
Experimental Archaeology is a way
to investigate, document and know
the past, with the contribution of several figures with their own mastery
(Fig. 1). Among them, the archaeologist with his/her collection of historical sources, the ability to recognize finds, and general knowledge
about what technology was in use in
a specific period; the true expert in
technology, with his/her know-how
Fig. 1 - Elements and participants in the discipline of Experimental Archaeology
in several craft activities and a full
knowledge of materials; the etnoarchaeologist, well versed in the observation and comparison of historical, ethnographical and archaeological situations, who can suggest ancient behaviors; and the archaeometer, with his/her ability to
determine and quantify all the components and measurable data within a scientific background.
It is unlikely that a single scholar could provide all of these know-how, but it is not rare to find people
in experimental archaeology that have enough experience and capability to better understand the details of ancient processes. Fundamentally they are able to shorten the reasoning process and they act as
a means of confrontation among the above mentioned figures.
Experimental Archaeology is not a mere reproduction of artifacts. This sometimes is the result but not
the main goal. It is more important to learn the full process of the analysis of objects, from the exploitation of raw materials to their multiple functions, including their use and frequent reuse.
This learning process is carried out in several phases from the collection of documents to technical
analysis and at the end with the experiment. Each of these steps needs to follow rules, methods and
protocols that certify the scientific process (documented, repeatable and confutable).
Certainly in the past any craft activity was based more on instinct, and not on a strict rule, based on years of attempts or on shareable know-how: our goal is to transform the same attempts of understanding
these processes to a documented and written form. It is clear that the aim is not, for instance, to succeed
in smelting metal and producing objects, simply making use of modern crafts, but to reproduce the
technological processes known and used in the Bronze Age, using the raw materials that circulated
at that time, defined by archaeometric analysis, the type of tools used in that region, documented and
recognized by archaeologists, experimenting the technological process suggested by the expert of
technology and following the suggestions taken by the observations of historical and ethnographic
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sources. In such a way we will understand better the whole technological and ideological processes
implemented to create any object with its own function and peculiarity, including the symbolic one.
The investigation through experimental archaeology is therefore the only way to verify any hypothesis formulated on the archaeological evidence and understand steps and variables of ancient processes.
The aim, consequently, is not to find a unique solution to the interpretive problems of the archaeological research, but to identify step by step the different and manifold methods.

The work in progress at UniBO: approaches, methods and general considerations
The Lab started in 2011 with a series of activities of research and training for seniors, members of a
research team and academic staff. These activities were carried out in an informal way (in the sense
of Mathieu 2002), requiring a period of configuring, refining and strengthening of methodology and
organization. Using only very poor funds, the activities were organized to look for the collaboration
of experts willing to stake their all on
applying experimental archaeology
with methods of recording and establishing protocols through a mutual
discussion. The perspectives of valorization and diffusion of an archaeological site, like the Bronze age settlement of Solarolo (Fig. 2), were the
key to creating synergy among local
institutions, land owners, academic
interests and public attraction. In
this case, organizing open days with
the visit to the excavation became
the opportunity to merge all these
components and start with the educational program of experimental
archaeology for university students.
Fig. 2 - Solarolo (RA). Bronze Age settlement excavation area and Experimental Archaeology section

Several fields of research were, at
that point, consistent with the archaeological excavation, and specific activities of experimental archaeology have been implemented to
solve problems of identification and interpretation of features and finds:
•

the pottery manufacturing during the Bronze Age (Fig. 3);

•

the metallurgical production of bronze (Fig. 4, Fig. 5);

•

earthen and wooden structures (Fig. 6);

•

spinning and weaving (Fig. 7);

•

experimental crops (Fig. 8);

•

cooking system with a particular attention to cereals products (Fig. 9).

Another stage of the Lab was organized in a second center of research, in Sardinia, where the department is involved in research dedicated to the valorization of nuraghe Tanca Manna at Nuoro,
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Fig. 3 - Solarolo (RA). Experimenting with pottery manufacturing
Fig. 4 - Solarolo (RA). The metallurgical production of bronze

Fig. 5 - Solarolo (RA). Tools and features for smelting bronze

Fig. 7 - Solarolo (RA). Reconstructing spinning and weaving of animal
and vegetal fibers

Fig. 6 - Solarolo (RA). Experimental Archaeology of earthen and wooden
structures

Fig. 8 - Solarolo (RA). Experimental crops of wheat, barley and flax

through forms of diffusion and participation of the local people (Fig. 10).
Regarding the methodology, we try to find efficacious solutions to make the best use of learning with
external experts supported by protocols of documentation and data processing, suitable for students
and scholars with no experience and skill. In particular, two main lines of action were established:
broadening each topic and recording with forms and media (photo and video).
The first corresponds to the individual activities previewed by the academic rules for each laboratory
or didactic activities and it is mainly based on data entry of archaeological finds, useful for under4
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Fig. 9 - Solarolo (RA). Experimenting with cooking systems of bread and similar products

standing productive processes and their visibility in the archaeological record. The forms are part of a general database
concerning the Bronze Age in Italy (sites, ceramic finds, metal
finds, lithics, bibliography) in use for several years by the research group at UniBO.
The second line is dedicated more to the experimental activities in the field and requires for each participant to enter
several observations carried out both directly during the experimentation and later combining more and more in depth
knowledge. The forms (fig. 11) contain general notes recorded from the presentation of the teacher, observations of the
process, and quantitative and qualitative data. From the contribution of all the participants at the end we can obtain a synthesis of the whole process, pointing out problematic aspects,
failures, and also positive results of what was expected for each
experiment.
Obviously the full process as any manual of experimental archaeology should require (Ferguson 2010) remains, in most
cases conceptual and hard to create completely. In daily prac10 - Nuoro. Open day with the participation of the
tice, the activities at the laboratory are more often single steps Fig.
public in experimental activities of cooking bread
of the operational chain with direct methods, using materials
and procedures not completely corresponding to those used
in the past. An example of this shortening of the processes is the production of moulds for smelting
bronze.
The correspondence of type of material between what is documented by finds and what has been
collected for the experiment may have different levels of accuracy, from a general one (any stone) to
the more specific and precise (the very identical kind of stone based on quarry provenance), passing
through several intermediate steps (similar stone, coherence with outcrops in a region). Another factor
of simplification in experimental processes concerns the use of modern tools which perform some of
the steps in a faster way, in this case postponing the verification of parameters and variables of that
particular step.
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The enforceability of methods: the definition of protocols
The main aim of experimental archaeology is to create reasoning about ancient processes supported
by protocols, according to scientific methods (Galilean) or more empiric methods. Naturally they both
have produced results successfully when technicians have fully shared their knowledge with researchers and when the latter have stimulated the former about the formulation of problems. Archaeologists start from the field record and especially pay more attention to what technicians have observed.
This feedback process is fully synergetic when other observers, even students, participate in the whole
process. At this point an open and shared knowledge based on a semantic web could really improve
the final results, making it evident that the Experimental Archaeologist has to be recognized not as a
single figure, but rather a collective team.
The contribution of several figures allows us to build a protocol, useful for recording any step and necessary for being repeated in the later experiments. The forms drawn up by the students, the remarks
of the teacher and the reasoning of the technician turn into a protocol with formulas, tools, and time
of processing.
The result of several stages has produced nevertheless not a single protocol but alternative versions to
be verified in the future. Protocols are not in this case a final solution, but rather a temporary registration of single experimentation, even if the aim is to reduce possible variations of the process.

Final remarks
Many of the directions taken on in the lab remain at their initial phase. What should follow is a long
series of experimentations, organized in many sessions that will require repeating the operations or
verifying during each one new parameters and other changes. During these experimentations we
observe the many transformations from what we thought at the beginning, following also unexpected
directions of the research. Some of these experiments can be considered short in terms of time, dedicated to specific problem solving, while others are scheduled for several years. An example is the project
of experimental crops, in its third year of verification (Carra, Cattani, Debandi 2012). The main aim of
the project is to take on all the problems of agriculture in the Bronze age, but it is mainly directed to
facing the demographic problem, passing through all the parameters that could have affected the crop:
soil suitability, weeds, and parasitic and climatic conditions.
Other projects are instead dedicated to solving specific and minor problems: for instance, the use of
clay moulds for bronze smelting, starting from very few archaeological finds of this material and following the hypothesis that this scarce number is due mainly to the preservation process of clay objects,
possibly unbaked.
Apart from several applied experiments, one of the main results of the laboratory is the involvement of
students and scholars that at the end of the stage can acquire:
•

a more detailed knowledge on the operational chain, more in depth with respect to what they can
learn from books;

•

the awareness of parameters and variables applied in the experimentation;

•

a research method for classifying finds and contexts.

Some of the students have chosen to continue their interest in experimental archaeology extending
their research with a thesis dissertation or similar experience applied in other centers of research in
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experimental archaeology. As in many other places and research centers, experimental archaeology
is of increasing interest and involvement at several levels -academic, public and educational- which
confirms the validity of this approach to archaeological research.
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