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Plant offerings from Roman cremations in Northern Italy: a review
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All categories are represented: cereals, millets, pulses, cultivated and gathered fruits, vegetables and bread 

or other kinds of processed food. Few wild taxa from arable fields and disturbed places are present and their 

numbers are usually low. A distinct predominance of fruits is mostly observed, pulses (and mainly Vicia faba

minor) are sometimes abundant; cereals and millets are often present with a few remains. Bread, cake or 

other processed food are frequent findings in the necropolis north of the Po River.

Charred fragments of cereal pericarp in a piece of 

bread from necropolis in Padova - Banca Etica).

This study presents a review of plant 

products (cereals, pulses, fruits and 

bread) used as offerings in Roman 

cremation graves in Northern Italy 

necropolis. We considered cemeteries 

and single graves from 27 sites, all 

but one located in the Po Plain and in 

the Prealps; one necropolis is situated 

along the coast of the Ligurian Sea. 

We studied about 400 structures 

(busta, ustrina, pits), dating from the 

1st century BC up to the 3rd century 

AD; a total of more than 6.500 

carpological remains have been 

considered.

15th Symposium of the International Work Group for Palaeoethnobotany

Wilhelmshaven, Germany, May 31 - June 5, 2010 

1

5

13

22

4

9

15

24, 25

23

8 10

16

26

2

6
14

21

3 12

17

19, 20

7 11

18

27

cereals millets pulses fruits and "bread" other plants

vegetables

1 Alb X (X) X X

2 Cer X X X X X X

3 Ang X X

4 Ars X X

5 Inv X

6 Leg X

7 COben X X X X

8 Mar X X X X X

9 Ver X

10 Lev X X X

11 BGort X X X

12 Lov X X X

13 Man X X (X) X X X

14 Nav X X X X

15 Des X

16 CRsl X

17 Pia X

18 VRpp/sp X X (X) X X X

19 PDbe X X X

20 PDbor X X X X X

21 Mon X

22 MOfer X X X X

23 Cas X

24 BOfint X X X

25 BOnsav X X X

26 Vog X

27 Por X

n. sites century graves carpological remains "bread" references

1 Alb Albenga-via Pontelungo (Savona) 1st BC-2nd AD 4 > 2500  --- cf. Massabò 1998; Castiglioni, Rottoli unpub.

2 Cer Cerrione (Biella) 1st BC-2nd AD 93 1899 3543 fr. Castiglioni, Cottini, Rottoli in press

3 Ang Angera (Varese) 1st-2nd AD 64 > 15 x Castelletti 1985; Negri unpub.

4 Ars Arsago Seprio-loc. S. Ambrogio (Varese) 1st BC 3 2 x Motella 1990

5 Inv Inveruno (Milano) 1st-2nd AD 1  --- x Cottini, Rottoli 2000

6 Leg Legnano-via P. Micca (Milano) Roman 1  --- x Castelletti, Motella 1990 

7 COben Como-via Benzi (Como) 1st-3rd AD 10 59 x Castiglioni, Rottoli 2006

8 Mar Mariano Comense-via T. Grossi (Como) 1st-2nd AD 7 39 x Castiglioni, Cottini, Rottoli 1999

9 Ver Verdello-loc. Colabiolo (Bergamo) 1st BC-2nd AD 1 1  --- Castiglioni, Cottini, Rottoli 1998

10 Lev Levate-loc. Roggia Colleonesca (Bergamo) 1st BC-2nd AD 9 > 50 x Negri unpub.

11 BGort Bergamo-via degli Orti (Bergamo) 1st BC 1 13 x Castiglioni, Cottini, Rottoli 2007

12 Lov Lovere-via Martinoli (Bergamo) 1st-2nd AD 9 > 3 x Cottini 1998

13 Man Manerbio-Cascina Trebeschi (Brescia) 1st-3rd AD 15 334 x Castiglioni, Rottoli 2010

14 Nav Nave (Brescia) 1st BC-1st AD 44 > 235 x Rottoli 1987

15 Des Desenzano-loc. Faustinella-S. Cipriano (Brescia) 1st-2nd AD 1  --- 3 Castiglioni, Rottoli 2007

16 CRsl Cremona-San Lorenzo (Cremona) Roman 1 33  --- Rottoli unpub.

17 Pia Piadena-San Paolo Ripa d'Oglio (Cremona) 1st BC 1 8  --- cf. Rottoli 1987

18 VRpp/sp Verona-Porta Palio e Spianà (Verona) Roman 15 156 37 fr. Castiglioni unp.

19 PDbe Padova-Banca Etica (Padova) Roman 12 156 x Castiglioni, Rottoli unpub.

20 PDbor Padova-Borgomagno (Padova) Roman 11 976 13 fr. Castiglioni, Rottoli unpub.

21 Mon Montebelluna-fondo Sernaglia (Treviso) Roman 1 1  --- Motella De Carlo 2000

22 MOfer Modena-Ferrovia Modena-Sassuolo (Modena) 1st BC-2nd AD 45 > 102  --- Marchesini, Marvelli 2006

23 Cas Casalecchio di Reno (Bologna) 1st-3rd AD 25 > 5  ---  Marchesini, Marvelli 2006

24 BOfint Bologna-Fiera Internazionale (Bologna) 1st BC-1st AD 8 > 13  ---  Marchesini, Marvelli 2006

25 BOnsav Bologna-Nuova Stazione AV (Bologna) 1st-2nd AD 12 > 7  --- Marchesini, Marvelli 2006

26 Vog Voghenza (Ferrara) 1st-3rd AD 2 11  --- Forlani, Bandini Mazzanti 1984

27 Por Portomaggiore-Gambulaga (Ferrara) 1st-3rd AD 5 > 61  --- Marchesini, Marvelli 2006
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The different necropolis and even the single graves belonging to

the same necropolis differ both as to the amount and the kind of

plant offerings. Such differences are probably related both to 

cremation’s types (busta or secondary deposits) and to 

individual, social, ritual and economic aspects. A careful and 

systematic comparison between archaeobotanical and 

anthropological/archaeological data is needed to understand 

each factor’s impact and will help to define their importance.

Setaria italica

Panicum miliaceum

Vicia faba minor

Leguminosae

Lens culinaris

Lupinus albus

cf. Pisum sativum

Vicia ervilia

cf. Vicia sativa

Hordeum vulgare/distichum

Triticum aestivum/durum

Triticum monococcum/dicoccum

Triticum monococcum

Triticum dicoccum

Triticum cf. spelta

cfr. Secale cereale

A comparison of our findings in the 27 necropolis 

with data deriving from settlements and/or 

described in the classical written sources evidences 

some differences mainly as to diffusion and 

amount. This could be due to different distribution 

and use of some fruit species in Northern Italy, 

specially at the beginning of Roman Empire.

Stones of peach (Prunus persica) 

Stones and fruits of date (Phoenix dacylifera) 

Fruit of fig (Ficus carica) 

(Necropolis in Padova - Banca Etica)

Walnut shells are attested from first century BC. Chestnuts 

appear later, in the first century AD, but it is only from the second 

century that offering of chestnuts become common.

The introduction in Italy of fruits of Ziziphus jujuba and Prunus

persica occurs in the first half of 1st century AD, Pliny the Elder 

says in Naturalis Historia. The findings in cemeteries confirm an 

immediate spread in Northern Italy, too. The introduction of 

peach, on the basis of carpological records, is more ancient, of a 

few decades, in comparison with Pliny’s assertion.

Pine kernels offerings, attested in 

necropolis of hinterland, are 

related to trading of this fruit from 

productive area on the coasts.

Olea Phoenix Pinus Prunus Ziziphus 

europaea dactylifera pinea persica jujuba

1 Alb X X

2 Cer type X

3 Ang X X X

7 COben X X X X

8 Mar X X

11 BGort X X

13 Man X

14 Nav X X

16 CRsl X

17 Pia X

19 PDbe X X X X X

20 PDbor X

21 Mon X

22 MOfer X X X

23 Cas X X

25 BOnsav X

26 Vog X

27 Por X

Fruits abundance helps to trace and document the 

trading of exotic (Phoenix dactylifera) and 

Mediterranean (Olea europaea, Pinus pinea, Punica

granatum, Lagenaria siceraria) species. The 

introduction and spread of some species (Prunus

persica, Ziziphus jujuba, Castanea sativa and 

Juglans regia) is documented by their frequent 

occurrence.

Vitis vinifera

Juglans regia

Phoenix dactylifera

Ficus carica

Corylus avellana

Pinus pinea

Prunus persica

Olea europaea

Prunus domestica agg.

Castanea sativa

Malus domestica

Punica granatum

Quercus sp.

Pyrus domestica

Pyrus/Malus

Rubus sp.

Ziziphus jujuba

cf. Allium sativum

Cornus mas

Cornus sanguinea

Cucumis melo/sativus

cf. Cyperus esculentus

cf. Fragaria vesca

Lagenaria siceraria

Prunus avium/cerasus

Prunus dulcis

Prunus spinosa

Rosa sp.

Olea europaea Pinus pinea

The offerings of date, probably reserved to “rich” graves, is 

quite frequent. The finding of date in contemporary 

settlements is instead very unusual. It is possible that 

Roman attributed to date a  remarkable symbolic meaning.

Phoenix dactylifera Ziziphus jujuba - Prunus persica

Castanea sativa - Juglans regiaThe offerings of Olea europaea is quite rare. 

Olives are documented in the Prealps around 

Insubrian lakes, where cultivation started 

during roman times, and in locality situated 

out of distribution area of this species.


