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Izreka ka`e: „^ovek snuje, a Bog odlu~uje”. Tako je i sa kwigom Svet sredwovekovnih utvr|ewa, gradova

i manastira – namera uredni{tva i ̀ eqa prilo`nika bila je da ona bude zbornik radova u ~ast Marka

Popovi}a. Uz veliko po{tovawe prema wegovim doprinosima u spoznavawu sredwovekovne pro{losti

Srbije i o~uvawu nacionalnog kulturnog nasle|a, zbornik je tako|e trebalo da poka`e, kako stru~noj

javnosti tako i samom Popovi}u, a na na~in uobi~ajen u nau~nom svetu, da wegovo delo predstavqa

istinsku inspiraciju istra`iva~ima razli~itih disciplina i generacija. Na`alost, pred kraj

rada na uobli~avawu publikacije zatekla nas je tu`na vest o wegovom odlasku. 

Ovom kwigom odajemo po~ast velikom arheologu, kolegi i prijatequ Marku Popovi}u.

The saying goes that man proposes, but God disposes, and it has proved to be true for the book The World of

Medieval Fortresses, Cities and Monasteries. Its editors and contributors intended it as a festschrift to honour

Marko Popovi}. With great appreciation for his many contributions to unravelling the medieval past of Serbia

and preserving the national cultural heritage, it was also meant to show, to specialised publics and Marko

Popovi} himself, in the form common in the academic world, how truly inspiring his exhaustive work has been

to researchers from different disciplines and generations. To our deep regret, the sad news of his passing came

just as this collection of essays was being put into final form. 

With this book, we pay homage to the great archaeologist, colleague and friend Marko Popovi}.
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U DRUGOJ POLOVINI 20. VEKA ARHEOLOGIJA DO@IVQAVA PREPOROD NA ZAPADNOM BALKANU,

u nekada{woj Jugoslaviji, pa samim tim i u Srbiji. Nakon obimnih iskopavawa u okviru zna~ajnog projek-

ta izgradwe hidroelektrane \erdap, arheolo{ka istra`ivawa nastavqena su, izme|u ostalog, opse`nim

programima za{tite i o~uvawa sredwovekovnog kulturnog nasle|a, od kojih pojedini traju prakti~no do

na{ih dana. Kompleksni arheolo{ki projekti zahtevali su qude „od formata” – istovremeno dobre orga-

nizatore iskopavawa i nau~no akribi~ne istra`iva~e. Oba ta znamena, ali i mnogo vi{e od wih, bila su

sadr`ana u li~nosti arheologa Marka Popovi}a. Du`e od pedeset godina on je bio dominantna figura

srpske arheologije sredweg veka, sa izuzetno vrednim rezultatima na zahtevnom poqu izu~avawa, za{ti-

te i promocije kulturnog nasle|a.

* * *

Marko Popovi} je ro|en 1944. godine u U`icu, a {kolovao se u Beogradu. Na Filozofskom fakultetu u

Beogradu diplomirao je 1966. godine, magistrirao 1971, a doktorirao 1980. Profesionalnu karijeru za-

po~iwe 1968. godine u Zavodu za za{titu spomenika kulture grada Beograda, za koji ostaje vezan tokom ce-

le svoje karijere, kako u~e{}em u realizaciji niza konzervatorsko-restauratorskih projekata na Beo-

gradskoj tvr|avi, tako i ure|ivawem wegovog glasila Nasle|e, ~iji je i pokreta~. U Arheolo{ki institut

dolazi 1976. godine i u wemu ostaje sve do odlaska u penziju 2011. godine. Pored toga {to je rukovodio

brojnim istra`iva~kim projektima, godinama je vodio i nau~nu politiku te ku}e u svojstvu predsedni-

ka Nau~nog ve}a. Penzionisawe nije ozna~ilo kraj wegove karijere. Mnoge velike poslove uradio je u

prethodnoj deceniji, pri ~emu mo`emo ista}i impresivne rezultate istra`ivawa i konzervacije Novog

Brda, tim pre {to su se ti radovi odvijali u slo`enom politi~kom ambijentu.

Nau~no usmerewe Marka Popovi}a na arheologiju punog i poznog sredweg veka iskazano je ve} na sa-

mom po~etku wegovog profesionalnog anga`mana, gde je s jednakom pa`wom pristupao istra`ivawima i

fortifikacija i sakralnih kompleksa. Ipak, wegov najve}i, neiscrpan nau~ni izazov bilo je prou~ava-

we utvr|ewa i sistema odbrane u srpskim zemqama sredweg veka i na po~etku novog doba – sa Beogradskom

tvr|avom u sredi{tu pa`we. Bio je jedan od osniva~a i dugogodi{wi rukovodilac Nau~noistra`iva~kog

centra za Beogradsku tvr|avu pri Arheolo{kom institutu, gde je prikupqena ogromna gra|a i organizo-

vana datoteka starih planova i fotografija, kao i dokumentacije arheolo{kih istra`ivawa i pokret-

nih arheolo{kih nalaza, koja se odnosi ne samo na tvr|avu ve} i na istorijsko podru~je grada Beograda.

Oma` Marku Popovi}u
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Izuzetan doprinos ostvario je u izu~avawu sredwovekovnih utvr|ewa Beograda – od vremena gradwe vi-

zantijskog kastela u 12. veku, dogradwe u vreme cara Du{ana i, naro~ito, graditeqske delatnosti despota

Stefana Lazarevi}a koja oslikava veoma zna~ajnu etapu razvoja srpske sredwovekovne vojne arhitekture.

Prou~avawem razvoja fortifikacija i urbanog jezgra Beograda u kasnijem periodu, izme|u 16. i 18. veka,

podstakao je razvoj novovekovne arheologije u Srbiji, koja je poslu`ila kao uzor zemqama u okru`ewu. Uz

to, dotakao se i problematike anti~kog Singidunuma, s posebnim osvrtom na preostale materijalne tra-

gove u savremenoj urbanoj matrici, pri ~emu je pokrenuo i ure|ivao tematsku ediciju zbornika radova

Singidunum, u kojoj su do sada iza{la ~etiri toma.

Vi{e od dvadeset godina posvetio je Marko Popovi} istra`ivawima na podru~ju Ra{ke, Novog Pazara

i Sjenice – centralne oblasti sredwovekovne Srbije. U sredi{tu wegove pa`we bio je kompleks na Gradi-

ni iznad Pazari{ta – Trgovi{ta, koji je nakon ukupnih saznawa do kojih se do{lo prepoznat kao Tvr|a-

va Ras – znamenito sedi{te prvih Nemawi}a. U nastavku izu~avawa kqu~nih problema na{e nacionalne

pro{losti posvetio se sistematskim istra`ivawima Gradine u Vrsenicama, na rubu Sjeni~kog poqa. Tu

je, osim ostataka anti~kog i paleovizantijskog utvr|ewa, otkriven ranosredwovekovni kulturni hori-

zont sa veoma zna~ajnim tragovima utvr|ivawa iz 9. veka i materijalnom kulturom iz vremena uobli~a-

vawa Srbije. Rezultate tih radova objavio je u detaqnim, uzorno sastavqenim monografijama. Obiman

prate}i program terenskih rekognoscirawa u ~itavoj toj oblasti, prilikom kojih je otkriveno vi{e de-

setina a istra`eno preko dvadeset kasnoanti~kih i ranovizantijskih utvr|ewa, doneo je sasvim novo vi-

|ewe grani~nog podru~ja doline Ra{ke i Pe{terske visoravni u doba sutona antike i u ranom sredwem

veku, {to je sna`no uticalo i na razvoj ranovizantijske arheologije kod nas. U tom kqu~u bi trebalo spo-

menuti i istra`ivawa utvrde Svetiwe, po svoj prilici Viminakiona 6. veka.

Veliki deo opusa Marka Popovi}a obuhvata prou~avawe fortifikacija i nastanka urbanih naseobi-

na – gradova u srpskim zemqama sredwega veka. Istra`ivawima tih problema on je pristupao temeqno,

povezuju}i ishode sopstvenih arheolo{kih istra`ivawa, analize izvorne istorijske gra|e i rezultata

ranijih istra`iva~a, {to se mo`e videti u publikacijama o U`i~kom gradu, Magli~u i najnovijoj o Novom

Brdu. Kompleksnost utvr|enih gradova u vezi je i s pitawima koja se ti~u vladarskih i vlasteoskih bo-

ravi{ta, wihovog prostornog rasporeda i strukture. Komparativnom analizom raspolo`ivih podataka o

boravku prvih Nemawi}a u oblasti Rasa i saznawa o poznijim dvorovima kraj i{~ezlog jezera na Kosovu

i, docnije, u gradovima Beogradu i Smederevu, uspostavio je modele rezidencija sredwovekovnih srpskih

vladara. 

Drugi veliki tematski krug u nau~nom radu Marka Popovi}a ~ine istra`ivawa sakralnih komplek-

sa – kako manastirskih celina tako i pojedina~nih crkvenih zdawa. Na osnovu rezultata arheolo{kih

istra`ivawa, wegova prou~avawa bila su usmerena na analizu i tuma~ewe fizi~kih struktura, to jest arhi-

tektonskih ostataka objekata u manastirskim kompleksima i wihove funkcije u okviru celine. Jo{ kao

mlad istra`iva~, krajem {ezdesetih godina pro{log veka, otkrio je i obelodanio crkvene komplekse u

Paniku kod Bile}e i Sv. Petra kod Trebiwa, da bi tokom svog radnog veka zaokru`io istra`ivawa sred-

wovekovne Mitropolije u Beogradu, Kumanice na Limu, crkve Sv. Nikole u Stani~ewu, katedrale grada

Novog Brda i [udikove u Budimlji. Obavio je sistematska arheolo{ka istra`ivawa kompleksa manastira

Studenice, koja su omogu}ila celovit uvid ne samo u nastanak i razvoj tog znamenitog svetili{ta nego i

OMA@ MARKU POPOVI]U
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u pojedine aspekte `ivota wegove mona{ke zajednice tokom sredweg veka. U sklopu prou~avawa sakralne

arhitekture istakli bismo i wegovo bavqewe ktitorskim grobovima. Uvodna re~ je kratka da bi objedi-

nila sve tokove plodotvorne nau~ne misli Marka Popovi}a, pa stoga ovde samo spomiwemo da je ostavio

traga i na poqu sigilografije, a naro~ito heraldike.

Va`no je, me|utim, naglasiti da je Marko Popovi} bio arheolog izuzetno {iroke erudicije i veli-

kog talenta. Zahvaquju}i tome on je utirao nove puteve nau~ne spoznaje, prevazilaze}i konvencionalne

okvire ~isto arheolo{ke metodologije. Uz besprekornu terensku dokumentaciju, na kojoj je insistirao, to

se odnosi, s jedne strane, na ume{no kori{}ewe stare kartografske gra|e u istra`ivawima, a, s druge, na

arhitektonske analize za koje je imao naro~itog dara. Razumevawe arhitektonskog prostora i „~itawe”,

~esto skromnih, terenskih ostataka zdawa, uz minuciozan stratigrafski pristup istra`ivawima, obezbe-

dili su ~itav niz prepoznatqivih aksonometrijskih rekonstrukcija kojima obiluju wegove publikacije.

Veoma obrazovan i u sferi istorije umetnosti, jo{ za potrebe svog magistarskog rada izveo je pionirsku

komparativnu analizu arheolo{kih nalaza i wihovih predstava na freskama u sredwovekovnim crkvama.

Ta veza }e naro~ito dobiti na zna~aju tokom decenija istra`ivawa srpske sakralne arhitetkture. Inter-

disciplinarni pristup Marka Popovi}a podrazumevao je i kori{}ewe aerofotografija, izradu stereo-

fotogrametrijskih planova velikog formata i organizovawe geofizi~kih istra`ivawa na Beogradskoj

tvr|avi jo{ pre raspada Jugoslavije, kada su takvi ekskursi predstavqali pravu retkost u na{oj arheolo-

giji. Vredi ista}i i to da je podstakao rana arheozoolo{ka istra`ivawa nalaza iz Tvr|ave Ras. Ipak se

po dobrim posledicama isti~e wegov kqu~ni uticaj na uvo|ewe u praksu prepoznatqivog sistema obrade i

izu~avawa arheolo{ke keramike {to se ve} decenijama sprovodi u Nau~noistra`iva~kom centru za Beo-

gradsku tvr|avu. 

Poseban zna~aj arheolo{ke delatnosti Marka Popovi}a jeste u tome {to je svoja istra`ivawa po pravi-

lu krunisao sadr`ajnim publikacijama, ~esto monografijama. Iako je ve}inu radova napisao samostalno,

nije se libio koautorstava, u duhu pravog rukovodioca, svesnog potrebe za timskim radom i interdisci-

plinarnim pristupom. Impozantna bibliografija, od{tampana u ovom zborniku, uputi}e zainteresova-

nog ~itaoca na jo{ mnogo detaqa wegove plodne aktivnosti.

U svojoj pola stole}a dugoj karijeri obavqao je razli~ite stru~ne i dru{tvene funkcije. Bio je pred-

sednik Srpskog arheolo{kog dru{tva (1987–1990), predsednik Upravnog odbora Zavoda za za{titu spo-

menika kulture grada Beograda (do 2010) i predsednik Komisije za spomenike od izuzetnog zna~aja i srp-

ska kulturna dobra u inostranstvu pri Ministarstvu kulture (2008–2013). Glavni je urednik ~asopisa

Nasle|e i edicije Singidunum, urednik je Zbornika Narodnog muzeja i ~lan redakcije ~asopisa Saop{tewa.

Zapa`en doprinos dao je kao ~lan redakcija Novopazarskog zbornika (1982–2007), Starinara (1997–2016)

i posebnih izdawa Arheolo{kog instituta. Bio je ~lan Odbora za istoriju Bosne i Hercegovine SANU.

Za svoj nau~ni rad i ukupan anga`man na o~uvawu i prezentaciji srpskog kulturnog nasle|a stekao je

ugledna priznawa. Dobio je tri puta Oktobarsku nagradu grada Beograda: 1974, 1976. (kolektivna) i 1983.

godine. Dobitnik je i Aprilske nagrade grada Beograda 2005. godine (sa V. Biki}), zatim nagrade grada

U`ica „S. Penezi} – Krcun” 1989. godine i Nagrade grada Novog Pazara 1985. godine. U februaru 2018.

odlikovan je ordenom Krune I stepena, godine 2019. uru~ena mu je Velika poveqa grada U`ica, a u febru-

aru 2020. odlikovan je Sretewskim ordenom III stepena za naro~ite zasluge u oblasti kulture.
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* * *

Marko Popovi} slovio je za posve}enog, energi~nog i autoritativnog arheologa, a wegov zahtevan karak-

ter nadaleko je poznat. Vojni~ka disciplina i {tedqivost resursa, naro~ito izra`eni u toku terenskih

istra`ivawa, a mnogima nezamislivi kako u onom a jo{ vi{e u ovom vremenu, ~esto su mamili osmehe we-

govih saradnika. Saradwa s wim predstavqala je izazov svakojake vrste, ali u kona~nici rezultat je uvek

bio utemeqen i nesporan. Nesporna je i wegova nesebi~na pomo} koju je pru`ao kolegama u svakoj situa-

ciji i pod svim uslovima. S velikim ponosom i zahvalno{}u mo`emo da istaknemo da je Marko Popovi}

stvorio prepoznatqivu {kolu u okviru Arheolo{kog instituta. Dosta rano u karijeri postao je sinonim

za srpsku sredwovekovnu arheologiju i uzor mnogim kolegama i u zemqi i u okru`ewu, a to je – zbog {iro-

kog znawa, izuzetne motivacije, efikasnosti i izvanrednog istra`iva~kog dara – ostao i do danas.

Zbornikom koji posve}ujemo uspomeni na Marka Popovi}a odajemo po~ast wegovoj nepresu{noj istra-

`iva~koj radoznalosti.

Urednici
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THE SECOND HALF OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY SAW A REVIVAL OF ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE WESTERN
Balkans, the former Yugoslavia, and thus in Serbia. Large-scale rescue excavations ahead of the construction of
the Djerdap hydroelectric power plant were followed by other archaeological projects, including extensive and,
in some cases, still ongoing programmes of medieval cultural heritage protection and preservation. Complex
archaeological projects required persons of high calibre, combining the qualities of a competent excavation
leader and a scrupulous scholar. The archaeologist Marko Popovi} was both, and much more. For more than fifty
years he was a dominant figure in Serbian medieval archaeology with exceptional achievements in the demanding
area of the study, protection and promotion of cultural heritage.

* * *

Marko Popovi} was born in U`ice in 1944 and educated in Belgrade, graduating from the Faculty of Philosophy
in 1966, taking his master’s degree in 1971 and his PhD in 1980. His professional career began in 1968 when
he joined the Cultural Heritage Preservation Institute of Belgrade, remaining tied to it ever since through parti-
cipating in a number of conservation-restoration projects for the Belgrade Fortress and as the initiator and edi-
tor of its journal Nasledje/Heritage. In 1976 he joined the Institute of Archaeology in Belgrade and remained its
member until his retirement in 2011, directing a number of the Institute’s research projects and steering its
research policy in his capacity as chairman of its Scholarly Council. But retirement was by no means the end of
his working days. During the past decade he accomplished much important work, notably the project of the
excavation and conservation of Novo Brdo, all the more impressive for its results because it was carried out in
complicated political circumstances.

Marko Popovi} had been focused on the archaeology of the Central and Late Middle Ages from the very
beginning of his career, dividing his research attention equally between fortifications and religious complexes.
But what remained his biggest and inexhaustible challenge was the study of military architecture and defence
systems in the Serbian lands in the medieval and early modern periods – with the Belgrade Fortress at its centre.
He was one of the founders and long-standing director of the Institute of Archaeology’s Research Centre for the
Belgrade Fortress, which has accumulated vast documentation and set up a database of old plans and photo-
graphs concerning not only the Fortress but also the whole historic area of Belgrade. He made an exceptional
contribution to the study of Belgrade’s medieval fortifications – from the twelfth-century Byzantine castellum and
the additions built under Emperor Stefan Du{an to, especially, the fifteenth-century building activity of Despot

Homage to Marko Popovi}
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Stefan Lazarevi} which marks a particularly important stage in the development of medieval Serbian military
architecture. His research on the development of the defences and urban core of Belgrade in a later period,
between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, encouraged the development of the archaeology of the modern
era in Serbia, setting a model followed in neighbouring countries. His research interests included the period of
Roman Singidunum as well, focusing especially on its surviving traces in the contemporary urban fabric. He ini-
tiated and edited a collective series on the subject, Singidunum, consisting of four volumes to date.

Marko Popovi} devoted more than twenty years of research to the region of Ra{ka, Novi Pazar and Sjenica
– the core area of medieval Serbia. His focus was on the complex at Gradina above Pazari{te (Trgovi{te), now
identified as the Ras Fortress, the illustrious seat of the first rulers of the Nemanji} dynasty. Continuing his
research on important issues of the national past, he embarked on the systematic excavation of the site of Gra-
dina in Vrsenice, at the edge of Sjeni~ko Polje. Apart from the remains of a Roman and Early Byzantine fortress,
the site yielded an early-medieval cultural horizon with significant vestiges of ninth-century fortification and
the material culture from the period of the crystallisation of a Serbian polity. These excavations produced an
exemplary monographic study. An extensive project of field survey of the whole area, which discovered sever-
al dozen and investigated more than twenty late-antique forts produced a very different picture of the border
area of the Ra{ka Valley and Pe{ter Plateau in the period of the decline of late antiquity and in the Early Middle
Ages, strongly influencing the development of Early Byzantine archaeology in Serbia. To be mentioned in the
same context is the excavation of the fort on the site of Svetinja, most likely identifiable as sixth-century
Viminakion.

A good part of Marko Popovi}’s work was concerned with the study of fortifications and the genesis of for-
tified urban settlements in the medieval Serbian lands. His approach was always thorough, drawing on the
results of his own archaeological investigations, rigorous scrutiny of surviving written sources and the work of
earlier researchers, as can be seen from the books on the fortresses/castles of U`ice, Magli~, and the latest, Novo
Brdo. The issue of fortified urban settlements is closely tied to the issue of royal and aristocratic residences, in-
cluding their layout and structure. Based on a comparative analysis of the available information about the early
Nemanji} rulers residing in the Ras area and the discoveries about the later royal residences by a now-vanished
lake in Kosovo and, later still, in the cities of Belgrade and Smederevo, he established the patterns of medieval
Serbian rulers’ residences.

Another important set of topics addressed by Marko Popovi} concerned sacral complexes, both monastic
enclosures and individual church buildings. Basing his research on the archaeological evidence, he focused on
the analysis and interpretation of physical structures, i.e., structural remains, within monastic complexes and
their original function. Even as a young archaeologist, in the late 1960s, Marko Popovi} discovered and draw
attention to the sacral complexes in Panik near Bile}a and St Peter’s near Trebinje, wrapping up in the course
of his career the exploration of the medieval complex of the metropolitan church in Belgrade, Kumanica on the
Lim, the church of St Nicholas in Stani~enje, the cathedral of the city of Novo Brdo and Šudikova in Budimlja.
His systematic archaeological investigation of the monastery of Studenica has made it possible to create a compre-
hensive picture of the origin and development of this illustrious religious house, and of some aspects of the every-
day life of the monastic community in the Middle Ages. His work on religious architecture also included topics
such as the tombs of the founders of churches or monasteries. This short introductory text cannot possibly
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cover all areas of Marko Popovi}’s wide-ranging scholarly work, but it should be noted that he also made a con-
tribution in the field of sigillography and, especially, heraldry.

Owing to his exceptionally broad erudition and archaeological talent Marko Popovi} was able to open new
avenues of research, going beyond the boundaries of conventional archaeological method. Apart from impeccably
kept excavation records, on which he always insisted, this involved the competent use of historic cartographic
sources, and the analysis of structural remains, which was one of his fortes. His understanding of architectural
space and skilful reading of frequently meagre structural remains, combined with a meticulous stratigraphic
approach, resulted in many axonometric reconstructions typically enriching his texts. Comprehensively know-
ledgeable about art history as well, even his master’s thesis offered a pioneering comparative analysis of archae-
ological remains and their visual representations in frescoes in medieval churches, establishing a link that would
prove its importance particularly in the flourishing decades of the study of medieval Serbian religious architec-
ture. Marko Popovi}’s interdisciplinary approach involved the use of aerial photography, large-format stereo-
photogrammetric plans and geophysical surveys in the Belgrade Fortress area even before the disintegration of
Yugoslavia, when such techniques were still a rarity in the country’s archaeology. It should also be noted that
he gave impetus to early archaeozoological studies of the finds from the Ras Fortress. But the part of his legacy
that stands out for its beneficial impact is that he was instrumental in introducing the distinctive system of pro-
cessing and studying archaeological pottery that has for decades now been standard practice at the Research
Centre for the Belgrade Fortress.

A particularly important aspect of Marko Popovi}’s archaeological work was that he as a rule crowned his
research by publication, frequently in the form of insightful monographs. Although the sole author in most
cases, he was never ill-disposed towards co-authorship, being aware, as a true leader, of the necessity of team-
work and interdisciplinarity. His impressive bibliography, provided in this volume, will introduce the interested
reader to his fruitful archaeological work in more detail. 

In his fifty-year-long career Marko Popovi} held various professional and social positions. He served as pre-
sident of the Serbian Archaeological Society (1987–1990), president of the Managing Board of the Cultural
Heritage Preservation Institute of Belgrade (until 2010) and chaired the Ministry of Culture’s Committee on
Monuments of Outstanding Importance and Serbian Cultural Assets Abroad (2008–2013). At the time of death,
he was editor-in-chief of the journal Heritage and the Singidunum series, editor of the annual of the National
Museum in Belgrade, Zbornik Narodnog Muzeja, member of the editorial board of the journal Saop{tenja/Com-
munications, and member of the Committee on the History of Bosnia and Herzegovina of the Serbian Academy
of Sciences and Arts. He also made a considerable contribution in his capacity as member of the editorial board
of the journals Novopazarski Zbornik (1982–2007) and Starinar (1997–2016), and of the Monographs series of
the Institute of Archaeology.

His scholarly work and overall achievement in the preservation and presentation of the Serbian cultural
heritage earned him prestigious awards. He was a three-time recipient of the October Award of the City of Bel-
grade: 1974, 1976 (collective) and 1983; of the 2005 April Award of the City of Belgrade (with Vesna Biki}); of
the 1989 S. Penezi} Krcun Award of the City of U`ice; and the 1985 Award of the City of Novi Pazar. In February
2018 he was awarded the Order of the Crown 1st Class, and in 2019 the Order of Sretenje 3rd Class for Distin-
guished Contributions in Culture. 



* * *

Marko Popovi} was reputed to be a dedicated, energetic and authoritative archaeologist, and his demanding nature
preceded him. Unconceivable to many in earlier times and even more so today, his iron work discipline and
careful management of resources, which could best be seen during fieldwork, often brought a smile to the faces
of his colleagues. Working with him was a challenge in many ways but, at the end of the day, the results were
always there, well founded and indisputable. And he generously shared his knowledge and assisted his col-
leagues in all situations and under all circumstances. It is with great pride and gratitude that we can say that
Marko Popovi} created a recognisable school within the Institute of Archaeology. Quite early in his career he
became a synonym for Serbian medieval archaeology, and a role model for many colleagues both in the country
and in the region. And he remained one by virtue of his broad knowledge, exceptional motivation, efficiency and
outstanding research talent. 

With this volume dedicated to Marko Popovi} we pay homage to his insatiable spirit of inquiry.

Editors
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An acorn is not an oak 
“Le chêne naît du gland. Mais chêne il devient et de-
meure seulement s’il rencontre des conditions de milieu
favorables, lesquelles ne relèvent plus de l’embryo-
logie”.1 In discussing the Myth of Origin, to which the
great French historian associated the metaphor
regarding the acorn and the oak, Marc Bloch claimed
that this problem was an obsession of those who dealt
with history and that “dans le vocabulaire courant, les
origines sont un commencement qui explique. Pis
encore : qui suffit à expliquer”.2 Yet, as Montanari
rightly points out, “qui sta l’ambiguità, qui il pericolo:
confondere una filiazione con una spiegazione.
Perché una ghianda non è una quercia”.3

An amazing city like Venice could not help but be
influenced by the Myth of Origin. Precisely because
the city is not of Roman origin, but was established in
an unspecified period during the Early Middle Ages,
its origins proved not only to be a problem for the
Venetians themselves (when they wished to reconstruct
their past), but also for those who, over time, had had
connections with Venice: “Venezia Origini” (The Ori-
gins of Venice), for example, is the title of a famous
and rather influential book, published by Wladimiro
Dorigo in 19834 and, even, “Il Mito delle Origini” (The

1 M. Bloch, Apologie pour l’histoire ou Métier d’historien, Paris 1952², 21.
2 Ibid., 20.
3 M. Montanari, Il mito delle origini. Breve storia degli spaghetti al pomodoro, Bari – Roma 2019, 3. 
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Myth of Origin) referring to a more recent publication
on Venetian chronicles.5

More recently, while speaking of the history of
Venice, Michael McCormick claimed that “origin” is a
process, not a single point in time”.6 Yet if the origins
are rightly considered to be a process and if, even more
rightly so, Venice “was not founded by a king”,7 it is
questionable whether history or, better still, archaeo-
logy are capable of reconstructing this process: in
other words, of establishing times, methods and, above
all, reasons that resulted in a location that was almost
deserted and rather unsuitable to choose as a settle-
ment that subsequently would become a city. It is
believed that it should be necessary to give an affir-
mative answer to this question, yet the way in which
this should be done remains of paramount impor-
tance. In this article, how this was carried out, what
results were achieved and what should be done in the
future will be briefly discussed.

Venice and the Myth of Origin
In discussing the processes that led to the foundation
of the city, the majority of historiographies simply
followed the reasons behind and the periods menti-
oned in the historical narrative sources, starting from
the most ancient of these, the Istoria Veneticorum,8 or
the Chronicon Altinate, even when these sources (or
parts of them) have been openly considered to be false
or, in part, without historical foundation.9 Prominent
among these texts, for example, is one that mentions
a more detailed episode that directly refers to the
location where Venice was founded, and the fleeing

hordes of the people of Padua towards the archipela-
go of Rialto, around the beginning of the 5th century
(“[Patavini]… decreverunt urbem portualem et refugialem
construere circa hostia fluvii Realti, ubi dicitur Rivus
altus”).10

Generally speaking, these texts tend to give cre-
dence to the idea of the transfer of populations from
the ancient cities on the mainland to the lagoon, in
fear of the barbarians, also establishing relationships
which were of a rather mechanical nature: from Padua
to Metamauco (or Rialto itself, as has been seen),
from Altino to Torcello, and from Concordia to Caorle.11

Beyond an accurate analysis of the written documents
that refer to these issues, aptly subjected to attentive
philological criticism, the fact remains that these nar-
ratives appear to overlap the Myth of Origin with the
archetype of myths about migration: moreover, sto-
ries dating back to ancient times and the Middle Ages
contain a plethora of these. In this specific case, they
are also used to explain, in a rather simple way, the
origin of a city that is difficult to classify, such as
Venice. In this way, the most attentive historians cer-
tainly noticed the trap that was hidden behind these
texts (and, in some cases, they also avoided it). How-
ever, the explanations they adhered to ended up being
the updated, historically justified, versions of those
narratives: narratives, therefore, that are not rejected,
but regenerated in order to make them plausible for
critical modernity.

However, Venetian mythography also has other
stereotypes that refer to original ‘characteristics’, that
would have represented distinguishing features of the
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4 W. Dorigo, Venezia Origini. Ipotesi e ricerche sula formazione della città, Milano 1983; Another text on Venice that contains the
word “origins” in its title is: A. Carile, G. Fedalto, Le origini di Venezia, Bologna 1978.

5 S. Marin, Il mito delle origini. La cronachistica veneziana e la mitologia politica della città lagunare nel Medio Evo, Ariccia 2017. 
6 M. McCormick, Where do trading towns come from? Early medieval Venice and the northern emporia, in: Post-Roman Towns, Trade

and Settlement in Europe and Byzantium. Vol. 1. The Heirs of the Roman West, ed. J. Henning, Berlin – New York 2007, 42.
7 Ibid., 44. 
8 This is a text attributed to a certain John the Deacon, ambassador of Duke Peter II Orseolo (991–1008), in his relationships with

the Emperor Otto III and, therefore, written at the beginning of the year 1000: L. A. Berto, Introduzione, in: Giovanni Diacono
Istoria Veneticorum, a cura di L. A. Berto, Bologna 1999, 6.

9 Another very important work dating back to this period is one written by Costantino Porfirogenito: G. P. Bognetti, Natura, politica
e religioni nelle origini di Venezia, in: Le origini di Venezia, Firenze1964, 3–34; a painstaking work of the de-structurisation of
such sources can be attributed, in particular, to G. Cessi, Venezia ducale, I. Duca e popolo, Venezia1963. 

10 Documenti relativi alla storia di Venezia anteriori al Mille, I, Secoli V–IX, a cura di R. Cessi, Padova 1942, doc. I, 1–2.
11 C. La Rocca, Città scomparse in area veneta nell’alto medioevo: dati archeologici, fonti scritte e memoria storiografica, in: L’Adriatico

dalla Tarda Antichità all’età carolingia, Atti del convegno di studio, Brescia 11–13 ottobre 2001, a cura di G. P. Brogiolo, P. Delogu,
Firenze 2005, 287–307. 



lagoon populations. One of these ‘characteristics’ could
be recognised in isolation, which would have generated
what could be defined as the Myth of ‘wild origin’,
echoes of which can even be found in a hugely famous
letter written by Cassiodorus, dating back to between
537 and 538.12

As may be understood, the complexity of the pro-
cesses that led to what we can define as the colonisa-
tion of the lagoon, over time became differently confi-
gured (and with different political and cultural aims).
In addition to this series of explanations, there was
also what could be defined as the Myth of Roman ori-
gin. Last century was characterised by different mo-
ments in which this myth punctually re-appeared.
Gaetano Marzemin resumed and re-contextualised it
in 1937, in a publication that was just as famous as it
was criticised and soon afterwards forgotten.13 Wladi-
miro Dorigo went back to discuss this in the 1980s,
with many other, more founded, topics,14 which in-
evitably attracted strong criticism.15 Finally, the theme
of Roman origins in the lagoon area runs subterrane-
ously through almost all recent archaeological litera-
ture: a distance is kept (in some cases) from scientific
bodies and newspaper articles, however (almost always),
in different moments and on various occasions, it is
not possible to resist its appeal.16

Peach stones
Recently, and following an extremely intense period
of archaeological excavation, the problem has been
faced once again. More specifically, two contributions
have revived the discussion regarding the origins of
Venice, with some other analytical data. The first of
these can be attributed to Albert Ammerman (who
has been involved in the Venetian archaeological field
for several years),17 who wrote it in collaboration with
other scholars,18 while the second, also a co-authored
article, was written by researchers who have worked in
Venice for years and who have resumed and critically
analysed that text.19 In a scientific context where
archaeological articles generally dealing with Rialto-
-based themes are relatively rare, this presents an
opportunity to be seized upon in order to discuss not
only the topic of origins but, above all, archaeological
research.

The first of these works consists of three new
examples of 14C dating, placeable between the 7th

and the 8th centuries, which include two peach stones
deriving from core boring activities carried out during
the filling of a canal beneath St Mark’s basilica. Sub-
sequently, these new datings have been correlated
with other data collected previously, also from core
boring activities, however, this time carried out close
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12 Cassiodoro, Variae, in: Monumenta Germaniae Historica, rec. T. Mommsen, Berlin 1894, II, 24. In this text, an almost all-
encompassing vision of the lagoon society is given. In fact, the inhabitants of these locations, literally almost entirely lived on
fish, which was their wealth (Habitatoribus igitur una copia est, ut solis piscibus expleantur) together with salt (In salinis autem
exercendis tota contentio est). With regard to this text, see G. Luzzato, L’economia veneziana nei suoi rapporti con la politica nell’alto
medio evo, in: Le origini di Venezia, Firenze 1964, 145–146.

13 G. Marzemin, Le origini romane di Venezia, Venezia 1937.
14 W. Dorigo, Venezia Origini.
15 In some cases also considered to have been rather ungenerous towards him, such as the review written by L. Bosio, Note per una

propedeutica allo studio storico della laguna veneta in età romana, Atti dell’Istituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti 142/1983
(1984) 95–126. Critical observations regarding these positions were also provided by historians in the Middle Ages and Late
Antiquity, such as A. Carile, Il problema delle origini di Venezia, in: Le origini della Chiesa di Venezia, Venezia 1987, 83, n. 17,
and L. Cracco Ruggini, Acque e lagune da periferia del mondo a fulcro di una nuova “civilitas”, in: Storia di Venezia. Dalle origini alla
caduta della Serenissima, I. L’età ducale, a cura di L. Cracco Ruggini, M. Pavan, G. Cracco, G. Ortalli, Roma 1992, 21, 38.

16 S. Gelichi, L’archeologia nella laguna veneziana e la nascita di una nuova città, Reti Medievali Rivista XI/2010 (2011) 137–138. 
17 A. J. Ammeman, M. De Min, R. Housley, New evidence on the origins of Venice, Antiquity 66 (1992) 913–916; A. J. Ammerman,

M. De Min, R. Housley, C. E. McClennen, More on the origins of Venice, Antiquity 69 (1995) 501–510; A. J. Ammerman, C. E.
McClennen, M. De Min, R. Housley, Sea-level change and the archaeology of early Venice, Antiquity 73 (1999) 305–312; A. J.
Ammerman, C. E. McClennen, Venice before San Marco. Recent studies on the origins of the city, Hamilton (NY) 2001; A. J.
Ammerman, Venice before the Grand Canal, Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 48 (2003) 141–158.

18 A. J. Ammerman, C. L. Pearson, P. I. Kuniholm, B. Selleck, E. Vio, Beneath the Basilica of San Marco: new light on the origins of
Venice, Antiquity 91 (2017)1620–1629. 

19 J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence of early settlement in Venice: a comment on A. J. Ammerman et al.
(2017), Antiquity 92 (2018) 1640–1649.



to St Mark’s basilica and its adjacent square (including
the Biblioteca Marciana). The overall conclusion is that
there is a certain chronological coherence between all
these datings. Such a chronological coherence makes
it possible to suggest the theory that the area around
what would later become St Mark’s chapel could have
been permanently occupied between the second half
of the 7th century and the first half of the 8th century.
The two peach stones, in addition to providing a high
resolution chronology (therefore “a new level of chro-
nological refinement for early Venice”),20 would have
been found “in the context of an anthropic sediment”.21

The final result would confirm a different temporality
of the occupation of the lagoon: the central area (where
the Rialto archipelago can be found) would have been

permanently colonised at a later date in the northern
part of the lagoon (where archaeological traces relat-
ing to earlier permanent occupations have been docu-
mented). In any case, chronologies regarding a per-
manent settlement, at least in the area of what was to
be the future St Mark’s square, should be brought for-
ward by a century compared to the traditional data
(the transfer of the location of Doge’s Palace in 810 as
well as the arrival of the Saint’s relics in 828).22

These results, driven by the presence of the peach
stones, have had a certain degree of luck in the mass
media but they have been, at least in part, corrected, or
better still, incorporated into the second contribution
mentioned. This latter article constitutes an appropri-
ate opportunity for bibliographic integration;23 it also
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Map 1. Modern Venice, showing sites with 7th or 8th century settlement evidence 
and (dashed line) the axis of early development proposed by A. J. Ammerman 
(after: J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, fig. 1)

Karta 1. Savremena Venecija, nazna~eni su lokaliteti sa naseobinskim tragovima 7. i 8. veka 

i osa ranog razvoja (isprekidana linija) prema predlogu A. J. Amermana 

(prema: J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, fig. 1)



adds new references to 14C (and dendrochronologi-
cal) datings from other sites in the city (expanding,
therefore, the case study); and finally, it introduces
some brief references to the results of the excavation
campaigns that have been carried out in the city over
the past thirty years (Map 1). The conclusion reached
is much more cautious than the one envisaged in the
first article. There is no definite proof that there was
a permanent presence in the location that was to be-
come Venice prior to the 9th century, even if “the dated
land reclamation structures demonstrate extensive set-
tlement activity in Venice during the seventh to eight
century”:24 therefore, “a plausible scenario is that much
of the area between Rialto, San Polo, San Marco and
Castello was first settled in the middle third of the
seventh century AD”.25 Thus, a conclusion was reached
that, in essence, is not much different, except for its
topographic scale, to that proposed by Ammerman et al.
Therefore, is this a case of “much ado about nothing”?

These two articles are, in any case, of paramount
importance, for at least two good reasons. The first is
that fresh archaeological data is published, even if of
a punctiform nature. The second is that this data is
discussed within its topographic context. Ammerman
was one of the few, apart from Dorigo,26 to use results

of archaeological research (in particular always deriv-
ing from core boring activities) topropose a recon-
struction of the inhabited space of the lagoon, more
specifically, of the archipelago of Rialto. In 2003, he
published an article in which he proposed a new, and
in certain respects, captivating interpretation of the
primitive Rialto settlement.27 This settlementwas pro-
bably not built around the Canal Grande (as it is today),
but along another canal (today no longer existing) that
flowed in the north, consistent with the position of the
most ancient churches. Moreover, this reconstruction
would have enhanced the value of the site of Olivolo,
the Episcopal see that became rather peripheral com-
pared to the centre consisting of the Palatine complex
adjacent to St Mark’s basin as from the 9th century.
Although this hypothesis was criticised precisely on
the basis of the uncertain chronology of the foundation
of the churches,28 it seems to have become increasin-
gly less credible when specifically considering the new
data produced in the second of the articles that we
have discussed on this occasion.29

Over 1,200 excavations have been carried out in
Venice during the past thirty years.30 It is rather dis-
concerting that the only attempts to interpret the initial
stages of the Rialto settlement are almost exclusively
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20 A. J. Ammerman, C. L. Pearson, P. I. Kuniholm, B. Selleck, E. Vio, Beneath the Basilica of San Marco, 1625.
21 Ibid., 1623. 
22 Ibid., 1626–1628.
23 In fact, it is surprising how in A. J. Ammerman, C. L. Pearson, P. I. Kuniholm, B. Selleck, E. Vio, Beneath the Basilica of San Marco,

the archaeological bibliography (moreover reduced to essential self-referentiality) also lacks references to texts that discuss chro-
nologies obtained from 14C base: J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, 1641.

24 Ibid., 1641, 1646.
25 Ibid., 1647.
26 W. Dorigo, Venezia Origini. Along with the text written by Dorigo (Venezia Origini), the works written by Ernesto Canal are, at

the very least, worthy of note (to whom Dorigo himself owed a great deal due to the archaeological information received), recently
collected in E. Canal, Archeologia della laguna di Venezia 1960–2010, Venezia 2015.

27 A. J. Ammerman, Venice before the Grand Canal.
28 Thanks go to Fulvio Baudo for his new revision of the chronologies of the Venetian religious buildings. He noted how the struc-

tures that had been traditionally considered to be more ancient were those that had a greater difference between the date of the
first certain document that refers to it, and that of the foundation, generally accepted on the basis of historical-narrative sources:
F. Baudo, Stato degli studi, linee di ricerca e prospettive future per l’archeologia dell’edilizia religiosa altomedievale nella laguna di
Venezia, unpublished doctoral thesis, Venezia 2004. This data has been used for some time in order to discuss Ammerman’s hypo-
thesis: S. Gelichi, La storia di una nuova città attraverso l’archeologia: Venezia nell’alto medioevo, in: Three empires, three cities:
identity, material culture and legitimacy in Venice, Ravenna and Rome, 750–1000, ed. V. West-Harling, Turnhout 2015, 57–59.

29 J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, 1646: radiometric data referring to other parts of the city are pub-
lished in this article. Such datings would demonstrate a more or less coeval occupation of most of the archipelago. This data is
obviously of great interest and must be taken into due consideration. However, the number of these archaeological documents
is insufficient and they are still too insignificant to be able to describe the characteristics of such occupations (see infra, 4).

30 J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, 1644.



based on core boring activities, which were, however,
carried out for ‘other’ aims and not for archaeological
purposes. It is true that these can help us “to begin to
understand the location, timing and direction of spread
of the first settlement of this historic centre”,31 but
they are not capable of revealing much more. Indeed,
precisely their reduced number, their often random
relocation, the limited nature of the analysable sedi-
ments and, finally, the degree of reliability of the indi-
vidual cores, further reduce not only our ability to
understand the processes but, above all, to explain
them. Obviously, it is almost certain that the Romans
rarely passed through these areas, confirming what
has been said for some time now about the Roman
nature of the lagoon.32 Moreover, it is almost certain
that a good part of the Rialto archipelago must have
been intensely colonised no earlier than the 7th century.
Yet the archipelago is huge and the forms and ways to
occupy it still remain unclear. For example, these arti-
cles that have been taken into consideration lack the
discussion regarding one of the few excavations pub-
lished (albeit in a preliminary form), or rather the one
in San Pietro di Castello, carried out towards the end
of the 1980s.33 Ammerman makes a brief reference to
this to dispute that the chronology proposed by Tuz-
zato (5th century) for the early occupations of that
site “is no longer accepted”, even if the archaeological
objects coming from the excavation are almost entirely
unprocessed and the objections to this chronology
come from excavations that were just as unpublished.34

Almost nothing (the sequence of the first excavation
in St Peter’s basilica has at least been published)
against nothing (the new excavations near the basili-

ca), one might say. Yet, in this way, any other obsta-
cles are removed: and tout se tient. However, the fact
is that today Olivolo is, as mentioned previously, in a
more marginal space compared to the heart of the
city: but it probably was not like this in the Early Mid-
dle Ages. Written sources must always be taken with a
pinch of salt, however, there should be no reason to
doubt that, right on this is let on the margins of the
archipelago, the Episcopal see of Olivolo was estab-
lished (in around 775–776), the most ancient lagoon
Episcopal see together with the one in Grado. Prior to
the transfer of the ducal seat in 810, therefore, this
was the only area of the archipelago where such an
institution was present.35 The (final?) answer should
obviously be left to the study of materials (and there-
fore a re-examination of the contexts) regarding the
chronology of the sequence of San Pietro di Castello,
however the archaeological data currently available
(and above all its nature and quality) urges caution in
generalising homogeneous settlement profiles for the
entire archipelago and, together with these, to hypo-
thesise unambiguous reasons (in addition to times
and methods).36

Should the origins be forgotten?
Venetian archaeology, only a little of which has been
published over the past thirty years, seems to be more
prone to synthesis than analysis. In 2006 (with data
processed in 2004), I published a chart from which it
emerged that, with regard to the many excavations
carried out, there was an inadequate number of cor-
responding publications.37 Fifteen years later, the
number of excavations had definitely increased; how-
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31 Ibid., 1646.
32 S. Gelichi, M. Ferri, C. Moine, Venezia e la laguna tra IX e X secolo: strutture materiali, insediamenti, economie, in: I tempi del

consolidamento. Venezia, l’Adriatico e l’entroterra tra IX e X secolo, a cura di S. Gasparri, S. Gelichi, Turnhout 2017, 82–85.
33 S. Tuzzato, Venezia. Gli scavi a San Pietro di Castello (Olivolo). Nota preliminare sulle campagne 1986–1989, Quaderni di Archeologia

del Veneto 7 (1991) 92–103.
34 A. J. Ammerman, C. L. Pearson, P. I. Kuniholm, B. Selleck, E. Vio, Beneath the Basilica of San Marco, 1627 write: “Most recently,

Marco Bortoletto returned to the area of the site where Tuzzato dug, took the excavation to a greater depth and demonstrated
that the oldest levels date to no earlier than the sixth century AD (Bortoletto personal communication).”

35 W. Diacono, Istoria II, 19: “… undecimo sui ducatus [implied Duke Mauricius] anno apud Olivolensem insulam apostolica auctori-
tate novum episcopatum fore decrevit…”

36 Regardless of the correct chronology of the initial stages of occupation recognised at the excavation site, it is certain that this
has highlighted levels of use with materials prior to the date of the foundation of the Episcopal see (that is in the third quarter
of the 8th century). It is an aspect that could make it easier to understand the true function of this island, which must have had to
carry out an important public role even long before the arrival of the bishop. This problem was covered extensively in S. Gelichi,
La storia, 72–78.



ever, the number of publications relating to such did
not do likewise. The number of fully (or almost en-
tirely) published excavations is still extremely low.38

On the other hand, however, there is a greater num-
ber of preliminary reports, with varying degrees of
elaboration even if, generally speaking, they are limited
to only a few pages each. In order to obtain an idea of
the archaeology carried out more recently in Venice
(and in the Rialto archipelago), it is necessary to refer
to texts of a more general and popular nature.39 Fur-
thermore, at the moment, it is not possible to have
direct access to those that have recently been described
as raw data or grey literature.40 On the contrary, there
is no shortage of summary attempts, on different spe-
cific themes: housing, Venetian wells, canal bank con-
tainment systems, the landscape and food.41

The lack of funds available for post-excavation
analysis and publications42 is a justification that can
be shared only in part. The main problem lies in the
fact that archaeology in Venice, thus far, has not been
a “well-oriented” kind of archaeology. Even the emer-
gency situation could be better managed and addressed
and the accumulation of data (that still has not been
published) makes sense only to the extent that this
data is used within the context of a project, which, to
date, appears to be lacking. However, there is another
aspect to be taken into consideration. Archaeological
data, in the very few cases in which it is used on the
interpretation-side of settlement processes, relates to
stereotypes (one of the most frequent is that which
refers to the Roman nature of the lagoon) or it tends to
comply with traditional historical readings regarding
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37 In 2000, about a hundred excavations were carried out. Information taken from: L. Fozzati, M. Bortoletto, L. Anglani, M. Minini,
Archeologia delle fondamenta veneziane, in: “Tra due elementi sospesa”. Venezia, costruzione di un paesaggio urbano, a cura di
E. Concina, Venezia 2000, 135. However, in 2004 it was possible to access only 35 of them, since no information had been published
regarding the others. The results of that study (including the charts) can be found in S. Gelichi, Venezia tra archeologia e storia:
la costruzione di un’identità urbana, in: Le città italiane tra la Tarda Antichità e l’Alto Medioevo, a cura di A. Augenti, Firenze
2006, 156–163.

38 Remaining in the archipelago of Rialto, the final editions regarding the excavation of Ca’ Vendramin Calergi are worthy of note
(yet with a certain benevolence): L. Fozzati (a cura di), Ca’ Vendramin Calergi, Archeologia urbana lungo il Canal Grande di Venezia,
Venezia 2006. Recently, a study has also been published relating to the excavation carried out on the nearby island of Murano:
F. Cozza (a cura di), Vicende stratificate a Murano: un susseguirsi di sedimentazioni naturali e antropiche nell’area ex Conterie,
Padua 2016 (Monograph issue of the journal Archeologia Veneta XXXVII 2014), and a volume on the archaeological research car-
ried out in San Giacomo in Paludo: M. Ferri, C. Moine, L’isola di domani. Cultura materiale e contesti archeologici a San Giacomo in
Paludo, Firenze 2014; and the study on the work on the most recent archaeological interventions carried out in San Lorenzo di
Ammiana: S. Gelichi, C. Moine (a cura di), Isole fortunate? La storia della laguna nord di Venezia attraverso lo scavo di San Lorenzo
di Ammiana, Archeologia Medievale XXXIX (2012) 9–56, can be added to this list, even if these are excavations that have been
carried out on islands in the northern part of the lagoon. With regards to the southern part of the archipelago, the publication
relating to the excavations carried out in the area of the monastery of San Benedetto di Gambarare in Mira: C. Moine, E. Corrò,
S. Primon, Paesaggi artificiali a Venezia. Archeologia e geologia nelle terre del monastero di Sant’Ilario tra alto Medioevo ed Età Moderna,
Firenze 2017, is worthy of note; moreover, always referring to the southern part of the lagoon, the preliminary studies on the
excavations and research on the island of Malamocco are to be noted: L. Fozzati, C. Pizzinato (a cura di), Malamocco. Studi di
archeologia lagunare e navale, Venezia 2008. A unique case is represented by the island of Torcello, where archaeological exca-
vations have been carried out since the 1960s, a part of which, to date, has been fully published: L. Lecejewicz, E. Tabaczyńska,
S. Tabaczyński, Torcello. Scavi 1961–1962, Rome 1977; L. Lecejewicz (a cura di), Torcello. Nuove ricerche archeologiche, Rome 2000,
or at least partially published: L. Fozzati (a cura di), Torcello scavata. Patrimonio condiviso. Gli scavi 1995–2012, Venezia 2014;
D. Calaon, E. Zendri, G. Biscontin (a cura di), Torcello scavata. Patrimonio condiviso. Lo scavo 2012–2013, Venezia 2014.

39 L. Fozzati, Sotto Venezia. L’archeologia dimenticata, Venezia 2011; L. Fozzati, A. Asta, L’archeologia a Venezia, Venezia 2014.
40 M. L. Gualandi, L’archeologia di fronte alla sfida dell’open data: il MOD-MAPPA Open Data archaeological archive, in: La democrazia

della conoscenza. Patrimoni culturali, sistemi informativi e open data: accesso libero ai Beni Comuni?, a cura di R. Auriemma,
Udine 2017, 43–51.

41 M. Bortoletto, De canalibus, rivis, piscinisque: primi passi verso un’archeologia idronomastica veneziana, in: “Tra due elementi
sospesa”. Venezia, costruzione di un paesaggio urbano, a cura di E. Concina, Venezia 2000, 136–152; Idem, Evidenze archeologiche
di strutture per la lavorazione delle stoffe nella Venezia bassomedievale, Archeologia Veneta 31 (2008) 237–249; Idem, Archeologia
e edilizia sulle rive del Canal Grande tra XII e XV secolo, in: L. Fozzati (a cura di), Ca’ Vendramin Calergi, Archeologia urbana lungo
il Canal Grande di Venezia, Venezia 2006, 23–37; M. Bon, D. Busato, P. Sfameni (a cura di), Forme del vivere in laguna. Archeologia,
paesaggio, economia della Laguna di Venezia, Venezia 2011; M. Bortoletto, Venezia: sistemi costruttivi delle “cisterne alla veneziana”
dal tardo medioevo all’epoca moderna, Antichità Alto Adriatiche LXX (2011) 193–203.

42 J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, 1644. 



migrations. In short, even archaeology in Venice cannot
escape, with only a few exceptions, from what could
be defined as confirmatory or decorative archaeology:
a kind of archaeology that supports what the written
sources have left behind or at most, provides its visi-
ble version. Thus, even those contributions that aim
to deal with general themes, do so by following the
traces left behind by written sources (aside from the
chronicles, very few of these date back to before the
year 1000). Therefore, the problem regarding origins
returns, formulated within the context of an already
existing programme, to which, at most, a few missing
pieces, a few small, insignificant integrations, can be
added, just as Venetian historiography, even the most
recent and with a few rare exceptions, has done.43

Archaeology of this type is of little use. Paradoxi-
cally, recovering all the unpublished material stored
in warehouses and archives (and there is a great deal)
would also actually be a useful activity to perform,
although it would definitely be a long and expensive
way to achieve significant results and, therefore, it
would not only trace a new, more coherent path relat-
ing to the initial stages of the lagoon settlement, but it
would also provide a plausible explanation. We must not
forget the origins, but we must definitely re-examine
them, both from an epistemological and a planning
standpoint.

It is, therefore, of paramount importance to pro-
vide an answer, not only, to the questions when and
where, but also, and above all, how and why. Many
randomly performed, unpublished excavations are of
no use to us, while a different kind of archaeology could
prove to be a very useful tool for this purpose, as the
archaeological tool is also capable of producing new

sources and, therefore, has a constantly increasing
heuristic potential. Land reclamations are, unques-
tionably, a tangible, if not the only, sign of the exis-
tence of a permanent settlement44 and, undoubtedly,
its progress can also be followed, with regard to more
recent times, through written sources,45 while for
those of a more ancient nature, by cross-referencing
different types of data.46 However, also in this case,
the finity and precision of the data available (with the
exception of very few cases, such as that regarding the
Ca’ Foscari site)47 still prevents us from having a clear
idea of the methods and time in which these land
reclamations took place. Moreover, without prejudice
to a probable colonisation of the Rialto archipelago
that took place later when compared to the northern
part of the lagoon (while, to date, almost nothing is
known about the southern part of the lagoon), this
data cannot be generalised but, above all, it should not
be extended, in terms of timing, to the entire insular
complex. 

However, these are precisely the reasons that lead
communities of individuals to permanently occupy
these lands, and which remain sub iudice. In fact, cer-
tain (although interesting) data of an archaeobotanical
nature that would indicate the presence of “gardens
and orchards” on the Palazzo Papadopoli site, is not
sufficient to establish that “this settlement was rural
in nature”.48 In fact, those who chose to live in these
locations, regardless of the reasons that had driven
them to do so, had, in any case, to guarantee themsel-
ves the possibility to stock up on water and foodstuffs
directly on site.

The research discussed more extensively in this
circumstance proves to be useful in finding a solution
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43 In contrast to some of the works written by S. Gasparri: Venezia tra i secoli VIII e IX. Una riflessione sulle fonti, in: Studi offerti
a Gaetano Cozzi, a cura di G. Ortalli, G. Scarabello, Venezia 1992, 3–38; Idem, Venezia fra l’Italia bizantina e il regno italico: la
civitas e l’assemblea, in: Venezia. Itinerari per la Storia della città, a cura di S. Gasparri, G. Levi, P. Moro, Bologna 1997, 61–82;
Idem, The formation of an early medieval community. Venice between provincial and urban identity, in: Three Empires, three cities:
identity, material culture and legitimacy in Venice, Ravenna and Rome, 750–1000, ed. V. West-Harling, Turnhout 2015, 35–50.

44 J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, 1647.
45 Reclamation works are expressly referred to in Istoria Veneticorum relating to Duke Ursus Particiaco: W. Diacono, Istoria III, 19:

“Temporibus cuius in Rivoalto etiam paludes cultandi homines licenciam habuerunt et domos edificandi contra orientem”. 
46 As in S. Gelichi, M. Ferri, C. Moine, Venezia e la laguna, 91–96 and 126–128. 
47 L. Fozzati, R. Cester, L’archeologia d’emergenza nelle operazioni di restauro: la cronaca del cantiere di Ca’ Foscari, in: Ca’ Foscari.

Storia e restauro del palazzo dell’Università di Venezia, a cura di G. M. Pilo, L. De Rossi, D. Alessandri, F. Zuanier, Venezia 2005,
188–199. 

48 J. Meadows, N. Martinelli, L. Fozzati, Archaeological evidence, 1647. 



to the where and when, yet is less effective in explain-
ing how and, above all, why. Thus, also in this circum-
stance, modern and scientifically impeccable analytical
procedures are not (and, perhaps, cannot be) used to
explain the reasons that led to the colonisation of the
emerged lands of Rialto, or, when this does occur, they
are employed to provide traditional explanations that
have been simply tarred with a touch of modernity.49

Geo-archaeological research is still a little-used tool,
although it is indispensable in archaeology, from many
points of view. It is, together with coring, which can-
not substitute excavation, a quicker and more econo-
mic means that can explain some problems and, above
all, help to better plan future scientific research, with
the caveat, however, that “an acorn is not an oak” and
a “peach stone is not a peach tree”.
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49 This is the case of A. J. Ammerman, C. L. Pearson, P. I. Kuniholm, B. Selleck, E. Vio, Beneath the Basilica of San Marco, 1626–1628.
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U ~lanku se iznosi kriti~ka analiza istra`iva~ke
strategije i prakse venecijanske arheologije tokom po-
sledwih decenija. Priliku za osvrt pru`ile su sko-
ra{we publikacije, koje su donele nove podatke o is-
toriji i poreklu grada. U tim ~lancima se objavquju
rezultati ispitivawa istorijskog centra Venecije, na-
ro~ito u oblasti Rijalta (Sv. Marko), izvedenih bu{e-
wem nizova geosondi radi utvr|ivawa po~etka stalnog
naseqavawa na tom prostoru. Iako ti podaci pru`aju
tek ista~kanu prostornu sliku, pa je na osnovu wih
te{ko tuma~iti nekada{wu funkciju ispitanih de-
lova grada, oni daju vaqana hronolo{ka upori{ta.
Vremenski raspon od 7. do 8. veka upu}uje na poznije
naseqavawe ovog dela zaliva u odnosu na posedawe we-
govog severnog kraja. Va`nost ostvarenih saznawa, me-
|utim, ne mo`e da nadomesti mawak strategije arheo-

lo{kih istra`ivawa centra Venecije i jasno odre|e-
nih ciqeva, {to se najjasnije ogleda u neplaniranim
iskopavawima, nepostojawu koherentnog op{teg pro-
jekta, nasumi~nim rezultatima i, pre svega, wihovoj
publikaciji.

Iako nam podaci iz geosondi omogu}avaju da pre-
ciznije utvrdimo vreme naseqavawa arhipelaga, oni
ne pru`aju odgovore na pitawa za{to i kako se to do-
godilo. Ishodi ispitivawa geosondama su pak u spo-
menutim ~lancima povezani sa „tradicionalnim
obja{wewima” koja su, kao {to je poznato, nastala u
specifi~noj politi~koj i kulturnoj klimi Venecije
s kraja 10. veka, kada je vaqalo rekonstruisati kredi-
bilnu pro{lost grada. 

Preveo Ivan Bugarski

Sauro \eliki
Univerzitet Ka Foskari, Venecija

Skakawe po dinama: Venecija i mit o wenom poreklu



45
JUMPING ON THE DUNES: 

VENICE AND THE MYTH OF ORIGIN

L’articolo intende analizzare criticamente i modi e le stra-
tegie utilizzate nell’archeologia veneziana negli ultimi
decenni. L’opportunità viene offerta da un paio di con-
tributi recenti, che ritornano con nuovi dati sulla storia
delle origini di questa città. Questi articoli analizzano una
serie di carote, prelevate nel centro storico di Venezia, con
la finalità di circoscrivere meglio le date di inizio di una
occupazione stabile, in particolare nella zona di Rialto
(San Marco). A parte che si tratta di dati puntiformi e
difficili da interpretare sul piano della funzionalità degli
spazi a cui si riferiscono, le cronologie che forniscono sono
utili. Tali cronologie si collocano tra il VII e l’VIII secolo,
dimostrando dunque un più tardo processo di colonizza-
zione di questa parte della laguna, rispetto a quanto avve-
nuto nella zona nord della medesima. La bontà di questi

risultati, però, non supplisce ad una mancanza di strategia
complessiva nell’approccio archeologico al centro storico
di Venezia, che resta fortemente carente sul piano delle
finalità (scavi non programmati, assenza di un progetto
complessivo coerente, casualità dei ritrovamenti) e, sopra-
ttutto, della divulgazione dei risultati. I dati provenienti
dall’analisi di queste carote ci aiutano meglio a circo-
scrivere il momento in cui questo arcipelago venne colo-
nizzato, ma non ci dicono assolutamente nulla sul perché
e sul come avvenne. Infatti, negli studi sopra descritti, tali
risultati vengono associati a quelle che possiamo definire
‘spiegazioni storiche tradizionali’, come noto maturate
all’interno di uno specifico clima politico e culturale
(fine X secolo), in un momento cioè in cui Venezia aveva
bisogno di ricostruire un suo plausibile pedigree.

Sauro Gelichi
Università Ca’ Foscari, Venezia 

Saltando sulle dune: Venezia e il Mito delle Origini
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