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The Etna birch: a treasure in Sicilian Prehistory
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As part of a doctoral research project carried out at the University of Catania and aimed at
investigating food cooking systems in the Sicilian Early and Middle Bronze Ages (2200-1400 BC),
gas chromatographic mass spectrometry analyses of organic residues were applied to 9 vase samples
from the sites of C.da Scifazzo and Calaforno (Ragusa) (see focus), the latter excavated by CEARC.
The analyses were carried out by the CNR-Lecce lab. The purpose was to identify the contents
originally present in the pots in order to obtain information on: I) products; Il) the relationship
between container types and function; Ill) the way the food was cooked; 1V) the post-cooking
treatment; V) animal management.

Based on their shape and context, these pots must have been used for various functions:
cooking, containing food, and foodstuffs. However, analysis has unexpectedly revealed the presence
of different types of resins, which raises the question of the function of this substance within a vessel
for containing or cooking food. Even more intriguing, the resin identified belongs to a particular
species, the birch, a tree not found in the region examined. Accustomed to cold climates, the birch

only grows on Mount Etna above 1200 m above sea level.

What was it used for?

As early as the Palaeolithic Age, many different kinds of resin were used to make glues, to
waterproof vessels, as a medicine (e.g. against stomach ache), or as a flavouring (e.g. resinated wine).
An example of the multitude of uses comes from the site of Santa Febronia (No. 16) where the same

type of analysis revealed that birch resin had been used to repair a broken vase in antiquity.

On the way to Etna

Etnean resin was therefore a sought-after material in the Bronze Age, which was traded,
perhaps due to its excellent adhesive qualities, even in rather distant places. In order to procure it, in
fact, the inhabitants of C.da Scifazzo and Calaforno, or the merchants who traded with them, had to

undertake a journey of at least six days, making daily stages of about 25 km.



This proves not only the existence of an excellent knowledge of the area's resources, but also
an extensive network of contacts, based on the exchange of local products lacking in other areas, such
as flint for stone tools, sulphur, or, indeed, resin.

Focus 1. GC-MS analysis

Organic residues are a complex mixture of compounds absorbed by a porous ceramic during
its use and preserved from degradation processes and microbial attack. Organic residues can be
extracted using solvent mixtures and the analysis is usually performed using chromatographic
techniques (such as GC-FID, GC-C-IR-MS and GC-MS).

For example, GC-MS analysis enables the separation and identification of archaeological
biomarkers, which are biomolecules used as indicators of past human activity and which, due to their
structure, are linked to biological sources of origin. Among these, the lipids are the best-preserved

biomolecules.

Focus 2. The Castelluccio and Thapsos Cultures

The Castelluccio Culture and Thapsos Culture are two subsequent cultural facies developed
in Sicily, especially central-eastern Sicily, between 2200 and 2400 B.C. They take their names from
the sites of Castelluccio (near Noto) and Thapsos (the Magnisi peninsula, near Priolo), and correspond
to the Early (2200-1450 B.C.) and Middle Bronze Age (1450-1250 B.C.) in Sicily.

Their economy was based on agriculture and animal husbandry, although towards the middle
of the 2nd millennium trade took on an increasing role. The settlements are small villages of huts
with a circular or in some cases elliptical plan. Some seem to have had a specialised production
function, such as the Monte Tabuto mining settlement. Tombs were dug into the rock of the grotto

type that later regularised into chamber tombs, sometimes with monumental entrances.

Focus 3. The sites

C.da Scifazzo is an ancient Bronze Age site, unfortunately badly preserved, but distinguished
by the presence of combustion structures, such as clay slabs for production activities; Calaforno is a
multi-chambered hypogeum, built in the Copper Age and used until the medieval period, which was

used throughout the 3rd and 2nd millennium B.C. as a burial site and for ritual activities.
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HXHMYAA THX ATTNAX: 'ENAYX OHXAYPOX XTHN
MMPOIZTOPIA THX XIKEATAX

Thea Messina, avemoetipio g I'avong
Giulia Germinaro, CNR - ISPC Aétoe

Q¢ népog oG OdaKTopikng épevvag mov deENydn oto Iavemomuo g Katdvia, pe otoxo
SlEPEHVNON TOV CLOTNUATOV HOYEPEUATOS TOV TPOPipHMV o1t Zikedio oty Tlpdun ko Méon
Emoyn tov Xoikod (2200-1400 =w.X.), e€poppdotnkov ovVOADGES 0€PLOg YPOUUTOYPOUPIKNG
eacpotopeTpiog palog opyavikmv voAepdtoy oto 9 delypata ayyeiov and tig tomobesieg C.da
Scifazzo xon Calaforno (Ragusa) (BA. eotioion), to tedevtaio mov avackaenke omd to CEARC. Ot
avaAveelc TpaypatomomOnkay omd to epyactiplo CNR oto Aétoe. O 6tdHy0G NTaY Vo TPocdoptoTel
TO TEPLEYOUEVO TIOV LITNPYE apykd ota Pala yio va AneBovv mAnpogopiec oyxetkd pe: 1) Ta Tpoidvra.
Il) ™ oyéon peta&d tov tHnev sumopsvpatokiBotiov kot g Asttovpyiag: 1) n pébodog
payepépotoc Tov tpoeipwyv. 1V) Bepaneia petd to payeipspa kot, V) dwoyeipion {owv.

Me Bdon to oyniua Kot To TAAIGL0 TOVS, AVTA To oyyeia TPEmeL va £xovv ypnoiponombet yio dSidpopeg
Aertovpyleg: poyelpepa, mEPEKTIKOTTO O TPOPUO KOl TPoiovia. QotdG0, Ol OVOADGES
OTOKAALYOV  OTPOGOOKNTO TNV TAPOLGI OLLPOPETIKAOV TOT®V PNTVAV, Ol omoieg BEtouv 10
mpOPANUa g Asrtovpyiag avthg ™¢ ovoiag péca oe éva PBAlo yio vo mepExel | va pLoyelpevet
Qoyntd. AKOUN TTo EVOLAPEPOV Elvar OTLT PNTIVI TOL EVTOTIGTNKE AVIKEL GE £VOL GUYKEKPLULEVO £100C,
™ onpHoa, Eva dEVIPO oL Oev VITAPYEL 6TV eEgTalOpEVN TTEPLOYN. ZuvnOicpévn og yoypd KApoTa,
N onudda PLTPAOVEL HOVO 6TO 0po¢ Attva mave ond 1200 pétpo mave amd TNV EMPAVELD TNG
OdAhacoagc.

Xg TLproipeve

Amo v modooMBikn emoyn, ddpopotl Tomol pnTivng €xovv ypnoyorombel yo  ompovpyia
KOAM®V, Yo adtbfpoya Pala, g edpuoko (Yoo Topadelyo, KAt TV CTOUAXIK®OV TOVMV) 1 ©¢
apOUOTIKO Tapdyovta (okepteite To pnTvopévo kpact). Eva mapdderypa g moAlamAotnTos TV
ypNnoemv Tpoépyetar and v tomobesio Santa Febronia (N. 16) 6mov 1 id1a avaivon amokdAvye 0Tt
N pntivn onuvdag giye xpNoomondel ylo TNV EMGKELT £VOG CTAGUEVOD ayyEiov GTNV apyotdTHTO.

Tagdevovrog oty Aitva

H pntivn Attva tav emopévaog omv Emoyn tov Xoikod éva mepilnmmto vAkod, 10 omoio
eumopevoviay, Iomg Yo TIg EEMPETIKES TNG WO1OTNTEG WG KOAAQ, OKOUT KO GE OPKETO LOKPIVA PEPT.
MdAioTa, Yo vo To amokTtioovy, ot katokot thg Contrada Scifazzo kot tov Calaforno, 1 ou éumopot
oV GVVOALAGGOVTOV Pl Tovg, Empeme va KAvoLuV éva TaSidt TOLAGYLGTOV 6 NUEPDOV [E TO TOOL,

KAVOVTOG GTAGELS TEPITOL 25 YA, KAOE pépa.



AVTd amodeikviel Oyt povo v Vmapén Eplotng YvoOonsg TV TOTIKAOV TOP®V, OAAG Kot &va
EKTETAUEVO OIKTLO EMAP®V, OV Paciletal oTNV avTEALOYN TOTIKMOV TPOIOVTIWV TTOV AEIMOLV GE

dAAlovg ToElg, OTmG 0 TLPITOMBOG Yo TETPIVOL pyareia, To Beio 1), Ldvo 1 pnivn.

Eotiaon 1. Avalvon GC-MS

Ta opyovikd vroleippata ivar éva chHvOeTo pElypa EVOCEDY OV ATOPPOPATOL OO £V TOPDOES
KEPAUIKO KOTA Tr ¥PNOT TOL Kot Ol omoieg £yovv dtatnpndel and Sadikacieg amodounong Kot
pikpoPiokn tpocPoAr. Ta opyaviKd VITOAEIUUOTO LTOPOVY VO EKYVAICTOVV LLE TN XPNON UIYHATOV
SWALTOV Kot 1) ovaAvon Tpaypatonoteital cuvinBmg pe xpouatoypaptkés texvikesg (ommg GC-FID,
GC-C-IR-MS ka1 GC-MS).

Mo mapdderypa, n avilvon GC-MS emtpénet tov S10y®@PIGUO KOL TOV EVIOTIGUO OPYOLOAOYIKMV
Brodewktddv mov eivor Propdpla mov ypnoomoovvtol ¢ dgikteg mponyoduevng avlpdTvNg
dPaCTNPLOTNTOG Kot 01 01010l Ady® NG SOUNG TOVG, GLVIEOVTAL LE TIG PLOAOYIKEG TNYES TPOEAEVOTC.

Meta&d avtdv, To Mmidwa stvor Bopopta Tov dtatnpodvtot KaADTEPO.

Eoctiaon 2. Ov molticpoi Tov Kaoterhovtoro kot tng Odyov

O IToMtiopodg Castelluccio kot o TToAtiopdg Odyov givat 500 SLSOYIKEG TOMTIOTIKEG PUGLOYVMLIES
oL avartHyONKay ot ZLikea, WaiTEPA TNV KEVIPIKN-avaTOMKN XikeAia, petacy 2200 ko 2400
7. X. Taipvouv 1o ovopatd tovg omd tig tonobeoieg Castelluccio (kovtd oto Noto) kot Thapsos (n
xepodvnoog Magnisi, kovtd oto Priolo) kot avtictoryodv oty Ipdiun (2200-1450 7.X.) kou o
Méon Enoyn tov Xoikov (1450-1250 n.X.) otn ZikeAlo.

H owovopia toug Bacilotav otn yempyio Kot TNV KTNVOTPOPio, oV KOt TPOG TO LEGH TNG 21G YIAETIOG
70 gumoplo avéraPe avéavopevo poro. Ot okiopol etvar pikpd yoptd omd KoAOPES e KUKAMKN 1) G€
OPICUEVEG TEPUTTMOELS EAAEWTTIKY KATOWYT. Mepucol paivetar va eiyav o egdkevpévn Aettovpyio
TOPOyOYNGS, 0Tmg 0 eEopukTikog okiopdg Monte Tabuto. Tagot oxdptnkay 610 Ppdyo TOL TOTOV
OTNAOLO 7OV OPYOTEPO UETOTPATNKE O BoAaU®TOVS TAPOLG, HEPIKEG QOPEC UE LVNUELMOELS

€16000V¢.

EoTtiaon 3. Tomwo0scoicg

To C.da Scifazzo eivou o apyaio tomobesio tng Eroyng tov Xadkob, Suctuymg KoK®g dtotnpnuévn,
aAAG yapoktnpiletal amd TV mopovsios SOU®Y KOOGS, OTMG TAAVES TAGKES, Y10 TOPOYMYIKES
dpaotnprotnteg. To Calaforno eivar éva vroyeiov moAA®V dwuatiov, Tov yriotnke v Emoyn tov
Xoikob kot ypnoyoromdnke puéypt T HecA®VIKN TEPiodo, N onoia 6 OAN TV 31 Ko 21 YIMeTia

7. X. YpPNOOTOMONKE MG TOTOG TAPNG KOl Y10 TEAETOVPYIKEG OPOGTIPLOTNTEC.






