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A tribute in honour of Giovanni Lilliu 
(1914–2012)

Anna Depalmas

Remembering Giovanni Lilliu may seem an easy task. 
One might think that it is only necessary to list his 
rich scientific bibliography and to describe his great 
work over the course of nearly a century, as a univer-
sity professor and archaeologist. However, a simple 
listing of his achievements would not transmit the 
true importance of his work. He not only illuminated 
the prehistoric archaeology of Sardinia, but also used 
it to establish the idea of a Sardinian epic which he 
connected to the modern world. 

Prehistory was the choice of his field of study – 
rather than the predominant exaltation of the Roman 
era and classicism of the time -, and this had its origins 
in his study under Ugo Rellini at Rome. He gradu-
ated in 1938 and worked as Rellini’s assistant until 
1942, when he returned to Sardinia to take up the 
position of Professor of Historical Archaeology and 
Geography at the University of Cagliari. From 1942 
to 1958, he taught various subjects – Paleoethnology, 
Geography and the History of Religion - and in the 
latter year became a Full Professor and was appointed 
to the Chair of Sardinian Antiquity at the University 
of Cagliari. From 1944 to 1955 he also worked for the 
Superintendency of Sardinian Antiquity. 

He held many posts in his long academic career. 
He was for a long time, and on various occasions, 
dean of the Faculty of Letters, Director of the Institute 
of Archaeology and Arts, Director of the School of 
Specialization in Sardinian Studies and Editor of the 
Journal carrying the same name (Studi Sardi), and, in 
1990, he was elected a fellow of the Academy of Lincei 
of Rome. In his later years, he remained a very active 
Professor Emeritus at Cagliari University.

In 1936, while he was still a student, he published 
his first work on Su Nuraxi di Barumini. This was his 
birthplace, and throughout his life he maintained a 
close and almost embodied connection with the vil-
lage. This also led him to carry out his most important 

archaeological work in the landscape of his birth. 
Indeed, between 1951 and 1956, he worked on excavat-
ing an artificial hill there, which was found to cover 
the nuragic complex of Su Nuraxi di Barumini. This 
was the first excavation conducted in Sardinia using 
a stratigraphic methodology to establish a time-line 
for the nuragic period, and it became a benchmark 
for later investigations and chronological research. 
His work at Barumini formed the basis for a series 
of fundamental papers on Sardinian proto-history, 
from I nuraghi. Torri preistoriche di Sardegna (The Nur-
aghi, prehistoric towers of Sardinia) in 1962 to Civiltà 
nuragica (Nuragic civilization) in 1982.

He was the first to study many of the themes 
that he investigated in depth during his long scientific 
career and many of these were only studied for the 
first time in the first half of the twentieth century. The 
chronology of proto-Sardinian civilization was one 
key field that he developed, modified and changed 
in the course of his long academic career. At the 
same time, Lilliu published a brief essay in which he 
attempted to identify certain constant factors in the 
history of Sardinian art, and this was developed in 
the catalogue for the exhibition of Sardinian bronzes 
in Venice in 1949. Following the theories of Ranuccio 
Bianchi Bandinelli on how to classify the art of the 
ancient world, Lilliu assessed the coexistence of the 
‘anti-naturalistic’ art of the barbarian world and the 
‘naturalistic’ art of the classical world within which 
he inserted Sardinia as a ‘land of pure expression’, 
and defined as anti-classical and barbaric. This line 
of thought became the nucleus of a theme which he 
studied from various angles and which helped him 
to define key concepts in his field of study. 

At the beginning of the 1960s, he published 
his wide-ranging synthesis of Sardinia, La civiltà dei 
Sardi dal Neolitico all’età dei nuraghi (1963) (Sardinian 
Civilization from the Neolithic period to the nuragic 
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close to the Centre-Left. In practice, he was active in 
actions which were designed to give greater value to 
Sardinian identity and culture. 

The ideological basis for these activities were 
elaborated by Giovanni Lilliu at the start of his intel-
lectual life, and were made completely clear in the 
1970s when he developed the concept of ‘constant 
Sardinian resistance’. At the beginning of the first 
prehistoric phase, the Sardinians were character-
ized by their resistance to foreign invaders and any 
attempts at acculturation. This characteristic did not 
disappear in ancient times, but has been a constant 
theme of Sardinian history and ethnicity, and is still 
present today. In this sense, Sardinian culture is not a 
fossil, but rather displays an extraordinary historical 
continuity with the past. This is an analysis which 
never became an idealization of aspects of Sardinian 
society and behaviour, but rather provided a clear and 
realistic picture through also identifying its negative 
aspects and its limitations. Nuragic civilization in 
particular became a symbol of a polycentric society, 
always in conflict with itself, the land and foreign 
invaders. 

However, it is certainly limiting to supply a rigid 
definition of what Lilliu meant by nuragic civiliza-
tion, given that he saw it as a dialectical relationship 
between its various dimensions, and worked on a 
reconstruction of it that was complex and multi-
faceted. He proposed an interpretation of nuragic 
civilization that saw it not as local but Mediterranean. 
In this, he was greatly influenced by his direct expe-
rience of excavations in the village of Ses Paisses in 
Majorca, where he found ethnic roots which were 
common to all the large islands of the West Medi-
terranean, the Balearics and Corsica, although there 
were also differences connected to the independent 
developments drawing on their insularity. 

The fact that he found writing easy as can be 
seen from his some 330 publications. The last of 
these was in 2010, and was a detailed description 
of the excavation of the Giant’s Tomb of Bidistili in 
Fonni. It is worth saying that many of the present 
arguments about certain elements and problems of 
prehistoric and proto-historic Sardinia were originally 
raised by him. 

I would like to end this brief and partial memo-
rial to Giovanni Lilliu by mentioning his work as a 
university professor of prehistoric and proto-historic 
Sardinia (and not only those subjects – with great 
versatility he also taught Geography and Christian 
archaeology). What I will personally remember is his 
little figure in jacket and pullover (he seldom, if ever, 
wore a tie), typewritten sheets in hand, and always 
punctual. He never postponed a lesson and was never 

era). This work was later reprinted, expanded and 
revised in various editions until 1988. Apart from 
incorporating the results of later research, the later 
editions also allowed him to reassess some of his 
earlier observations with a critical eye, which was 
always one of his great strengths as a researcher and 
academic. The book proposed that a single unifying 
thread ran through Sardinian prehistory from the 
Neolithic period, even starting in the Palaeolithic 
period, until the Phoenician conquest. It established 
elements of the historiography of the island using data 
obtained from his work as an archaeologist. Many of 
the principal Sardinian monuments were described 
in an elegant style which alternated with detailed, 
creative and lyrical descriptions. The book was aimed 
at not only archaeologists and students, but also at a 
wider public, and indeed the book was dedicated to 
‘the shepherds of Barbagia’. Generations of archaeolo-
gists have studied the manual and found themselves 
cited in later editions, in agreement with Lilliu’s global 
historiographical approach which aimed to unite 
past archaeological research with his experience of 
teaching Sardinian Antiquity in a university context. 
This book also gave birth to a national and popular 
history of prehistoric Sardinia, and expanded the work 
of archaeologists and their research from being only 
something studied in university lecture rooms and 
solely of interest to academics to its status as part of 
the common heritage of all Sardinians. 

This social dimension, this impact, can be clearly 
seen from Giovanni Lilliu’s popularity, which came 
from having shone a light on the national history of 
Sardinia and giving life to a Sardinian historiographi-
cal tradition, i.e. one with a strong sense of identity. 
His fame led to him being consulted, even in the 
later years of his life, on current events in Sardinia 
not necessarily related to culture or archaeology 
and being seen as a kind of prophet or even as the 
‘father of his country’. One of the many lessons that 
he taught us, and in which he himself was an expert, 
was the importance of intellectuals being able to dis-
cuss, communicate and talk about complex historical 
themes in a way which was both comprehensible and 
of interest to laymen. 

He showed a total but clear love for his land by 
taking on civic responsibilities, which he fulfilled 
in a way which was never dull but rather vigilant 
and acute, despite his soft tone. As a cultured man, 
he worked for the Regional Council of Sardinia, 
drafting the Special Statute of Autonomy. He was 
also involved in politics, first as a member of the 
Christian Democrats and later as a supporter of 
initiatives which promoted the independence of 
Sardinia and of progressive positions which were 
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our explanations of the monuments and he would 
listen with great attention as if it were his first visit, 
and then sometimes add some of his own memories, 
making it ever more clear how he was the creator of 
our view of prehistoric Sardinia. 

He really was the memory of Sardinian history.

absent. As an examiner he was always courteous and 
understanding. But you had to be very well prepared 
for his exams. The end of the course every year was 
the moment that we all waited for. Then there were 
the one or two day excursions that he led us on to 
various parts of Sardinia. We students would present 
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Tributes to Dr David Trump, FSA, UOM (1931–2016),  
and Dr Euan MacKie, FSA (1936–2020)

Caroline Malone & Simon Stoddart

David Trump was best known for his important work 
on the islands of Malta (Malone 2020), but his contri-
bution to the prehistory of Sardinia is also worthy of 
record in the context of this volume.

David Hilary Trump took his first class BA in 
Arch and Anth at Pembroke College, Cambridge in 
1955, and was a scholar of both the British School at 
Jerusalem, where he dug with Kathleen Kenyon, and 
the British School at Rome, where he excavated the 
key site of La Starza.

After Malta, Trump held the post of Staff Tutor 
in Archaeology at the University’s Board of Extra-
Mural Studies until retirement in 1997, when he was 
succeeded by Caroline Malone. He not only contrib-
uted to the teaching of Mediterranean Prehistory in 
the Department of Archaeology, but also had a large 
following in the wider, continuing education com-
munity, engaging mature students in all aspects of 
Archaeology in the region and beyond. It was during 
this period that he made a major contribution to the 
archaeology of Sardinia, uncovering once again unsus-
pected phases of prehistory at Grotta Filiestru (Trump 
1983) and completing the survey of Bonu Ighinu. At 
Grotta Filiestru, he characteristically invested all the 
resources he could muster into constructing an effec-
tive chronology (Switsur & Trump 1983) and some of 
the first faunal studies undertaken in Sardinia (Levine 
1983). This work was, in its way, as equally pioneering 
as his work on the island of Malta. The Grotta Filiestru 
produced a new scientifically dated sequence of Sar-
dinian prehistory, identifying the fifth-millennium bc 
Filiestru Neolithic phase for the first time. In earlier 
fieldwork he also excavated the cave site of Sa ‘ucca de 
su Tintirriòlu (Loria & Trump 1978). His work around 
Bonu Ighinu (Trump 1990) is, however, closest to the 

theme of this volume since, in typical energetic style, 
Trump also provided one of the earliest studies of a 
nuragic landscape, once again demonstrating a pio-
neering role, now followed by many others.

Figure 0.1. David Trump.
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Figure 0.2. Euan MacKie on Mousa broch in the 
Shetlands in 2000 at the Tall Stories conference.

Euan MacKie was a central figure in the study of 
brochs, as is shown by the very high level of citation 
in this volume (Mackie 1965 ... 2008). In several ways 
the contribution of David Trump and Euan MacKie 
run in parallel, one journeying south, the other jour-
neying north also from Cambridge beginnings, both 
Fellows of the Society of Antiquaries of London, 
engaged in seminal fieldwork, on a shoe string gener-
ally with volunteers, providing the first chronological 
foundations for monuments in the landscape and 
addressing synthesis of the results. Both were pioneers 
of their generation who retained their own intellectual 
independence in museums (both) and in continu-
ing education (Trump), rather than a department of 
archaeology or a heritage organization.

MacKie graduated in Archaeology and Anthro-
pology from St. John’s Cambridge in 1959 and took his 
PhD from the University of Glasgow in 1973, becoming, 
after a brief period at the British Museum, Keeper and 
Deputy Director (1986) of the University Hunterian 
Museum. As a graduate he took part in an expedition 
to British Honduras, directing the excavation of the 
Maya site of Xunantunich, leading to an interest in 
Mesoamerican archaeology throughout his life. 

His excavation of brochs such as Dun Mor Vaul 
on Tiree, published in 1975, Dun Ardtreck on Skye 
published in 2000 and Leckie in Stirlingshire pub-
lished in 2008, were fundamental in uncovering the 
sequence, material culture and chronology of these 
monuments. He gathered information for his important 
three-volume compendium on brochs from his own 
excavations and the investigations of others, undertak-
ing research well into retirement (1998), publishing the 
final volume in 2007. These volumes are landmarks 
of data on the subject, a resource which provides a 
platform for all broch studies. His achievements were 
also celebrated in his Festschrift, In the Shadow of the 
Brochs (2002), showing the respect shown to him by 
younger generations.

He ventured far and wide in his more interpreta-
tive work. Some of his interpretations of broch builders 
and their monuments are no longer widely held and 
the chronologies are currently being reconsidered, 
but his stimulating approach to ideas endures. He 

was passionate about many other subjects includ-
ing his seminal work in prehistoric metrology and 
archaeoastronomy. The volume Science and Society in 
Prehistoric Britain (1977) was a central work for Glyn 
Daniel’s teaching in Cambridge, and he made the 
valid point that the sophistication of prehistory is not 
to be underestimated. His interest in ethnography, no 
doubt drawing on his Arch and Anth undergraduate 
career at Cambridge, gave him a great respect for other 
ways of thinking and for the architectural and political 
achievements of prehistoric Britain, most notably for 
the builders of the brochs themselves in the Iron Age.



75

Nuraghi play a pivotal role in the collective imagina-
tion of Sardinia. The large number of towers on the 
island means that there is practically no place without 
at least one of these great buildings in sight. We see 
them still standing on mountain tops, scattered in the 
plains, dotting the coast, safeguarding our homes and 
watching over fertile and mineral rich locations. In 
Punic (510–238 bc) and Roman (238 bc–ad 476) Sar-
dinia, when more towers survived and were clearly 
visible, this presence would have been perceived in 
an even more significant manner. Unfortunately, the 
lack of written records and the unfamiliarity by Greek 
and Latin historians of the Sardinian world, does not 
provide us with direct evidence of how the later inhab-
itants of Sardinia perceived the Nuraghi. Among the 
rare quotations, only one gives a careful description 
of the Nuraghi:

In the island of Sardinia they say there are 
many beautiful buildings constructed in the 
ancient Greek style, and, amongst others, 
domes carved in remarkable proportions. 
(De mirabilibus auscultationibus 100)

According to Diodorus Siculus, who probably draws 
from the same source as the previous author (Chiai 
2004, 122), it is Iolaus, nephew of Heracles, who arrived 
in Sardinia at the head of the Tespiadi:

Iolaüs, the nephew of Heracles, was in 
charge of the undertaking, and taking pos-
session of the island he founded in it notable 
cities, and when he had divided the land 
into allotments he called the folk of the 
colony Iolaës after himself; and he also 
constructed gymnasia and temples to the 
gods and everything else which contributes 
to making happy the life of man, memorials 

of this remaining even to this day (Diodorus 
Siculus V, 15.2 [Loeb translation])

The ‘gymnasia and temples’, named daedaleia after the 
architect brought by Iolaus, clearly refer to the towers 
and other nuragic buildings like the well sanctuaries 
and giants’ tombs, the collective megalithic tombs that 
were still clearly visible at the time of writing, even 
though they are attributed to the Greek world, probably 
influenced by an Athenian source (Chiai 2004, 120). 
The few other references that are known from written 
sources should be understood from the perspective of 
Roman colonialist ethnology that instead of offering a 
realistic description underlines the opposition between 
civilization and barbarism. In this way Nuraghi are 
reduced to caves, underground constructions, the last 
refuge of uncivilized people:

They live in caverns (Strabo V, 2, 7)

They also built themselves underground 
dwellings, and by spending their lives in 
such dug-out homes they avoided the perils 
which wars entail (Diodorus Siculus IV.30.5)

They dwelt in scattered groups, where 
chance found them a home in cabins or 
caves (Pausanias X.17.2)

This lack of knowledge about Sardinia is reinforced 
by the fact that the term Nuraghe is not mentioned 
in any source, even though the word belongs to the 
pre-Latin substrate of the Sardinian language (Paulis 
1993) and almost certainly must have been in use. The 
only evidence is in fact two Latin inscriptions: the 
first on Nuraghe Aidu Entos of Bortigali (Fig. 9.1, 7). 
The inscription on the lintel above the entrance of the 
Nuraghe reads: Ili(ensium) iur(a/e) in / Nurac(-) Sessar (?). 

Chapter 9

Beyond the Nuraghe:  
perception and reuse in Punic and Roman Sardinia

Alfonso Stiglitz
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habitation throughout the first millennium bc (Madau 
1988) and up to the fifth to sixth century ad (Manca 
di Mores 1988b). Between the first half of the second 
and first half of the first centuries bc the nuragic vil-
lage was restructured and subsequently abandoned 
to make room for a large structure, probably related 
to the Roman villa that lies southeast of the Nuraghe 
(Taramelli 1939, 65–6; Colombi 2010). The central 
tower has yielded numerous dolia fragments that 

It is the first appearance of the word and dates to the 
first century ad (Gasperini 1992, 303–6). Ilienses refers 
to one of the tribes that inhabited the island and who 
famously rebelled against the Romans (Mastino 2005). 
Beyond the legal interpretation, the inscription tells 
us the existence and use of the term Nuraghe in the 
Roman era: Nurac Sessar. The second, nur(ac) Alb (-), 
is on a military diploma (ad 102) found near Posada, 
east Sardinia (Sanciu et al. 2013). In order to understand 
how the Sardinians perceived the Nuraghi during the 
Punic and Roman period and whether this percep-
tion influenced the reuse of the Nuraghi, we can only 
turn to archaeological data. Unfortunately, the lack of 
well-published stratigraphically significant contexts 
complicates the use of these data (Lilliu 1990; Pala 
1990; Stiglitz 2005; Trudu 2010).

Examples of reuse of Nuraghi

I will illustrate the difficulties encountered in the 
ongoing investigations by analyzing some examples 
taken from across the island and discussed here in 
geographical order from north to south (Fig. 9.1).

Nuraghe La Varrosa (Sorso) is situated in the 
Romangia region in northern Sardinia at 7 m a.s.l. 
(Fig. 9.1, 1). This is a multi-tower Nuraghe that was 
reused from the second century bc onwards as a cult 
site until the first century ad. In the entrance corridor 
to the central tower, several square bases were erected 
and on top of one must have stood a bronze statue of 
which the arms have been discovered. The finds point 
to the cult of Hermes. Secondary uses of the area are 
discovered until at least the third century ad (Rovina 
1997; Longu 2015).

Nuraghe San Pietro (Torpé) is situated in the 
Baronia region in northwestern Sardinia at an altitude 
of 17 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 2). The multi-tower Nuraghe was 
reused in the late nuragic period as a place of worship, 
as is indicated by the presence of finds like bronze 
figurines in the courtyard and in the central tower. 
The building seems to have been suddenly abandoned 
after a large fire. During the early Roman Empire 
(first to second century ad) tower F was reused as the 
communal granary of a local settlement. Containers 
of wood and cork, two wicker baskets, amphorae and 
a substantial amount of corn and beans have been 
discovered. After the roof collapsed during the Late 
Roman Empire, part of the Nuraghe was used for a 
small cemetery (D’Oriano 1984).

Nuraghe Santu Antine (Torralba) is situated in the 
Meilogu region in northwestern Sardinia at an altitude 
of 361 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 3). The multi-tower Nuraghe is 
surrounded by a village (Moravetti 1988). The finds 
of the old excavations seem to show a continuity of 

Figure 9.1. Archaeology of reuse: 1) Nuraghe La 
Varrosa (Sorso); 2) Nuraghe San Pietro (Torpè); 3) 
Nuraghe Santu Antine (Terralba); 4) Nuraghe Sa 
Tanca ‘e sa Mura (Villanova Monteleone); 5) Nuraghe 
Sant’Efis (Orune); 6) Nuraghe Mannu (Dorgali); 7) 
Nuraghe Aidu Entos (Bortigali); 8) Nuraghe Santa 
Barbara (Macomer); 9) Nuraghe Sanilo (Aidomaggiore); 
10) Nuraghe Lugherras (Paulilatino); 11) Nuraghe 
s’Urachi (San Vero Milis); 12) Nuraghe Genna 
Maria (Villanovaforru); 13) Nuraghe Su Mulinu 
(Villanovafranca); 14) Nuraghe Orrubiu (Orroli);  
15) Nuraghe Monte Sirai (Carbonia).
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a shrine in tower B and the finds of numerous thymia-
teria in the central chamber, the staircase and the slits. 
Occupation in the village continued during the Roman 
and medieval periods (Moravetti 1986).

Nuraghe Sanilo (Aidomaggiore) is situated in 
the Guilcier region of central Sardinia at an altitude 
of 350 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 9). The multi-tower Nuraghe 
is surrounded by a village. The area surrounding the 
Nuraghe was reused as a burial space during the Punic 
and Roman periods (Gasperini 1992, 310; Filigheddu 
1994, 811).

Nuraghe Lugherras (Paulilatino) is situated in 
the Guicier region in the highlands of central-western 
Sardinia at an altitude of 329 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 10). 
The central tower of the multi-tower Nuraghe was 
used as a shrine in the late Punic age. More than 700 
thymiateria, many oil lamps, coins and a fragment of 
a statue of Bes were discovered in the lower chamber 
of the central tower. There does not seem to be a con-
tinuity of occupation between the nuragic and late 
Punic periods (Taramelli 1910; Regoli 1991; Del Vais 
& Serreli 2014–2015).

Nuraghe S’Urachi (San Vero Milis) is situated in the 
Campidano of Milis in western Sardinia at an altitude 
of 4 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 11). The multi-tower Nuraghe is 
among the largest on the island (Fig. 9.2). The village 
was occupied without interruption from the Middle 
Bronze Age until the Roman Republican period. During 
the Punic period, at least since the end of sixth to fifth 
centuries bc, part of the Nuraghe was reused as a large 
cult site, which is yet to be excavated. The archaeologi-
cal deposit is notable for the presence of clay statues 
(four of the god Bes (Fig. 9.3) and one of a black man 
(Fig. 9.4)), a clay matrix for votive breads (the bread 
of Ashtarte), terracotta moulds, and hundreds of thy-
miateria (Stiglitz 2012a, Stiglitz et al. 2015, Ibba 2018).

Nuraghe Genna Maria (Villanovaforru) is situated 
in the Marmilla region of central-southern Sardinia 
at an altitude of 395 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 12). The multi-
tower Nuraghe is surrounded by a village, which 
dates from the Bronze Age to the eighth century bc. 
After a break of several centuries, from the end of the 
fourth century bc, the central tower of the Nuraghe 
and the corridor in front were used as a cult place. 
Inside there were a large number of oil lamps, coins, 
thymiateria and a clay matrix for votive breads (the 
bread of Ashtarte). The presence of numerous lamps 
is peculiar. In the courtyard, the presence of ash and 
burnt bones of animals indicates a place of sacrifice. 
Here too, it should be noted there is no continuity of 
occupation between the nuragic period and the Punic 
period (Lilliu & Badas 1993; Atzeni et al. 1988).

Nuraghe Su Mulinu (Villanovafranca) is situated 
in Marmilla region in central-southern Sardinia at an 

suggest it was used as a warehouse (Manca di Mores 
1998b, 274).

Nuraghe Sa Tanca ‘e sa Mura (Villanova Mon-
teleone) is situated in the Meilogu region in northwestern 
Sardinia at an altitude of 400 m s.l.m, along the banks 
of the river Temo. At present, the site is flooded by an 
artificial lake (Fig. 9.1, 4). The excavation of the single-
tower Nuraghe brought to light Middle and Late Bronze 
Age material. At the end of the fourth century bc, it 
was included in a medium-sized Punic farm which 
remained in use until the second half of the first 
century bc. The rural site looks like a well-articulated 
building, geometrically laid out, which also contains 
the reused Nuraghe. The discovery of several iron slag 
and glass points to industrial activity. It should be 
noted that there is no continuity of occupation between 
the Bronze Age and the reuse during the Punic period 
(Manca di Mores 1988a; Madau 1991, 1997).

Nuraghe S. Efis (Orune) is situated in the region 
Barbagia in central-eastern Sardinia at an altitude of 
750 m a.s.l., (Fig. 9.1, 5). The multi-tower Nuraghe is 
surrounded by a village. During the Roman Empire 
a large building was constructed in the village that 
may have been a mansio, connected to the road to 
the interior of the island. Occupation does not seem 
to have continued between the nuragic and Roman 
periods (Delussu 2009a).

Nuraghe Mannu (Dorgali) is situated in the Baro-
nia region in eastern Sardinia at an altitude of 180 m 
a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 6). The single-tower Nuraghe is sur-
rounded by a village, dating from the Middle Bronze 
Age to the early Iron Age. After a long break the tower 
was reused as a warehouse during the late Republi-
can period (mid-second century bc) until the early 
medieval period (sixth century ad) (Delussu 2008, 
130). The nuragic village saw major restructuring, as 
the excavations brought to light square buildings that 
date from the late Roman Empire to the early medieval 
period (Delussu 2009b).

Nuraghe Aidu Entos (Bortigali) is situated in the 
Marghine region in central-western Sardinia at an alti-
tude of 803 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 7). The corridor Nuraghe, 
was reused in the Roman period to indicate the bound-
ary of the territory of the Ilienses with an inscription 
on the lintel above the entrance (see above) (Gasperini 
1992, 303–6; Moravetti 1998, 237–8; Mastino 2007).

Nuraghe Santa Barbara (Macomer) is situated in 
the Marghine region in central-western Sardinia at an 
altitude of 648 m a. s. l. (Fig. 9.1, 8). The multi-tower 
Nuraghe is surrounded by a village. Occupation of the 
Nuraghe and the village continued from the Middle 
Bronze Age to the early Iron Age, after which large 
parts of the buildings were abandoned and collapsed. 
Reuse in the Punic period is shown by the presence of 
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altitude of 286 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 13). The multi-tower 
Nuraghe was constructed in the Middle Bronze Age 
and was surrounded by a village. Very interesting is 
room e, already used during the late nuragic period as 
a cult place; from the eighth century bc, there was an 
altar in the form of a Nuraghe decorated with a half-
moon and holes to hold votive swords. The presence 
of a large amount of oil lamps, vessels and furniture 
for worship indicates the performance of rituals. The 
room stayed in use as a cult place from the late Punic 
period (third century bc) until the Roman Empire. 
This second phase was characterized by the presence 
of lamps and reuse of the Nuraghe-shaped altar as 
well. Here again it should be noted that there was no 
continuity of occupation between the nuragic period 
(Middle Bronze Age and early Iron Age) and the late 
Punic period (Ugas 1989–1990; Ugas & Paderi 1990).

Nuraghe Arrubiu (Orroli) is situated in Sarcidano 
region in central Sardinia at an altitude of 513 m a.s.l. 
(Fig. 9.1, 14). At the moment, it is the largest Nuraghe 
in Sardinia with 21 towers (Cossu et al. 2003). The 
Nuraghe seems to have been abandoned at the end of 

Figure 9.3. S’Urachi, clay statue of Bes (Archivio Ilisso 
Edizioni, foto Pietro Paolo Pinna).

Figure 9.2. S’Urachi, San Vero Milis (Foto Museo Civico di San Vero Milis).
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centuries bc, in connection with the Carthaginian 
conquest of Sardinia, the temple area underwent an 
extensive transformation. The Nuraghe was destroyed 
and a new building was constructed on its remains. 
A final refurbishment of the temple in the mid-third 
century bc completely concealed the previous phases. 
The settlement was suddenly abandoned around 110 bc 
(Guirguis 2015, 24–5).

 
The archaeology of reuse

The known archaeological data reported above allow 
us to clarify the chronological correlations of each site 
and avoid generic discourses on the longue durée, which 
still deeply influences research on the island. We do 
not yet have an overall view of the phenomenon of 
reuse of Nuraghi, nor quantitative data that can be used 
for comprehensive analysis, although the examples 
are sufficiently representative of the whole sample as 
much as we can currently understand it. 

Many of the Nuraghi show a break during the last 
stages of nuragic occupation. Reuse during the Phoeni-
cian period is rare. Reuse increases in the Punic and 
Roman Republican periods and reaches its peak under 
the Roman Empire, when most of the Nuraghi show 
traces of some form of reuse, both in the coastal areas 
and in the interior of the island. Especially interest-
ing are the data from the interior of the island which 
is generally considered the most conservative part of 
the island and resistant to outside forces (Lilliu 1971). 
A recent examination of data, mainly from surveys, 
showed that of 246 Nuraghi that had been reused, 229 
Nuraghi showed a break of occupation between the 
nuragic and Roman periods. The fact that 78.9 per cent 
of the Nuraghi are reused only from the Roman Empire 
onwards is even more compelling (Trudu 2010, 395–6). 

These facts underline the more general phe-
nomenon of a significant reduction in the number of 
settlements between the seventh and fifth centuries bc. 
Only areas in the vicinity of the Phoenician urban cen-
tres show traces of rural settlements that can be dated 
to the Phoenician period (van Dommelen & Finocchi 
2008, 173), while at the same time evidence of nuragic 
presence seems to disappear at the end of the seventh 
century/first half of the sixth century bc. The reoccu-
pation of the countryside takes place very quickly in 
the late fifth and fourth centuries bc (van Dommelen 
& Finocchi 2008, 172), at the time of the new territo-
rial policy of Carthage in the western Mediterranean. 

The data from the systematic surveys of the hin-
terland of some cities show different patterns. In the 
case of Nora and Neapolis, new Punic settlements in 
lowland areas closer to the city seem to prevail, while 
a reoccupation of old nuragic sites occurs in the more 

the Late Bronze Age or early Iron Age. In the main 
courtyard, the layers of this phase are covered by c. 9 m 
of collapsed walls. On top of this rubble a workspace 
for the production of wine with tanks, the base of a 
press and a counterweight, was built in the second 
century bc. The structure remained in use until the 
late Roman period. A similar structure was built in 
the village. These two areas were associated with a 
series of domestic structures that are visible around 
the Nuraghe and may be part of an agricultural villa 
(Lo Schiavo – Sanges 1994, 75–7; Sanges 2001).

Nuraghe Monte Sirai (Carbonia) is situated in the 
Sulcis region in southwestern Sardinia at an altitude 
of 194 m a.s.l. (Fig. 9.1, 15). It is a single-tower Nuraghe 
around which a Phoenician settlement was built from 
725 bc onwards. The Nuraghe was reused as a shrine 
within a temple structure that was probably dedicated 
to Ashtarte. Inside the tower, the cult statue was placed 
together with some anthropomorphic bronzetti. Then 
at the end of the late sixth or beginning of the fifth 

Figure 9.4. S’Urachi, clay statue of a black man 
(foto C. Buffa, Soprintendenza ABAP della Sardegna 
meridionale).
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nuragic practice, although the types of craft used are 
totally Punic and Roman. The rituals of worship seem 
to show the continuity of nuragic traditions, such as 
the deposition of several lamps (Ugas & Paderi 1990, 
482–6; Lilliu 1990, 435–7; Lilliu 1993, 20). The ques-
tion remains whether, during this second phase of 
reuse, the altar in the shape of a Nuraghe that was 
still present and visible continued to be a powerful 
sign of the sacred, or whether it had lost its meaning 
and was used merely as furniture. Both possibilities 
are credible, but we are missing too many elements 
to reach a conclusion. The interpretation suggested 
by the excavators of the two Nuraghi (Ugas & Paderi 
1990, 479; Lilliu 1993, 13) assumes the continuity of a 
community that held on to its place. Specific analyses 
of the contexts, however, allow us to say that there is 
no continuity of use by a community tied to its past, 
but by a newly settled community that reused the 
shrine after centuries of neglect. In the coastal areas, 
by contrast, in Nuraghe La Varrosa (Sorso) the reuse of 
the tower and the corridor as a place of worship took 
place in the Roman period, after nearly a thousand 
years of interruption and follows the Roman tradition 
of worship unrelated to the traditional nuragic world, 
as is illustrated by the type of cult statue (Rovina 1997).

Finally, the grandeur of the structures in itself 
do not have to recall ancestral values. For the Roman 
period for example, Nuraghe Santu Antine (Torralba) 
illustrates this point well. Its central tower was still 
very impressive at over 20 m in height, but the Nuraghe 
was reused as a utilitarian space for agricultural activi-
ties (Colombi 2010). For the Punic period, the case of 
Nuraghe Sa Tanca e’ sa Mura (Villanova Monteleone) 
shows the same outcome. The Nuraghe was incorpo-
rated as an ancillary room in the rural structure. In 
the latter case, and perhaps in that of Nuraghe Orrubiu 
(Orroli), we may see the reoccupation of the sites by 
people who may come from Libya or mainland Italy 
in the wake of the colonial power (Acquaro 1996, 8; 
contra Ridgway 1989, 136; van Dommelen & Finocchi 
2008, 194–6) and who, therefore, are indifferent to the 
history of the place.

The comparison of these cases makes it clear 
that we have different forms of reuse. This raises the 
question of a consistent pattern for regions within 
the island that are not necessarily linked to scales 
of identity. On the other hand, detailed analyses of 
archaeological data, where the excavation permits us 
to identify the precise forms of reuse, demonstrate 
that every place has its own specific history, which 
cannot be fitted in a single general model that is valid 
for every period; Sardinia shows, in fact, considerable 
variety in the way Nuraghi are reused in distinct areas 
and also within the same area.

internal areas (Van Dommelen & Finocchi 2008, 173). In 
the hinterland of Tharros, however, this difference is not 
noticeable (Stiglitz 2011, 363–8). A credible explanation 
for the apparent disappearance of people for several 
centuries and the sudden repopulation has not been 
found. Colonists from Carthage are assumed to have 
resettled a number of territories (eg. Rendeli 2005, 167; 
contra Van Dommelen Gomez & Bellard, 2008, 224), but 
this does not seem to be a sufficient explanation of the 
phenomenon as it does not explain the persistence of 
a community of clear nuragic descent even as late as 
during the Roman Empire. To this we must add our 
current inability to recognize proper nuragic evidence 
after the sixth century bc.

From this point of view, it seems interesting 
to note that the few cases of continuous occupation 
between the late nuragic and the Punic-Roman periods 
show that persons of nuragic descent continued to live 
in settlements that took on Phoenician and Roman 
connotations. Paradoxically, these places seem to be 
those that show the greatest detachment from the 
previous nuragic world and that are characterized by 
their full integration into the new world. This means 
that the inhabitants of those places were an integral 
part of the developments that took place on the island 
in this period and that they cannot be suggested to 
have led archaic lifestyles. Significantly, this fact is 
clearly visible at Nuraghe S’Urachi (San Vero Milis) 
and Monte Sirai (Carbonia), which played a key role 
in the relations between the coast and their respective 
hinterlands rich in resources.

In the case of S’Urachi (San Vero Milis), the settle-
ment has ceramic material that is clearly identifiable as 
nuragic from the early Iron Age throughout the eighth 
century bc, when Phoenician material appeared by 
the end of the century. During the seventh century bc, 
local craft practices were increasingly influenced by 
new oriental technologies and morphologies and, 
starting from the sixth century bc, a clear Phoenician 
style can be discerned (Roppa 2012; Roppa et al. 2013). 
The votive deposit in the Nuraghe that can be dated to 
at least the sixth to fifth centuries bc, did not in fact 
display craft and cultural elements that relate to the 
nuragic world (Stiglitz 2012a, b) and this remains so 
until the Roman Republican period. In other words, the 
continuous occupation of nuragic sites seems evident 
only in areas that are related to the more productive 
territories and where the integration between the dif-
ferent elements of the nuragic and Phoenician world 
is at its height.

In areas further inland, as in the case of Nuraghi 
Genna Maria (Villanovaforru) and Su Mulinu (Villano-
vafranca), where an interruption of many centuries is 
clear, the reuse is in some ways similar to that of late 
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all belong to the same social reality, and sometimes 
the connections can even be seen within one family.

These finds challenge the traditional interpreta-
tion of the reuse of Nuraghi and other nuragic structures 
that emphasize the survival of traditional nuragic 
communities within the Punic or Roman societies, 
stuck in a conservatism without any contamination 
by the dominant official culture – which Giovanni 
Lilliu called the costante resistenziale sarda (permanent 
Sardinian resistance: Lilliu 1990, 1971). This interpreta-
tion is consistent with the primitivist views of some 
Anglo-Saxon scholars (Webster 1996; Rowland 2001; 
Dyson & Rowland 2007).

The visibility of the towers obviously played a role 
in the imagination of the people and, in some cases, 
certainly recalled the memories of their ancestors. But 
memory does not necessarily turn into ideological 
action. In many cases, the structures are seen as useful 
for domestic functions: durable existing buildings that 
could provide excellent storage space for foodstuffs. 
In other cases, however, the combination of the monu-
mentality and the cave-like appearance did induce 
religious experience that led to the construction of 
cult places. In other cases, we are dealing with real 
persistence, or a renewal of ancestral worship, but 
should not be seen as a mere survival of what would 
by then have been dated archaizing elements, but as 
an actual interpretation of dynamic traditions.

Archaeological evidence has thus brought to 
light a more complex situation that is quite different 
from the conventional representation of the island 
based on nineteenth-century colonial ideology. It has 
in fact become clear because of the discontinuities 
demonstrated at many nuragic sites, their reuse cannot 
be interpreted as mere survival. When, after a break 
of many centuries, a reused site evokes traditional 
elements, it is no coincidence that this occurs at rural 
sanctuaries that can be seen as places of dialogue and 
integration between cultures. 

The case of Su Mulinu (Villanovafranca) is par-
ticularly informative in this regard. During the early 
Iron Age, a space within the Nuraghe was perceived 
as sacred and furnished with what can be termed an 
altar that reproduces the Nuraghe within which it is 
located (Ugas & Paderi 1990, 478). The consecration, 
then, centres on the memory of the Nuraghe. Problem-
atic, however, is the Punic-period reuse after several 
centuries of abandonment, because the similarity 
of offerings between the nuragic and Punic-Roman 
period, in particular the large numbers of oil lamps 
(Ugas & Paderi 1990, 477–9) suggests a revival of ear-
lier traditions transformed by new artisan practices 
but not by the types of objects offered. This situation 
may thus perhaps be interpreted as the return of the 

Who reused the Nuraghi?

Behind the specific data addressed above, the central 
issue is the identity of those who reused Nuraghi: can 
they be neatly defined as nuragic people, Carthagin-
ians and Romans? This question is not easily answered 
although some clues can be detected in the material 
and linguistic world.

It appears that in Monte Sirai (Carbonia), during 
the Phoenician period, the Nuraghe was reused as 
a place of worship by a community that comprised 
Phoenician and nuragic people. This is indicated by 
an object discovered in the sacred space within the 
Nuraghe: it is a small votive bronze figurine that dates 
to the eighth century bc, that is of an eastern type 
but with strong nuragic elements. In particular the 
pot held in the figurine’s hand is of the well-known 
nuragic askos type (Guirguis, 2010, 24; Bernardini & 
Botto 2010, 51–4) and this can be seen as a sign of an 
integrated, hybrid community. The discovery of a 
contemporary necropolis shows evidence of a hybrid 
nuragic-Phoenician community as well (Guirguis 
2010, 25).

Even more direct evidence is provided by funeral 
inscriptions from the Nuraghi in the central regions of 
Sardinia (Stiglitz 2010). Even though the majority of 
the inscriptions date to the late Roman Empire they are 
no less significant. I will limit my example to Nuraghe 
Sanilo (Aidomaggiore), from where three interesting 
inscriptions come that date to different periods and 
contain anthroponyms that provide useful informa-
tion for understanding the complexity of the Sardinian 
situation. The oldest one dates back to the third cen-
tury bc and contains the word WGC written in Punic: 
it is a personal name that demonstrates the persistence 
of a strong palaeo-Sardinian substratum in the nam-
ing of people during the period of Punic and Roman 
domination on the island (Filigheddu 1994, 811). The 
second one is written in Latin and dates to the first 
century ad. It contains the text URSETINERCAUNI: 
these are two personal names, Urseti and Nercaui that 
are also known elsewhere and that are considered to 
be of nuragic origin (Gasperini 1992, 310).

A third inscription from the same Nuraghe and 
dating to the first century ad, contains the text: qdabinel. 
/ Dom (inus) fec (it). The name of the deceased, Qdabinel, 
clearly illustrates the Punic component of the Sardinian 
population (Gasperini 1992, 307–10), the name is, in 
fact, to be connected with the Punic kbdcln – honor of 
the god, a common name in North Africa (Zucca 1999, 
35–6). The three inscriptions show that, during the 
Punic and Roman periods, cultural components of 
various origins (nuragic, Punic and Roman) were still 
present and recognizable. They are not demarcated and 
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as defined by Gramsci (van Dommelen & Gomez Bel-
lard 2008, 237–8; Liguori & Voza 2009, passim; Stiglitz 
2020), rather than in nineteenth-century colonial terms. 
Notions such as ‘survival, persistence and continuity’, 
which have long been used to analyse these situations, 
no longer seem to be able to provide the appropriate 
conceptual tools for interpreting these complex realities:

S’agit-il véritablement d’une catégorie his-
toriographique recevable? Rend-elle compte 
de phénomènes homogènes ? peut-elle 
assumer le rôle de principe explicatif qu’on 
a voulu lui attribuer parfois? Le thème, 
on le voit, n’est peut-être pas d’un manie-
ment aussi simple, aussi commode, ni aussi 
innocent qu’il peut paraître à première vue. 
(Benabou 1990, 7)

In the end, it comes down to exploring the role in and 
impact of nuragic towers on their local setting place 
by place: 

Memory and tradition alone do not pre-
serve an object’s identity, it is the ongoing 
incorporation of that object into routinized 
practices that generates its meaning (Blake 
1998, 68). 

It is therefore the social practices of that reality that 
will clarify our ideas. In conclusion, the Nuraghi tell 
us a long story with a solid foundation, but that is 
also one with many twisted branches, rich in differ-
ent narratives.

descendants of former residents (Bartoloni 1988, 346–7) 
or the resettlement by new groups to this place but, 
not necessarily from outside the island. In both cases, 
it is a new community that kept some features of the 
nuragic tradition and taken on new ones from the 
Punic and Roman traditions. This was demonstrably 
not a passive or residual community, but one able to 
handle and manipulate, consciously or not, the situa-
tion of their time (Stiglitz 2020).
 
Conclusion

It is important to draw the attention to the inhabitants 
of those places, the women and men who created their 
environment, and who were able to express their own 
culture, who were subaltern but not passive and capa-
ble of taking ‘a more or less explicit counter-hegemonic 
character in the form of subcultures or popular, often 
religious, movements […] a specifically local response 
to colonialism’ (van Dommelen 1997, 309, 315).

The geographical, chronological and contextual 
distinctions briefly summarized in this article ques-
tion the old dichotomy between colonial occupation 
and resistance that viewed the world in ethnic terms. 
Instead, I argue that the terms ‘nuragic, Punic or Roman’ 
lost their ethnic connotation and became mere labels 
to classify material culture. It also does not necessarily 
mean the replacement of the indigenous inhabitants with 
colonial outsiders (van Dommelen & Gomez Bellard 
2008, 2–5, 202). The communities under Carthaginian 
and Roman political control seem to form new cultural 
features adapted to the new colonial situation and in 
line with the concepts of hegemony and subordination 
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