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THE MEDITERRANEAN EMPORIUM OF
COMACCHIO AND EARLY MEDIEVAL
EUROPEAN TRADE (the6TH10THcenturies AD)

Recent research has demonstrated both from the archaeological and historical point of view the inclusion of Comacchio (Ferrara, Italy)
in the mostly unknown formation and development of new settlements that characterized the upper Adriatic Sea between the 6thand 10th
centuries AD. The importance of Comacchio as a new town, able to take a fundamental role in the management of the trading relationships on
a Mediterranean scale, has to be analysed in connection with the birth of other new urban settlements.

Comacchio, as Venice (Torcello, Rialto, Olivolo and Malamocco), Cittanova, Grado and Caorle, is an extraordinary element of novelty and
vivacity in historical period traditionally considered critical and stagnant.

Apart from their topographic location in a marshy environment, the main feature of these new towns is the enhanced ability of promoting
awide range of commercial activities based on the revenues from the exploitation of the local resources (salt production and fishing). These
commercial activities enabled the development of a strong local navigation able to provide constant and efficient transport on the shallow
waters of the rivers and lagoons. The new'emerging centres', often competing against each other, are localized in a political territory that can
be considered as a border between the eastern/Byzantine world and the Western Lombard/Carolingian world. The ability to distinguish their
relationship with Constantinople apart from the elite of the continental kingdoms provides their fortune in becoming true emporia.
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The settled centre of Comacchio (Ferrara, Po Delta) (Fig. 1) originated in the Early Middle Ages. Written sources
place the full formation and development of the settlement during the 8thcentury.

Comacchio takes a fundamental role within the system of'new centres'which were born along the North-Western
Adriatic coast between the 7thand the 9thcentury. These'new centres’show extremely diverse material evidence both
with regards to quantity and to quality. However, it is possible to classify them from the historical and archaeological
interpretation, as ports and markets, therefore as 'emporia' [12, p. 83-88]. From the political viewpoint these new
towns are located within the narrow strip of land which is under Byzantine control after the fall of Rome.

We focus on Comacchio in order to assess the quality of its late antique and early medieval archaeological
information. The objective is to verify the material characteristics defining the site as a nodal-pointin the economical
relationship occurring between the Adriatic and Mediterranean routes on one side and the trade with the hinterland
of the Po river (and therefore the relationship with the dlites of the Po valley) on the other. [13; 15].

This paper is organized into three sections:

1) First, the events that led to the birth of the settlement is sketched for the first time;

2) Second, the material structures of the early medieval settlement and the characteristics which identify
Comacchio as an 'emporium'‘are described;

3) Finally, the last part will consider the role of Comacchio as an emporium within the early medieval Adriatic, Po
River and European economy.

Between Late Antiquity and Early Middle Ages: the path towards a new settlement

The delta of the Po during Late Antiquity is a territory that can be defined as an area without towns. Along the
banks of the old course of the river called Padus Vetus a certain number of settlements have been identified. The only
significant centre is a vicus, called VicusAventia, where imperial legates were residing, carrying out the management
and administration of large areas belonging to the imperial treasury. A good quantity of funerary inscriptions are
the indirect evidence of the presence of wide saltiz, large estates consisting of uncultivated land, areas partially
submerged by water and large patches ofwoodland [14, p. 395-410; 21; 26].

The sites, from the Imperial Age onward, were located along the main river ways (Fig. 2). Amongst the structures
which have been found we can list houses (some with a high level pars urbana), structures for fish breeding, for the
production of brick, salt-works and infrastructures connected with river navigation [27, p. 168-172; 28, p. 59].

Both written and material sources highlight how the people living around the delta in the Late Imperial Age were
experts at lagoon and river navigation. Located in an area acting as a link between the large sea ports of the Upper
Adriatic, the sites of the area of Comacchio seem to carry out the role of intermediate stopovers in the internal lagoon
routes between Ravenna and Aquilea [11]. Both the river routes and the land ways needed stationes with bridges,
ferries and docks [14].
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Itis not casual that at beginning of the 6thcentury Cassiodorus mentioned the people of the Po delta as skillful
ship builders, whom emperor Theodoricus requested in AD 526 to provide qualified workers for the construction
of boats («ufperdomum nostram navigandi qaererentur artifices») [14, p. 399; 18, fig. 18,1; 24, p. 461 ].

A change in the settlement system of the area of Comacchio is evident between the 6thand 7thcentury AD.
Clustered nuclei-almost villages - are grouped around religious buildings and in close relationship with structured
agricultural areas. At the moment this interpretation, however, depends only on indirect data: concentrations of
pottery collected during fieldwalking surveys, the presence of wide collective cemeteries and the construction of
new religious buildings [22; 23].

New elements, for example, can be identified in the complex structure of the site of Motta della Girata (Fig. 4).
In this area the church of Santa Maria in Pado Vetere was excavated. The building, dated to the age of Justinian,
was surrounded by two funerary areas. Some of the burials contained objects, including glass or ceramic vessels,
soapstone containers, personal objects made of metal or glassy paste and above all, bone combs [1; 20].

The materials allow us to date the cemetery to between the second half of the 5thand the 8th century, and
emphasize in particular how the area was used for several burials even before the church was built [8].

The understanding of this settlement cannot be complete without reflecting on the specific landscape in
which it was found, strongly influenced by the presence of the canal 'della Girata’wich can possibly be dated to
the 7th-8thcenturies, and by a large area of reclaimed land [4; 7; 9; 14, p. 407].

Settlement and port facilities. Comacchio in the 8thcentury

The settlement of Comacchio developed between the 7thand 8thcentury on a series of sandy dunes separated
by canals, resembling 'islands' (Fig. 3) [14, p. 494, fig. 9]. The settlement is not far from the Adriatic coast and is
naturally protected from the outside by a wide lagoon. The knowledge available at present allows us to imagine
a central nucleus of the settlement clustered around the religious buildings (built with re-used bricks) which
constitutes, from the first few years of the 8thcentury, the Episcopal district. At present, this insula corresponds
with the area of the cathedral of Saint Cassiano.

Two other islands stretching northward and southward, with open spaces were alternatively used for housing,
orchards and vegetable gardens. The houses were of course completely built of wood. There are also some
funerary areas.

Valle Raibosola (the area of Saint Mauro and Saint Agostino) and the insula where the monastery of Saint Maria
in Aula Regia (documented from AD 956) is located, are peculiar settlements, corographically separated from the
remaining settlement and destined to be used by two different monastic institutions [6].

Itis possible to identify the point of confluence of important waterways in the north-western part of the town,
waterways which connected Comacchio with the mouth of the Po towards the north, with the settlement of Saint
Maria in Pado Vetere and the southern river branches towards the south (and from here with Ravenna) and finally,
going past the coastaldunes, to the Adriatic Sea routes. Itis in this area that traces of large infrastructures, probably
related to a port, the focus of the commercial activity of the settlement, can be identified. Itis here that Francesco
Proni identified, between 1924 and 1931, a series of wooden posts regularly inserted into the ground, at that time
interpreted generally as pile-dwellings. Itis however still possible to recognize, by looking at the pictures of that
time, a platform made of wooden planks which probably constituted a walking level supported by vertical poles.
Not far from here, in the presentday Villaggio San Francesco, a salvage excavation found further groups of aligned
posts, with different dimensions, on which the wooden planks were sometimes still visible [5, fig. 3-5].

The structural types of the post alignments are homogeneous: they mainly relate to structures protruding
towards the lagoon (platforms-docks), waterfront and embankments.

The site, which occupies a very wide area, estimated to be around 75,000 sg. m., can be interpreted as a port
facility working during the 8thcentury (Fig. 5).

The port was connected with the external coasts by a wide tidal canal of natural origin conveying salt water
towards the interior, and was protected by the lagoon. The location allowed the exchange of goods between
boats arriving at Comacchio from the Adriatic Sea and flat-bottom boats appropriate to navigate the shallow
waters of the rivers of the Po valley.

Almost all finds are sherds of transport vessels: in the excavation of Villaggio San Francesco carried out in 1996,
89% of finds are sherds of closed vessels and transport containers, 55% of which are amphorae. In addition, under
the docks parts of barrels (for transport?) and two stone anchors were found [15, p.514-516].

From a structural point of view the most prominent element is the wide platforms consisting of vertical oak
posts in parallel rows, planted into the ground. These posts were supporting the wooden planks. It is easy to
imagine that these wide structures did not function only as docks but were also proper working platforms (Fig. 6)
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[15]. These kinds of structures are very similar in building materials and techniques to the wooden platform-docks
found in Dorestad, on the Rhine river in Holland [29, fig. 22], in GroB Stromkendorfon the German Baltic Sea coast
[25, p. 210] or in Resen in Germany [3, fig. 6,7,8].

Ceramic sherds have been found under the heads of posts, under the collapsed wooden planks connecting
them, or in layers of soil used for embankments and/or reclaiming of land. The pottery can be dated to the8t9th
centuries.

Three peculiar elements of the 8thand 9th- century assemblages are the classes defined as'light clay pottery',
the'early medieval globular amphorae'and the'soapstone’'. Light clay pottery shows usually closed shapes, mainly
with two handles (Fig. 7). We hypothesize a Po River or Adriatic provenance. The presence of amphorae known as
‘early medieval globular amphorae'(Fig. 8) in the excavations of Comacchio is necessary to frame the economy of
the Comacchio emporium [16, p. 601-608; 19].

It is therefore an 'extra-regional'function which can be read through the amphorae, for which we suppose a
consistent import from the Mediterranean and the southern Adriatic area.

Comacchio: Po valley, Adriatic and Mediterranean 'emporium'

Trade, then, but what of?

From oil to wine, from spices to fabrics, perhaps garum: eastern products requested in the West. It was the
allure of supply and demand that led the Byzantine ships up to the Upper Adriatic and provided the local fleets
with a monopoly of the river trades in Northern Italy, to which the primary market for the locally produced salt
added up.

Trade, then, but who for?

The new towns of the Upper Adriatic kept in direct contact with the Byzantine East. They belonged to an area
of consumption and circulation of specific goods, some eastern productions, in which the Lombard and Franks
elite progressively got interested.

Obviously the establishment of a commercial emporium with a Mediterranean scope was connected with a
stable aristocratic hegemony. Elites, in fact, provided the'demand'in the early medieval economy. IfVenice in the
9thcentury appeared to be strictly connected with the Carolingian world, Comacchio in the 7thcentury appeared
to be an emporium of Lombard economy (Fig. 9).

The importance of Comacchio (Fig. 10) within the economic dynamics of Northern Italy, between Lombards
and Carolingians, has been variously evaluated at the scientific level.

Written sources, in particular the 'Capitolare' (a pactum signed in the beginning of the 8thcentury between
Lombards and the habitatores of Comacchio regulating trade along the Po), provided hints of the commercial
role of Comacchio. Some scholars have emphasized this role [10; 30]. They describe a certain dynamism which
characterized the last phase of the Lombard age. It would be a preamble to the following Carolingian floruit.
Other scholars have belittled these functions [2; 31; 32]. They place Comacchio in a net of short and medium
range commercial relationships. Comacchio would have traded, basically, salt. At the same time McCormick has
highlighted thedecisive roleofVenice in thefirst partofthe Carolingian age, considering in a reductive perspective
the economy properly pertaining to the Lombard in the 8thcentury [17].

Conclusions: from Comacchio to Venice

Venice in the 9thcentury, especially after the peace treaty of Aachen, was chosen by the Carolingians as a nodal
point in the trade towards the east. As a matter of fact, the importance of other trade centres, like Comacchio,
seemed to diminish the closer we get to the 10thcentury. The privileged position of the Venetian doges with the
Carolingian kings notonly caused the decline of Comacchio, but also caused a powerful change in the economical
structures of northern Italy.

During the 8thcentury the economy and the trade described by the archaeological evidence of Comacchio
shows a vitality of economy in different towns of the Po valley: the framework of economical relationships is
anything but'stagnant'. The rise to power ofVenice in the 9thcentury and its'trade'aimed at European market gave
a marginal role to Northern Italy.

The products which arrived and were traded in the port of Comacchio seemed to be addressed to the elites
of the Po valley. On the contrary, the commercial relationships of the following century bypassed Northern Italy,
which appeared to be characterized by more local exchange with a short and medium span.

There was also a fundamental change in the new market: not only Byzantine ships navigated the Adriatic to
reach theemporia, but the Venetians also targeted the whole Mediterranean.Their fleetgrew bigger and stronger.
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Venice, however, felt the need to establish its commercial power by means of war actions aimed at destroying
Comacchio. The war of AD 932 was the most acute episode: probably in that period Comacchio was still felt to be
an economical '‘competitor'which needed to be drastically curtailed [15].
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CEPEA3EMHOMOPCLKUI EMIMOPIA KOMAKKbBOTA
PAHHbOCEPEAHbOBIYHA EBPOMENCLKA TOPIIB/IA (VI-X CT. H.e.)

OcTaHHiI focnigpKeHHs npogeMoHcTpyBanu, Lo micto Komakkbo (Peppapa, ITanis) BiAHOCUTHCA A0 HANMEHLI BUBYEHUX NOCENEHD,
AK 3 iICTOPUYHOrO, TaK i3 apxeonoriyHoro nornsaay. oro chopMyBaHHS | PO3BUTOK A€ 30BCiM HOBY KapTUHY perioHy BepXHboi AapiaTukm
B nepiog 3 VI no X cT. H.e. 3HaueHHs KoMakkbO SIK HOBOro MicTa, 34aTHOro BigirpasaTv NPOBigHY PONb B ynpas/iHHI TOProBYMMU
BiflHOCMHamMu B yCbOMY Cepei3eMHOMOPCbKOMY PErioHi, Mae 6yTu npoaHanizoBaHo Yy 3B’A3KY i3 BUHUKHEHHAM i iHWKX yp6aHi3oBaHUX
noceneHsb.

Komakkbo, siki BeHeuia (Topuenno, Pianbto, OniBonota Manamokko), YiTtaHoBa, FpagoTa Kaopne € AKiCHO HOBUM 1 XXUTTE3AATHUM
€NemMeHTOM B iCTOPUYHMIA Nepiog, WO TpaauuiliHO po3rnafaeTbCs AK NepenoMHUi Ta peLecusHuii.

OCHOBHOK PUCOK HOBMX MICT, OKpiM X TonorpadiyHoro posTalwyBaHHsA y 60M0TUCTIA MICLEBOCTi, € PO3BUTOK LUMPOKOro
Aianas3oHy KoMepuiliHOT AisNbHOCTI, 3aCHOBAHOT Ha f0X04ax Bif ekcnnyaTauii MicLeBmx pecypcis (BugobyBaHHA coni Ta pnbanbcTea).
KomepuiliHa AisinbHICTb Mana CTOCYHOK TakOX i A0 PO3BWUTKY MOPCbKOI CnpaBu B perioHi, sika morna 3a6esneunTn nocTiliHe Ta
eheKTMBHe nepeBe3eHHs B yMOBaX MifIKUX PiYOK Ta naryH.

Lli HOBI «LeHTPU aKTMBHOrO PO3BUTKY», SIKi YAaCTO MK CO60I0 KOHKYpyBanun, 06MexyBannca noniTMYHOK TEPUTOPIEtD, Ky, CBOEID
4Yeprolw, MOXHa po3rnfgatTv AK KOPAOH MK CXIgHWM - BizaHTiicbkuMm i 3axigHum - Jlombapgincbkum/KaponiH3bkum CBITOM. BMiHHA
andepeHuitoBaTy BiJHOCMHU MiX KOHCTaHTMHOMOMEM Ta €eniTol KOHTWHEHTa/lbHUX KOponiBCTB 3abe3nevyBano Ycnix LUuMxX MicT fK
cnpasXHix eMnopiis.

Knto4yoBi crioBa: Komakkbo, AfpiaTuiuHe Mope, paHHbOCepeLHbLOBIYHI eMnopil, TOpriBenbHi MapLpyTh, NOPTOBI iHPACTPYKTYpH.

CPEON3EMHOMOPCKWIA 3MMOPUN KOMAKKBO 1
PAHHECPEQHEBEKOBAHA EBPOMENCKASA TOPFOB/A (VI-X BB. H.3.)

HepaBHve uccnegoBaHMsa NPOAEMOHCTPMpPOBanu, 4To ropos Komakkbo (®Peppapa, WTanva) OTHOCUTCS K HAMMEHEE U3YYEeHHbIM
noceneHnsaM, Kak C UCTOPUYECKOW, TaK U C apxXeonornyeckoi Touku 3peHus. Ero cpopmmpoBaHue u pasButme [aéT COBEpLIEHHO
HOBYIO KapTWHY permoHa BepxHeli AgpuaTuku B nepuog c VI no X BB. H.3. 3HauyeHMe KoOMakkbO Kak HOBOro ropofa, cnocobHoro
cbirpaTb rNaBeHCTBYIOLWYI0 PO/b B yNpaBneHWW TOProBbIMWU OTHOLUEHUSIMW BO BCEM CPEeAN3EMHOMOPCKOM pervoHe AO/MKHO 6biTb
npoaHannM3MpoBaHo B CBA3U C BOSHUKHOBEHWEM W ApYrvMX Yp6aHN3NPOBaHHbIX NOCENEHWIA.

Komakkbo, Kak n BeHeuusa (Topuenno, PuanbTto, OnnBono u Manamokko), YuTtaHoBa, pago u Kaopne siBnseTcs KayecTBEHHO
HOBbIM W XW3HECMNOCOOHbIM 3/1IEMEHTOM B WCTOPUYECKUIA nepuofd, TPagULMOHHO paccMaTpUBAOWMIACA Kak MepenoMHbli 1
peLeccuBHbIN.

OCHOBHOU 4epToi HOBbIX FOPOAOB, NOMUMO WX TONOrpatnyeckKoro pacnosnoXxXeHns B 6010TUCTON MECTHOCTU, ABNAETCS pasBuTue
LUIMPOKOrO Anana3oHa KOMMepPYecKol feATeNbHOCTU, OCHOBAHHOWM Ha [0X04ax OT 3Kchayataumm MeCcTHbIX pecypcoB (fo6blya conm
1 pbl6010BCTBO). KOMMepueckas AesTeNbHOCTb MMeNia OTHOWEHME Takke Y K pa3BUTUI0O MOPCKOro fiena B permoHe, KOTopoe MOorio
o6ecneynTb NOCTOAHHbIE U AP EKTUBHbIE NEPEBO3KN B YCNOBUAX MENKMX PeK N NaryH.

3TN HOBble «aKTMBHO pas3BMBalOLWMECH LEHTPbl», 4acTo KOHKypupylline Mexay coboi, orpaHuuMBanuCb MNOAUTUYECKON
TeppuTopueli, KOTOPYlD B CBOK Ouyepefb MOXHO paccmaTtpuBaTb KakK rpaHuly mexay BOCTOYHbIM - BM3aHTUICKMM W 3anagHbiM
- Jlomb6apackum/KaponvHICKuM  MypoM.  YMeHue pauddepeHunpoBatb OTHOWeHMA Mexay KoHCcTaHTMHONonem W 3nuToin
KOHTUHEHTaNbHbIX KOPOSIeBCTB 06ecneynBano ycnex B CTaHOBMEHUN 3TUX FOPOAOB KakK HACTOALWMX IMMNOPMEB.

KntoueBblecnoBa: Komakkb0, ALpMaTMyeckoe Mope, paHHeCpeAHEBEKOBbIE IMMOPUN, TOPrOBbIe MapLUPYThl, NOPTOBbIE MHAPACTPYKTYPbI.
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Fig. 1. Location of Comacchio.
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Fig. 2. Delta of Po River: Settlement in Late Antiquity.
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Fig. 3. Comacchio in the Early Middle Ages.
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Fig. 4. Santa Maria in Padovetere. Archaeological elements and aerial photo-interpretation



1000 pokiB Bi3aHTiicbkoi Toprisni (V-XV cTonitTs)

i Comacchio
B_|g w_ooder_u Horizontal VSF 1996
piles in horizontal piles Section n. 108
position Tr.NL
Vertical wooden Horizontal
piles in situ planks
Wooden planks Lithic
fragments
Small wooden
piles in horizontal Pottery
position
Vegetable i
residues Briks fragments
Pfeaty lenses Ostrea
with wooden elements
(planks residues)
Tellinae Cardium
Layer
limits
Excavation
limits
Comacchio
VSF 1996
Plan. 60c - Tr. NL
North

Fig. 5. Villaggio San Francesco (Comacchio): wooden platform-docks.

Fig. 6. Landing stages in Comacchio and in Dorestad.
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Fig. 7. Light-clay pottery from Comacchio.
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Fig. 8. Early medieval globular amphorae from Comacchio.
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Fig. 9. The trade routes "from" and "to" Comacchio.

Fig. 10. Reconstruction of Comacchio in the Early Middle Ages (R. Merlo).



