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T he view from the top of the hill on a clear day is breathtaking.  
To the south-east you can see the Tower of Baradello, and as you 
follow the horizon towards the west you see the plain, passing 
through the centre of Seprio, extending towards Varese. On a 

windy day, when the sky is clear, you can even see the brand-new skyscrapers 
of Milan. Without taking anything away from the beauty of the place, which 
certainly always exerted its undoubted charm in the past, such a strategic 
position could not go unnoticed particularly in times when controlling and 
observing the routes of communication marked the difference between pro-
sperity and scarcity, domination and submission, life or death, for the com-
munities that lived there. This is the reason why the settlement of Tremona-
Castello, at an altitude of 650m, is perfectly situated to dominate the main 
routes from Como and Varese towards Riva San Vitale, the Monte Ceneri, 
and the Alpine passes. It had been continuously inhabited for about 6000 
years, from the Neolithic up to the fifteenth century, until it was abruptly 
abandoned following a devastating attack. The last inhabitants left within 
a few decades for reasons that are not yet clear. Since then, the site was left 
undisturbed for centuries, swallowed by the woods, and leaving no trace 
except for a name on the maps.  

The potential of Tremona has been known since the end of the eighties. 
Several surveys by AM had revealed the existence of at least one defensive 
wall and the ruins of several stone structures, ceramic sherds, lithic and 
metal artefacts which confirmed the human occupation of the site from the 
Neolithic to the Middle Ages. 

After the first trenches of 1991-1993, extensive excavations started in 
2000 and went on until 2019 revealing a well stratified settlement, a castrum 
(castle), surrounded by walls to protect buildings of various types: a settlement 
not only to provide a safe refuge for the population of the territory around it, 
but also a centre of power housing a stable population who traded, travelled, 
used money, produced goods and owned precious objects as well. A lot more 
than a simple fortified rural settlement, Tremona has slowly come back to 
life, revealing its history down to the minute detail.
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PREHISTORIC TREMONA

 The first traces of human activity in the area of the modern Mendrisiotto were 
discovered in 1998 by Francesco Bianchi-Demicheli and Sergio Vorpe in the so 
called “Bear Cave” on the western side of Monte Generoso, at an altitude of 
1450m.  The evidence comprised flint tools to scrape animal skins and bones, 
made between 60000-40000 years ago by the Neanderthals. The first human 
evidence in the territory around Tremona, and in Tremona itself, dates back 
to the Neolithic (about 5500/5300-3500 BC). This  includes the finds from the 
Coldrerio peatbog and other scattered finds, such as the flint axes from Pedrinate 
and Balerna Boscherina, the flint arrowhead from Alpe di Melano, the flint axe 
from Monte Generoso, and the flint flakes recovered from the lake at Riva San 
Vitale. Among the oldest finds from Tremona, dating to the second half of the 
sixth millennium BC, are hatchets, axes, arrowheads, blades, scrapers, and end 
scrapers. Similar artefacts have also been recovered at the site of Castelgrande 
di Bellinzona. All of these finds belong to the “Isolino group” (the name deriving 
from Isolino Virginia in the Varese are Later evidence from the middle Neolithic 
(square mouthed vessels culture, (5th millennium BC) includes arrowheads, flint 
objects, some sherds of bowls, sherds of square mouthed vessels, and other deco-
rated vessels. Finally, in the late-final Neolithic (4th millennium BC (3400-3300 
BC) we have objects such as trapezoidal arrowheads, and sherds of Lagozza 
and Breno type ware. Occupation of the site continues uninterrupted through 
the Eneolithic or Copper Age (3500/3400-3300 BC), as shown by sherds of Bell 
beakers and several arrowheads, including one made of rock crystal like in the 
sample found at Castelgrande di Bellinzona. Some of the tools were not finished 
suggesting that Tremona may have been a  production centre. The excavations 
have also recovered tools from the Bronze Age (about 2200/2100-900 BC) which 
is noteworthy because the period of greatest activity in the territory was in the 
Iron Age (900/850 BC- Roman period) as evidenced by the cemeteries of Stabio 
and Ligornetto. This period corresponds with the expansions of the Golasecca 
and the La Tène cultures, represented in the archaeological layers underneath 
the Medieval settlement. In the crevasse marking the northern edge of the set-
tlement, used as a rubbish dump for centuries, thousands of sherds of hand made 
and wheel-turned vessels, along with bronze earrings and brooches were found, 
some possibly made on site. These objects, together with bronze slag, seem to 
suggest the presence of craftsmen and commercial exchanges in Tremona.
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ROMAN TREMONA

The history of the site during the Roman period is only indirectly known. 
We do not yet have any documentary evidence and none of the structures can 
be dated with certainty to that period; with the exception of the tower where a 
fragment of terra sigillata dated to the first or second century AD was recove-
red and a C14 date which refers to AD420 to 560.  In general ceramics, usually 
a common find from this period, are rare on the site and found away from the 
original contexts, mixed with artefacts from other periods. In addition to other 
minor finds described in the second part of this guide, the most significant 
evidence of the Roman period in the settlement are the 55 bronze coins,  dated 
between the first and the fourth century AD, found in layers disturbed by tree 
roots or by later human activity. A sestertius of Septimius Severus was found 
in the crevasse, and the other coins were found on the modern ground level 
or inside the structures of the medieval settlement. Most of the coins date to 
the third and fourth century suggesting not only that Tremona-Castello was 
inhabited in Roman period, but that it was of some importance too. Just 300 
meters down the hill into the modern village of Tremona numerous archaeolo-
gical finds demonstrate the importance of the settlement with graves, pottery, 
coins, and other finds dating from the Iron Age up to the fourth century AD.  
Of particular note are five coins, dating between the second - fourth century 
AD, that were found in various locations along the road leading to St. Agata 
and recovered during excavation work for the Music Building, at the “Piasa” 
which uncovered a cemetery with third century graves. Other finds from the 
same site, found between 1979 and 2007, include 40 graves dating from the 
Iron Age to the Roman period. 

Just behind the Music Building some "pilae" (small piers of square or 
round bricks that supported a suspended floor covering a hypocaust cavity 
through which the air would flow of a Roman bath) were found.

Thus, it seems that a substantial structure was present in that area, 
perhaps even a Roman villa, which could possibly be related to the site on top 
of the Tremona-Castello hill. The evidence collected from the excavations on 
top of the hill and from modern Tremona suggest the settlement had reached 
its peak in the third or fourth century. Sites of the same period, and evidence 
from the turbulent first centuries of the Middle Ages marked by conflicts and 
population movements, saw new settlements built on easily defended hilltops 
providing an element of control over the surrounding countryside. 
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THE GERMANS AT THE GATES

In the fourth century the stable populations along the frontiers of the 
Roman Empire started moving again, and the borders that had been estab-
lished for centuries became the focus of conflict. In around 376 the Huns 
crossed the Volga and the Don, pushing a number of tribes living in the 
Steppes towards the West. This consequently started a domino effect that 
forced other barbarian groups to migrate inside the Roman frontiers, resulting 
in a slow transformation process which would eventually cause the collapse 
of the old institutions and open the doors to the Middle Ages. In addition, 
extreme weather conditions between 400-765 (the so called ‘Cold Dark Ages’ 
period marked by an increase of rain, humidity, and cooler temperatures) 
meant the arrival of the Barbarians in Europe had a tremendous impact on 
the social, economic, and political structures of the Old World. Particularly as 
these were already affected by economic recession, social crisis, and a strong 
demographic decline. Archaeological data, especially regarding settlements, 
show clearly that when the invaders arrived they found a system in decay 
and the old country houses, the farms on which the Roman economy was 
based, completely abandoned. Many villages and defended hill settlements 
also disappeared. Most of them were situated at altitudes between 300 and 
600m with surfaces ranging between 1000 and 6000 m². Tremona-Castello, 
at an altitude of 650m covering an area of about 4200 m², is perfectly in line 
with these trends. When we refer to Tremona as a castrum or a castle we don't 
have to think of a late Middle Ages (or later) structure defended by walls, 
towers, and a moat, as popular in the collective imagination. Briefly, we can 
say that up to the seventh century the Castra or castles were built mainly 
from earth and timber offering weak protection against external attacks. It 
is only after the twelfth century that castles had their defensive walls and 
important internal buildings replaced by stone. Following the invasions, the 
nobles (elite) settled in the abandoned and decayed towns. Huts and other 
structures made of perishable material were built across the country. Large-
scale agriculture systems decreased and were replaced by small-scale farms 
with harsh consequences on the everyday lives of the people living in those 
communities. This pattern has been recognised at Tremona-Castello. The 
old Roman structures, which cannot be recognised today, were reoccupied, 
rebuilt, or used for different purposes (as stores or craft workshops). The 
settlement was filled with wooden structures built around a main building 
used for religious functions (like at Castelraimondo in the Udine province). 
This seems to be the only building typology, not only in Italy but also in Ti-
cino, that maintains continuity with the Roman period. Built from the fifth 
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century, churches and cult sites are present in MURALTO, Bioggio1, and 
Bellinzona2, and Building 39 (the church) at Tremona, located in the middle 
of the settlement, should belong to this type of building. Even if there are no 
traces of any early medieval buildings in Tremona, it seems that the  settle-
ment was built  and enlarged on an earlier settlement - a hilltop site which 
then developed into the castrum identified by excavation and mentioned in 
the few existing historical documents.

1 A. Andreetta, Archeologia funeraria e cimiteri altomedievali nelle Alpi svizzere me-
ridionali: stato della ricerca e prospettive future, in Dinamiche insediative nelle Alpi 
centrali tra antichità e medioevo, Atti del convegno (Sondrio, 29/11/2014), a cura di 
V. Mariotti, Quingentole (MN), 2016, p.122 e 124.

2  The cemetery excavated in Bellinzona should not be regarded as an isolated burial 
ground. It is highly likely that this cemetery was associated with a Church, location 
as yet unidentified (id. P.120) but known to have been dedicated to St Peter and St 
Michael (this dedication often denotes the presence of a funerary building) that was 
in use until the twelfth century after which the Church was moved to a new location 
(id. P.113). 
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 TREMONA AS PART OF THE SEPRIO

For a good part of the Middle Ages Tremona belonged to the Seprio com-
mittee, politically and legally, until in the thirteenth century when it passed 
under the jurisdiction of Como. The Seprio, which nowadays corresponds 
to the area around the Valle dell’Olona, was an extremely important entity 
in the Italian and subalpine region in this period. The Seprio extended from 
Lake Como to the Alto Milanese, from the valleys of Ticino to Lake Verbano, 
from the Valli dell’Olona, to the gates of Novara. 

The administrative centre Sibrium, the modern Castelseprio (UNESCO 
world heritage site), which had been inhabited since the Iron Age   become, 
in the late Roman Period, the seat of a castrum. This then passed under 
Longobard control to be turned into a “judex” (the officer who administered 
the territory in the name of the king and who was centred at Pavia). Sibrium 
was in a highly strategic position due to the fact that it was located near a 
Roman crossroad connecting Milan and Novara with Como, and connecting 
further afield with the Verbano waterway, the Alpine passes of the Gotthard, 
the Lukmanier, and the San Bernardino.

 This was a highly strategic junction through which goods and people 
travelled to and from central Europe. It was one of the busiest routes along 
the Milan-Sesto Calende-Angera-Ispra-Brebbia-Besozzo-Ponte Tresa- axis 
with the road junction to the Gotthard and Lukmanier Passes. There was 
also a strada mercatorum, a road used by merchants which crossed Golasecca 
and Arsago Seprio reaching the Ponte del Laveggio at Gallarate, which was 
possibly a stretch of the famous and prestigious Mediolanum-Verbanus road. 
In addition to these so called “institutional” roads, Seprio had other alterna-
tive secondary roads, which were often winding and documented only by 
micro place names, often very difficult to recognise. 

The entire region was strategically important, not only for logistical 
and commercial reasons, but also for the military. From the third century 
onwards, when Milan was one of the capitals of the Empire, Rome had 
consistently improved the connections between the Padana Plain and the 
transalpine regions. These routes were defended by fortifications erected 
after the subjugation of the Rezia and utilised a system that had been used to 
regulate the increasing Barbarian pressure. These fortifications functioned 
as tax and customs barriers but were not strongholds. Rather they acted as 
barrages, intended to slow down the enemy’s advance while they were sieg-
ing the stronghold, so there would be time to gather the necessary troops 
from the barrages to counterattack and hopefully to stop the invasion. A 
good example is Bellinzona Castelgrande, where towards the middle of the 
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fourth century they built a new barrage on a pre-existing fortification which 
could, if needed, host a whole cohort of soldiers (about 1,000 men). Its ef-
ficiency was demonstrated in 475 when 900 Alemanni coming via the San 
Bernardino pass, were defeated and forced to retreat at the “campi canini” 
near the modern village of Arbedo. The chain of 45 strongholds were built 
by the Empire and reinforced after the final collapse of the Roman-Danubian 
lines known as “tractus italiae circa alpes,”. They were organised on three 
levels: the first was represented by the Padana towns hosting the first large 
garrisons; the second were the sub-and pre-alpine centres housing stable 
garrisons; and the third was based on a series of forts, mainly situated on the 
other side of the Alps, in order to control the main routes to and from Italy. 
The strongholds along the Pedemontana area covered the area from Lake 
Maggiore to Garda Lake up to the Adige Valley. In the area we are concerned 
with it was the centres of Belmonte, Pombia, Castelnovate, and Castelseprio 
defending Lake Verbano, and, in addition to Castelgrande di Bellinzona, the 
fortifications of Stazzona, Rezzonico, Laino, Buco del Piombo, Castelmonte, 
and Monte Barro defending Lake Lario. There were signal towers across the 
area and the north was controlled by the Imperial Fleet based on Isola Co-
macina. The military importance of these strongholds has been confirmed 
by archaeology, which has revealed the presence of burials with weapons at 
Castelseprio, Sirmione, Garda, and Monselice. These excavations have also 
confirmed the difference between the settlements and the forts which were 
only used by soldiers.

LONGOBARD TREMONA 

With the arrival in Italy of the Longobards (AD 568/569) Seprio was 
changed into “judiciaria”. The exact borders are not known but could have ex-
tended northwards up to the Valle d’ Intelvi, to Neggio in the Magliasina valley, 
Canobbio above Lugano, and to Campione and Bellinzona. The importance of 
Seprio, not only as political and military centre but also as an economic centre, is 
demonstrated by the mints, at both Castelgrande di Bellinzona and Castelseprio 
(Varese province). The gold tremissis (small solid gold coin) produced at these 
two mints, dating to the time of Desiderius (AD 756-774), have been found as far 
afield as Ilanz in the Canton of Graubünden. 

After their descent into the peninsula via the Julian Alps and their rapid 
expansion into the Pianura Padana the Longobards moved about in autonomous 
groups.  These so called “fara”, or mobile military units, were bound together by 
bonds of kinship under the command of a chief; the dux they swore allegiance to. 
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Their irregular distribution over the territory after the occupation was because of 
their low population numbers (it is assumed that there were about 100- 150’000 
people). This was in part due to the use of centres with an important and pres-
tigious past during the setup of the political and administrative organisation of 
the newly formed kingdom; including the structures, roads, and vital economical 
centres which had survived the crisis of the late Roman period. The Longobards 
preferred to settle in towns and villages on the hills using the position to control 
the roads around fertile areas used for cultivation or suitable for grazing. 

The military importance of the fortified hill settlement of Tremona must 
have made the settlement quite attractive. After the conquest of Isola Comacina 
by King Antari in AD 588 the Mendrisiotto area, and thus Tremona, became 
part of the road system which connected the military centre of Castelseprio with 
the port of Riva San Vitale (old vicus Subinates). Mendrisio became the seat of 
an arimannia (from Longobard Ari mann, a man of the army, or Freeman active 
in the army, or a group of warriors directly subjected to the king who exercised 
military and political power locally). From this point Tremona-Castello, strate-
gically located on top of a hill, one could receive and send messages to and from 
the signal towers of Malnate, Velate and Rodero, towards Rovio and the Valle 
d’Intelvi. 

The presence of Longobards groups in Ticino is confirmed by a number 
of archaeological discoveries including  important graves inside or near sites of 
worship excavated at:  Stabio (dating to the middle of the seventh century);  Riva 
San Vitale (sixth-seventh century);  Besazio (middle seventh century) and Sonvico 
(middle seventh century). Further evidence comes from:  Lusanico (now part of 
Bellinzona); Gorduno and Castione.  Traces of settlements only have been iden-
tified at: Carasso/Lusanico (seventh-eighth century); Bellinzona-Castelgrande; 
Bioggio (sixth century); Castel San Pietro-Chiesa Rossa (fifth-sixth century and 
end of seventh/eighth century) and Lugano-Maghetti (fifth-seventh century). In 
the same area Campione d’Italia was a major Longobard centre which, thanks 
to its strategic position on the southern limit of the Seprio, controlled the route 
between Lugano and the Valle d’Intelvi. From Campione it was also possible to 
control the road leading from the Alpine passes and the Valchiavenna, through 
Lake Lario and Como, connecting the transalpine area to the Padana plain. From 
the Valle d’Intelvi, once you had reached Campione, you could proceed to Lugano 
or Paradiso, and then either northwards to the Alpine passes or southwards to 
Riva San Vitale, Mendrisio, Como, and the Padana plain. In Ticino the number of 
graves with weapons would suggest a limited concentration of warriors or, more 
likely, the presence of small strongholds at key points of the defensive system. As 
they represented a minority compared to the native populations the Longobards 
had to rely on them for their armed defence. In the late Roman graves excavated 
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so far, the majority are of local Gallo-Roman individuals with rather poor, if any, 
grave goods as shown by some objects recovered from Castione. Consequently, 
the union of the two peoples should have followed very soon after. At Tremona 
the Longobard settlement is so far documented only by a few graves and objects 
such as; a pyramidal bronze button; a few fragments of girdle seals; some sherds 
of soapstone; glass beakers and some iron arrowheads.

THE FRANKS AND THE PARISH CHURCHES

The Longobard kingdom in Italy ended in AD 774 when Charlemagne 
defeated Desiderius, Duke of Tuscany, and proclaimed himself his successor 
after having reaffirmed his sovereignty over the Franks.

 Unlike the Lombards who had migrated to Italy in large numbers, the 
Franks merely replaced the old ruling class with new officials loyal to the king. 
They were partially paid by taking over their predecessors’ wealth and by us-
ing the Royal tax requisitioned from the Lombard Crown. The result was the 
birth of a military aristocracy from which all the public officials would then 
be recruited. The consequences of the changes must have been felt in the vil-
lages of the Seprio areas. At Oggiona the large local landed properties and the 
connected housing structures were transferred from the rich Roman Lombard 
family, the “exercitales”, who owned it to a high-ranking personality of Frank-
ish lineage belonging to the committal entourage. It is at the same time the 
family of the future Seprio counts, whose power would last for many centuries 
through the Middle Ages, began its rise. Nevertheless, the political geography 
remained the same with Castelseprio remaining the seat of the administrative 
district, from then on called “comitatus Sepriensis” instead of “judiciaria”, and 
a “comes” (earl) instead of the Lombard “judex” supported by other minor offi-
cials. The territory was reorganized and - here as elsewhere - it was subdivided 
into “pievi”, parish church constituencies comprising of a county church with 
a baptistery  (already in use in Lombard times and to which some liturgical 
functions were reserved)  on which other churches and chapels without a bap-
tistery depended.  Members of both urban and rural clergy lived and slept in 
common spaces and ate at the same canteen. In exchange for the care of souls 
the clergy received funds from the faithful through a special taxation system 
regulated by Charlemagne himself.

This way of life based on specific rules (“canons”) was called “canonical”. 
Priests, deacons and sub-deacons who administered town cathedrals and major 
rural churches were called “canons” while priests celebrating mass in minor 
urban and rural churches (chapels) were called chaplains.
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As far as Seprio is concerned there were 17 pievi: Appiano, Arcisate, Ar-
sago, Brebbia, Cannobbio, Cuvio, Fino Mornasco, Gallarate, Leggiuno, Mez-
zana, Olgiate Comasco, Olgiate Olona, Parabiago, Castelseprio, Somma Lom-
bardo, Valtravaglia, and VareseTremona, as all the others in Ticino, was part 
of the pieve of Riva San Vitale which was one of the oldest of the Come diocese 
(until 1884-88). The first written mention of this pieve is dated to the end of 
the Lombard era. In this document dated August 2nd 774 a person named 
Peresendo, who is a member of a prominent family of Lombard origins liv-
ing in Campione, sells for 50 ‘soldi d’oro’ to  Totone son of Arochis:  a wood in 
“fundo  Paulianova”[seo B]resino”; a small court in Campione and some houses 
in “Primo Sobenno” in the pieve of Riva San Vitale. It is from the baptistry of 
St. Johann in Riva San Vitale, founded in the fourth-sixth century on the pos-
sible foundations of a Roman villa or a Roman thermal bath, that Christianity 
spread across Ticino. In addition to Tremona the other villages that referred to 
Riva San Vitale were:  Rovio, Bissone, Meride, Brusino, Arsizio, Rancate, Arzo, 
Besazio, Melano, Arogno, Maroggia and Saltrio (Varese). 

MEDIEVAL TREMONA: THE PEAK
  

There are not many historical events which mention Tremona as a protago-
nist in the Middle Ages. We know that in the tenth century the Seprio comitatus 
had become a permanent possession of the Seprio earls, and that the only incor-
porated localities of the Ticinese district were Mendrisio, Balerna, and Rancate. 
Tremona is not mentioned at all. The name Tremona appears on documents only 
four times: three times in the Middle Ages and once in 1426 at a time when the 
settlement may already have been abandoned. The three documents, private acts 
which mention the castle or people coming from it, are produced in a timespan 
of only three centuries. This period correlates to coin finds from the second half 
of the ninth to the second half of the twelfth century, corresponding with the 
settlement’s peak occupation. Thanks to its rather remote position Tremona was 
not directly involved in wider historical events, but it did suffer the side effects. 
It was a period of great turbulence and insecurity caused by: firstly  the internal 
struggles for the succession to the Crown of the Kingdom of Italy (ninth-tenth 
century);  secondly  by the Saracen and Hungarian invasion of the Padana plain 
and Piemonte (tenth century); thirdly  by the centuries-old struggles between 
Como and Milan for the economic and political hegemony for the control of the 
accesses to the Alpine passes, and finally;  the gruelling struggles between the 
Lombard municipalities and the Emperor Frederik Barbarossa.

Just before the battle of Legnano 1176 Barbarossa moved northwards to 
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meet the army he had called for reinforcement from Germany via the Lukmanier 
and occupied the Serravalle castle, having taken it from the Milanesi, entrust-
ing it to his loyal ally, Alcherio della Torre. He lost the battle and was forced 
to start a long series of negotiations that would end in 1183 in Constance, with 
the recognition of municipal freedoms by “privilege” on 10th of February 1185, 
with the Reggio treaty. Barbarossa granted Milan the royalties he had held not 
only on Seprio but also on the Martesana, the Bulgaria, Lecco, and Stazzona 
(Angera). The documents also defined the new Seprio boundaries as extending:  
from “Lake Maggiore along the Ticino river up to Padregnano;  from Padregnano 
to Cerro di Parabiago;  from Parabiago to Caronno;  from Caronno to the Seveso 
river and  from the Seveso to  the Tresa river as far as where the river flows into 
Lake Maggiore.” 

A very small area by now: to the north along the southern shores of Lake 
Lugano, to the east the river Seveso, to the west Lake Maggiore and the Ticino 
river, to the south up to the connection Seveso and Ticino near Parabiago, be-
coming just a dim memory of one of the most important territories of Italy in 
the early Middle Ages. But even if Tremona remained at the fringes of history, it 
was in this period that it reached the peak of its occupation, aside from  a short 
time of depopulation between the second half of the eleventh century and the 
first half of the twelfth.

 Between the tenth and the twelfth century a new village at Tremona spread 
over the three terraces that form the top of the hill and was built over the pre-
existing early medieval settlement. It was surrounded by a wall built in two 
different phases. - The first phase certainly because of the period of instability 
which also necessitated the building of castles. The village buildings, 49 in all, 
are of various types including the tower and the church, dwellings, occupational 
deposits, and a blacksmith’s workshop.

THE FINAL YEARS OF THE CASTLE

During the ten-year-long conflict between Como and Milan (1118-1127) 
Tremona, along with other settlements in the Sottoceneri (Stabio, Chiasso, and 
Balerna-Pontegana), was very likely attacked. Evidence for this comes from the 
hundreds of arrowheads recovered, and from the lack of coins dated between 
the end of the eleventh and the twelfth century. These features are typically 
taken as a sign of a period of abandonment or destruction of a site.  This phase 
did not last long though, as a few decades later in the second half of the twelfth 
century the castle was rebuilt, reoccupied and protected by a new defensive 
wall formed by the external walls of the buildings along the edge of the settle-
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ment. The old entrance was blocked up and a new one was built in the central 
part of the western sector of the settlement. 

The large number of coins recovered and dated to this  period show this 
was the most successful period of Tremona, as the site was able to take ad-
vantage of the years of relative tranquillity and great economic development 
of Milan and Como following the peace of Constance. The importance and 
intensity of  relationships and commercial exchanges with other centres, are 
evidenced by the recovery of finely decorated craft objects such as fibulae, 
ornamental bronze plaques, and of over 1000 silver coins minted in Milan, 
Bergamo, Brescia, and Cremona. In 1200 a new war broke out caused by the 
struggles, between the Torriani and the Visconti families, for the hegemony 
on the Lombardy and the Alpine Passes.

 In 1242 the Visconti sieged and conquered Mendrisio and Bellinzona. 
A little later in 1287 the old Castelseprio castrum, which had granted refuge 
and hospitality to the fleeing Torriani family defeated in 1227 at Desio, was 
destroyed in retaliation by the Visconti. Only the churches were spared and 
from this time the Seprio also came under the influence of Milan. It was in 
this scene of war between opposing factions, as the archaeological evidence 
has demonstrated, that Tremona was attacked and burned down. The lower 
part of the settlement was abandoned at this time.  The upper part remained 
inhabited at this stage but was abandoned at the beginning of the fifteenth 
century.   The settlement then becoming erased by vegetation leaving nothing 
but a name on the maps until it was rediscovered in 1988.



Chapter 1 - TREMONA THE SITE AND ITS HISTORY

17

The castle is set on top of a hill, at an altitude of 650m, on the western side 
of the Laveggio Valley in the territory of the new town of Mendrisio district 
of Tremona. The hill is made of dolomite rock, fragmented dolomite rock, and 
outcrops of limestone, forming the last offshoot of the San Giorgio mount 
before the Padana plain. Until its discovery in 1988 the castle was hidden by 
thick vegetation of shrubs including: hazelnuts; ash; cornus; and wild cherries. 
Now, after many years of excavation revealing every detail of the settlement, 
the castle of Tremona 1  has been opened as an archaeological park to tell the 
story of its rise and eventual fall into obscurity.

1  Drone photo of the Tremona settlement.

THE CASTLE ON TOP OF THE HILL
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2  ASMI (State Archive Milan) Diplomatic Museum, nr 553. Reproduction on concession of the 
Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Tourism with prohibition of further reproduction of the Cartula 
Venditiones dated to AD 1033 in which the parts mentioning Tremona are underlined in red.
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There are a total of 4 documents that refer to Tremona: three medieval and 
one later. The first is a “notitia judicati”, a decision made by a court, dated 
Milan March 864.This concerns a property which involved the Milan mona-
stery of Saint Ambrogio and three brothers from Bissone, Ticino. In addition 
to the three brothers, the meeting is attended by a person “de Tremona” 
(from or of Tremona) whose first name is not known because of a gap in the 
parchment - we can read…” us de Tremona” only. It is just a small clue, but 
enough to assume that in the middle of the ninth century Tremona was a 
settlement of some importance if a person from there had been summoned 
to Milan as a witness in a dispute over a property.
The second document, which is the first contemporary document to mention 
the castle explicitly, is a “cartula venditionis” 2  or a sales contract. This do-
cument was delivered in Mendrisio in March 1033 and  relates to someone 
called Arderico who  sold various assets, among  the castle of Tremona, to a 
priest called Arnolfo living in the same village. 
The third document is a short “recordationis”, a kind of reminder, received 
in the thirteenth century but a  copy of a judgement dated 3rd of Septem-
ber 1170.  Delivered in Seveso this document concerns the quarrel between 
the municipalities of Como and Milan about the Seprio boundaries and the 
areas administered by the two municipalities. The judgement mentions the 
“montes de Tremona” among other localities which belonged to Como, as 
in that period from an ecclesiastical point view, Tremona depended on Como 
as part of the “pieve” of Riva San Vitale. 
The last document dated to 1426 is yet another sales contract mentioning a 
piece of land “sub castrum” (below the castle), which at that time had already 
been deserted for many years.

TREMONA IN THE DOCUMENTS
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We do not know yet whether the castrum did represent the antecedent of the 
settlement or not. Archaeological excavations have revealed the presence of 
at least seven construction phases for the settlement built on terraces across 
three levels: a lower, a middle, and an upper level.

Phase 1/tenth-eleventh century
The first buildings were built on the lower terrace between the first half of the 
tenth century and the first half of the eleventh century. They had a defensive 
wall, that was just below the edge of the terraces and an entrance in the 
upper part of the settlement, which was subsequently blocked up and the 
space behind it was likely converted into a blacksmith's workshop.

Phase 2: eleventh-twelfth century 
The second phase from between the second half of the eleventh century and 
the first half of the twelfth century is characterised by a lack of coin finds. 
This suggests the abandonment of the site, or some sort of depopulation 
following the abandonment or destruction of the structures.

THE SETTLEMENT IN THE MIDDLE AGES
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3  3D reproduction of the settlement phase 4 in the thirteenth century (by Elia Marcacci, 3D designer).
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Phase 3: second half of the twelfth century
Around the second half of the twelfth century the site was reconstructed and 
fortified by a new wall which incorporated the external walls of the buildings 
located along the edge of the terraces. The spaces between some buildings 
were blocked up and the entrance was moved to the south-western half of 
the lower terrace. The empty spaces between the various buildings were filled 
with new structures. 

Phase 4: thirteenth century
The fourth phase covers the thirteenth century when no great changes took 
place as far as the internal organisation of the spaces and structures was con-
cerned. The entrance was blocked up and converted into another blacksmith's 
workshop, and later converted into a dwelling. A new and safer entrance was 
opened in the central-western part of the settlement. 

Phase 5: end of the thirteenth century
Towards the end of the thirteenth century the village was devastated by a 
catastrophic event that forced the inhabitants to leave their homes and leave 
behind many of their belongings. The buildings show clear evidence of a fire 
in both the lower and upper parts of the settlement. The discovery of a large 
number of arrowheads in the south-western part seems to support the theory 
of a siege or an attack from outside.

Phase 6: after the thirteenth-fourteenth century
The settlement was abandoned and fell into ruin. However, in the upper part of 
the hill life began again as evidenced by the discovery of glazed and engraved 
ceramics and of coins dated to the 14th and 15th century. This is indicative of 
life in the village continuing for about another century.

Phase 7: end the fourteenth- beginning of the fifteenth century
Life in the castle seems to fade away between the last few years of the 
fourteenth century and beginning of the fifteenth century. This is evidenced 
by the collapsed roofs and walls of the buildings on the upper and central 
terraces. The settlement was abandoned, and its centuries old history was 
erased by dense vegetation. In the period between WW1 and WW2 the hill 
was temporarily reoccupied by the Swiss army, as witnessed by hundreds of 
cartridges scattered on the surface, but nobody realised the historical impor-
tance of the site until 1988.
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T he medieval settlement of Tremona was built on three terraces, 
a lower, a middle, and an upper one, on top of the hill.  It was a 
large village, with a surface of about 4200m², surrounded by a 
defensive wall. The oldest road leaving the castle heads towards 

Meride, and not towards the modern village of Tremona, connecting the 
castle to the valley from the north-western entrance. The settlement we can 
now visit is the result of an archaeological excavation started in 2000 and 
finished in 2020. The thousands of finds from the excavation have enabled 
archaeologists to reconstruct in minute detail, not only the village with all its 
structures, but also the daily life of the people living there at the time of its 
heyday. Archaeology has also revealed that the hilltop was inhabited from the 
early Neolithic with occupation continuing without any interruption through 
the Copper Age, the Bronze Age, the Iron Age, the Roman period, the early 
Mediaeval, and finally to the late Mediaeval period. 

A LONG AND TROUBLED HISTORY

The oldest finds were recovered from the lowest layers of the settlement 
and from the deep crevasse along the northern edges of the site. Archaeolo-
gists recovered thousands of sherds of pottery, metal objects, finely decorated 
ornaments, coins, and other objects (such as various tiles found in building 
1A and re-used as the basis for hearts in the Buildings 1A and 36). These 
finds are important but vastly outnumbered by the finds from inside the 
settlement structures. These finds have enabled archaeologists to determine 
that the first really  stable, civilian, occupation of Tremona-Castello is dated 
to between the first half of the tenth century and the first half of the twel-
fth century, even if some structures seem to have been connected to the old 
military stronghold.  Around the middle of the eleventh century or possibly 
up to the first half of the twelfth century for reasons still unknown, perhaps 
a violent attack, the settlement was partially abandoned. Some structures 
fell into ruin and the collapsed material of the buildings raised the level of 
the settlement, for example the level of Street West rose by almost half a 
metre. From the second half of the twelfth century onwards the village was 
slowly rebuilt, enlarged, and protected by new defensive walls. This was the 
period when Tremona reached its greatest extent. This was during the time 
of the great development of the Lombard municipalities, especially for Como 
and Milan, after the peace of Constance 1183. The period of stability lasted 
until the second half of the thirteenth century when all the structures of 
the village were ravaged by fire. In the corresponding layers archaeologists 

23



24

Chapter 2 - TREMONA-CASTELLO, THE SETTLEMENT, THE FINDS AND DAILY LIFE                       

have recovered tools, charred cereals, fruits, and animal bones, indicating 
that the village was suddenly abandoned in a great hurry. But what exactly 
happened? It is impossible to say as we have no documents mentioning the 
event. The large number of arrowheads recovered from the south-western 
half of the settlement suggest that the village was destroyed by an external 
attack. Perhaps it was a similar event to the previously mentioned episode of 
1242 when the Milan troops conquered Bellinzona and destroyed it. Further 
devastating events can be reflected on, such as the struggles which confron-
ted the Torriani and the Visconti families in the second half of the century. 
In 1287 Visconti, the archbishop of Milan, ordered the destruction of Ca-
stelseprio which had offered shelter and protection to the Torriani family 
and to their allies. The end of Tremona could be attributed to this troubled 
historical period.

A VILLAGE, MANY BUILDINGS

While visiting the site the first thing you notice is the large number of 
buildings, 49 in all. The preservation of the walls varies from building to bu-
ilding; some are preserved only for 1 or 2 courses only while others had been 
destroyed or severely damaged by the tree roots which were able to grow 
undisturbed for hundreds of years. Other buildings are well preserved and 
are up to 1.50m above ground level. As the dolomite rock is difficult to cut, the 
walls are made of small irregular stones (60-70cm width) laid directly on the 
soil surface. Despite this lack of foundations, the walls are strong and well-
built indicating the presence of good masons who knew the characteristics 
of the local stone and how to work with it. The floors were of trampled earth 
with a few areas of cobblestones. The structures were mainly rectangular 
or sub-rectangular with variable dimensions. The smallest has a surface of 
about 9m² and the largest reaches 41m² Generally the average size is between 
18 and 20 m². Some of the buildings have internal subdivisions with separate 
entrances and may be earlier in date. The building functions have been de-
termined by the materials or the objects recovered inside including: hearths, 
pottery, metal objects, or tools, charred cereals, and fruit. It is obvious that 
some were used for domestic activities as shown by the presence of hearths, 
the distribution of spindle whorls, and other objects of daily use. Also recove-
red were a large number of keys and door locks (or parts of them), suggesting 
the use of wooden chests for storing food, clothes, shoes, and other good or 
objects. Charred fruits have been found in many other buildings that had no 
hearths. These have been interpreted as buildings for food storage which 
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were burnt down during the attack and finally abandoned. There were no 
special or important buildings in Tremona-Castello, such as power halls. The 
most important structures seem to be Building 40 (the tower) and Building 
39 (the church) located in the middle of the village and oriented east to west. 

THE FINDS: WITNESSES OF DAILY LIFE 

The large number of objects recovered during the excavation is not surprising, 
a total numbering over 6000, considering the long-lasting occupation of the 
settlement and its rapid abandonment. Unusually, in comparison to other 
excavated Italian and European sites, there is a low quantity of mediaeval 
pottery which is so important for piecing chronologies together. It is even 
more surprising because of the nearby rich deposits of good quality clay, 
used for centuries, and the proximity of the production centres in the Padana 
plain. In contrast, there are many soapstone vessels fragments, blackened by 
fire, which suggest that these, together with beakers and small cups, were 
used for cooking and other activities, alongside wooden vessels and woven 
baskets. The few pottery sherds recovered belong to the old graffiti Padana 
ceramic and to later glazed ceramic types. Far more important is the num-
ber of everyday metal objects in this medieval community including: horse 
harnesses; hinge pivots and hinges; chain fittings; washers and collars; me-
talworking tools; wood working tools; stone working and plastering tools; 
textile manufacturing tools; agricultural tools; knives; shears and scissors; 
locks and keys; household iron work; buckles and personal equipment; horse 
equipment and finally though not in large numbers, weapons. Together with 
animal bones and bone fragments these objects are extremely important as 
they give us the ability to reconstruct the life, the habits, and the daily acti-
vities of the inhabitants of the settlement. It is thus important to have a close 
look at them as we shall do on the next pages.

Buckles and ornaments of great taste
Among the very interesting metal objects personal accessories are probably 
the most ubiquitous and included gilded bronze studs, buckles, pins, but-
tons and rings. They not only give us an idea of what the inhabitants of the 
castle looked like including their aesthetic taste style; but also,  taking into  
consideration the  fashions and tastes of the period,  suggest that Tremona-
Castello was more than just a rural settlement in a suburban area. We are 
referring here to six belt buckles, one of which is a finely decorated metal disc 
with an engraved amphisbaena, and six gilded cruciform bronze studs. They 
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are described in detail on the following pages. It is enough to say that these 
objects, and others of lesser artistic value (decorative crosses with knobbed 
terminals, a bezel pendant, and bronze buckles with punched diamond sha-
ped decorations), look very sophisticated and too elegant to be in a country 
settlement. It is possible, even likely, that they were made in the settlement in 
the workshop of a master goldsmith for a wealthy customer, not necessarily 
living in the castle but more likely in the surrounding area. This highlights 
the crucial role of the village along the commercial routes to and from central 
and northern Europe.

The arrowheads: further evidence of a siege 
Despite its strategic importance the number of weapons recovered is very 
low comprising some spearheads and javelins, some fragments of daggers, 
and parts of swords with their fittings. As this is not as many as would be 
expected perhaps they were taken when the settlement was abandoned, or 
the garrison was very small and only stationed there to monitor and not de-
fend the surrounding area.
By far the largest number of metal items from Tremona-Castello is represen-
ted by the 450 arrowheads recovered in the south-western part of the settle-
ment, and which are reasonably linked to an external attack. This theory has 
been confirmed by their typology, which dates them to the twelfth-thirteenth 
century when most of the settlement was destroyed. In order to get as much 
information as possible, 13 of these arrowheads were tested to find possible 
traces of blood, either animal or human, and consequently to determine whe-
ther they had been used for hunting or for warfare. The answer1 came from a 
type of forensic analysis called blood residue or protein residue analysis. On 
5 arrowheads out of 13, traces of human albumin were found thus indicating 
that they were used for warfare. This being the case, it would be intriguing 
to think that they were used during the attack that destroyed the village and 
forced the inhabitants to abandon it.

A large number of coins for a rich site 
The coins are of great interest, especially those from Milan and Cremona 

dated between the eleventh and the twelfth centuries. These were found on the 
21st of August 1991 while clearing the area of the settlement from the shotgun 

1 Cattaneo, C. (2008) “Analisi immunologica delle frecce”, in A. Martinelli (ed) Tre-
mona-Castello. Dal V mill. a.C. al XIII sec. d.C. ARAM (Associazione Ricerche Ar-
cheologiche del Mendrisiotto, Firenze, All’Insegna del Giglio, 400.
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shells left behind by the Swiss army during World War I and World ll. While 
moving a stone to recover a shell, several coins were unexpectedly uncovered. 
Further checks revealed more coins in stacks of 10 to 15 in the corner of Bu-
ilding 39, later identified as the church. These comprised 702 Denari Terzoli 
scodellati from Milan and 103 Denari piani inforziati con bisanti from Cremona 
in the name of Frederik I, all in mint condition. The hoard is likely to have 
been placed in the final years of the castle, though it cannot be ruled out that 
it was hidden at an earlier date or simply hoarded as precious metal. Another 
16 coins from Milan and 6 from Cremona, recovered from the same area in 
2000, very likely belong to the same hoard. It can be assumed that these coins 
have been scattered over a larger area by root action, small earth and stone 
movements, or by burrowing animals. Another 9 coins, found over a larger 
area and dated to the twelfth-thirteenth century, do not seem to be related 
to this hoard. The 265 coins recovered up to 2019 have extended the periods 
we know coins were used in the settlement. The oldest date from the Roman 
Age: 2 asses, the first of Roma Repubblica, 211-89 BC, the second to August, 
Rome 16-6 BC while the most recent is a Sestino of Lucca Repubblica, dating 
to the fifteenth century.  The oldest coin, a silver drachma with the inscription 
“Rikoi”, was recovered in 1991 on the upper terrace of the site. At the end of the 
excavations the number of coins recovered was 1234. A considerable number 
for an “outlying” settlement! The quantity, the quality, and the chronology of 
the coins give us a lot of information about the life of the settlement and testi-
fies to the economic significance of the castle. A closer look at the chronology 
shows an enormous gap between the last Roman coin, dated to Constantin (AD 
313-314), and the first early Medieval coin, a Denarius Milanese of Lotario II 
(AD 945-950). This could suggest a partial abandonment of the site in those six 
long centuries. On the other hand, the aforementioned document dated to AD 
864 shows that a witness from Tremona was in Milan at the same date, and 
consequently it seems to prove that Tremona was still “active” at the time. It 
may though have been a mere military garrison connected to the fortifications 
between Ticino and north western Lombardy. The coins confirm the end of 
the twelfth century is the peak of the settlement, with money circulating in 
a thriving community. The coins from this period refer solely to the Milan 
and Cremona areas, with only a few external coins coming from the Tuscan 
and Venetian areas. Completely missing are coins from transalpine areas and 
from central Italy. Coins disappear from the settlement during the second half 
of the thirteenth century, confirming what we know about decline and final 
abandonment of the settlement.
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THE BONES: THE INHABITANTS TALK TO US 

Bones, both animal and human, can reveal very important informa-
tion about microclimates, traditions, customs, diet, the health of the po-
pulation, and also provide data otherwise impossible to obtain from other 
artefacts or documents. Thousands of fragments have been well-preserved 
thanks to the calcareous soil. They are mostly domestic mammals such 
as oxen, cows, sheep, and goats. Less represented are horses, dogs, and 
cats (only one humerus of each). Game is represented by deer (bones and 
antlers), roe deer, and hare; less represented are rodents. Birds are repre-
sented by poultry doves, thrushes, crows, and sparrows. Fish (cyprinids) 
are rare. Many bones show traces of butchery with the cut marks on a jaw 
suggesting that dogs might have also been eaten. 

The “mystery” of the child burials
Human remains are concentrated in graves dated to the Goto-Longobard 
period (6th-8th century), with no grave goods. Three graves were located 
on the lower terrace. The first one located in the western side of Building 
3 contained the skeleton of a 3 to 4-year-old child (the age determination is 
based on bone development and tooth growth). The child's body had been 
laid on the bare rock along the east-west axis and covered with a slab of 
limestone. The body had been lain on its right side, the legs slightly bent 
and both feet lay under the eastern wall of Building 3. The western half 
of the grave had been damaged in antiquity, resulting in part of the skull 
being crushed. Poor preservation of the bones did not allow for the sex of 
the child to be determined, but successful C14 dating places the date of 
death between AD 650 and 780.  Of particular relevance is that the height 
of the child was only 80cm, well below today's average for a four-year-old. 
It is impossible to say whether this was due to a poor diet based on millet 
as suggested by bone analysis. The same diet had been followed by the 
mother of the foetus in the second grave, recovered under the wall that 
divides Building 5A from Building 5B. The skeleton was in good condition 
but only partially preserved (the skull was missing). The body was lying 
on its back along the east-west axis in a stone cist, of which three walls 
were still in situ.

 It was not possible to determine the sex of the foetus, but death oc-
curred in the 28th week and the skeleton has been C14 dated to between 
AD 540 and 660. Other human bones including;  a skull fragment and  
some fragments of a skull base;  one of the petrous bones; two fragments 
of vertebral arches;  various fragments of ribs;  a left shoulder; the radius 
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and left ulna;  left ilium;  left femur;  complete left tibia and;  proximal 
half of a right tibia;  were recovered in two separate parts of Building 6. 
They probably belong to a single individual who died in the 10th month 
of pregnancy.

The animal “graves” and their mystery
Three unusual animal graves containing two cows and a goat were 

recovered in the settlement and may have been buried during some, as 
yet, unknown ritual. The first one was found in 2004 in the lane north 
of Building 6. The skeleton of a cow, covered by large slabs of stone, was 
found lying on its right side along the east west axis with its back against 
the north wall of the building and its head turned backwards towards the 
west. It had been butchered at the age of 5 to 7, its horns removed, the links 
cut away at the metacarpal joins, and the tail cut at the height of the second 
or third caudal vertebra. C14 dating puts the burial between 1030 and 1250. 

The second cow burial is very similar to the first was found in Building 
23. The animal was lying on its right side along the south east axis directly 
on the rock. The skeleton was anatomically correct, but fragmented, and 
the left front limb and parts of the tail were missing. It had been butchered 
at the approximate age of 4-5 and, like the previous one, its metapods had 
been amputated. Similar examples have been found in the Lombard area 
and even though they belong to different historical periods, they all would 
seem to be connected with foundation rituals. The same might be true of 
these the burials found in Tremona-Castello. These types of ritual could 
explain the remains  of an adult goat found buried under the threshold of 
Building 1A. Parts of the skeleton, the skull, parts of the jaw, and the four 
feet had been placed on the bottom of a pit in a rather unusual position; 
the skull looking to the east,  perpendicular to the fragments of the jaw 
and  framed by the feet so that the hooves touched. 

This find is potentially the first example ever found in the area. It 
would be rather difficult to accept the burial as food storage, as these 
parts of the animal are of low meat content, or to consider it as simple 
waste (the bones were anatomically correct) and if the skeleton had been 
simply discarded their position would have been  chaotic. Considering the 
position of the bones underneath the threshold, it would seem possible to 
interpret the find as a votive deposit, along with the cow skeletons during 
some sort of foundation ritual. 
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CRAFTS, AGRICULTURE AND ANIMAL BREEDING
THE VILLAGE AND ITS ACTIVITIES

Thanks to the thousands of finds and to the large number of buildings 
it is now possible to say that the settlement at Tremona was significant 
and that it had highly valued craft activities. Evidence for a thirteenth 
century blacksmith’s workshop in Building 14 includes large amounts of 
iron slag, ash, charcoal, a hearth, and a base plate for a possible bellows. 
Iron ore was a key resource for Tremona.  Due to the lack of iron ore in the 
area ensuring the supply was difficult and scrap iron was kept for re-use, 
as evidenced by a further small scrap iron hoard found in Building 19B. 

We have already mentioned (p. 20) the high quality of the buckles 
and ornaments found in the settlement. 

That they were likely to have been made in this workshop is supported 
by the exceptional recovery of a touchstone (still used to test the purity 
of gold and other precious minerals). This is an extremely rare find in a 
rural settlement, with the only one known so far in Switzerland having 
been found at the Castle of Frohburg (Canton Solothurn).

There were over 90 spindle whorls in soapstone or ceramic, two loom 
weights, the fragments of a spinning wheel, teeth of carding and weaving 
combs, heckle teeth, needles, thimbles, tenterhooks used for weaving, spin-
ning, sewing, and leatherworking. These give an indication of the wide 
range of crafts and industries were practiced in the village.  All of this 
evidence confirms the model typical of the mediaeval economy that was 
based largely on self-sufficiency and integrated, where possible, with the 
use of the local markets. In addition to crafts, agriculture and livestock 
breeding played an important part in the economy of the village. We would 
like to mention the recent recovery of an element of an anti-wolf collar. 
This demonstrates the use of guard -dogs (very likely to protect sheep) and 
obviously the presence of wolves. This could even indicate the presence of 
bears who, in the Middle Ages, often reached the limits of the villages and 
offered exciting material for folklore everywhere in Europe.

 According to the information extracted from carbonised seeds the 
range of species present was very large. Rye and wheat were grown among 
the major cereals; millet, panìco (kind of millet), and sorghum are among 
the minor; while chickpeas, beans, lentils and peas were less represented. 
The diet of the inhabitants was supplemented by fruit harvested in the 
woods and in nearby orchards. This consisted of mainly dry fruit including; 
chestnuts, walnuts and a few hazelnuts.  Other species such as cornus, 
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grapes, medlars and pears are represented only by rare finds. The crops 
were sown at different times according to the system of rotation. Rye and 
wheat, along with legumes such as the beans, the vetches, and perhaps 
lentils were sown in winter in nearby fields.  Millet, panìco, and sorghum 
were sown in spring. Other leguminous vegetables, like beans, chickling, 
and chickpeas (sown in spring) were more likely cultivated in the gardens 
which, although not found during the excavations, would have been in the 
village.  This evidence is so important to archaeologists and enables them 
to confidently reconstruct the everyday lives of the people that lived here.



Apart from pottery (including fragments of Bell beakers, etc.) the Neolithic 
tools recovered are of three types: the “green stones”, or the rocks traditionally 
used for the production of tools and other stone artefacts, the rock crystals, 
and flint. Green stones are usually used for the production of axes, and small 
axes were found either complete or as fragments besides a smoothing tool 
and a fragment of a hammer-axe. As far as rock crystals, or the transparent 
colourless variety of quartz, are concerned various fragments have been reco-
vered (a blade fragment and a few sherds of pottery) all dated to the middle 
Neolithic. The layers where they were recovered have produced some pottery 
too. Rock crystal comes from the Aar-Gotthard and from the Lepontine re-
gions. Most of the Tremona finds belong to the so called “habitus ticinese”, 
which is characterised by the sharp prism with similar examples recovered in 
the Valle Maggia, Valle di Blenio, and Valle Leventina. Both flint and crystal 
rocks were worked at the site as shown by hundreds of small fragments, 
broken blades, and arrowheads, hinting at a local workshop. The flint was 
mostly sources locally, but some high-quality flint found in the settlement was 
imported from the Garda Lake area between the Veneto and the Trentino 
region, Monte Baldo, and Monti Lessini.

NEOLITHIC TOOLS
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4  Neolithic flint arrowheads.
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“RIKOI”, AN INSUBRIAN DRACHMA IN TICINO AND 
A RELEVANT NUMBER OF ROMAN COINS

The oldest coin found in Tremona-Castello comes from the Iron Age levels of 
the “castrum”. It is an Insubrian, a low-level silver coin  5  minted between 
the end of the second and the beginning of the first century BC, and on 
which the word Rikoi can be read. So far there have been 22 Celtic coins 
bearing the same name recovered from an area which extends from Ticino 
to the Lombardy and further on; Serravalle Scrivia (Alessandria), Gran San 
Bernardo (Aosta valley), Ornavasso (Novara), Giubiasco, Cimo, Agno, Por-
lezza (Como), Treviglio (Bergamo), Gerenzago (Pavia), Lodivercchio (Milano), 
Palazzo Pignano (Cremona), Gamsen (Vallese), or over the whole area under 
Lepontian influence. What the name Rikoi refers to is not clear but it could be 
a mint, a locality or a family. It is very likely that it refers to the name (Rigos) 
or a title. A “rigos” was a military political chieftain (or a type of aristocrat in 
the very least). It was a suffix often found in the form “-Rix”, in the names 
of Gaul chiefs such as Vercingetorix and Dumnorix. In the Augustinian period 
the Lepontian area fell under Roman control and it is likely that the area of 
the village was abandoned (only 2 coins have been recovered) to be settled 
again at the beginning of the second century AD. There are over 50 coins 
from Tremona dating to the period between the half of the first century BC 
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5  Insubrian drachma, end of the second- beginning of the first century b.C.
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and the fourth century AD. Two of these coins date to the first century BC, 
seven to the second, thirteen to the third, fourteen to the fourth century, 
while six cannot be dated accurately because of the wear. A coin dated to 
the second century found in Building 15 had been drilled in the centre and 
reused, perhaps as a spindle whorl. None of the coins can be confidently 
said to relate to any of the buildings in the settlement as they have all been 
recovered out of context. The sestertius of Septimio Severius was found on 
the edge of the crevasse to the north-east end of the settlement. Besides 
the coins only three fragments of terra sigillata of the first-second century 
BC have been recovered, ten fragments of pottery dated to the third-fourth 
century AD, one bronze key and a fragment of an iron lock, a blue glass 
mosaic square tile, and a large fragment of an Oriental slab stone. The most 
interesting find is very likely the protome of a small bronze statuette repre-
senting Mercury, dated to the second-third century AD, very likely ready to 
be reused or smelted.



The most significant finds found in the settlement are six buckls (one with 
circular shape), six gilded bronze crosses, and a beautiful ornament with the 
shape of an anphisbaena. All are beautifully made. The first buckle  6  reco-
vered on the lower terrace, is made of bronze and glass paste, and measures 
9cm in length. It was gilded and has a central bezel now empty (originally 
it may have encased a precious stone or glass). The decoration includes two 
similar zoomorphic figures with head, elongated body, three legs, eye and 
tail, all originally enamelled in blue. The bezel too is framed by punching 
like the rest of the plate. Two more buckles were found on the same terrace 
along with other bronze objects: the most interesting one is the first with 
traces of gilding and blue enamelling. It is the most enigmatic because of its 
decoration of an anthropomorphic figure wearing a long, pleated trapezoi-
dal tunic and with two very short legs, and four wide open arms. The head 
has two big eyes, a nose, a small mouth, and on the upper part of the head 
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REFINED ORNAMENTS, BROOCHES, BUCKLES AND A   
BEAUTIFULLY DECORATED BRONZE DISC

6

7

6  Buckle in enamelled bronze with gem and zoomorphic inserts. ninth-tenth century.
7  Ornamented terminals, probably part of a pin. End of the twelfth beginning of the thirteenth century.
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we can see some light punching, perhaps representing hair or a crown. The 
figure is difficult to interpret; is it a priest, an orator, a shaman, a warrior or 
a powerful minister? The second buckle is decorated with two similar phito-
morphic motifs, separated by a central, circular motive (a shield) divided into 
four sectors by cross. There is one more decorated item, probably part of a 
pin (dated to the end of twelfth- beginning of the thirteenth century) which 
seems to depict an amphisbaena,  the mythological snake with a head at 
each end and eyes glowing like candles or lightning. A classical myth which 
Christianity reinterpreted as symbolic of good and bad, one head to represent 
Christ, the other Satan. 
We must add some more exceptional artefacts, such as a bronze disc (de-
scribed in detail further on) and six gilded bronze crosses, five of which are 
identical and found in Building 34, and one slightly different found in Building 
41, all dating to the sixth century. They are very fine objects, perhaps made in 
the settlement and meant for export, or arrived in Tremona on the important 
cross-roads between northern Europe and the Mediterranean world.
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THE DISC BROOCH: SYMBOL OF TREMONA
The bronze disk, with a diameter of 3.8cm, is one of the significant objects une-
arthed in Tremona (Building 31) and since 2016 has become the “symbol” of 
the Archaeological Park. It was probably part of a brooch with inlays of red and 
green enamel. It would have been a precious object in those days, and to date 
it is the only one recovered in Ticino. Three similar disks are known in Sion (VS), 
Zug (ZG), and Aquileia (I). The decoration on the central round seems to repre-
sent a stylised bovine, an ox perhaps with a wing (?)coming out of its back. The 
central part is surrounded with a cruciform frame decorated with geometric and 
palmette motifs. The origin of this kind of decoration, dated probably to the tenth 
century, is either Merovingian or Carolingian and imported into Ottonian art. It 
is comparable with miniatures of the time, widespread in Mozarabic-Castilian 
areas, and with other brooches representing the Agnus Dei (with a lamb in the 
centre). It was probably part of a series of brooches bearing the symbols of the 
four Evangelists, an ox in the case of Tremona (Luke), a lion in that of Sion (Mar-
cus), all made in the same workshop in Ottonian areas in the tenth century and 
exported to high-ranking customers in north Europe. It is tempting to imagine that 
perhaps the brooch could have just as easily have been made in the workshops 
of Tremona, but there is no concrete evidence to support this. 
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8  The disk brooch which has become the “symbol” of the Archaeological Park.



The touchstone 9  found in the settlement is a significant and rare object, not 
only for Tremona, but for the rest of Switzerland. Only one other has been 
discovered so far, from the Frohburg Castle (Solothurn). The stone is normally 
made of basanite, an igneous volcanic rock with aphanitic to porphyritic 
texture of grey to black colour, very hard and thus difficult to work. Due to 
its unique colour it was used in antiquity to test the purity of gold and other 
minerals by rubbing the metal against the touchstone and then comparing 
the colour of the streak to reference streaks of known compositions. This find 
together with silver slag and 18 gr of gold clearly indicates that specialised 
craftsmen were active in the settlement.

A RARE TOUCHSTONE
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9  The touchstone from a thirteenth century context.
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KEYS, LOCKS, AND SAFES
163 keys were found in the settlement, three times more than the number 
of buildings. It is obvious that not all of them were connected with the doors 
to the buildings. A lot of them were used to open and close padlocks, locks 
(some have been found in the settlement), safes, and trunks to keep personal 
belongings. The keys are all made of iron and date to the Middle Ages (se-
cond half of the tenth- first half of the thirteenth century). They have been 
subdivided into nine main typologies according to their shape. Research, 
mainly in northern Europe (for example, at the Viking site of Helgoe, Sweden, 
sixth-ninth century), seem to indicate that beyond their practical use keys 
also had a symbolic value as they were kept  by women and would show 
their fundamental social role as the keeper of the house. The custom is also 
confirmed in Edda the famous Viking poem. When a couple got married the 
new bride would receive the keys to symbolise her new status of house and 
farm keeper and this new status was shown publically by hanging the keys 
and other symbolic tools like penknives and shears on her belt. The same 
symbolic use of keys is found with other northern populations and German 
ethnic groups, for example the Longobards who also settled Tremona.
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10  Iron key from a thirteenth century context.



Tremona must have been known for the quality of the iron objects made by 
its craftsmen. The village had its own forge, located by the archaeologists in 
Building 14, in the south-western part of the village built against the defensive 
wall after the twelfth-thirteenth century restoration. The workshop still had 
the hearth and the slab stone where the bellows were placed in situ. Grey 
earth, ash and charcoal, iron slag (4 kilos), and scrap metal  11 . were scat-
tered on the floor. In this workshop, open onto the internal street side, the 
blacksmith made horseshoes, nails, knives and other cutting tools, hammers 
and punches, scythes and sickles, keys and locks, hinges buttons, buckles and 
rings. The metal could be acquired from outside Tremona but was expensive. 
A cheaper method was to melt down damaged broken tools as indicated by 
numerous scrap objects that were recovered from Building 19B where they 
had probably been collected for melting. The iron was heated in the wood-
fed forge and forced-bellows-blown draught, then holding the iron with 
tongs, it was put on the anvil where it was shaped using a hammer. It was 
then reheated, and repeatedly cooled and tempered in water, before being 
hammered again until the desired tool or object was obtained. Unfortunately, 
apart from the extremely significant touchstone, not many smith’s tools have 

THE BLACKSMITH’S FORGE
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11  Scrap objects recovered in Building 19B.
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been recovered, with the exception of some small hammers from Building 
5A and some iron punches used to decorate metal objects from Building 8A.
As far as copper working is concerned, we have recovered slag, possibly from 
emptying a crucible, and some rivets. These finds, along with silver, lead, and 
tin slag, would suggest the local production of precious objects such as buc-
kles and ornaments. In Tremona, copper and other alloys had been processed 
in earlier periods, as evidenced by fragments of brooches, a buckle pin with 
casting burr still in position, and fragments of brass ingots found in the Iron 
Age levels under Building 5. The settlement seems therefore to have a long, 
prestigious craft tradition and it could well be that objects made in Tremona 
were not only meant for the local population but also for foreign customers 
well outside the local territorial limits. 
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CEREALI, FRUTTA E UN PO’ DI CARNE: 
LA DIETA MEDIEVALE A TREMONA

Wheat 12 , rye 13 , barley 14 , spelt, oats, and minor cereals such as sorghum, 
millet, and panìco (kind of millet), along with legumes including beans, 
peas, lentils, and chicory are some of the carbonized cereals found in the 
buildings. Cereals, fruit, medlars, grapes, pears, and apples were cultivated 
on the terraces to the north of the village while chestnuts, walnuts, and 
hazelnuts were collected in the surrounding woods. Cereals, legumes, and 
fruit were preserved in bags or baskets and stored on shelves or in wooden 
crates, evidenced only by the survival of the iron fittings and locks. Bread 
was baked in the village and the remains of a possible bread oven have 
been identified in the north western corner of Building 8A.
The inhabitants of Tremona-Castello ate meat too. Bones retrieved from 
nearly all of the buildings were of oxen, pigs, sheep, goats, hare, rooster, 
pigeons, thrushes, crows, sparrows, and fish (Ciprinids), with many display-
ing cut marks.
Meat was more widely consumed in the first centuries of the Middle Ages, 
rather than during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Like elsewhere 
in Europe, the fields left uncultivated following the depopulation caused 
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13 1412

12  Remains of wheat,
13  remains of rye,
14  and remains of barley found charred in various buildings  

 of Tremona-Castello (photo Simon Brazzola).
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by wars and invasions were used for outdoor livestock breeding, pastures 
for the cattle, marginal areas for sheep and goats, woods and forests for 
pigs. Meat would consequently be on the tables of poor classes, especially 
pig meat. The final centuries of the Middle Ages were characterised by a 
greater dietary restriction marked by “polarisation by wealth”. As estates 
and properties were fragmented, and hunting turned into status symbol, 
meat and venison became “for the rich only” as aristocrats connected the 
consumption of venison with the exercise of power. The middle class and 
the poor had to settle for vegetables and more frugal foods. Cheese was 
tasty and aromatic and made with sheep or goat milk. Bacon and fat ensured 
the calorific intake was appropriate to outdoor living and working, as did 
dried fruit. Some spices were used to preserve and flavour food, or used as 
medicines, and honey was used as a sweetener.



The excavations have not found any evidence of vegetable gardens, but we 
cannot rule out the possibility of a limited cultivation of vegetables and herbs 
used as medicines and condiments within the town walls. The variety and 
spread of such crops are well known through the “Capitulare de villis”, the 
famous law enacted by Charlemagne in 795 to reorganise the farms (villae) 
of the Kingdom. In chapter 70 he mentions all the crops needed: “we want 
every possible vegetable to be grown in the garden. The gardener must grow 
Jupiter's beard (Red Valerian) on the roof of his house. As for the trees, we 
want all sorts of fruit gardens, apple trees, hazelnuts, almonds, mulberries, 
laurels, pines, figs, walnuts, cherries of various types”. It is today impossible 
to identify some of the “herbs” mentioned, but it is nevertheless impressive 
to see the variety and the quantity available not only to the rich but also 
to the rest of the population. Spices were very expensive and could only be 
afforded by the wealthy.

NO VEGETABLE GARDENS… BUT A LOT OF VEGETABLES
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THE HOUSES AND THEIR FURNISHINGS
The houses were very small and rectangular shaped 15  comprising a single 
room. They were built with walls of local stone laid with mortar, slates for 
the roofs, and had trampled earth floors. Furniture was basic, consisting of 
a threshold table, stools or benches, a chest with a lock, hooks on the walls 
to hang clothes or food, and one or more straw mattresses to be used as 
beds. The dishes bowls, jugs, pans, storage jars, spoons would be made of 
wood. The fork had not been invented yet (the first we know of came into 
use in the ninth century but only in Mediterranean and Byzantine areas) and 
only knives were made of iron. Cooking was done on an open hearth in the 
middle of the room, or along one of the walls, using pots of soapstone. The 
hearth was left burning all the time and was the only source of heat. The 
windows were small and without glass. During the winter they were closed 
with wooden or leather shutters or covered with waxed paper to keep the 
cold out. The houses were full of smoke as there was no chimney or thatch 
roof to allow it to leave. Water came from outside the settlement, and there 
were no indoor toilets (bowls or chamber pots were used and emptied outside 
the houses). Fragments of bones and of other kinds of items found on the 
floors indicate that there may have been little or no concern for cleanliness 
and hygiene. This approach to public health which could have lowered life 
expectancy, promoted infant mortality, and helped in the spread of diseases 
and epidemics.
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15  3D reconstruction of the interior of a house in Tremona- Castello,

 twelfth-thirteenth century (by Elia Marcacci).  



The houses were built from dolomite rock which was quarried using hammers 
and chisels from the ground beneath, or near, the village. The hewn stone 
blocks were used without further shaping and laid with lime mortar applied 
with a trowel 16 . Limestone from quarries near Meride were used for doorsteps 
and jambs. Thinner limestone slabs were used for the roofs. Timber was cut 
from the surrounding woods and worked on site 17 . 
Local lime quarries and kilns produced quick lime which was slacked in a pit 
filled with water. Mortar was prepared on site mixing slaked lime with sand 
or river gravel and water, and by slowly amalgamating it using a long-handled 
hoe. The masons used to work on wooden scaffolding lashed together with 
rope or inserted in “putlog” holes. Blocks of stones and buckets of mortar 
were carried up to the building stage by labourers or lifted with hosts and 
windlasses. 

HOW WERE HOUSES BUILT?
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16  Iron trowel from a thirteenth century context.
17  Drill bit from a twelfth-thirteenth century context.
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THE TREMONA WOMAN. NOT ONLY MOTHER AND WIFE
In rural villages the woman was the centre of the family life and managed the 
household down to the last detail. She was mother and teacher, and at the 
same time she was a housewife, a farmer, a cook, and a craftsperson. The 
woman breast fed and looked after her children, prepared food and drinks, 
she kept the fire burning, tended the garden and livestock, cared for the sick 
and elderly, and for other women during childbirth. She made clothes, and 
involved process beginning with the washing, carding, and combing of the 
wool, then spinning and weaving, and finally cleaning and mending 18 . 
The long day began at sunrise and ended at sunset when, if there was still 
some energy left the time came to fulfill marital duties. At Tremona some 
objects found in the houses will help us understand, at least in part, the enor-
mous work done by mediaeval women. These include: spindle whorls; loom 
weights; needles and thimbles; scissors and shears; teeth of wool combs; and 
spikes of flax heckles. During sowing, harvesting, and hay making women 
often joined the men in the fields to help bring in the crops. The “Ballad of 
the tyrannical husband” is an interesting relevant poem, even though it is a 
late English source. The poem describes a rather funny dispute between a 
wife and her husband about who works harder, the women at home or the 
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18  Historical reconstruction of the activities carried out by women 
 in the settlement in the twelfth-thirteenth centuries.
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husband in the fields. The style is pressing, and irony and sarcasm are well 
marked. But despite the poetical fiction and regardless of the satirical traits, 
the cross section of the peasant world of the time is credible. 
Everything begins when he comes home and realises that she has not pre-
pared his dinner. He accuses her of having spent the afternoon chatting with 
other women. She does not agree, and she replies that she is up in the night 
to see to their baby, then she gets up at dawn to milk the cows, and then to 
pasture them while he is still in bed. And the rest of the day? Spent making 
butter and cheese, still with an eye on the children, the chickens, the hens, 
and taking the geese to the green. She also pounds flax, cards and spins wool, 
bakes, and brews ale. He points out that some of these things can be done 
fortnightly, so why do them so often then? Her answer is prompt: it helps to 
save money, otherwise a fortune would be spent at the market. He loses his 
temper and invites his wife to swap roles and go ploughing for the day. She 
accepts. The next day she gets up earlier than usual to milk the cow, churn 
the butter, and put the meat to marinade for dinner. Before leaving she gives 
him some instruction on what needs to be done: look after the children, take 
care of the geese, and make sure that the malt in the oven does not burn. Her 
tells her that he knows enough. Will the husband be able to do all this? Of 
course, he replies. The poem is incomplete, so we do not know what happe-
ned in the end. It is hard to believe that he did all the work without making 
a mess of everything. But we can reasonably guess that he spent the day in 
desperation counting the minutes left before her coming home.
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I t was 1988 when Alfio Martinelli, intrigued by the name Tremona-
Castello on the map, decided to have a close look at the hill to the north 
of the modern village. The site had been abandoned for centuries and 
completely hidden by dense vegetation. It had been used as a training 

camp by the Swiss army in the years between World War I and World War 
II, right up until the early sixties, as the hill is strategically positioned a few 
hundred meters from the Italian border. Despite the thick vegetation it was 
still possible to recognise alignments of stones that formed the buildings. The 
presence of something important was hinted at by sherds of pottery, metal 
objects (such as a bronze brooch), iron arrowheads, and iron fragments dated 
between the Neolithic and the Middle ages. All these indicated that the hill 
might be a significant archaeological discovery for the history and prehistory 
of the Mendrisiotto.

1991: START OF THE RESEARCH

The fortuitous recovery of a coin hoard in 1991 led to further intensive rese-
arch between 1991 and 1993.  Professor Jeffrey May, Head of the Archaeology 
Department of Nottingham University, was soon involved as a consultant. Fol-
lowing a geophysical survey, and the survey of all visible structural remains 
using photography, aerial photography, and photogrammetry, seven trial tren-
ches were excavated. Given the exciting results of the trial excavations, the 
Associazione Ricerche Archeologiche del Mendrisiotto (ARAM) was founded 
in 1999.  Its main objective was to systematically excavate the site and at the 
same time to allow its members, who still actively participate in the research 
today, to contribute fully to the enhancement of the site. During all the ye-
ars of research, Swiss, Italian, and British institutions have been involved: 
Seminar für Uhr-und Frühgeschichte (archäobotanische Abteilung) of Basel 
University, Laboratorio di archeobiologia del Museo Giovio of Como, Institute 
of Paleopatholgy, Università degli Studi of Milan, Radio Carbon laboratory 
Oxford, Radiocarbon Laboratory Poznan,  Ufficio consulenze geologiche e 
ambientali Morbio Inferiore, Civil Defence Mendrisiotto, Centro formazione 
professionale della Società Svizzera Impresari Costruttori, sezione Ticino 
(SSIC)  and their apprentices, who since 2002 have consolidated and preser-
ved the buildings excavated year after year.
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THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH
FROM 2000 TO 2019

The second phase of the research started in 2000 and was of fundamen-
tal importance as it revealed that the site was first settled in the Neolithic, 
with occupation continuing through the Eneolithic, the Bronze Age, the Iron 
Age, the Roman period, the early Middle Ages and finally the Late Middle 
ages. Tremona reached its peak in the Middle Ages, the period during which 
the site was most extensively settled and whose ruined buildings can be seen 
today. Most of the finds recovered are dated to this period. After the trenches 
of 1991 and 1993, research concentrated on the lower terrace of the hilltop. 
In the years from 

2000 to 2019, 49 buildings were excavated, all made of stones extracted 
from a small quarry in the north-eastern part of the settlement. The excava-
tions of these buildings, and the thousands of finds recovered, have enabled 
archaeologists to reconstruct in minute detail the daily life of a mediaeval 
rural community. 

The excavations up to 2007 were published in 2008 in the volume “Tre-
mona-Castello: from the fifth millennium BC to the thirteenth century AD” 
(Firenze All’Insegna del Giglio). The information gathered has revealed that 
even if the lower area was destroyed and abandoned in the middle-end of 
the thirteenth century following a siege during the struggles between Como 
and Milan, the upper terrace continued to be inhabited for at least for ano-
ther century and a half, between the fourteenth and the fifteenth century, 
as some sherds of extremely rare green glass ceramic were found. The finds 
recovered in the 20 years of excavation have allowed us to further improve 
our knowledge of the daily life of the inhabitants of the village: customs and 
traditions, their diet, craft production, livestock breeding, and commercial 
relations from prehistoric times to the Middle Ages. 

The excavations have been financed by the members of ARAM, by the 
Città di Mendrisio, by NCKM Mendrisiotto SA and by the generous support 
of Mrs. Ilaria Merlini, Vice president of ARAM and the daughter of Aldo 
Crivelli who is regarded as the father of the archaeology of Canton Ticino. 

The conservation of the structures has been carried out by the Società 
Svizzera degli Impresari Costruttori (SSIC) financed by Città di Mendrisio 
which has also assumed the task of the care of the Park.
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2016: THE BIRTH OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL PARK

The great importance of the settlement and the finds recovered convin-
ced the authorities and the archaeologists to concentrate on the enhancement 
of the site for the public to enable them to have the opportunity to look into 
our past. After the conservation of the walls and the realisation of a museum 
project a few hundred meters away from the settlement, the Archaeological 
Park was opened on the 3rd and 4th September 2016 in conjunction with a 
two days re-enactment of the daily life of the village. The official opening 
of the Park (www.parco-archeologico.ch) was preceded by the new ARAM 
website (www.aram-ti.ch) with all the news, updates, and information on the 
excavations and on the development of the Park. A new museum has been 
planned about 300 meters away from the Park, a ten-minute walk along a 
comfortable path through the woods of Mount San Giorgio. The museum 
will not be a mere storage of finds, but will act as a teaching support, a sort 
of sounding board of the excavation.



The excavations were carried out over 19 years and the survey was underta-
ken in accordance with scientific criteria by using the most recent technology. 
For example, 3D scanning was used in 2012 to map the upper terrace of the 
settlement (Lehmann-Visconti, civil engineers, Melano) before the excavation 
started. This built upon the mapping of 1991, as completed by the students of 
the Scuola Tecnica Superiore Trevano, under the supervision of civil engineer 
Visconti and the mapping of 1998 was undertaken by Geo photo, Sorengo. The 
next step was the removal of the over 1m thick layer of rubble. The work was 
done using a mechanical excavator under the supervision of the digging team. 
Trees and roots were cut and carefully removed to avoid further damaging of 
the in-situ archaeology, both upstanding and buried beneath the surface. All 
the rubble was checked with a metal detector before and after the removal 
and then moved into landfill, keeping enough for the later backfill. Then the 
excavation continued as usual by excavating layer after layer. Each new detail 
was photographed, recorded, described, and drawn. The finds were recorded 
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19  Apprentices at work.
20  Inauguration of the park 3rd-4th September 2016.
21  Historical re-enactment at the Park.
22  The design of the exhibition spaces (Antiquarium) in Tremona ( Mendrisio.@Città).

19

21

20

22



and catalogued according to their degree of identification, photographed, and 
drawn depending on their importance for the understanding of the structure 
where they had been found. They were superficially cleaned with the help of 
a micro blasting machine in order to photograph and draw them, leaving the 
conservation to the specialists. Important samples of material were sent to 
laboratory for detailed examination and when necessary the soil was washed 
and sieved in order to retrieve cereals, fruit, seeds, fragments of seed and nut 
cases, and other micro-organic material. The inside of most buildings was laser 
scanned in order to proceed with a project conceived by ARAM concerning the 
position of every single find in the different layers of occupation.
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23  3D model of the central part of the settlement.
24  ARAM volunteers at work in Building 43.
25  West facing section of Building 43 (ARAM).
26  Example of drawings of artifacts (by Nerina Valsangiacomo).
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