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Abstract: 
 

 
The ceilings of at least six badly eroded chambers can be seen on the eroded cliff face of a 
sandstone outcrop on the north side of the mount.  Excavation of these grotticella was of course, 
impossible and the date is uncertain, but may be Bronze Age.  Our survey located openings into 
three additional rock-cut chambers at the base of the same sandstone outcrop in which the six 
grotticella were located. These were hidden under thick outgrowth of vegetation that served as 
markers for the chambers (other chambers may be located under thick undergrowth nearby).  
Seven more rock cut chambers are located upslope on the south side of the mountain.  Two of 
these seven are rectangular in shape and have side opening in the east-facing cliff.  The other five 
are larger, beehive in shape with openings at their tops (two can be entered from a side entrance 
in the south facing cliff—this side entrance may have been cut later. While these seven chambers 
have been known to scholars for some time, only two have been investigated. Our excavation 
and survey included all of these chambers. 
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Archaeology is a science, but it is also an art–a good deal of educated guesswork goes into the 
analysis of the finds. This summer I had the great opportunity to lead a field at Mt Raitano, 
Sicily, but the results were less than desirable. 

Monte Raitano, a prominence that reaches 476 m high at its eastern-most peak and is 
located approximately 4 km south of San Cipirello, Sicily, has long been noted for a number of 
rock-cut chambers that have been hewn by humans into the various outcroppings of the 
sandstone bedrock that appear around the perimeter of the mount. Scholars (and local 
enthusiasts) have ascribed a number of different functions and dates to these different chambers, 
running the gauntlet from cisterns to tombs to granaries. Dates which have been assigned to the 
various chambers include the Sicilian Middle Bronze Age and Medieval periods.  Surface 
surveys of Mt Raitano have identified a number of sherd scatters from various periods of 
antiquity including Middle Bronze Age, Roman, and Medieval lending support to the existence 
of human activity on the mount at least during these periods. 
 The ceilings of at least six badly eroded chambers can be seen in the eroded cliff face of a 
sandstone outcrop on the north side of the mount.  Excavation of these grotticella was of course, 
impossible and the date is uncertain, but may be Bronze Age or Neolithic.  Our survey located 
openings into three additional rock-cut chambers at the base of the same sandstone outcrop in 
which the six grotticella were located. These were hidden under thick outgrowth of vegetation 
that served as markers for the chambers (other chambers may be located under thick 
undergrowth nearby).  Seven more rock cut chambers are located upslope on the south side of 
the mountain.  Two of these seven are rectangular in shape and have side opening in the east 
facing cliff.  The other five are larger, beehive in shape with openings at their tops (two can be 
entered from a side entrance in the south facing cliff—this side entrance may have been cut later. 
While these seven chambers have been known to scholars for some time, only two have been 
investigated. These latter chambers have been examined by a team led by Jeremy Johns and later 
by Francesco Tomasello, but we hoped to reexamine them for more clues as to their date and 
function. 
 
Overview 
 

The Mt Raitano excavation consisted of four fields. Field D was located north of the 
mount and was determined to be sterile. Field B was excavated in what was believed to be a 
probable site for the local village as evidenced by a sherd scatter previously reported but not 
identified during the field season. Only one probe in Field B was excavated, located some 
distance into the downward slope from the southern ridge. While local Bronze Age pottery 
sherds were consistently discovered in Loci 11-12 (with mixed periods ranging from Early 
Bronze to Modern above), these were too few and too small to make any determination. Directly 
below these loci was discovered virgin soil. The focus of this paper, then, are Fields A and C.  
  
Survey of Area C 
 
 Upslope along the south cliff of Monte Raitano are seven rock-cut chambers (UT 16).   
Two are rectangular—probably tombs; the other five are underground “beehive” shaped 
chambers each with its own round openings at the top.  These five are on the summit of the south 
cliff. 
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We only cleaned the summit area of the cliff, around the mouths of the underground 
cavities, numbering them 1 to 5 from east to west. We then made the planimetric survey with a 
detailed plan for each opening. We took quick measurements of each chamber. The diameter of 
the openings varies from 0.72 to 1.26 m. with the entrance shaft measuring about .80-.90 m deep. 
The amplitude diametrical of the chambers were approximately 8.00 m wide and the height 
around 7.00 m.  They are somewhat “beehive” in shape. 

The space around the mouths has been manipulated in different ways and was clearly 
adapted to the intended functions of the cavity. The mouths of n ° 1 and 2 are surrounded by 
cupholes in a circular pattern while those n ° 3, 4 and 5 are marked by a more or less pronounced 
step, although in some cases the step is very eroded. Around the entrance to No. 1, one sees a 
clear rainwater drainage channel carved into the top of the rock. The step around the opening 
could correspond to a closing system with a large circular slab to seal the opening while the 
cupholes could be linked to a system of coverage of a different type, perhaps in wood. 

 
 Area C1 
 Chamber measurements were 5.33m from the top of the opening to top of dirt 
mound/debris, and approx 1.1m of dirt mound/debris for a total of 6.43m from the to of the 
chamber mouth. As far as width, on a N/S axis, approx 8m diameter (note that the debris in the 
middle makes this an approximation); on an E/W axis, also 8m. A probe was dug along the NE 
wall at 58cm depth to floor; no material culture was found. From the pictures, clear stratigraphy 
can be seen in the sandstone walls. Odd circular break can be seen in the sandstone wall at 
approx 240º (W) that seems natural, but odd none-the-less. At 295º from center of the chamber a 
set of petroglyphs can be seen scratched into the wall. The area is covered in green (possibly 
plant/algae?) but did not wipe off to the touch. Other areas are covered in a brown substance, but 
this wipes off revealing the same green color as here. Both petroglyphs are shaped like an 
upside-down L or an American #7. The first petroglyph measures 9cm wide at the top horizontal 
line at the top horizontal line and 34cm long with a width of 4 cm at the widest point of its shaft 
(see image for clarification). The second petroglyph measures 7.5cm wide at the top horizontal 
line and 33.2cm long with a width of 1.4cm at the widest point of the shaft. The chamber mouth 
measures 1x.85m with 1.16m depth. Chisel marks inside appear random. 
 
 Area C2 
 Chamber measurements were 6.54m to top of dirt mound/debris, and approx 30cm of 
mound/debris buildup. The chamber measures 8m wide on both a N/S and an E/W axis. A probe 
was excavated at approx 1.3m NW from the center of the chamber and was only 28cm deep with 
the first 2cm being dark brown and the rest being a light, sandy color (no Munsell reading was 
taken). As with the other chamber, chisel marks appear random. The mouth measures 1.1m deep, 
and .79m across.  
 
 Area C3 
 Chamber measurements were 5.33m to top of dirt mound/debris, and approx 40cm of 
debris accumulation. Both N/S and E/W measurements were approx 8m. There appeared two 
small holes in wall—one at 125º and the other at 50º—that birds were using for nesting, but they 
appeared to be natural breaks or chipping of the sandstone. The thickness/depth of mouth was 
66cm. At 70cm from west wall a probe was excavated and reached the floor at 32cm; about 9cm 
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of dark brown soil and the rest being soft sand. As with the other two chambers, no material 
culture was discovered. 
 
Excavation of Area A 

 
Three chambers were excavated in Field A (UT 15) at the base of the sandstone 

outcrop.  All three are smaller than the chambers found in Field C (UT 16) upslope to the 
south with a depth of slightly less than 3 m.  Earth fill accumulation varied in the three, 
averaging around 2 m. depth.  The inside of the three Field A chambers were roughly 
beehive shaped with a bowl shaped bedrock floor. The tooling marks inside Chamber 3 
seem to be working their way down in a northward slanted spiraling pattern. The floors of 
each of the three chambers appear to be tilted downward towards the north; it is 
postulated that this is due to the natural stratigraphy of the bedrock which slopes in this 
same direction.  

It must be concluded that due to the 18/19th century pottery found in the last locus 
of each chamber, they were filled no more than 200 years ago. As to when the chamber 
was originally cut and to what purpose it was used, no data was found that allowed any 
definite interpretation or conclusion. It is possible that the chambers were used in 
different ways (tombs, granaries, etc.) throughout the long period of their history.  
However this is purely conjecture, as there is no evidence for date or use from the 
excavation.  The best method for dating and determining use of the Raitano chambers is 
most likely to be found through typological comparisons with other similar rock-cut 
chambers elsewhere where in situ data can be secured—a possible future work for the 
excavation team. 

 
Area A1 (Micah Johnson) 
The benchmark for Chamber 1 was established at a high point on the bedrock to 

the west of the opening at 463.22 m.   
Cleanup inside the chamber itself was designated Subsurface Cleanup but later 

changed to Locus 0 and 1. Modern debris and recent ash lens show some recent human 
activity. A Munsell reading of the earth fill of this locus was identified as 7.5YR4/6 
(“brown”). Pottery found within this locus included sherds from the late Roman (mostly 
tiles) and Modern (18th-20th centuries).  

Locus 2 was opened arbitrarily at 460.42 m (2.8m, below the datum point); by 
chance, the Munsell reading was slightly different: 7.5YR3/4 (“brown”). The area 
excavated was measured at 2.2m E/W and 2.4m N/S. Nevertheless, there was so 
significant change in the earth fill’s consistency and no significant ceramic or 
architectural elements were recovered. The pottery reading included possible prehistoric 
body sherds, Roman (tile fragments), Medieval, and Late Medieval sherds, but there was 
also a mix of modern or recent debris.  

Another arbitrary locus change (Locus 3) was made at 459.97m (3.25 m below 
benchmark).  Again, the Munsell reading was slightly different (7.5YR4/3) (“brown”), 
but the consistency of the earth fill and the measurements of the chamber remained the 
same. No remarkable significance in pottery sequencing was detected. 

Locus 4 (7.5YR3/4) again was opened at an elevation at the center of the chamber 
at 3.54m below the datum point established outside of Chamber 1 (459.68m). There was 
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a slight increase in the size of the rock debris. Pottery sherds were from both the 
Medieval and Roman periods.  

After clearing Locus 4, the chamber was bisected along an east-west line, and 
Locus 5 was established as a probe located as the NW quadrant of the chamber at 3.3m 
(459.92m—the earth fill ran slightly uphill in the northwest part of the chamber). Several 
pockets of ash were discovered along with a small scattering of animal bones from small 
mammals within. Additionally, modern rubbish was still being collected. The pottery 
reading again identified sherds from the Roman, Medieval, and Modern periods.  

Locus 6 continued the probe deeper, now at 3.0m bdp. Quite a few bones were 
discovered (horse and cow), and Modern, Roman, and Medieval pottery was collected. 
Munsell reading was at 7.5YR4/3.  

Locus 7 was assigned when a small portion of the bedrock floor was uncovered; 
there was still about 6-10 centimeters of earth fill over most of the bedrock floor and it 
was decided to excavate it separate and sift it in hopes that it might contain in situ “last 
use”  material on the floor of the chamber.  However, even in this final layer of earth fill, 
Medieval and Modern and Medieval pottery was collected.  The final elevation was taken 
at 3.56m bdp (459.66m) with a reading of 7.5YR5/3.  

Bedrock itself was designated as Locus 8. In the center, the bottom elevation is 
459.42m. 

The presence of modern ceramics just above the bedrock floor indicates that the 
chamber was essentially empty as recently as the last 200 years or so—its last use.  The 
chamber was then filled—possibly by human activity—with earth containing a mix of 
ceramics from Prehistoric, Roman, Medieval and Modern times.  The contents of the 
earth fill, therefore, does not provide a useful indication of when the chamber was first 
cut or used. 

 
Area A2 (Justin Singleton) 
The benchmark for Chamber 2 was established at a point on the bedrock to the 

North of the opening at 463.20 m.   
Contrary to nomenclature used for the other chambers, Locus 1 was designated as 

the bedrock in which the chamber mouth/opening appeared, and was measured at 66cm 
across on a N/S axis and 66cm across on an E/W axis. The opening is cut into 
bedrock/sandstone, and is quite round.  

As the chamber was only partially filled, initial cleaning inside the chamber was 
designated as Subsurface Cleanup. Garbage, stones, wood, animal carcasses and bones 
were all found within the subsurface cleanup, and as the earth layer was mounded in the 
middle the locus ran quite deep while leveling the earth locus. The earth itself was 
5YR3/3, but later reread and determined to be 7.5YR4/4. A possible grinding stone was 
also found, photographed, and tagged. Burn marks were discovered on the walls, and 
burned/ash material was spread throughout the earth locus. Pottery consisted of Roman 
tile fragments, and Medieval fragments. Opening elevation is recorded as 461.36slm. 

Locus 2 began once the subsurface material had been cleaned, but no change in 
munsell reading or earth type (7.5YR4/4). Even at this point evidence of recent human 
activity (plastic) was discovered. Additionally, a very modern Coca-Cola twist cap was 
found, helping to date this period of the fill to very modern times (perhaps within the last 
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20 years). Pottery consisted of Roman tiles, Late Roman, and Late Roman/Islamic 
materials. Opening elevation is recorded as 460.90slm. 

Locus 3 was arbitrarily started without earth color (7.5YR4/4) or texture change. 
A large amount of charred material was uncovered, including a mendable pot found 
within the charred material and with rodent bones. Although Locus 3 began as a full earth 
locus, the bedrock surface/bottom of the chamber was discovered on the south by 
southwest wall and also on the south by southeast wall. At this point the locus became a 
probe, and a new balk was marked to cut the remaining earth in half in order to reach the 
balk. Upon reaching the balk, a large amount of stones were discovered that would make 
reading the balk impossible; at this point the remaining earth was removed up to the 
original balk. Opening elevation is recorded as 460.64slm. 

Locus 4 is the final locus before bedrock. Although no soil change was 
determined upon locus change and Munsell reading remains the same, there is a clear 
change in this earth locus from within the balk that drops out on the southern side of the 
chamber. Very little pottery came out of this last level (Roman, Modern, and Late 
Roman), but a piece of plastic was discovered on the bedrock itself giving a date for this 
fill in modern times. Opening elevation was recorded as 460.25slm. 

Locus 5 consists of the bedrock itself. In the center, the bottom elevation is 
460.07m. 

 
Area A3 (Jared Wilson) 
The benchmark for Chamber 3 was established at a high point on the bedrock to 

the east of the opening at 464 m.   
Chamber 3 was under heavy vegetation. After the vegetation was cleared from the 

area the initial clean up of dirt was clear and the opening to the chamber was exposed.  
Locus 0 was designated as the culturally made opening to the chamber. Once the 

chamber opening was exposed and cleared of debris a second locus change was made.  
Locus 1 was designated as the earth within the chamber. Locus 1 elevation began 

at -82 cm below the control point (463.18 m slm). The earth was sandy and very light. 
The munsel reading was a 5YR 5/3, designated as “reddish brown”. This locus is the only 
locus that the munsel reading was not under the 7.5YR color scheme. This locus was 
mostly filled with small stones and plant roots. The locus was changed again to Locus 2 
when ceramics started to show in the earth. 

Locus 2 began at an elevation of -86 cm (463.14 m slm) on the west side of the 
chamber opening and -89 cm (463. 11 m slm) on the east side of the chamber opening. 
The munsel reading was 7.5YR 4/4, called “brown”. In this locus small rodent bones, 
shells, and plant roots were the organic components found. Late Roman tiles and small 
stones were the inorganic component. It is in this locus that the ceramics began to appear. 
It should be noted here that it is in this locus and locus 3 that the oldest ceramics were 
found. It was not until subsequent loci that we noticed that the ceramics were getting 
younger instead of older as might have been expected. It was in this locus that we began 
to suspect that the chamber might have been fill from not so long ago. 

Locus 3 began at an elevation of -160.8 cm (462.39 m slm) and was an arbitrary 
locus change. After almost a meter with no definable change in the earth or pottery I 
decided to change the locus as a precaution against a possible missed stratigraphic 
change. This locus had a munsell reading of 7.5YR 4/3 which is “brown” according to 
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the munsel chart. Upon further investigation locus 3 was no different than the previous 
locus 3. The earth color and texture along with its contents remain the same as locus 2.  

Locus 4 was created due to a change in the earth at an elevation of -182 cm 
(462.18 m slm). The munsell reading for locus 4 was 7.5YR 3/4 which is called “dark 
brown”. In this locus small charcoal lenses were observed in different parts of the 
chamber and some can be observed on the balk profile drawing in locus 5.  The lenses 
were small and did not occupy a large amount of space. They would appear and disappear 
just as quickly. It is important to note that it was in this locus that the primer of a shotgun 
shell was found. So far the inverted stratigraphy has held true, and there have been no 
clean loci yet. 

Locus 5 was created at an elevation of -207 cm (461.93 m slm). The locus was 
arbitrarily created due to the increased exposure of the chamber. It was at this locus’ 
creation that the curvature of the chamber could clearly be seen. The munsell soil reading 
for this locus is 7.5YR 4/3, which is “brown”. During this locus it was decided to bisect 
the remaining earth in the chamber. At an elevation of -214cm (461.86 m slm) the 
chamber was divided on a north/south line with locus 5 on the west side and the newly 
created locus 6 on the east side. This was done to increase the speed at which we might 
hit the bottom and to create a balk so that any stratigraphy could be seen and 
documented. Locus 5 had an abundance of late roman tiles and also 19th century pottery 
which continued to fit the inverted stratigraphy model that had been previously proposed. 

Locus 6 was created at an elevation of -214 cm (461.86 m slm) and had a munsell 
soil reading of 7.5YR 3/3, which is “dark brown”. Locus 6 is the east side of the bisection 
that occurred during locus 5. Locus 6 continued to have sandy loose soil with no change 
in color or texture, or fill components. While digging in locus 6 on the south side of the 
chamber the bottom of the chamber was found. An arbitrary change was made to locus 7 
in order to make sure that if anything was found on the bottom of the chamber its 
contents would not be contaminated with any previous loci. 

Locus 7 was created at an elevation of -266 cm (461.34 m slm). The munsel soil 
reading was 7.5YR 3/4, which is dark brown. At the bottom of the chamber more 
“modern” potter was found dating to the 18th/19th centuries. The earth continued to be 
sandy and loose. At the chambers lowest point, in the center, the bottom elevation is -340 
cm (460.60 m slm). 

It is interesting to note that while most of the ceramics became younger as we 
increased depth the amount of roman tiles found remained consistent all the way through. 
Late Roman tiles were found in every locus with the exception of locus 0, which was the 
opening to the chamber itself.  

The inside of the three chambers were roughly beehive shaped with a bowl shaped 
bedrock floor. The tooling marks inside Chamber 3 seem to be working their way down 
in a northward slanted spiraling pattern, but no information is recorded concerning 
Chambers 1 and 2. Each of the three chambers do appear to be shifted northward and it is 
postulated that this is due to the natural stratigraphy of the bedrock.  
 
Mycenaean? 
 
 Some mention of Mycenaean tholos tombs can be seen in the scholarly literature 
concerning the larger five southern chambers in Area C, and the two that had been previously 
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investigated revealed a beehive shape, a single side entrance, rather large cavities, and a possible 
bench in one of the chambers. These four similarities to tholos tombs warranted an investigation 
and comparison.  

An excavator rappelled into each of the chambers to take measurements, and while inside 
dug a small probe to find the surface of each chamber. No pottery or any ancient material culture 
was found, and the probes determined nothing of interest. Area A revealed no Mycenaean 
pottery. In Area B, in the flat field between the north and south ridges (and between Areas A and 
C), a small sampling of local Bronze Age pottery was discovered, but again no Mycenaean 
pottery.  

In addition to a lack of Mycenaean material culture, the five large chambers of Area C 
included major differences between tholos tombs and the chambers in this field. Tholos tombs 
are built up and covered, whereas the Area C chambers were hewn into the stone. Tholos tombs 
include an elaborate dromos/entryway, whereas only one of the five chambers of Area C has a 
side entryway very different than a tholos dromos, another can be entered from this first, but the 
final three feature top-entry only. Because of these differences, and a lack of any Mycenaean 
material culture, the nomenclature tholos tomb has been disregarded. 
 
 
Interpretation 
 Neither the larger chambers in Field C (UT 16) nor the smaller ones in  Field A 
(UT 15) can be dated directly.  In Field C, the soil accumulation is shallow (30 to 60 cm), 
mixed with recent debris. No datable ceramics or other artifacts were found.  In Field A, 
there was over a meter of earth accumulation in each chamber but there was no 
discernable stratigraphy—rather the fill was mixed with ceramics from Middle Bronze, 
Roman, Medieval and recent periods.  Thus, the date and function of the chambers from 
both fields can only be determined by typological parallels—which warrants future 
research.  Fissures in the rock and an absence of plaster would preclude their being used 
as cisterns.  Lack of a dromos along with the depth preclude the large chambers from 
likely being tombs.  The most reasonable hypothesis, then, would indicate that these 
chambers were used as granaries, but at which period of history is left to be seen. 


