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Introduction

This work presents the results of research on the hilly and slightly mountainous area among the Sicani 
Mountains in the province of Caltanissetta, in the central-southern region of the island of Sicily, that falls 
within the borders of the municipalities of Milena, Sutera, and Campofranco. The municipality of Milena 
is mainly an agricultural area with a great deal of natural landscapes that are  protected by law, such as 
the Monte Conca natural reserve as well as tracts of forested land protected by the state government. 
Because the region was never heavily urbanized, archaeological assets in the area are often found in 
relatively uncontaminated natural contexts. The study of the geographical locations of archaeological 
sites and the analysis of prehistoric and historical roads were essential in creating an in-depth map of 
the territory. This map helped identify where archaeological evidence is located and where the passage 
of the Francigena path is recorded. The Magna Via Francigena, a pilgrimage route connecting Palermo 
to Agrigento, passes through most archaeological sites analyzed. The multidisciplinary research project 
presented in this volume combines archaeology, geomorphology, remote sensing, and digitization of 
cultural heritage to create an updated topographical catalog of the archaeological heritage in this 
part of the island. The catalog at the end of the book shows the current condition and distribution 
of archaeological heritage in the area, which can contribute to the planning of new activities and 
future research. This part of the island has a great deal of archaeological evidence, with evidence of 
continuous human occupation from the Middle Neolithic period to the arrival of the Normans during 
the Middle Ages. The study begins by analyzing the territory from a strictly geomorphological point 
of view, in order to have a profound understanding of the geographical area of reference, including 
its orography and abundant water and mineral resources. From these analyses, the study moves on to 
topographical assessments, which answer strictly archaeological questions on prehistoric and historical 
road conditions. 

The hinterland of Milena was extensively researched and excavated between the 1970s and the 
early 2000s. Despite being recognized for the natural and cultural importance of its landscapes, as 
demonstrated by a Landscape Piano created by the Regione Siciliana in 2015,1 no new archaeological 
excavation activities have taken place in the area for over twenty years. This has created a significant 
gap in our knowledge and interpretation of the archaeological heritage present in the region, especially 
considering the technological advancements that archaeologists have used to support their research 
in recent decades. Therefore, the main objective was to refocus attention on this area by gathering the 
data obtained from research in the past and combining it with new non-invasive technologies such as 
GIS applications, satellite remote sensing, and aerial photography. The project also aimed to incorporate 
technological tools such as drones, cameras, and laser scanners to digitize the area’s cultural heritage 
sites. Extensive research was conducted to identify and select the main issues related to the study and 
protection of the archaeological heritage. Special attention was given to prehistoric archaeological 
heritage since it is the most widespread in the Milena area. It was essential first to understand the most 
suitable approach to solving each problem without causing damage to these delicate archaeological 
assets. Specific interventions were carried out once a particular situation or need was identified. The 
interventions were executed using the correct methodology and tools to minimize errors, optimize 
time, and reduce costs. 

1  Piano Paesaggistico Regione Siciliana 2015, Ambiti regionali 6, 7, 10, 11, 12 e 15 ricadenti nella provincia di Caltanissetta.
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The first chapter of the research focuses on analyzing the actual needs of prehistoric archaeological 
contexts. This involves a detailed identification of the unique characteristics and needs of an 
archaeological heritage that is essentially fragile and demanding. The subsequent part of the chapter 
describes in detail possible solutions to the problems identified in the first part of the chapter. After 
gathering this preliminary information, the second chapter focuses on a detailed description of the case 
study. The chapter starts by examining the geomorphological framework of the area, with a particular 
emphasis on the topography of the territory. This aspect is significant as the geomorphological 
conditions of the region over the centuries heavily influenced settlement dynamics. The presence of 
rivers and mountain ranges has also affected the road system in both historical and prehistoric eras, 
as it does today in an area where the road network is still lacking in some places. In the interest of 
comprehensive research that incorporates multidisciplinary knowledge to understand the past, ample 
space is given to the analysis of geological factors that may have influenced human settlement and 
productive activities such as the raising of livestock, agriculture, and mineral extraction. The same 
chapter also provides an in-depth review of previous studies highlighting the prehistoric settlements’ 
systemic diffusion across the mountains and hills and their contact with the Aegean peoples during 
the Middle Bronze Age, evidenced by the presence of imported materials such as copper ingots. This 
part of the work is solely for compiling purposes and focuses on reconstructing the dynamics that have 
driven prehistoric communities to systematically and continuously settle in this area of Sicily over the 
millennia. Through the compilation of previous works and studies, the chapter describes the dominant 
settlement trends and cultural contexts created between the Middle Neolithic and the Copper Age, 
up to the Early and Middle Bronze Ages. The compilation of previous studies was also essential for 
constructing a GIS system that can accommodate the state of research and other relevant information, 
including the aggregation of geo-topographical and historical-archaeological data. It is the third chapter 
that begins to cover the experimental activities of the research, carried out with the contributions of 
both materiel and expertise provide by the Department of Civil Engineering and Architecture (DICAR) 
of the University of Catania. The chapter describes the work carried out in the field with the help of 
UAV technology, drone aerial photogrammetry, terrestrial photogrammetry, and remote sensing. It also 
explains the steps taken to acquire the data and their post-processing. The detailed explanation of these 
steps serves to benefit future archaeological research and valorization efforts for the heritage in the 
area, which will be discussed further in subsequent chapters. The team used remote sensing to tackle 
the challenge of dealing with a large territory and the impossibility of conducting new archaeological 
excavations in the short term. Modern technologies allowed them to obtain unpublished data without 
requiring new excavations. The same chapter also describes numerous other activities in the field, 
including mapping all archaeological remains and signs of occupation using drones and GPS. All the 
information gathered during fieldwork was entered into a GIS portal. This allowed for careful data 
analysis by relating them to each other and the findings from previous research conducted in the last 
century. Combining geological and geomorphological data made it possible to identify new settlements 
and hypothesize about prehistoric routes concentrated in certain areas. The data also provided insight 
into the relationships between this part of Sicily and the rest of the island and the Mediterranean. The 
fourth chapter organizes the collected data, creating a census of 46 different sites, each of which was 
verified in person, often requiring long journeys on foot due to the often rugged and mountainous 
terrain that was not always accessible by car. Each site in the census was mapped and described in a 
topographical catalog, which is included as an appendix to the book. The sites of the census are then 
considered and analyzed together to present new hypotheses about trade, productive activities, and 
settlement dynamics in the regions.  


