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Valle Lagorara (I 28): a quarry

of radiolarite (jasper) exploited during
the Copper and Early Bronze Ages

Roberto Maggi®, Nadia Campana’ and Fabio Negrino*

This paper presents the Copper and Early Bronze Age quarry and workshop of the Lagorara
valley, located at 750 m a.s.l. in the Apennine mountains, some 1§ km inland from the coast of the

Gulf of Genoa (Italy).

The western, almost vertical slope of the valley is formed by a continuous sequence of
hundreds of layers of radiolarite rock, varying from § to 20 cm in thickness. Here two main areas

have been exploited by prehistoric man, where imprints of hammering to extract slabs are visible
over a surface of several hundreds of square metres wide.

The detritus lying at the bottom of the slope largely consists of waste flakes and debris from the
quarrying and chipping activities that were carried out.

Two workshops were located in rock shelters on the opposite side of the valley; they were

utilised for the production ot bitacial specimens with tlat-sommaire retouch, which appear to have
been the commonest and more characteristic artefacts manufactured in Valle Lagorara.
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.. LOCATION OF THE SITE

The site of Valle Lagorara is located (Fig. 1) in the middle of the Eastern Ligurian
Apennines, between Genoa and La Spezia (CTR 232030/232070: 9°31'37"E,
44 2100" N).

In this area the landscape is very hilly. The seaward slopes rise rapidly from the
coast, and often exceed 1000 m just over 10 km inland. The main watershed of the
Apennine chain is situated at a short distance from the sea, to a minimum of 2§ km,
providing very short and steep wvalleys.

The region has a complex geology, dominated by ophiolithes and schist
formations.
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Fig. 1. The location of Valle Lagorara in the Ligurian Apennines and the distribution of Copper/Eatly

Bronze Age sites of Eastern Liguria and Northern Tuscany.

2. THE JASPER IN EASTERN LIGURIA

The Formation of Jasper (Titonian) is widespread in Eastern Liguria. It is

constituted (Del Soldato 1990:213—5 and pers. comm.) by layers of:

siliceous clay-schists (““ffanits’”’ in the Italian literature), not suitable for chipping
technology.

stratified flint with radiolarians (also quoted as ‘“‘diaspro’ lithotype). In thin
section they show micro-crystalline structure, similar to that of flint nodules, but
with coarser grain. The fracture is conchoid. The surface is often quite bright and
translucent. The content of not-detritic S10, 1s above 70%. Microfractures are
filled by micro-crystalline quartz.

radiolarite (also quoted as ““diaspro” lithotype) layers. They mainly consist of
a siliceous matrix, with intergrain opaque minerals, containing differentially
preserved radiolarians, belonging to the Lzosphaericae superfamily. The radiolarite
is a hard and homogeneous rock, with conchoid fracture, and bright surtface. It
has a good flaking capacity. The colour is usually dark “wine’ red, or sometimes
green.

In the geological terminology, “jasper’” normally denotes a geological formation,

rather than a lithotype (Del Soldato 1990:213). This does not fully apply to the
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archaeological literature, where “‘jasper” often denotes a lithotype. In this paper
“lasper’” and “‘radiolarite” are used synonymously.

In the Ligurian Apennines jasper outcrops are of various dimensions. Most of the
times they are massive, and appear as series of thousands of thin layers.

;. JASPER IN THE REGIONAL ARCHAEOLOGY

dince the middle Palaeolithic most of the chipped artefacts of eastern Liguria were
~made of jasper. Percentages vary from 98% in the Mousterian assemblages, to 83 % in
the Copper/Early Bronze Age (Del Soldato, Garibaldi and Maggi 1987). Besides
jasper, flint occurring in the local “Calpionelle” limestone was also exploited.
Theretore the chipped stone industries of eastern Liguria exploited local siliceous
resources, with the exception of a small amount of exogenous flint and some obsidian
during the Neolithic (Maggi and Garibaldi 1986).

Red jasper tools have been found also in many Palaeolithic sites of the western
part of the region. Since western Liguria lacks jasper outcrops, it has been assumed

that eastern red jasper was exchanged up to more than 200 km away from the sources
(Vicino and d’ Errico 198%).

+. THE SITE OF VALLE LAGORARA

The little valley of the Lagorara stream is oriented North to South at 7-8co m in
altitude. It is incised along the contact between the jasper formation of the Scogliera
mountain (991 m) to the east, and clay-schist formation to the west, while the very
valley bottom erodes serpentinite and basalt formations (Figs 2—3).

The jasper outcrop of the western slope of the Scogliera mountain 1s massively
exposed up to about 200 m. It forms an almost vertical bank of thousands of layers of
red jasper, varying from about 5 to about 20 cm 1in thickness (Fig. 4). Many of them
are homogeneous, with high silicious content and few microfractures, therefore
providing rock with good flaking capability. They are separated by bands of pelithic
schists. Suggestively the surface of each of them still preserves the aspect of the
ancient sea-bottom.

The jasper of this outcrop was widely exploited by prehistoric communities. In
fact imprints of the hammering to quarry slabs are visible over large areas of the
outcrop (Fig. §:2,3), and tonnes of waste flakes, chipped blocks and debris are
embedded i1n the detritus accumulated at the bottom of the outcrop.



