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THE INTRODUCTION OF THE DOMESTICATED

CAT IN ITALY
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Summary

The excavations carried out by the
“Soprintendenza Archeologica di Roma”
during these last years in the ancient
Fidenae city have led to the identification
of a building of the Early Iron Age, dated
from the middle of the 8" century BC.
The most remarkable characteristic of
this building is its state of good preserva-
tion. It is quite likely that the building
was destroyed by a sudden fire while it
was fully in use. This possibility is con-
firmed by one special feature: in the
south-eastern corner of the building, the
destruction layer included the calcinated
skeletal remains of a domestic cat, which
apparently had been trapped inside the
building by the fire and by the subsequent
collapse. This find is especially signifi-
cant with regard to the state of the build-
ing when the destruction took place;
moreover, it constitutes the earliest evi-
dence of the presence of the domestic cat
in Italy, apparently slightly earlier than
those found in other Iron Age contexts of
Lazio, at Ficana and Cures.

Résumé

L’introduction du chat domestique en
Italie.

Les fouilles menées ces derniers
temps par la “Soprintendenza Archeolo-
gica di Roma” dans ’ancienne ville de
Fidene ont conduit a l’identification
d’une habitation de I'Age du Fer, datée
du milieu du 8¢ siecle avant J.-C. La
caractéristique la plus remarquable de
cette structure est son exceptionnel état
de conservation. Il est assez probable
que [’habitation a été détruite par un
incendie pendant qu’elle était encore uti-
lisée. Cette hypothése semble confirmée
par un facteur particulier. A 'intérieur
de ’habitation, dans I'angle sud-est, ont
été découverts les restes calcinés du
squelette d’un chat domestique, qui a
[’évidence, est resté pris au piége a
Uintérieur. A part 'intérét spécifique de
cette découverte en ce qui concerne la
situation de [’habitation au moment de
l’incendie, on note que c’est le plus
ancien témoignage du chat domestique
en Italie; d’autres félins domestiques ont
été découverts dans les fouilles de
Ficana et Cures mais ils datent de
périodes plus récentes.

Zusammenfassung

Die Einfiihrung der Hauskatze in Itali-
en.

Die in den letzten Jahren von der
“Soprintendenza Archeologica di
Roma”im alten Fidenae durchgefiihrten
Ausgrabungen fiihrten zur Aufdeckung
eines Hauses der friihen Eisenzeit. Es
datiert in die Mitte des 8. Jh. v. Chr.
Bemerkenswert ist der gute Erhaltungs-
zustand des Gebdudes. Es erscheint
maoglich, daf3 das Haus durch ein plotzli-
ches Feuer zerstort worden ist, wihrend
es noch voll in Gebrauch war. Diese
Annahme wird durch einen Befund
unterstiitzt: in der Siidostecke des Hau-
ses fand sich in der Schuttschicht das
kalzinierte Skelett einer Hauskatze, die
offenbar durch das Feuer und den
anschlieffenden Einsturz des Gebdudes
zu Tode gekommen ist. Dieser Fund
belegt nicht nur den Status des Hauses
vor seiner Zerstorung, vielmehr stellt er
auch den friihesten Nachwelis fiir die
Hauskatze in Italien dar - frither als die
Belege in anderen eisenzeitlichen Sied-
lungen wie Ficania und Cures.
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Research conducted in the last several years by the
“Soprintendenza Archeologica di Roma” in the area of the
ancient settlement of Fidene has resulted in the identifica-
tion of a housing structure (hut) from the Early Iron Age
which can be dated, as a whole, to the beginning of the
third Latial phase corresponding to immediately before or
in the middle of the eighth century BC (Bietti Sestieri et
al., 1990, 1991).

The principal interest of the structure at Fidene (fig. 1)
lies in its fine state of conservation which preserved elements
such as the holes for structural beams and drainage canals for
water cut into the surrounding rock bed, the walls, which all
collapsed toward the center of the building, and the furni-
shings materials used within. The only damage is a metre-
wide trench running through the north-eastern section of the
building including the corner, probably of “archaic” origins.
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Fig. 1: Fidene; plan of the Iron Age building: 1, artificial bank of tufa; 2, entrance (western side of the building);
3, base of wall in situ; 4, post-holes along the external perimeter of the building; 5, accessory structure of baked clay
leaning against the western side of the bank; 6, post-holes of a revetment palisade or remains of an earlier structure;
7, area of the dolia; 8, remains of a domestic cat in the southeastern corner; 9, group of firedogs in the central area; 10,
archaic trench in the northeastern half of the building; 11, post-holes within the wall; 12, post-holes of the load-bearing
supports.

The collapse of the structure was caused by a fire of
great intensity, as indicated by visible traces on the baked
clay of the walls and the other materials. The structure’s col-
lapse can be reconstructed as the result of the initial collapse
of the load bearing supports followed closely by the falling
inward of the walls except for the eastern wall which fell at
least partially towards the outside of the structure.

The possibility that details about the use of the structure
and about the lives of its inhabitants were preserved by the
building’s collapse is confirmed by a particular fact. The
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calcinated skeletal remains of a cat, evidently trapped inside
the structure, were found under the layer of rubble in the
southeast corner of the building. Aside from the specific
interest of this discovery in understanding the condition of
the structure at the time of the fire, it should be noted that
this is the oldest documented evidence of a domesticated cat
in Italy. The fact that the remains are those of a domestica-
ted cat is proved both by archaeological evidence (the cat’s
position inside the hut) and by archaeozoological data. The
bones demonstrate the same morphological characteristics



Posters

of the domesticated form (Kratochvil, 1973, 1976) and their
size, even considering the reduction caused by the process
of calcination, falls within the range of variability for
domesticated cats (see appendix on measurements).

Other reports of domesticated felines although, pro-
bably slightly more recent (second half of 8" century BC)
have been documented at Cures (Ruffo, 1988) and Ficana,
where an entire radius was discovered among the material
uncovered in the zone “5 A”, in the area of the “portico”
(De Grossi Mazzorin, 1989). Both the morphology and
the size of the find clearly identify it as belonging to a
domesticated cat.

Remains of another feline were unearthed recently in
an Archaic well in the settlement of Acquafredda near
Rome. Two cranial fragments were discovered that were
attributable to a very young cat. Based on the eruption of
the teeth present in the fragment of maxillary bone and on
the absence of erupted permanent premolars, the age of the
cat was estimated to be around four months (Silver, 1969).
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The domestication of the cat brought about morphological
changes in the skeletal structure of the species which affec-
ted its cranial shape (Szunyoghy, 1952). In this particular
case, the fact that the remains belong to such a young ani-
mal has made it difficult to establish with certainty whether
the cat was domesticated or wild, although the size of the
teeth and the bone structure would seem to indicate the
domesticated form.

It is still not clear when and how the domesticated cat
reached the Italian peninsula although fine pictorial repre-
sentations are already present in a number of wall pain-
tings in the Etruscan tombs of Tarquinia (Baldasseroni,
1929; Caloi et al., 1988) and evidence of its presence is
recorded among the fauna found in various excavations
from the 7" and 8" centuries BC. Most probably the
introduction to these regions follows the Greek coloniza-
tion of Southern Italy. The cat was used, without a doubt,
both for the control of rodents and as a pet and perhaps,
initially, it was a luxury reserved for the aristocratic class.

Appendix
Measurements (mm) of the domestic cat from Fidene:

cranium:
Lenght and breadth of the canine alveolus = 5.5 x 4.5

scapula:
(R)GLP=13.7,LG=12;BG=93;SLC=11.7

humerus:
(R)Bp=20.5; Dp=16.7
(L)Bd=18;Dd=10.5

radius:
(R)Bp=84;Dp=5.7,SD=5.5
(L)Bp=8;Dp=5.7,SD=5.1

ulna:
(R) BPC =8.9; SDO=9.4; DPA =10.5
(L) BPC =8.1; SDO =9.1; DPA = 10.4

femur:
(R)Bp=19.8; DC=9.3; Bd=18.2; Dd = 15
(LyDC=9.1

tibia:

(R)Bp=19; SD=6.8
(L)yBp=19.2

rotula:

(R)GL=14.2;GB =8.1

calcaneus:
(R)GL=31.1;GB =13
(LYGL=31.5;GB=13

metatarsus 11
(R)GL =51.8
(L)yGL =525

metatarsus III
(LYGL =522

(R) =right (L) = left
measurements are taken according to A. von den Driesch
(1976) and Z. Kratochvil (1973).

ANTHROPOZOOLOGICA, 1997, N° 25-26



792

Bibliography

BALDASSERONI V., 1929.— Gli animali nella pittura etrusca. Studi Etruschi, 3 : 383-385.

BIETTI SESTIERI A. M., DE GROSSI MAZZORIN J. and DE SANTIS A., 1990.— Fidene - la struttura dell’eta del Ferro.
Quaderni di Archeologia Etrusco-Italica, 19 : 115-120.

BIETTI SESTIERI A. M., DE GROSSI MAZZORIN J. and DE SANTIS A., 1991.— Fidene - The Iron-age building. Caeculus,
Groningen, 1 : 77-85.

CALOI L., PALOMBO M. R. and ROMEI C., 1988.— La fauna e 1’allevamento. In : Etruria Meridionale : conoscenza, conser-
vazione, fruizione. Atti del Convegno, Roma, p. 51-58.

DE GROSSI MAZZORIN J., 1989.— Testimonianze di allevamento e caccia nel Lazio antico tra I’VIII e il VII secolo a.C. Dia-
loghi d’Archeologia, 7 : 125-142.

DRIESCH A. von den, 1976.— A guide to the measurement of animal bones from archaeological sites. Peabody Museum Bulle-
tins, 1 : 1-138.

KRATOCHVIL Z., 1973.— Schidelkriterien der Wild- und Hauskatze (Felis silvestris silvestris Schreb. 1777 und F. s. f. catus
L. 1758). Acta Sci. Nat. Acad. Sci. Bohemoslov., 7 (10) : 1-50.

KRATOCHVIL Z., 1976.— Postkranialskelett der Wild- und Hauskatze (Felis silvestris und F. lybica f. catus L.). Acta Sci. Nat.
Acad. Sci. Bohemoslov., 10 (6) : 1-43.

RUFFO M., 1988.— Cures : produzione, alimentazione e limiti territoriali. /n : A. Guidi ed., Cures Sabini : risultati della sesta
campagna di scavo. Quaderni di Archeologia Etrusco-Italica, 15 : 319-333.

SILVER I. A., 1969.— The ageing of domestic animals. In : D. R. Brothwell and E. S. Higgs eds., Science in Archaeology, (11
ed.). London : p. 283-302.

SZUNYOGHY J., 1952.— The effect of castration on the skull of the domestic cat, and the establishment of differentiating cha-
racters on the skulls of the domestic cat and the wild cat. Ann. Hist. -Nat. Mus. Nat. Hung. S.N., 2 : 177-181.

ANTHROPOZOOLOGICA, 1997, N° 25-26





