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The present contribution, focused on the study of roman mortars taken out from the 

archaeological area of “Ostia Antica”, is part of a wider research, the “Ostia Marina Project”, 

carried out since 2007 by the Dipartimento di Storia Culture Civiltà, University of Bologna. 

Ostia was one of the most relevant cities during the roman age for its position on the Tiber 

and its economic role, as main harbour on the sea and the river. The oldest remains, 

represented by a little settlement, the so-called “castrum”, date back to the 4
th

 century BC. 

However, the city began to expand since the 1
st
 century AD when under the Emperors 

Augustus, Claudius and Trajan, became the main trading centre of Rome [1]. The mortar 

samples object of this study were collected from sector A, called Terme del Sileno, recently 

brought to light. It represents a thermal complex with a public function, dating back to the 

Hadrian age (about 130 AD) [2]. 

Nineteen mortar samples (10 bedding, 1 coating, 4 paving, 4 from different layers under the 

tesserae of two mosaic floors) were collected for archaeometric investigations. Figure 1 

reports, as an example, two sampling sites. 

After a preliminary macroscopic description including binder colour, abundance and size of 

the aggregate, and degree of cohesion, the mortar samples were analysed by using polarising 

optical microscopy (POM), X-ray powder diffraction (XRPD), scanning electron microscopy 

equipped with energy dispersive system (SEM-EDS) and laser ablation inductively coupled 

plasma mass spectrometry (LA-ICP-MS). The results allowed to completely characterize the 

examined mortars as well as to gain information on the technological process and the raw 

materials used. For this purpose, results were compared with local raw materials and recent 

literature data referred to coeval mortars collected from the monumental complex of “Villa dei 

Quintili” [3]. This archaeological site is also of great importance since it represented the 

imperial residence during the roman age [4]. 
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Fig. 1. Two examples of sampled mortars: a) bedding mortar; b) paving mortar. 
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