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Archaeological excavation. 
Catacombs and their settlements in South-Eastern Sicily (4th-9th c.) 

 
The Department of Christian Archaeology and Byzantine Art History, JGU Mainz, started an 
international collaboration on Late Antique catacombs in Sicily, aiming at joining the yearly 
archaeological excavations, and organising a comprehensive research project.  
 

This document contains all the currently available information: so, if you are interested in 
participating to the archaeological campaign, please read it carefully and entirely!  

 

 
 

 Archaeological excavation: catacombs at Scorrione, Sicily  
For more information (also in German) and photos, please visit this web page  

 S-E Sicily is remarkably rich in Late Antique catacombs, i.e. large chambers containing 
dozens to hundreds of graves, and hollowed out at ground level in the region’s calcareous outcrops. 
In October-November 2020, the Heritage and Environment Bureau of Ragusa and the Czech 
University of Hradec Králové (Dep. of Archaeology, Dr. Joan Pinar) launched the first 
archaeological campaign at the site of Scorrione-Modica, while the participation of the Johannes 
Gutenberg University to the archaeological excavations (Department of Christian Archaeology and 
Byzantine Art History, Univ.-Prof. Dr. Vasiliki Tsamakda and PhD Michelle Beghelli) started in 
2021. The results went well beyond the most optimistic expectations. Two large catacombs were 
known in the area before the beginning of the excavations, but some preliminary surveys have 
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documented at least another three comparable clusters, and others will be expectedly identified in 
occasion of the next campaigns. The funerary chambers include several graves excavated in the 
rock-walls and rock-floors, and sometimes baldachin-like structures, with four columns enhancing 
small groups of privileged burials. Usually, the catacombs do not yield numerous sealed graves or 
layers, as their very nature – i.e. ‘open’ large chambers excavated in the rock-face – has exposed 
them to weathering, reuse as shelters, and potential robberies over the centuries.  
 On the contrary, at Scorrione were brought to light a number of intact Late Antique and 
Early Medieval graves, bone remains and even entirely preserved funerary deposits including metal 
accessories (some of which with traces of textiles still in situ), coins, glass beads, lamps and pottery 
vessels. As for the grave-structures, it has been possible to retrieve fragments of painted plaster and 
mortar, and even a very rare type of finding in this kind of site, i.e. decorated (moulded) tomb-slabs 
and possible remains of architectural elements, among which an exceptional fragment of a capital or 
column-base, probably detached from a baldachin. Many intact layers yielding uncountable pottery 
sherds and fragments of lamps completed the picture, allowing to reconstruct a consistent 
stratigraphic sequence for the foundation and use of the site and its later abandonment.  

In their whole, these data represent an almost unique example in the Sicilian catacomb-
archaeology – for, as said, sealed graves and layers are extremely seldom – and show the enormous 
potential of the site for future studies and future archaeological campaigns.  
 

 JGU students in Sicily. Planned activities  
 We are currently organising the participation of students from the University of Mainz to the 
next campaign, to be expectedly carried out in the period from 02.10.2022 (arrival date) to 
04.12.2022 (departure date), in collaboration with the Heritage and Environment Bureau of 
Ragusa (hereinafter: Soprintendenza) and the University of Hradec Králové. The students who will 
go to Sicily will be committed in the following activities: 
 

Activity 1. Participation to the archaeological excavation at Scorrione. The students will 
be involved in all aspects of field archaeology within an exceptional site and international 
environment.  

Activity 2. Work with archaeological materials. The students will be also involved in the 
post-excavation procedures, and will learn how to handle, document, catalogue and store a great 
variety of finds from Scorrione (metal, glass and stone objects, fragments of paintings, bone 
remains etc.). Possibly, the Soprintendenza will organize workshops in their storage rooms, so that 
the students can familiarize with finds from different periods and sites (e.g. Greek, Roman, or 
Islamic periods).  

Activity 3. Attending a Seminar (taught by Michelle Beghelli PhD) consisting in a short 
introduction to the Late Antique and Early Medieval archaeology of Sicily, and some practical 
activities. 

Activity 4 (optional). Excursions to the most important archaeological sites and 
museums of the region, at times with "excellence"-guides, i.e. the personnel of the Soprintendenza. 

 
Activities 1., 2. and 3. will occur on Monday-Friday and will be alternated according to the 

total number of students who will participate to the campaign, and according to weather 
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conditions: the rainy days, when it is not possible to dig, can be wholly devoted to the 
archaeological finds and to the Seminar (activities 2. and 3.). Activity 2. and 3. will take place at 
home, where we have appropriate rooms and spaces. 

 

Erasmus Plus Programme (Erasmus-Praktikum) 
 In 2020 and 2021, German and Czech students took part in the archaeological excavation 
thanks to the Erasmus Plus Programme, thus getting funds for covering the expenses during their 
stay in Sicily (ca. 1.400 €), and earning ECTS credits. The ‘official’ host Institution will be the 
Soprintendenza. The Erasmus Plus Programme has ‘fixed’ rules all over the EU (for instance, the 
minimum length of the stay abroad). At the JGU, the EU-ServicePoint is the responsible office for 
the Erasmus Plus Programme.  
 The following table shows a comparison between the conditions for taking part to the 
campaign with and without the Erasmus Plus Programme: more information will be given below. 
However, students who wish to participate to the archaeological mission through the Erasmus 
Plus Programme will be given priority within the selection process. 
 
 Erasmus Plus NO Erasmus Plus 
Funding (total) ca. 1.400 €  funding from the Dep., still to be defined 

Working hours / week 40 40 
ECTS credits (LP) 12 total (3 + 9) min. 3 max. 6 

(depending from the length of the stay & 
internal rules of the students’ course of studies) 

Minimum length of the stay in Sicily  2 months 
(60 days) 

3 weeks 
(exceptionally 2 weeks) 

Must be covered by accident and 
liability insurance 

yes yes 

Must stay enrolled at JGU during the 
whole period abroad 

yes yes 

 
 Expressions of interest outside the Erasmus Plus Programme, i.e. for shorter periods than 2 
months (e.g. 3/4 weeks), can be considered. However, it is important to highlight that this option 
can only concern a very limited number of students, because, for logistic reasons, it is not 
possible to organize a 2-months archaeological campaign basing on a constantly changing team. So, 
as said above, Erasmus students who will fulfil a 2-months stay will be given absolute priority. 
Also, with a shorter stay, the experience might lose much of its instructional potential.     
 We all hope that, by October 2022, the Covid pandemic will have come to an end. 
However, even in a different scenario, the planned activities will expectedly still take place (as 
happened in 2020 and 2021): so, you should not be afraid of being locked-down with nothing to do! 
If necessary, the Soprintendenza will provide official documents attesting that you are allowed to 
move for working reasons. Moreover, should the teaching at JGU continue in an online-format, the 
Erasmus JGU students in Sicily will have the possibility to ask to the directors of the 
archaeological mission special permissions to switch turns, in order to follow possible online 
lessons / courses.  
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Practical information: arrival, transfer to the site, accommodation, etc.  
The ca. 1.400 € funding that Erasmus students will receive, as well as the funding that the 

Department will grant to short-period students (see table above) must be understood as a 
reimbursement of expenses. This amount of money, however, should be enough for covering 
accommodation (in a beautiful residence!) and transport (car rental / gasoline), especially in the 
case of Erasmus students (last year, the students were able to cover expenses with a lower Erasmus 
scholarship). 

The catacomb of Scorrione lies in the countryside, a few kilometres away from the city of 
Modica and from the town of Ispica. The mission’s house is in Ispica (see map below). It is not 
possible to reach the site with public transport. Also, a private mean of transport is the best 
option to freely move back and forth from the site and towards supermarkets and other useful places 
(and, during the weekend, museums or…. the seaside and the beach!).  

 
Therefore, students are warmly encouraged to find as many “car drivers” as possible within 

the JGU group who will join the archaeological campaign. If no student will bring her / his own car, 
it will be necessary to rent a car (one every 5 / 6 students, who will of course share costs). As said, 
however, last year the funds granted by the Erasmus Programme and by the Department were 
more than enough to cover this expenditure, too (off-season car rental rates are quite low).  

Once the participants will be selected, you will be given each other’s contacts, so that you 
can discuss the “car issue” with your colleagues.  

Some additional info on this (based on previous experience): driving in the region of 
Scorrione / Ispica / Ragusa is quite ok, roads are in a good condition and there’s nearly never 
traffic. Also, the town of Ispica is very quiet, and parking the car is absolutely safe.  

Getting from Mainz to Sicily with private car. The best, cheapest, and most relaxing option 
(the one chosen from a group of JGU students in 2021) is driving up to Genova (ca. 8/9 hours) and 
then taking the ferry-boat to Sicily. 

Car-rental option: getting from Mainz to Sicily. The best option is flying from Frankfurt 
International Airport to Catania (Lufthansa; if you book in advance, you can find flights for about 
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30-40 € !), and then rent a car at the airport. The same applies to the alternative route Hahn-Comiso. 
Don’t worry! The organizing-team will take care of helping you to find the best car-rental 
rates, and throughout the whole booking-process  

Accommodation. Students and directors of the mission will live in Ispica in a Residence, 
which is an 18th century villa completely restored and subdivided in smaller apartments. 
There are 2-persons to 3-persons apartments. In 2021, the Erasmus students paid ca. 300 € / month / 
person. Here a pic of one of the apartments:  
 

 
 
 The residence in Ispica will be the place where the archaeological finds will be kept and 
processed, and also the place where the Seminar will take place (see activities 2 and 3 described 
above). 
 Rules of the house. 1. The apartments will be available from 02.10.2021 to 03.12.2022 
included. 2. Places for short-term students (i.e., those who will join for just a few weeks) will be 
available with arrival on Sundays’ afternoons and departure on Sundays’ mornings (14 or 21 
nights). If you arrive to / depart from Sicily slightly earlier or later (for instance, you arrive on a 
Friday and leave on a Tuesday), we will try to find a solution, but it’s possible that you’ll have to 
book an alternative accommodation for your extra-nights. 3. Prices from last year (which will 
hopefully remain the same this year, if we manage again to book the whole structure for us) were 
the following: 100 € / week for the short-term students; 300 € / month for the Erasmus students 
(who got 1 week for free every month because they stayed longer). 4. Since we got extremely good 
fares for this house (which normally costs 70 to 150 € per night !), prices are intended per week (7 
nights). If short-term students, for instance, stay 19 nights instead of 21, will pay 3 weeks anyway. 
5. There’s a nice external patio with chairs and tables outside for most of the apartment, but noise / 
music / chatting / being loud must absolutely stop by 22:00 o’clock! 6. Separate collection of 
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household waste (= garbage) is sacred in Ispica. Every apartment must follow the calendar very 
precisely and bring out the bins with the “right” waste every evening; the bins will be emptied the 
next morning, very early, by the city’s service. 
 

 How to apply: instructions 
 Students who are interested in the participation to the archaeological mission should fill the 
attached form and send it to me (Michelle Beghelli) at: mibeghel@uni-mainz.de.  
 Please fill and send the form as soon as possible, and anyway no later than 30.04.2022. 
 Prof. Dr. Tsamakda and I will contact you in May with further information. In the meantime, 
another possible way to contact me is via Telegram (I don’t have Whatsapp). I can create a group, 
which will remarkably ease communication among yourselves and with me, for possible further 
questions / organisational matters / etc. If you don’t have it, you can download Telegram from the 
Appstore of your phone. A version for Windows / macOS / Linux is also available at 
https://desktop.telegram.org/. If you like to be added to the group, just tell me via email, and let me 
have your phone number.  
 …Since there’s still place in this page, I leave you with a last photo from Scorrione / Ispica 
during the last campaign. We look forward to your applications! 
 

 


