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Description of the site 

Some remains from the ancient Phoenician and Punic town of Sulky have been found 

in the urban fabric of the modern-day town, where the evidence from various eras, 

from the Prehistoric age to today have been overlaid. 

Of the items preserved, the necropolis has the most important and notable items, alt-

hough there are still wide gaps in its original urban layout. The burial area occupies an 

area of about six hectares, on a hill with the Savoy fortress of Su Pisu on the top (fig. 

1) and on the north-eastern slopes of the same hills. The oldest phases found in the 

burial areas date back to the 6th-5th century B.C., when the inhabitants of 

Sant’Antioco from the Punic Age mainly used them for multiple burials and 

continued to be used until the Roman Republican Age (3rd-2nd century B.C.) when 

the remains of cremated corpses were buried, placed in stone or lead boxes. Similar to 

other older necropolises, from the Phoenician age, the Sant’Antioco one was found 

100 metres from the ancient coastline.  
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Fig. 1 - Stronghold of Su Pisu, entrance side (photo by Unicity S.p.A.). 

 

The Punic necropolises were also intentionally placed on the outskirts of the inhabited 

centre, preferably on high ground, favouring rocky land not suitable for cultivation. 

The Phoenicians, in fact, both in the homeland and their Western descendants, buried 

or cremated their dead constantly in areas identified at a certain distance from the 

inhabited centre. It is now clear that the remains of the necropolises that were origi-

nally on the outskirts, ended up, due to urban needs over the centuries and the natural 

tendency of a town to expand, “moving” until they were quite central, incorporated 

into the urban fabric that is some way masks the original marginal connotation, there-

fore meeting subsequent burial needs in new peripheral spaces as they were encoun-

tered. This also happened in Sulky, the only centre in Sardinia that has tombs inside 

the urban area. Also, of the various Punic necropolises in Sardinia, Sulky is currently 

the most important from the point of view of the vastness of the burial area and the 

precious nature of the burial items found inside the tombs. In the Punic Age, the main 
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funeral ritual in the necropolis was burial, but cremation was also used, although this 

was later than the phases when the necropolis was used. This was mainly made up of 

hypogeum chambers, on various levels and depths. The oldest tombs are the ones now 

in the modern-day centre of the town (fig. 2).  

Fig. 2 - Detail of the burial area of Is Pirixeddus (photo by Unicity S.p.A.). 

Of the various types of tomb, enchytrismòs tombs were also found: an opening was 

made inside large commercial amphorae, where the deceased was inserted. The latter 

were only used to bury children, and placed inside a hole, but there were a few cases 

when they were also used for adults. 

 The hypogeum chamber tombs, as we mentioned, were by far the most common. The 

dròmos tombs, with entrance corridors with steps and landing. The corridors are dif-

ferent in size depending on the time when the tomb was built (fig. 3):  

- end of 6th - beginning of 5th century B.C.: the width of the dròmos can exceed 

one and a half metres. 
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- mid 5th century B.C. : the width decreases considerably and rarely exceeds one metre.

Fig. 3 - Detail of the dromoi seen from above  
(from http://www.sardegnadigitallibrary.it/index.php?xsl=615&s=17&v=9&c=4461&id=29211). 

The landing, at the end of the corridor, in front of the entrance to the hypogeum, gen-

erally has a surface area of 2-3 square metres.  

On the back wall, there is an access door to the funeral chamber (fig. 4), which is gen-

erally narrow to avoid wooden sarcophaguses being introduced unless dismantled, 

and in fact, the entrance is such that only the deceased’s body can enter lying on a 

narrow wooden stretcher.  
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Fig. 4 - Access door to one of the burial chambers of the necropolis, sector of Is Pirixeddus (Photo by 
Unicity S.p.A) 

 

The door was locked from the outside with a single slab of tufa rock, saved while dig-

ging the tomb, and then sealed with clay. An alternative method for closing the door 

was the creation of a airtight wall made of stones or sun-baked clay bricks. 

The floor of the funeral chambers is usually slightly lower than the outside floor, there 

are often two chambers, separated by a wall made during the dig, reinforcing the ceil-

ing, in a central position, and sometimes decorated with slightly jutting line, almost as 

if a pillar was being outlined. In two cases, i.e. In a tomb found in 1968 and another in 

2002, the end of the wall (in the first) or the side of the central pillar facing the en-

trance (in the second) were embellished by the presence of high-relief work portraying 

a person sculpted into an advancing figure in Egyptian style, at natural size (fig. 5), 

characterised by a beard, his right arm bent on his chest and the left arm stretched out 

along his side. The subject is wearing a short skirt and is carrying a klaft. In both cases, 

the sculptures found were painted.  
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Fig. 5 - Egyptian style high relief  
(from http://www.comune.santantioco.ca.it/cms/images/stories/archeo/ipogeoaffrescato.png). 

 

The two hypogeum chambers are adjacent and usually have an irregular square shape. 

They differ in size depending on the geological conditions of the rock. 
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The hypogeum tombs may also have only a single chamber, with access along one of 

the short sides, usually 4x5 metres in size (older type) (fig. 6) 

Fig. 6 - Map of tomb 2 AR (from Bartoloni 1987, fig.2). 

A typical characteristic of the Punic necropolises, that can also be found in Sant’Anti-

oco, is the fact that the tombs never follow a particular direction, but are arranged in 

an apparently disorderly fashion.  

Inside the Is Pirixeddus burial area, some examples of the Roman Era use of the site 

can also be seen. This period went from 2nd century B.C. to the 1st century A.D., 

between the end of the Republic era and the start of the Imperial Era. There were 

four types of tombs in the age of the Roman Empire: 

1) Cappuccina tombs, made using a bed of tiles on which the corpse was placed. The

tomb was then covered with other sloping tiles placed vertically; these were gen-

erally poor burials (fig. 7);
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Fig. 7 - Canetté Tomb in the Is Pirixeddus sector (photo by Unicity S.p.A). 

 

2) Simple tombs, dug directly into the ground; 

3) enchytrismòs tombs, i.e. Inside amphorae; 

4) Cremation tombs, with burial of the cremated corpse inside a container (am-

phora, jug, urn) placed in the ground, often accompanied by a sema, a sign, a 

tomb stone showed the position on the outside (fig. 8). 
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Fig. 8 - Types of burial in the Roman age: from the top: "cappuccina” tombs, "ground", 
 in tile boxes, in amphora, in dolium or enchytrismos 

 (from http://www.arketipoweb.com/Il_territorio_di_Tissi/immagini/08/tipologie-sepolture.jpg). 

Part of the necropolis was turned into catacombs in the Paleo-Christian age (4th-5th 

century A.D.) when openings were made in the walls and previously separate 

chambers were connected, even if on different levels. 
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Fig. 9 - Plan of the catacombs of Sant’Antioco and of S. Rosa  
(from http://basilicasantantiocomartire.blogspot.it/p/catacombe.html) 

 

In addition to the best-known catacomb, dedicated to Sant’Antioco, there is a second 

that is just under the floor of the church, separated from the other: the so-called Santa 

Rosa catacomb, made up of two rooms only (figs. 9-10). 
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Fig. 10 - Catacomb entrance (from http://www.parcogeominerario.eu/images/Catacombe%2001.jpg) 

 

Another phase of use of the Sulky necropolis was the so-called hypogeum village, 

made up of a large number of tombs re-used as houses from 1700, and called “Is Grut-

tas”: the poorest population of Sant’Antioco lived there (fig. 11).  
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Fig. 11 - Entrance to dròmos tombs re-adapted as houses in the underground village (photo by 

Unicity). 

 

The tombs, re-adapted and sometimes extended by breaking into adjacent rooms, 

were made larger with additional rooms, inside which oven with relative chimneys 

were sometimes built.  
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Fig. 12 - Detail of the interior of a kitchen of a house in the hypogeum village (photo by Unicity S.p.A.) 

Spano (188) was struck by the use of the tombs as houses and in this regard he wrote: 

“(....) Seeing people come out of those caves early in the morning is a terrible contrast 

with the men who were destined to sleep there forever". The so-called 

underground village remained in use until the end of the seventies of the last 

century (fig. 13). 
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Fig. 13 - Old photograph of the still inhabited underground village  
(from http://www.parcogeominerario.eu/images/Grutti.jpg)  
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