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Location 
The archaeological area of Cornus stands in the countryside near Cuglieri, in the Oristano 

area. The ruins can be seen on the plateau of Campu ‘e Corra and can be reached on the 

state highway SS 292 in the direction of Cuglieri.  Following this road, just before reaching 

the seaside village of Santa Caterina di Pittinuri, turn right in the direction of Cornus-Col-

umbaris. The site is about 2 km further on in the open countryside. 

History of the Studies and Digs 

Cornus has a lot of history as it was the centre of several historical events, at least from 

the Carthage period.   

Between the 1st century B.C. And the 1st century A.D., Titus Livius seems to be the first to 

remember it for being the banner of the anti-Roman revolt in 215 B.C., following the Car-

thaginian Commander Ampsircora. Also, the historian tells of the role of Cornus as the 

main place (caput) of a healthy region, that of Montiferru (fig.1), highlighting the forti-

fied aspect of Cornus: this town founded by the Carthaginians around the last quarter of 

the 6th century B.C. Stood on the Corchinas plain. A century later, Claudius Tolomeus 

stated in his Geography (fig.2) that the town was south of Gurulis Nova, the current Cug-

lieri.  
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Fig. 1 - Map of the landscape of Montiferru 

(from http://www.sardegnaterritorio.it/documenti/6_83_20070522141437.pdf). 
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Fig. 2 - Septima Europe Tabula, in Ptolomeus Claudius, Cosmographia, Ulma, 1482  

(from http://www.sardegnacultura.it/j/v/258?s=24292&v=2&c=2810&t=1). 

 

In the various historical itineraries, such as the Itinerarium Antonini, the Anonimo Raven-

nate and the one by Guidone, Cornus is situated rather precisely based on other towns. 

In the 15th century, G. F. Fara (1543-1591) stated Cornus’ position based on his possibility 

of seeing the ruins.  

Mentioned by various scholars, the town enjoyed fame from the 18th-19th century, but it 

was Manno (1786-1868) whom we must thank for the research thanks to the emphasis 

he placed on the matters of Ampsicora. A short time after, after a visit from General La 

Marmora (1789-1863), the research started in 1831. In the 19th century, the first explora-

tions were carried out with Vittorio Angius (1797-1862), who reported on the large re-

main that he was able to see during his investigations. The priest Giovanni Spano (1803-

1878) was one of the first explorers, and also documented his research in several papers, 

which was unusual for the period. The first dig (1839) he carried out was on the areas 

below the Corchinas plateau, in the area between ridge and Campu ‘e Corra and in 1864 

he reported a building, identified as a probable Christian basilica in the area of Columba-

ris. The second half of the nineteenth century saw a number of digs take place, around 
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the Cornus area by several enthusiasts and scholars, all eager to discover the ancient items 

of interest from this period: they managed to find inscriptions, marble statues, sarcophagi 

and buildings. 

The main person in the 20th century was Antonio Taramelli (1868-1939), who brought to 

light previous digs and carried out the first actual investigation of the two neighbouring 

hills and the area to the north of these. He found some architectural ruins that he associ-

ated with a Roman villa, in Sisiddu, and a number of various types of tombs. He also iden-

tified the remains of an aqueduct and a town wall in cement (fig. 3) on the Corchinas hill. 

 
Fig. 3 - IGM map 1: 25000 of the Cornus area: the archaeological areas are shown  

(from CUGLIERI I). 
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From the mid-20th century, interest in archaeology became more scientific: the real cam-

paign of investigations and digs began in the area of Columbaris. Some of the first direc-

tors of the work in the area were Leandro Cocco, Piero Demuro and Pietro Pes. An area 

made of white limestone ashlars was soon found, identified as a patrician burial area 

(fig.4) and later placed in relation to the funeral complex identified in later digs (fig 5).  

 

 
Fig. 4 - Area A or «patrician burial area» in the cemetery basilica, view from north-west.  

(Photo by F. Collu). 
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Fig. 5 - Cemetery basilica: plan of digs carried out in 1960s  
(From MASTINO 1984, p. 98, fig. 13). 

 

From 1954 supervision of the Superintendency of Antiquities was taken over by Gennaro 

Pesce, who linked his name to Cornus with a volume on Roman sarcophagi[12] found in 

Sardinia, in which there is news of a strigilated item in Greek marble (3rd-4th century) 

from the same site, that was placed in the Cuglieri Antiquarium after being located in the 

square as a fountain (fig. 6). In 1959 he wrote the entry for Cornus in the Enciclopedia 

dell’Arte Antica Classica e Orientale and in 1961 in Sardegna punica. 
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Fig. 6 - Strigilated sarcophagus used as a fountain (ZUCCA 1988, fig. 18). 

 

The digs were then supervised from 1960 by Pes and Ovidio Addis and were then organ-

ised into two different campaigns: the first in 1963 and the second in 1964. Two basilicas 

were found facing in opposite directions: the larger building had an apse to the East, the 

smaller one to the West. When Addis died, the items discovered were partly lost and the 

remaining ones were placed in the town’s Antiquarium, while the digs were carried out 

by Farris in 1967. In 1969, the 8th Conference on Christian Archaeology took place in Bar-

celona, with contributions by Letizia Pani Ermini, entitled Cornus and Sardinia at the Bar-

celona Christian Archaeology Conference and by Pasquale Testini, entitled The Paleo-

Christian complex at Cornus (Columbaris Region) in Sardinia (published in 1972), which 

begin to organise the pile of data from the Cornus digs, by means of a clear reading of an 

extremely complex site.  

In the 1970s, the site was attacked by vandals and its neglect was reported: the difficulty 

in protecting the archaeological area brought about a request for help from the Institute 

of Christian Archaeology at Rome University. In 1976, the data about the dig carried out 

by Farris became a book, Le aree Paleocristiane di Cornus.  

It was in this decade that the site of Cornus was studied in several ways and was quoted 

in several scientific papers about archaeology, but also about history, history or art and 
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architecture. 

In 1977, the Superintendent of the time, Ferruccio Barreca, together with Pasquale Testini 

continued with the scientific supervision of new archaeological activities and work started 

again about fifteen years after the last campaign. Investigations were carried out each 

year by the University of Rome under the supervision of Pasquale Testini, then by Letizia 

Pani Ermini and finally by Anna Maria Giuntella. The area investigated during the first 

year was the southern room of worship and its connected rooms, with more activity from 

1980 to 1987; between 1978 and 1991 the eastern cemetery area was involved in the digs; 

from 1979 to 1981 it was the intermediate sector between the two rooms of worship and 

the cemetery basilica; from 1987 to 1991, it was the area of the bishop’s palace south of 

the rooms of worship (fig. 7). The first year of activity was aimed at discovering the sector 

east of the southern room of worship, where a cistern was found - used for providing 

water to the baptistery - and at interpreting the walls and materials found in previous 

digs. The following year saw the beginning of the dig of the eastern cemetery area (fig.8).  

 
Fig. 7 - Map of the dig area with a chromatic indication of the chronological phases 

(from Cornus I.1, Table II). 
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Fig. 8 - Area of the basilicas and burial (from CUGLIERI I). 

 

The preliminary data of the dig were summarised by Professor L. Pani Ermini in Cornus 

(Oristano). Investigations in the Paleo-Christian area. Preliminary report of the 1978 cam-

paign. The scientific director of the archaeological activity, in her various studies, looks at 

several topics, all involving the areas of Cornus. The importance of the Cuglieri area has 

given rise to about eight conferences that carried on for about a decade, in the same 

town, since 1984. The papers published provide important contributions for Sardinian ar-

chaeology and are often focused on Cornus. The series Mediterraneo Tardoantico e me-

dievale. Scavi e ricerche came out in 1985, with work by A.M. Giuntella, G. Borghetti e D. 

Stiaffini, Mensae e riti funerari in Sardegna: la testimonianza di Cornus. 

In 1994 the “Cornus Project” was signed by the Archaeological Superintendency of Ca-

gliari and Oristano. This initiative was characterised by the new archaeological method in 

terms of conservation without impacting the monument and surrounding environment 

and aimed to create an “archaeological basin” where the ancient ruins become a cultural 

resource for the area. The bases were laid in the same year for a joint vision of the Cornus 

archaeological site, which began to be the subject of new interpretations of museums: a 
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series of conferences and seminars on the new theories of museums, conservation and 

restoration. Through Cofin funding in 1997, it was possible to have Cornus be part of the 

wider research on Coastal towns in high medieval Italy, promoted by the University of 

Chieti. The studies that produced new data on the area continuously, were supported by 

analysis of epigraphic documents found in the same contexts. 

In 2000, Anna Maria Giuntella published the first essay about the digs directed by Profes-

sor Letizia Pani Ermini and conducted in the cemetery area. The digs were carried out as 

part of the above project by the Abruzzo university with the help of the Tyrrhenian team. 

Three books, Città, territorio, produzione e commerci nella Sardegna medievale, Insulae 

Christi and Ai confini dell’impero were important steps in 2002 or Christian and Medieval 

archaeology, developing various special aspects of Cornus. 

In 2003, the papers from the study days in Milan and Vercelli were published on Archae-

ological and iconographic sources for history and culture in High Medieval settlements, in 

which two written contributions were by A.M. Giuntella and Rossana Martorelli and refer 

to the investigations of the burial area of Cornus (fig. 9) and the Late Antique and Medi-

eval Age data from the island, taken from funeral items. 

 

 
Fig. 9 - Cemetery basilica, apse area, North-East view of the area  

(photo by C. Cocco). 
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Rivista di Archeologia Cristiana included the article Le sedi episcopali della Sardegna pa-

leocristiana. Riflessioni topografiche written by several people, in which Matteo Poddi 

talks of the Cornus site in history, highlighting the aspect regarding the insula episcopalis. 

In this article, Philippe Pergola talks in the introduction of the Sardinian particular aspect 

of the bishops’ sites that arose in the Late Antique and High Medieval eras, on out of town 

sites and on Roman burial areas. 

After a long period of non-activity, the site was again involved in archaeological searches 

in 2010-2012, on the fortified hill of Corchinas, the site of the town centre. The research 

wanted to identify the final moment of the life of the centre on the Corchinas hill as being 

in the 8th century A.D. The data in the articles by C. Blasetti Fantauzzi and S. De Vincenzo, 

Indagini archeologiche nell’antica Cornus (OR). Le campagne di scavo 2010 - 2011, pub-

lished online in 2013.   
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