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The Shelters Mandra di Dos Capel and Trato and the Beginning of Pastoralism in Fiemme
Valley, Trentino (Italy)
Marta Bazzanella, Ursula Wierer
Abstract

On the Mount Cornon in the Fiemme Valley (Eastern Trentino) thousands of modern inscriptions made in a local red ochre
are visible on the rock-faces attesting the intensive use of the mountain slopes for the local economy. Shepherds frequented
the area for grazing and left signs of their passing. The inscriptions consist of initials, names, dates, animal head counts,
drawings and greetings. An ethno-archaeological investigation aimed at deciphering the strange phenomenon of pastoral
writings was carried out by the Museo degli Usi e Costumi della Gente Trentina. It consists of interviews with old
shepherds, archive research and archaeological excavations. Two rock shelters, Trato and Mandra di Dos Capel, were
excavated following indications received from the old shepherds of the valley. Evidence of serial settlement was discovered
below the historical layers, characterized by the presence of hearths and charcoal layers but without culture material
findings. Radiocarbon dating of the archaeological layers indicates the use of the rock shelters from prehistoric times on,
respectively from the Bronze and the Copper age.
KEYWORDS: Northern Italy, Trentino, Fiemme Valley, Shepherds’ Writings, Ochre, Pastoralism, Pre-Protohistory,
Radiocarbon Dating.

Résumé

Sur les roches calcaires du Monte Cornon dans la vallée de Fiemme (Trentin oriental) on trouve des milliers d’inscriptions
d’époque moderne, réalisées avec une ocre rouge locale nommée “bol”. Ces peintures indiquent une exploitation intensive
de la montagne. Les bergers devaient garder leurs troupeaux en dessous des hautes prairies qui étaient réservés à la
fenaison. Les inscriptions sont des initiales, des noms, des dates, des décomptes de troupeaux, des dessins, des formules
de salutation, des petits messages anecdotiques. Le Museo degli Usi e Costumi della Gente Trentina a conduit une
recherche ethnoarchéologique sur toute la vallée de Fiemme consistant en interviews aux vieux bergers du Cornon,
recherches d’archive et fouilles archéologiques. La recherche a mis en relief deux abris sous roche, Trato and Mandra di
Dos Capel, utilisés soi comme lieu de pause temporaire dans le déplacement quotidien des habitations des villages du fond
de la vallée, soi comme refuge saisonnier. Les datations au radiocarbone des niveaux archéologiques des dépôts fouillés
ont dévoilé une occupation des abris qui remonte respectivement à l’âge du Bronze et à l’âge du Cuivre.
MOTS CLES: Italie du Nord, Trentino, vallée de Fiemme, inscriptions de bergers, ocre, pastoralisme, pre-protohistoire,
datations au radiocarbon.

Introduction

The surveys and the interviews led to the identification of
two shepherds’ shelterings: Trato and Mandra di Dos Capel
(Fig. 1), which were chosen for an ethno-archaeological
investigation. The here presented work illustrates mainly
the results of the excavations.

Since several centuries shepherds left signs of their passing
on the walls of Mount Cornon in the Fiemme Valley
(Eastern Trentino). Thousands of writings are concentrated
between 1200 and 2000 m a.s.l. The inscriptions were made
using a local red ochre, which is called „bol“, and which
clearly contrasts with the white limestone walls. The signs
are formed by initials, signs of families and dates. Thanks
to this last evidence the pastoral writings of Mount Cornon
can be dated approximately from the second half of the
17th Century to the first half of the 20th Century
(BAZZANELLA et al. in press; VANZETTA 1991).
In 2006 the Museo degli Usi e Costumi della Gente
Trentina of San Michele all’Adige (Trentino) started a
project to study the shepherds’ rock inscriptions in order to
find explanations for the singular phenomenon
concentrated at Mount Cornon. Systematic surveys were
conducted on the territory, research done in the historical
archives and furthermore an ethnographic investigation
among the shepherds of the valley (BAZZANELLA,
KEZICH in press).

The Investigation of Trato Rock Shelter

The Trato rock shelter lies in the municipality of Ziano di
Fiemme at a height of 1550 m. a.s.l. The place is situated
in a very steep territory, accessible with one hour’s walk
from Ziano di Fiemme, along one of the main access routes
to the Pizzancae, the high-mountain pastures on the top of
the Cornon. According to the information given by the
interviewed shepherds, these pastures were destined for
making hay. Therefore the shepherds had the task to look
after sheep and goats underneath those pastures until haycut
on autumn. This corresponds to the altimetrical belt where
the inscriptions are found.
The walls of the Trato shelter feature a group of writings
with Common Era dates between 1756 and 1901, written
by shepherds using the local red ochre. From the
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Fig. 1. The Mount Cornon in the Fiemme Valley with the localization of the shelters Trato and Mandra di Dos Capel
(Photo: L. Gasperi).

Fig. 2. Trato rock shelter: the excavation and the palimpsest of writings (Photo: M. Bazzanella).
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Fig. 3. Trato rock shelter: the stratigraphy (by: U. Wierer).
fragmented ribs belonging to an animal of small size (from
unit 1) no finds, emerged from the excavation, al-though
the sediment has been dry sieved using 1x1 mm meshes.
The results of this investigation and the absence of material
culture from the various layers uncovered at Trato indicate
a sporadic use of the shelter. The C-14 AMS dating made
on charcoal by CEDAD laboratory of Lecce gave
astonishing results: the shelter was not only used in modern
times but shows several prehistoric frequentations (Tab. 1).
At present the most ancient level dates back to the middle
Bronze Age (XV Century B.C.). It is followed by a
protohistoric occupation during the second Iron Age (420200 B.C.) and by other occupations until 1640 AD. This
corresponds also to the time of the oldest inscription found
at the Cornon which date back to 1666, 1679 and 1695.

dimensions of the shelter it can be assumed that it would
have served for both shepherds and their flocks. The
absence of water sources in the immediate vicinity would
explain the use of the shelter for short stays. This follows
also from the analysis of the writings and the ethnological
investigations conducted in the Fiemme Valley. The
excavation itself was made to the east of the palimpsest of
writings and involved an area of 1x3 m2 (Fig. 2). The
stratigraphic sequence was investigated to a depth of about
1m, until large fallen blocks were uncovered. The deposit
is made up of detritus interfigerea with some charcoal
layers represented by UUSS 1,7,6 and 15 (Fig. 3). The areas
of combustion are represented by carbon layers and small
ash concentrations as well as thicker layers containing
scorched stones. No evidently structured use of the area
was identified. Except an iron nail (from unit 4) and two

Tab. 1. Trato: radiocarbon dates. Calibration with OxCal Ver. 3.10 (REIMER et al. 2004).
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The Investigation of the Mandra di Dos Capel

and differently preserved. The base of this cabin was
formed by a platform of 16 stakes resting on 2 beams set
perpendicular to the shelter itself. The roof consisted of 2
uprights leaning against the rock, onto which planks were
nailed in such a way as to enclose a space of about 2 m2. A
hearth area is located to the west of this structure
identifiable thanks to the blackening of the rock and the
presence of charcoal-filled soil. Ethnographic
investigations have located the last shepherd to have used
the shelter (C. T. from Ziano di Fiemme). He established
that the planks covering the shelter were put in place by his
father at the beginning of the 1940s. At that time the
structure of the refuge was pre-existing and its builder
unknown.
The structure has been documented and taken down during
the archaeological investigation done in July 2007. The
wooden elements underwent dendro-chronological

The second shelter, Mandra di Dos Capel, is located at
2030 m a.s.l., above Zanon, a locality in the municipality of
Ziano di Fiemme. The site lies on the southern border of
the Val Bonetta pastures, on a terrace high above the
Valaverta. “Mandra” means enclosure, a place used as
pasture for livestock, and indeed still nowadays the place
shows an open environment suitable for grazing and
overnight stays. But also this site is far away from any
water source; the nearest spring can be found at 40 minutes
walk near the so called “Baiti” of Valbonetta.
The walls of the shelter, located in a rocky prism situated
on a very steep slope, are covered by several inscriptions
made by the shepherds. The place contained an apparently
archaic refuge used as sleeping place (Fig. 4). It was made
up of a series of 29 wooden elements of various dimensions

Fig. 4. Mandra di Dos Capel rock shelter: the refuge of the shepherd (Photo: M. Bazzanella).
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Fig. 5. Mandra di Dos Capel rock shelter: the stratigraphy (by: U. Wierer).
The anthropogenic finds recovered during the excavation
(the sediment was dry-sieved in 1-mm-fraction) are mainly
metal objects, some wooden fragments and rare animal
bones. The metal items were found in the upper units (1-2,
8, 12 and 13) and date to historic times: various nails,
probably related to the construction of the wooden
structure, tools (a shovel and a file), a rivet, wire and
various thin metal plates. In the uppermost unit an Austrian
coin (“carantano“) from 1858 was found. The seasonally
occupied Mandra di Dos Capel shelter has therefore
allowed the discovery of the remains of a rather frugal
material culture which however is quite in line with what
we know of the extremely limited economic conditions of
the shepherds.
The C-14 AMS dating made on charcoal particles
recovered from the archaeological excavation revealed a
surprisingly early use also of this shelter, starting already
from prehistoric times: the site was used during the Copper
Age, the recent Bronze Age and the early and late Iron Age
(Tab. 2).

analyses by CNRS/IVALSA laboratory of San Michele
all’Adige (TN). The results tell about different phases of
use and restoration. The oldest phase dates back to 1776
and is interpreted as re-use of a preceding structure. The
following restorations date to the end of the XIX Century
(1894, 1895, 1897), to the beginning of the XX Century
(1905, 1906, 1911), the following to 1919, 1920, 1923...
and the last one to 1942-43 (BAZZANELLA et al. in
press). The two last periods of occupation correspond to
the information gained from the ethnographic investigation.
The archaeological excavation was conducted over 2x4 m
comprising both the area occupied by the sleeping place
and by the hearth, in order to verify the shepherd’s
information regarding the use of the shelter. The deposit
was investigated down to a depth of about 1m until
reaching the sterile soil. Two hearths (units 1-2 and 8) and
some charcoal layers (units 12, 18 and 32) were
documented (Fig. 5). Furthermore a dry-stone wall was
identified at a distance of about 3 m from the rear wall of
the shelter running parallel to it. Its function was probably
to prevent soil erosion.

Tab. 2. Mandra di Dos Capel: radiocarbon dates. Calibration with OxCal Ver. 3.10 (REIMER et al.2004).
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Conclusions

The investigations of the two shelters, Trato and Mandra di
Dos Capel, made in order to get more and detailed data
about the pastoralism in the Fiemme Valley which gave
origin to the phenomenon of the ochre inscriptions, has
though delivered unexpected results : the discovery of a
prehistoric frequentation of the Mount Cornon with the use
of the same places frequented much later by the modern
local pastoralism. The frequentations are discontinuous and
short, maybe related already at that time to stays during
high-mountain pasture activity. The fact that both sites
revealed human use since prehistoric times makes us think
of a systematic exploitation of the mountain territory of the
Fiemme Valley already starting with the 3rd-2nd
millennium BC. This systematic exploitation of the
mountain was not only relevant for seasonal pasture
activity, but could also serve at obtaining wood, game and
iron ore.

Notes

The archaeological excavation and the writing of the paper is the
result of a co-operation. The contribution of the authors in this
paper in therefore equivalent.
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