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Ancestors’ litter yields
clues to ancient puzzle
Sarah Carabott

Just as detectives sometimes
examine domestic rubbish for
clues, Caroline Malone’s team is
sifting through litter dumped
thousands of years ago in what is
thought to be Gozo’s first village.

And the cleaning habits of the
Maltese do not seem to have
changed much – the first 
residents used to keep their
indoors spotless and, luckily for
archaeologists, dump all their
garbage outdoors.

“We’re not looking for the treas-
ure that people usually think
archaeologists look for. We’re
looking for rubbish – the everyday
rubbish of the same people who
built the temples,” Ms Malone,
from Queen’s University, Belfast,
told Times of Malta.

“This is a new area of scientific
research because the environ-
ment and economic world of
those ancient people has never
been explored,” she said, describ-
ing Malta’s prehistoric civilisation
as exceptional and unique.  

Malta has been chosen for a
project in which archaeologists,
delving back to the first occupa-
tion of Neolithic farmers
around 5,000BC, are trying to
solve an ancient puzzle: how do
some cultures manage to sus-
tain their civilisation for millen-
nia when others collapse
because of the changing envi-
ronmental conditions?

It could bring Europeans closer
to understanding how they came
to be the communities and
economies they are today.

The €2.49 million research
project, led by Queen’s, will last
five years and examine the envi-
ronmental and cultural back-
ground of prehistoric Malta.  

People first settled here about
7,000 years ago and, although the
island was probably cleared of
most of its vegetation within a few
centuries, it supported a thriving,
well-populated civilisation. 

By 3000BC the megalithic tem-
ples had been built and for the next
2,500 years, the isolated society
maintained a high culture – with
the temples appearing to have
been central to the administration
of the production and redistribu-
tion of food, said Prof. Malone,
who is leading the project.

Her team has been excavating
the site of a Neolithic hut settle-
ment at Taċ-Ċawla since the
beginning of April. 

Set in the suburbs of Victoria, it
has revealed evidence of domes-
tic life from the earliest settle-
ment on the Maltese islands.

A low wall has been exca-
vated which formed part of a

house, around four to five
metres in diameter. Inside, the
house was found to have been
kept very clean. 

Outside, however, the place
was “filthy”, with pieces of pot-
tery, evidence of the manufacture
of stone tools and the remains of
farm animals. 

Nothing pointing to ritual 
significance has yet been found.

The unearthed bones could
shed light on how and when dif-
ferent animals, which included
cattle and sheep, were slaugh-
tered, and how their meat was 
cut up and distributed.

The team is also studying the
original vegetation and taking
samples of preserved pollen and
tiny invertebrates such as snails
and insects to reconstruct the
changing plant life of the island at
different stages.

Previous studies have shown
that climate and environment
were unstable during the last few
millennia BC and this could have
affected prehistoric societies.

The project is funded by the
European Research Council

and is titled Fragility and 
Sustainability in restricted
island environments: Adapta-
tion, Culture Change and 
Collapse in prehistory. 

It involves about 50 people
from Queen’s Cambridge Univer-
sity, the University of Malta,
Queen’s University Belfast, the
Superintendence of Cultural 
Heritage and Heritage Malta.

Prof. Malone and her hus-
band, Cambridge archaeologist
Simon Stoddart, carried out field-
work with renowned archaeolo-
gist David Trump between 1987
and 1995, which included the
excavation of some 220,000 
fragments of human bone from
the Brochtorff Xagħra Circle.

The human bones will reveal
the diet and diseases of the early
population while the remains at
Taċ-Ċawla will lead to a better
understanding of the way 
farming changed.

Prof. Malone hopes that when
the excavation is over, the site will
be converted into a public park
and not another garbage dump. 

A considerable part of the
funding was actually invested in
clearing the site of rubbish,
among which were dead rabbits
and bicycles.

She also made an appeal: those
who find something they believe
could have archaeological impor-
tance in their backyard ought to
report it.

“This is a shared heritage, not
just for the people of Malta but for
everybody in the world and 
certainly of Europe. 

“The Maltese prehistoric civil-
isation is exceptional. It is a won-
derful and self-contained culture
that emerged here from 5,000
years BC right through to the
Punic and Roman invasions, and
it’s quite unique. People need to
be responsible, report and take
care of this heritage.”

The excavation team will be
showing visitors some of the
excavated pottery, bone and arte-
facts on July 11 and 12 between
7am and noon and 4pm and
7pm. Parking will be available on
Aniċi and Neolitiċi streets.

“We’re not looking
for the treasure

that people 
usually think of”
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Below left: How archaeologists
believe one of the earliest houses in
Malta would have looked.


