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Fig. 1: Appia Antica 39 is Instagram’s most-followed

Italian archaeological project.

Rotunno, Giulia Banfi

INTRODUCTION

The "Appia Antica 39" excavation began in September 2022 as a University of Ferrara research and teaching project under concession from
the Italian Ministry of Culture (DG ABAP DD 679, 31/05/2022). The site is located between the first and second mile of the Appian Way near
the Aurelian Walls and next to the Almone River and six fieldwork seasons uncovered part of a funerary area used from the 2nd to at least
the 5th century CE, featuring monuments with both cremations and inhumations. The excavation was accompanied by an extensive
communication and outreach programme, designed as an open, accessible environment that engaged citizens and visitors in line with ‘citizen
science’ and public archaeology principles.

OBJECTIVES

How to Communicate the Excavation

The communication project began alongside the excavation in September 2022, aiming to make archaeology accessible, strengthen the local
community, and build an online audience through major social platforms. Different strategies were tested to reach diverse publics with
scientifically accurate yet engaging content. By mid-2024, communication shifted from audience growth to consolidating relationships with
existing followers. The focus moved from videos of discoveries to presenting everyday archaeological practices, highlighting archaeologists as
trained professionals. Key choices included using Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn, planning an editorial calendar, producing tailored
graphics, photos, and short videos, and avoiding the publication of human remains.

How to Experience the Excavation

A significant part of the communication and knowledge-building process surrounding the excavation was developed
through events organized both inside and outside the site. The aim was to create a bridge between scientific
research and the general public, allowing visitors to experience the Appia Antica 39 excavation as an open,
accessible, and stimulating environment. To strengthen relationships with the local community, all initiatives were
designed to disseminate and mediate scientific content in a clear and comprehensible way.

Events were grouped into “ordinary” and “extraordinary” categories, based on their frequency and the types of
activities involved.

>Ordinary events, held weekly, presented the latest discoveries, the evolving history of the site, and the ongoing
work of archaeologists. These included guided tours during Open Days for visitors and school groups, as well as Vivi
I'esperienza dell’Archeologia.

>Extraordinary events, organized in collaboration with the Superintendency, local institutions, associations, and
services, were held on specific occasions and commemorations (Appia Day, PATH Project — Inclusive Archaeology,

ceramics and experimental archaeology workshops, etc.).

Vivi I'esperienza dell’Archeologia quickly became a highly popular and regularly attended event, created in response
to visitors’ interest in participating directly in excavation activities. For the first time in a Roman university
excavation, participants aged seven and above were able to carry out core on-site tasks safely and under expert
supervision, offering a uniqgue hands-on experience aligned with the principles of shared archaeology.

On-site feedback forms were used to better understand the audience and improve the services offered. By the end
of the sixth season, the initiative had successfully fostered a lasting relationship between archaeological research
and the wider community, promoting participation and shared cultural heritage.

How Did We Do It? Converting Experiences into Data

A study carried out in collaboration with D/Cult analysed visitors’” experiences through a questionnaire investigating
prior knowledge, levels of satisfaction, and socio-demographic information. More than 200 participants provided
insights into the emotions elicited by the visit, their perceived involvement in heritage protection, and their opinions
on communication and organisational aspects. The results showed very high satisfaction (76% “very satisfied”),
consistent across age groups and educational levels, with the experience perceived as inclusive, educational, and
engaging. Most visitors learned about the project through word of mouth and social media. Overall, the data

Fig. 3: During the events visitors are able to touch and clean the findings.

CONCLUSIONS

The Appia Antica 39 project is a significant example of contemporary public archaeology, demonstrating how research,
communication, and community participation can be effectively integrated. Over three years, it generated significant
archaeological data and developed a participatory model grounded in transparency and shared knowledge. Its communication
strategy conveyed both the scientific process and the daily practices of excavation, while ordinary and special events broadened
access and encouraged active involvement, transforming the site into an open and engaging public space. Initiatives such as Vivi
I'esperienza dell’Archeologia enabled safe, supervised hands-on participation. A sociological study involving more than 200
visitors confirmed the project’s strong cultural and social impact, highlighting its inclusive and educational nature and the
importance of digital communication and word of mouth. By the end of the sixth season, the project had established a
collaborative environment rooted in scientific rigor and public participation, leaving lasting knowledge, relationships, and
practices that enrich the site and underscore the broader social role of contemporary archaeology.
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highlight the project’s social and cultural value and demonstrate how an interdisciplinary approach can inform
future audience-oriented initiatives.
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Fig. 4: A child in her first-ever excavation during the Vivi
I'esperienza dell’Archeologia event.



