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Abstract
Aim of this study is the characterisation of ancient Roman mortars collected in Piscina Mirabilis, located in the
important geological, archaeological and historical area of the Campania Region (southern Italy): the Campi Flegrei.
Goals of this research were (a) improving knowledge of Roman construction techniques by means of detailed
microstructural and compositional examination of cementitious binding matrix and aggregates, to point out both
mortar mix-design and provenance of raw materials, (b) the study of secondary minerogenetic processes and (c)
comparison with modern mortars. Thanks to the permission by the former Soprintendenza Archeologia della
Campania (authority of the archaeological heritage) current “Parco Archeologico dei Campi Flegrei”, it was possi-
ble to collect small, non-invasive, but representative samples of mortars. Samples were studied by combined meth-
odologies such as optical microscopy (OM) on thin sections, X-ray powder diffraction (XRPD), scanning electron
microscopy analysis (SEM), energy-dispersion X-ray spectroscopy (EDS), simultaneous thermal analyses (STA) and
mercury intrusion porosimetry (MIP). Results showed that local geomaterials were used in this archaeological site, as
they are well consistent with the surrounding geological setting. A relevant characteristic is the hydraulicity of these
mortars shown by the reaction rims of pozzolanic materials. Composition of the cementitious binding matrix is
characterized by various products of reaction, including amorphous C-A-S-H gel, calcite and Al-tobermorite.
Results also highlighted that porosity represents the main difference between ancient Roman mortars and modern
hydraulic ones.

Keywords Ancient Roman mortars . Piscina Mirabilis . Mineralogical and petrographic analysis . Campi Flegrei . Standard
hydraulic mortars

Introduction

Mortars are composite geological-based materials, consisting
of hydraulic or aerial binding components, aggregates and
additives and passive or active, which react with binding ma-
terials, modifying themselves during setting (Moropoulou
et al. 2004).

The excellent preservation state of many Roman age
manufacts demonstrates the high technological skills of these
construction workers. Although evidences show that
Egyptians already knew “the way” to produce “lime”, it is
widely acknowledged that Greeks and especially Romans
used mortars as early as the third century B.C. (Collepardi
2003). Documents about the knowledge in construction fields
have been passed down thanks to these civilisations. Several
authors described the building art such as Cato inDe Agricola
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(160 B.C.), M. Vitruvius Pollio (first century B.C.) in the ten
books of De Architectura and Pliny the Elder (23–9 A.D.)
with the Naturalis Historia treaty.

Roman builders knew that the combination of lime with
special volcanic materials (pozzolana) provides mortar and
concrete to become hydraulic, allowing underwater hardening
and increasing their mechanical strength (Collepardi 2003).
The use of pozzolana marked a revolutionary progress in the
construction technology, permitting higher speed compared
with carbonation processes of slaked lime. Whether volcanic
material was not available, fragments of artificial materials
(ceramic fragments), possessing similar hydraulic properties
of pozzolana, were used.

Archaeometric studies on Roman mortars were focused on
the mineralogical and petrographic features of the mortar com-
ponents used by Roman builders (Moropoulou et al. 2005;
Silva et al. 2005; Jackson and Marra 2006; Belfiore et al.
2010; Stanislao et al. 2011; Izzo et al. 2016; Graziano et al.
2018; Di Benedetto et al. 2018). Other works based on the
study of hydraulic properties of pozzolana detailed the pro-
cesses leading to the formation of hydrated phases such as
calcium silicate hydrate (CSH) and calcium aluminate hydrate
(CAH) (Moropoulou et al. 2004; Jackson and Marra 2006;
Fernández et al. 2010, Fichera et al. 2015; Izzo et al. 2018).

This study reports a detailed archaeometric investigation
performed on nineteen mortar samples collected from pillars
and walls of Piscina Mirabilis, the largest Roman cistern of
fresh water ever built (De Feo et al. 2010). The main aims of
this research were improving the knowledge of Roman con-
struction techniques, the study of secondary minerogenetic
processes affecting the investigated mortars and comparing
obtained results with modern building materials.

Archaeological background

The Fontis Augustei Aquaeductum, original name of the
Roman Serino aqueduct, (Fig. 1a) is one of the most outstand-
ing examples of Roman hydraulic engineering plant. The aq-
ueduct was created by the Emperor Augustus and crosses
much of the Campania region ending its long course of
96 km in the Phlegraean territory in a great water cistern:
Piscina Mirabilis (Fig. 1a, b). This structure was entirely ex-
cavated into the Neapolitan Yellow Tuff (hereafter NYT). It is
15 m high with a rectangular plan of 72 × 27 m (Fig. 1c),
which could store a volume of water of approximately
12,600 m3 (De Feo et al. 2010).

Since the outbreak of the “Grand Tour” (Borriello and
D’Ambrosio 1979), it has been called Piscina Mirabilis and
represented one of the most popular destinations for European
travellers in Italy. Comparable in grandeur only to the Cistern
of Istanbul, almost 500 years younger, Piscina Mirabilis has
always been recognised as a cistern, although several

interpretations were given on its use. Based on the reading
of Plutarch’s text, Piscina Mirabilis was considered as a part
of the majestic villa of Lucullus. Other consolidated hypothe-
ses reported it as a work carried out by Agrippa to supply
water to the military fleet stationing in Miseno or just to con-
nect it to the Serino aqueduct according to Emperor Nero’s
willingness (Borriello and D’Ambrosio 1979).

Piscina Mirabilis is divided into five long and thirteen
short aisles with four rows of twelve cruciform pillars that
support the barrel vault in opus caementicium; seventeen sky-
lights along the side walls allowed lighting and ventilation.
Walls and pillars were covered by a thick layer of cementitious
clay matrix up to the water fluctuation line at 7.50 m; a basal
cross-section curb prevented water stagnation (Amalfitano
et al. 1990; Fig. 1c). The roof terrace, covered with a thick
layer of cocciopesto, was communicating with the inside with
a series of doors. Access to the monument was via two stair-
cases located at opposite corners (northwest and southeast;
Fig. 1d). A decantation tank (piscina limaria: Fig. 1e) and a
1.10 m deep drain at the centre of the cistern allowed periodic
emptying and cleaning of the cistern (De Feo et al. 2010).
Finally, the top openings ensured the extraction of water
through machinery, which then led into the secondary distri-
bution channels (Fig. 1f). The typical wall structure in opus
reticulatum dates back the monument to the Augustan age.

Geological background

Piscina Mirabilis is located in the Campi FlegreiArea (CFA),
a volcanic field immediately west of the city of Naples, also
including the islands of Ischia and Procida. Its volcanic history
is characterised by a great number of eruptions of mainly
monogenetic edifices, which emplaced huge volumes of py-
roclastic rocks and very sporadic lava flows. Two high-
magnitude eruptions, the Campanian Ignimbrite (CI, 39 ka)
(Fedele et al. 2008; Langella et al. 2013; Rispoli et al. 2019a,
b) and the NYT (15.4 ka) (Deino et al. 2004) have emplaced a
large volume of pyroclastic material deposit (Morra et al.
2010; Fig. 2).

From a petrological point of view, Phlegraean products
belong to the shoshonitic series, with trachyte as the most
common lithotype. Clinopyroxene, plagioclase, sanidine, bio-
tite and magnetite are the main phases; olivine occurs only in
the less evolved rocks whereas nepheline and uncommon
minerals (i.e. baddeleyite, zirconolite and fluorite) can be
found in the most evolved products. Accessory minerals such
as zircon, brown amphibole and titanite also occur (Melluso
et al. 2012).

Due to its peculiar features, pozzolana is the most impor-
tant Phlegraean product as it has represented the main compo-
nent for the production of hydraulic Roman mortars.
Pozzolana is an incoherent facies of NYT formation (20–

Archaeol Anthropol Sci (2020) 12: 88 Page 2 of 18



25 m thick) constituted by abundant poorly vesiculated mag-
matic scoriae, volcanic ash and accessory lithic fragments
(Scarpati et al. 1993). The insight of the roman engineers

was extraordinary: the combination of pozzolana with lime
produced mortars and concretes able to harden underwater.
A reaction of high silica and alumina pozzolana with calcium

Fig. 1 a Route of the Augustan aqueduct from Serino to Miseno
(modified after Delile et al. 2016) and location of Piscina Mirabilis. b
Interior of Piscina Mirabilis. c Sketch map of the Piscina Mirabilis with

sampling points in red (modified after Mays et al. 2013). d The northwest
staircase (inlet water). e Piscina limaria. f Openings in the barrel vault
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hydroxide from lime occurred, leading to the formation of
calcium aluminium silicate hydrate (C-A-S-H): the forerun-
ners of modern cements.

Materials and methods

Nineteen mortar samples, including thirteen coating and six
bedding, from pillars and walls were collected. For safety
reasons, samples were collected only in one sector of the
structure (Fig. 1c).

Mortar samples were sorted into three different groups
(Table 1): samples from group A are coating mortars from
pillars; samples from group B are coating mortars from the
base of pillars and of the walls; and samples from group C are
bedding mortars (Fig. 3).

Sampling collection followed specific criteria dictated by
the former Soprintendenza Archeologica della Campania (au-
thority of the archaeological heritage): slightest invasiveness,
limited size of the samples and visual impact.

Besides, an archive research at Soprintendenza offices was
also carried out to collect information on previous restoration
works performed in the area.

The instrumental analyses were performed at DiSTAR
(Dipartimento di Scienze della Terra, dell’Ambiente e delle
Risorse, Università Federico II di Napoli) , DST
(Dipartimento di Scienze e Tecnologie, Università del
Sannio) and Italcementi (HeidelbergCementGroup,
Bergamo).

Petrographic analysis was carried out on thin sections using
a polarized light microscope (DiSTAR-Leica Laborlux 12 pol)
(Table 2). Percentage of binder, aggregate and macroporosity
was determined via modal analysis using a Leica Qwin soft-
ware on about 1500 points for each sample with a 10 × 10
counting grid. Maximum uncertainty is about 2.8% on a total
amount of 1500 points (Howarth 1998).

After a careful mechanical separation carried out following
the UNI-EN 11305:2009 recommendation, the mineralogical
composition of binder, aggregate, ceramic fragments and neo-
formed phases was evaluated.

A Panalytical X’Pert Pro diffractometer (DiSTAR)
equipped with a RTMS X’Celerator detector was used for
X-ray powder diffraction analyses (CuKα radiation, 40 kV,
40 mA, 2θ range from 4° to 70°, equivalent step size 0.017°
2 θ, 30 s per step counting time). Panalytical Highscore Plus

Fig. 2 Geological sketch map of
Campi Flegrei (modified after
Fedele et al. 2011)

Table 1 Sample list, location, typology and groups: A, coating mortars
from pillars; B, coating mortars from the base of pillars and walls; and C,
bedding mortars

Samples Group Location Typology

MM1 A Pillar Coating mortar

MM2 A Pillar Coating mortar

MM3 A Pillar Concretion and coating mortar

MM4 A Pillar Concretion and coating mortar

MM5 A Pillar Concretion and coating mortar

MM6 A Pillar Coating mortar

MM10 A Pillar Coating mortar

ZM1 B Base of pillar Coating mortar

ZM6 B Base of pillar Coating mortar

ZM8 B Base of wall Concretion and coating mortar

ZM9 B Base of pillar Concretion and coating mortar

ZM10 B Base of wall Concretion and coating mortar

ZM11 B Base of pillar Coating mortar

M2 C Pillar Bedding mortar

M3 C Pillar Bedding mortar

M5 C Pillar Bedding mortar

M7 C Wall Bedding mortar

M11 C Wall Bedding mortar

M12 C Wall Bedding mortar
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3.0e with inorganic crystal structure database (ICSD) and
PDF-2 database were used for phase identification.

Micro-textural observations and quantitative micro-
chemical analyses were carried out using scanning electron
microscopy coupled with energy dispersive spectroscopy
(DiSTAR-SEM; Zeiss Merlin Vp Compact and JEOL JSM-
5310; SEM/EDS: JEOL JSM-5310 coupled with an Oxford
InstrumentsMicroanalysis Unit equippedwith an INCAX-act
detector.

Measurements were performed with an INCA X-stream
pulse processor using a 15 kV primary beam voltage, 50–
100 A filament current, variable spot size, from 30.000 to
200.000 magnification, 20 mm WD and 50 s net acquisition
real time. The INCAEnergy software was employed using the
XPP matrix correction scheme and the pulse pile up correc-
tion. The quant optimisation was carried out using cobalt
(FWHM—full width at half maximum peak height—of the
strobed zero = 60–65 eV). The following standards from the
Smithsonian Institute and MAC (Micro-Analysis Consultants
Ltd. St Ives, UK) were used for calibration: diopside (Ca),
fayalite (Fe), San Carlos olivine (Mg), anorthoclase (Na, Al,
Si), rutile (Ti), serandite (Mn), microcline (K), apatite (P),
fluorite (F), pyrite (S), sodium chloride (Cl), benitoite (Ba)
and pure vanadium (V). The Kα, Lα, Lβ or Mα lines were
used for calibration, depending on the specific element.

High-resolution imaging of surface morphology
(backscattered images) was generated by secondary electrons
using the same instrument.

SEM-EDS analysis also allowed to measure the
hydraulicity index (HI) of binder and lime lumps using spots
of 10 μm on homogeneous areas. HI accounts for the (SiO2 +

Al2O3 + Fe2O3)/(CaO + MgO) ratio, as proposed by Boynton
(1996).

Thermal analyses were performed on powdered bulk sam-
ples and on the < 63 μm fraction, mostly formed of binder,
with themain objective of determining total hydraulicity level.
The analyses were achieved by means of a Mettler Toledo
TGA/SDTA 851e (Italcementi) and Netzsch STA 449 F3
Jupiter (DST–UniSannio) thermal analyser coupled with a
Bruker Tensor 27 instruments and Mettler Toledo STARe
SW 11.0 Netzsch Proteus 6.1.0 and Opus 7.0 software, in
alumina crucibles. Mass loss from 40 to 1000 °C was evalu-
ated at a heating rate of 10 °C/min in N2 atmosphere (flow
60 mL/min).

Finally, pore system of samples was investigated via mer-
cury intrusion porosimetry (MIP) on representative samples of
each group selected on the basis of macroscopic and micro-
scopic features. Analyses were performed on three fragments
for each sample, and average results are reported. Two instru-
ments (Italcementi-Thermo Fisher Scientific) were used:
Pascal 140 (up to 0.4 MPa) and Pascal 240 (up to 200 MPa),
which allowed to evaluate total pore volume (mm3/g), poros-
ity (%), bulk density (g/cm3), apparent density (g/cm3) and
specific surface (m2/g).

Results

Texture and optical microscopy

Coating mortars (A and B groups; Fig. 3a, b, c) show colours
ranging from very pale brown (Munsell 7.5YR-7/3; Munsell

Table 2 Petrographic features of
the samples and their microscopic
modal analysis. Mineral
abbreviations from Whitney and
Evans (2010)

Mortars (Group A) (Group B) (Group C) M11 (Repair mortar?)

Constituents (Vol.%)

Feldspar (Sa, Pl) 3.6 1.7 3.0 3.0

Mafic minerals (Cpx, Am, Bt) 1.4 1.0 2.0 0.7

Volcanic fragments 4.6 6.3 1.0 -

Scoriae 2.4 3.3 4.7 -

Pumice 11.0 4.3 19.0 24.0

Ceramic fragments 20.4 34.0 - -

Sparite 2.2 0.3 - 2.3

Lime lumps 6.2 5.7 15.0 -

Micritic matric 7.4 14.0 29.3 12.7

Cryptocrystalline matrix 36.2 22.3 16.7 49.7

Voids 0.6 1.7 9.3 -

Others 4.0 5.3 - 7.7

Total points 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Total binder 52.0 42.3 61.0 64.7

Total aggregate 43.4 50.7 29.7 27.7

Binder/aggregate ratio 1.2 0.8 2.1 2.3

Abbreviations: Sa, sanidine; Pl, plagioclase; Cpx, clinopyroxene; Amp, amphibole; Bt, biotite
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1994) to dark brown (Munsell 7.5YR-3/3;Munsell 1994) with
the presence of many lime lumps. Aggregates are represented
by ceramic and volcanic fragments, along with pumice vary-
ing in size from 1 to 3 cm. A concretion layer up to 3-cm thick
is present on samples MM3, MM4, MM5, ZM8, ZM9 and
ZM10.

Bedding mortars (C group; Fig. 3d, e, f) show pale yellow
(Munsell 10YR-7/3; Munsell 1994) to light grey colour
(Munsell 710YR-7/2; Munsell 1994). The aggregates consist
of volcanic fragments and pumice (1 to 3 cm).

Optical microscopy shows that all mortars are characterised
by lime lumps (2–1 cm), apart from sample M11. Their for-
mation reasonably occurred during the slaking process of
lime, likely due to an insufficient seasoning of calcium hy-
droxide and/or a low water/lime ratio (Bakolas et al. 1995;
Moropoulou et al. 2005; Barba et al. 2009). Secondary calcite
on pore rims and pumice vesicles also occurs.

Samples from group A are characterised by a binder with a
prevailing cryptocrystalline (36.2 Vol.%; Fig. 4a) texture and a
subordinate micritic one (7.4 Vol.%). Aggregate fraction is
mainly composed of ceramic fragments (20.4 Vol.%; Fig.
4b), volcanic fragments (4.6 Vol.%; Fig. 4c), pumice (11.0
Vol.%) and scoriae with evident reaction rims (2.4 Vol.%).
Crystal fragments such as sanidine (Fig. 4a), clinopyroxene
and plagioclase also occur (5.0 Vol.%). Volcanic fragments
consist of tuff fragments, due to the presence of microcrystals
dispersed in an ashy matrix (de Gennaro et al. 2000).

Ceramic fragments (up to 1.5 cm) can widely vary also
within the same mortar sample. Some of these fragments in-
clusions are mainly represented by tiny crystals of quartz and
alkali-feldspar, whereas in other fragments they are
characterised by a prevailing volcanic component (volcanic
glass, pumice, scoriae and sanidine; Fig. 4b). In particular,
ceramic matrices can be either characterized by high or low
optical activity (Fig. 4b).

Concretion layers on samples MM3, MM4 and MM5 are
characterised by couplets of alternating micrite and sparite

laminae consisting in elongate, columnar and wedge-shaped
crystals oriented at right angles to the lamination (Fig. 4d).
The lamina couplets have a total thickness of 3 cm defining
the layering visible in hand specimen and thin section.

Compared to group A,mortars from group B show a higher
amount of ceramic fragments (34.0 Vol.%; Fig. 4f) of larger
size (up to 3 cm). Volcanic fragments (6.3 Vol.%), scoriae (3.3
Vol.%), pumices (4.3 Vol.%) and crystals such as sanidine,
clinopyroxene and plagioclase (2.6 Vol.%) were also
recognised.

Also in this group, different texture, mineralogy and optical
activity of the ceramic fragments were identified (Fig. 4f).
Samples ZM8, ZM9 and ZM10 show alternating concretion
layers (2 mm – 1 cm) of micrite and sparite (Fig. 4g).

Mortars from groups A and B are identified as cocciopesto,
a typical building technique used in ancient Rome for the
waterproof structures such as cisterns and floors (Collepardi
et al. 2009).

Bedding mortars of group C are characterised by a
brownish binder with micritic (29.3 Vol.%; Fig. 4h) to
cryptocrystalline (16.3 Vol.%) texture. Differently from
coating mortars, the aggregate of bedding mortars is poorly
sorted, including pumice (19.0 Vol.%; Fig. 4h), scoriae
(4.6 Vol.%), crystal fragments of clinopyroxene (Fig. 4i),
sanidine, plagioclase and biotite (5.0 Vol.%; Fig. 4i) and
minor volcanic fragments (1.0 Vol.%; Fig. 4l). M11 sample
scatters from all the other samples of group C for a pre-
vailing cryptocrystalline binder (49.7 Vol.%; Fig. 4m) and
a subordinate micritic texture (12.7 Vol.%). Sparite grains
(2.3 Vol.%) also occur in binder. Aggregates are rare and
very poorly sorted; they are mostly composed of pumice
(24.0 Vol.%; Fig. 4m) with evident reaction rims and crys-
tal fragments of sanidine, with subordinate clinopyroxene
and plagioclase (3.6 Vol.%). Such a different composition
led us to consider sample M11 as a probable repair mortar
in an advanced state of decay and related to a more recent
restoration.

Fig. 3 a Pillar and base of pillar. b Images of coating mortars from pillar.
c Images of coating mortars from base of pillar. dWall and base of wall. e

Images of bedding mortars from wall. f Images of coating mortars from
base of wall
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Mineralogy

Binder, aggregates and ceramic fragments were separated
from each sample according to the UNI-EN 11305:2009 and
then analysed using XRPD. Results are reported in Table 3.

Binder is mainly constituted by calcite, with subordinate
gypsum and Al-tobermorite [Ca4(Si5.5Al0.5O17H2)]
Ca0.2Na0.1 4H2O (Fig. 5).

Gypsum is a common weathering product derived by the
sulphation of carbonates (de Gennaro et al. 1993; Colella et al.
2017). Very interesting is the presence of Al-tobermorite, as it
occurs in several samples. Al-tobermorite is a rare, hydrother-
mal, calcium-silicate hydrate mineral with cation exchange
properties (Jackson et al. 2017); it does not occur in conven-
tional concretes but is usually found in Roman marine con-
crete (Gotti et al. 2008; Stanislao et al. 2011; Jackson et al.
2012) and occasionally, in hydrothermally altered volcanic
rocks such as basaltic tuff (palagonite) from Surtsey volcano,
Iceland (Jackson et al. 2015, 2017).

As far as aggregates are concerned, XRPD analyses sug-
gest that they are constituted by fragments of NYT, due to its
typical zeolitic association (phillipsite, chabazite and
analcime, de Gennaro et al. 1999; Colella et al. 2017), along
with sanidine, pyroxene and mica as pyrogenic phases (Fig.
5b). Ceramic fragments are characterised by quartz, calcite,
mica and hematite (Fig. 5c).

XRPD analyses also allowed to identify an amorphous
fraction likely related to volcanic glass component (pumice
and scoriae) and C–A–S–H phases (calcium–aluminium–sili-
cate–hydrate).

Micro-morphology and chemical analysis (SEM-EDS)

SEM observations were carried out on polished thin
sections of mortar fragments; EDS microanalyses of
binder and lime lumps (Table 4) allowed to calculate
the hydraulicity index (HI) according to Boynton’s for-
mula Boynton (1996).

Fig. 4 Microphotographs of mortar components (in CPL: cross polarized
light; PPL: plane polarized light). Abbreviations: MM micritic matrix,
CM cryptocrystalline matrix, Sa Sanidine, Cpx clinopyroxene, Bt
biotite, Pl plagioclase. Group A: a cryptocrystalline matrix and sanidine
(CPL) in sample MM2. b Different types of ceramic fragments in sample
MM10 (PPL). c Volcanic fragments (PPL) in samples MM5. d
Concretion layers in sample MM4 (CPL; Rispoli 2017). Group B: e lime

lumps (CPL) in sample ZM10. f Different types of ceramic fragments
(CPL) in sample ZM9. g Concretion layers (CPL) in sample ZM9. Group
C: hmicritic matrix and pumice with reaction rims (CPL) in sample M7. i
Volcanic fragments (PPL) in samples M5. l Crystal fragments of sanidine
and biotite (CPL) in sample M3).m Cryptocrystalline matrix and pumice
(CPL) in sample M11
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Chemical analyses highlighted the occurrence in the binder
of newly-formed hydraulic phases (C-A-S-H) (Fig. 6a, b) and
confirmed the presence of gypsum and Al-tobermorite (Al >
4%; see SupplementaryMaterials 1 – ESM_1) with the typical
acicular habits (Stanislao et al. 2011; Jackson et al. 2017 (Fig.
6c, d). As expected, the investigated lime lumps have relative-
ly low values of HI (< 0.1%, Fig. 7; Table 4) and thus are
considered as aerial lime (quicklime) (Zawawi 2006; De

Luca et al. 2015; La Russa et al. 2015). Bedding mortars
showing HI values close to 0.1% should be considered as
weakly hydraulic, whereas coating mortars (A and B groups)
with HI ranging between 0.14 and 0.26% are moderately hy-
draulic mortars (Fig. 7).

SEM-EDS analysis of the volcanic aggregates confirmed
the use of NYT fragments (de Gennaro et al. 1999; Di
Benedetto et al. 2015; Colella et al. 2017), due to the presence

Table 3 Qualitative mineralogical composition of samples, XRPD analysis. Mineral abbreviations from Whitney and Evans (2010)

Sample Group Main Binder Phases Main Aggregates Phase Main Ceramic Fragments Phases

MM1 Group A Cal, Gp, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Pl, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Cpx, Hem, Mca

MM2 Group A Cal, Gp, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Cpx, Hem, Mca

MM3 Group A Cal, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Hem, Mca

MM4 Group A Cal, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Hem, Mca

MM5 Group A Cal, Al-Tb Phi, Sa, Cpx, Pl, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Hem, Mca

MM6 Group A Cal Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Pl, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Cpx, Hem, Mca

MM10 Group A Cal, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Cpx, Hem, Mca

ZM1 Group B Cal Sa, Cpx. Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Hem, Mca

ZM6 Group B Cal, Gp, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Sa, Cpx, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Cpx, Hem, Mca

ZM8 Group B Cal, Gp, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Sa, Cpx, Pl., Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Cpx, Hem, Mca

ZM9 Group B Cal, Al-Tb Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Cpx, Hem, Mca

ZM10 Group B Cal, Al-Tb Phi, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Pl, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Hem, Mca

ZM11 Group B Cal Phi, Cbz, Sa, Cpx, Mca Qz, Cal, Sa, Hem, Mca

M2 Group C Cal, Gp Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca

M3 Group C Cal Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Pl, Mca

M5 Group C Cal Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca

M7 Group C Cal, Gp Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Pl, Mca

M12 Group C Cal Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Pl Mca

M11 Repair mortar? Cal Phi, Cbz, Anl, Sa, Cpx, Mca

Abbreviations: Cal, calcite; Gp, gypsum; Al-Tb, tobermorite; Phi, phillipsite; Cbz, chabazite; Anl, analcime; Sa, sanidine; Cpx, clinopyroxene; Pl,
plagioclase; Mca, mica; Qz, quartz; Hem, hematite

Fig. 5 XRPD patterns of selected
mortars. MM2b: MM2 binder
fraction (group A); M3a: M3
aggregates fraction (group C);
MM3c: MM3 ceramic fraction
(group A); ZM9a: ZM9
aggregates fraction (group B).
Mineral abbreviations from
Whitney and Evans (2010), Cal
calcite, Gp gypsum, Al-Tb Al-
tobermorite, Phi phillipsite, Cbz
chabazite, Anl analcime, Sa
sanidine, Pl plagioclase, Cpx
clinopyroxene, Mca mica, Qz
quartz, Hem hematite
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of altered volcanic glass (Fig. 8a), prismatic crystals of
phillipsite (Fig. 8b) and pseudo-cubic typically twinned
rombohedral crystals of chabazite (Fig. 8c).

Chemical analyses of pumice clasts account for a trachytic
composition, typical of CFA products and, in particular, of
NYT (Table 5; Fig. 9).

Differential thermal and thermogravimetric analysis

Simultaneous thermal analyses were also performed to
evaluate the total (binder plus aggregates) hydraulic fea-
tures of mortars from Piscina Mirabilis. Investigated
mortars (fraction < 63 μm) show a progressive loss of
mass in the range 40–1000 °C (MM2 sample; Fig. 10);
mass losses were generally attributed as follows
(Bakolas et al. 1995; Moropoulou et al. 1995, 2004,
2005; Izzo et al. 2018):

a) mass loss up to 120 °C is related to adsorbed water;
b) mass loss in 120–200 °C temperature range is due to

water from hydrated salts (i.e. gypsum);
c) mass loss from 200 to 600 °C is associated to structurally

bound water (SBW) from the hydraulic compounds (i.e.
C-A-S-H);

d) mass loss above 600 °C is essentially due to decomposi-
tion of carbonates.

All investigated samples are characterised by structurally
bound water (SBW) and CO2 contents typical of hydraulic
mortars. In particular, the CO2/SBW (Table 6) ratios, accord-
ing to Moropoulou et al. 2005, define the samples from

Piscina Mirabilis as highly hydraulic mortars and can be clas-
sified as natural pozzolanic mortars (Fig. 11).

Porosity

Porosity was evaluated using mercury intrusion porosimetry
(MIP), according to ASTM D4404 18.

The analyses were performed on selected samples (M7 for
group C, MM4 for group A, ZM8 for group B) due to the
scarce amount of material available. Table 7 reports cumula-
tive volume, bulk density, apparent density, open porosity and
specific surface, whereas Fig. 12 shows the representative
pore size distribution.

Relative volume curves are positively skewed and
highlighted that pore radii mainly range between 5 and
100 nm. The open porosity ranges from 39.90 to 52.40
vol.% (Table 6) with unimodal and broadened shape of
the cumulative pore size distribution (Fig. 12).

Comparison with standard hydraulic mortar

Roman mortars and concretes provide an outstanding
example of longevity and environmental sustainability,
as they were formulated with natural materials such as
lime and pyroclastic rock aggregates. In order to com-
pare the technological behaviour of these ancient prod-
ucts with the modern ones, an experimental standard
hydraulic mortar (SHM) was prepared.

According to UNI-EN 196-1: 2005, SHM is a special type
of mortar used to determine the conformity of a cement to a
specific class of resistance (UNI-EN 197-1: 2011). The mix

Fig. 6 SEM images of: a gel C-
A-S-H in sample MM5; b gel C-
A-S-H in sample ZM9; c Al-
tobermorite in sample MM10; d
Al-tobermorite in sample ZM6
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design used for SHM preparation is one part of natural
hydraulic lime, three parts by mass of CEN Standard sand
and one-half part of water (water/cement ratio 0.5). The
above reported raw materials were mechanically mixed
and then compacted in mould using a jolting apparatus.

Specimens were stored in a moist atmosphere (T: 20 ± 1 °C;
RH > 90%) for 24 h. Once demoulded, specimens were stored
under water and, after 40 days of curing, were analysed via
differential thermal and thermogravimetric analysis (DTA-
TG) and MIP.

Fig. 7 Hydraulicity index (HI) for lime lumps (blue) and binder (orange) of analysed mortars

Fig. 8 SEM images of a altered
volcanic volcanic glass (MM4
sample); b prismatic phillipsite
crystals (M2 sample); c pseudo-
cubic twinned chabazite crystals
(MM6 sample)
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Table 5 Major element concentrations of pumice fragments (wt%, recalculated to 100%, EDS). Na2O+K2O also shown

wt.% MM1 MM1 MM2 MM2 MM3 MM3 MM4 MM4 MM5 MM5 MM6 MM6

SiO2 60.10 59.95 58.59 59.27 60.57 59.97 58.41 58.40 60.40 60.48 58.92 59.86

TiO2 0.26 0.45 0.54 0.39 0.37 0.34 0.55 0.49 0.50 0.20 0.50 0.19

Al2O3 18.54 18.89 18.81 18.53 18.89 18.42 18.86 19.08 18.81 18.81 18.84 18.91

Fe2O3 2.78 3.64 3.46 3.52 2.86 3.20 4.04 4.44 3.03 2.67 4.05 2.60

MnO 0.32 0.11 0.20 0.32 0.14 0.41 0.09 0.15 0.09 0.16

MgO 0.32 0.38 0.85 0.35 0.33 0.37 0.49 0.77 0.31 0.27 0.63 0.42

CaO 3.52 2.63 3.20 2.84 2.27 2.40 2.88 2.89 2.06 2.02 2.66 2.53

Na2O 4.93 3.41 3.46 3.76 4.84 5.59 3.49 4.12 5.19 4.75 3.61 5.02

K2O 8.55 9.83 9.88 9.94 8.49 8.19 9.89 9.31 8.05 9.07 9.97 9.11

P2O5 - - 0.09 - - 0.17 0.16 0.11 - - - -

V2O3 - - - - 0.19 0.08 0.24 0.06 0.21 - 0.08 -

BaO - - - 0.19 - 0.07 0.29 - 0.30 0.42 - 0.73

SO3 - 0.14 0.04 0.17 0.14 - - - 0.14 0.23 - -

Cl - 0.68 0.57 0.88 0.71 0.91 0.79 0.61 0.78 0.86 0.99 0.58 0.64

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Na2O+K2O 13.48 13.24 13.34 13.70 13.32 13.78 13.38 13.43 13.24 13.82 13.58 14.13

wt% ZM1 ZM1 ZM6 ZM6 ZM8 ZM8 ZM9 ZM9 ZM10 ZM10 ZM1 ZM11

SiO2 59.75 60.97 61.82 61.84 61.14 61.41 60.46 59.63 60.21 60.88 60.97 58.52

TiO2 0.50 0.23 0.46 0.40 0.70 0.44 0.22 0.44 0.36 0.21 0.23 0.50

Al2O3 18.45 18.45 18.01 18.89 18.52 18.26 18.86 18.83 18.51 19.45 18.45 19.01

Fe2O3 3.50 2.55 2.87 2.72 4.15 3.96 3.06 3.16 2.74 2.27 2.55 4.36

MnO 0.27 0.12 - 0.06 - 0.22 0.20 - 0.38 - 0.12 0.03

MgO 0.40 0.37 0.23 0.31 0.34 0.39 0.43 0.44 0.49 0.38 0.37 0.52

CaO 2.68 2.35 2.14 2.25 2.32 1.83 2.56 2.72 2.24 2.16 2.35 2.98

Na2O 3.76 4.10 4.38 4.23 4.20 4.45 4.27 4.09 4.66 4.08 4.10 4.09

K2O 9.87 9.50 9.30 8.46 8.63 8.21 9.06 9.65 9.04 9.41 9.50 9.32

P2O5 - 0.27 - 0.25 - - 0.09 0.22 0.22 0.30 0.27 -

V2O3 - 0.09 - - - - - - 0.15 - 0.09 0.04

BaO - 0.07 - - - 0.33 0.13 - 0.20 0.04 0.0 7 -

SO3 0.15 0.20 0.20 - - - - 0.08 0.02 0.20 0.20 -

Cl - 0.67 0.73 0.57 0.60 - 0.88 0.65 0.73 0.77 0.63 0.73 0.63

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Na2O+K2O 13.63 13.60 13.68 12.69 12.83 12.66 13.33 13.75 13.69 13.49 13.60 13.41

wt% M2 M2 M3 M3 M5 M5 M7 M7 M11 M11 M12 M12

SiO2 58.73 59.68 57.91 60.95 60.01 60.23 60.93 59.97 60.12 60.01 59.96 59.27

TiO2 0.49 0.35 0.50 0.58 0.48 0.24 0.56 0.28 0.71 0.52 0.31 0.28

Al2O3 18.74 18.81 18.98 18.60 18.65 18.36 18.64 18.76 18.12 18.83 18.89 18.77

Fe2O3 3.80 3.21 4.10 2.44 2.62 4.01 2.46 3.46 3.00 2.81 3.25 2.89

MnO 0.22 - 0.16 0.26 0.27 0.11 0.23 0.40 - 0.21 0.09 -

MgO 0.45 0.42 0.73 0.31 0.53 0.39 0.44 0.31 0.53 0.29 0.27 0.69

CaO 2.70 3.01 2.76 2.09 2.92 2.16 2.23 2.34 2.26 2.40 2.05 3.12

Na2O 4.10 4.05 3.70 4.98 3.31 4.52 4.86 4.75 5.21 5.42 4.72 3.37

K2O 9.88 9.65 10.09 8.72 10.56 9.14 8.74 8.82 9.04 8.74 9.09 10.01

P2O5 - - 0.20 0.25 - - 0.15 - 0.20 0.12 - 0.42

V2O3 - - 0.08 - 0.09 - - 0.12 - - - 0.22

BaO - - - - - - - - - - 0.38 0.32

SO3 0.10 0.08 0.20 - - - - - - - - -

Cl - 0.79 0.73 0.58 0.83 0.55 0.84 0.76 0.80 0.81 0.65 0.99 0.65

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Na2O+K2O 13.98 13.70 13.79 13.70 13.87 13.66 13.60 13.56 14.24 14.16 13.81 13.38
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According to Moropoulou et al. 2005, SHM can be classi-
fied as NPM (natural pozzolanic mortar; Fig. 11); the total
porosity of SHM prepared for the present research was 23.9
Vol.% with a bi-modal and broadened pore size distribution.

Comparison between Roman mortars from Piscina
Mirabilis and SHM showed no significant differences in
DTA-TG patterns, whereas MIP highlighted different values
of pore radii and total porosity (Fig. 13); actually, average
results of ancient Roman mortars showed a pore radius distri-
bution between 4 and 120 nm and an open porosity ranging

between 31 and 53 Vol.%; by contrast, SHM is characterized
by larger pore radii (between 100 and 1000 nm) and lower
values of total porosity (≈ 28 Vol.%; Fig. 13).

Discussion

Minero-petrographic, chemical and physical-mechanical anal-
yses performed on mortars from Piscina Mirabilis suggested
different “recipes” for the investigated samples.

Fig. 9 Total-alkali silica (TAS)
diagram (Le Bas et al. 1986)
showing the composition of
pumice fragments analysed in the
investigated samples (PM,
Piscina Mirabilis) and compari-
son with Phlegraean pumice (CI,
Campanian Ignimbrite and NYT,
Neapolitan Yellow Tuff; data
from Morra et al. 2010 and
references therein)

Fig. 10 DTA-TG plot of MM2 sample: dehydration of calcium silicates, aluminates hydrates and calcite decomposition are highlighted
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As a rule, all mortars (bedding and coating) were obtained
starting from a mixture of slaked lime, water and fine-grained
volcanic materials. The main difference is given by the aggre-
gate: as far as bedding mortars (C group) are concerned, ag-
gregate was exclusively constituted by material of volcanic
origin, whereas coating mortars (A and B groups) were
characterised by volcanic, ceramic and carbonate aggregates.

The mix design of coating mortars is also called
cocciopesto or Opus signinum by Vitruvius in his De
architectura (Liber VIII): the author described this mix-
design (signinum) useful for waterproofing tanks, thermal
pools and caverns of aqueducts. Vitruvius states as follows:
Sin autem loca dura erunt aut nimium venae penitus fuerint,
tunc signinis operibus ex tectis aut superioribus locis
excipiendae sunt copiae. In signinis autem operibus haec sunt
facienda. Uti harena primum purissima asperrimaque
paretur, caementum de silice frangatur ne gravius quam

librarium, calx quam vehementissima mortario mixta, ita ut
quinque partes harenae ad duas respondeant. If the soil is too
hard, and there are no veins of water, wemust then use cisterns
made of cement, in which water is collected from roofs and
other high places. The cement of the cistern thus should be
constituted by the purest and roughest sand; flint should be
broken in single pieces that weigh no more than a pound; lime
must be mellow and mixed into mortar, using five parts of
sand and two parts of lime (De Architectura, Liber VIII).

The values of HI and thermal analyses allowed us to assess
the hydraulicity of mortars. The lime lumps showed a HI
lower than 0.10% which classify them as quicklime or aerial
lime (Fig. 7; La Russa et al. 2015); HI of binders (0.10%–
0.26%) accounts for weakly-to-moderately hydraulic mate-
rials (Zawawi 2006) as a consequence of the occurrence of
materials with pozzolanic activity (ceramic and volcanic frag-
ments). Hydraulicity is due to the reaction between silica and
alumina of pozzolanic materials and lime leading to the for-
mation of calcium and aluminium silicate hydrates, the so-
called C-A-S-H phases (De Luca et al. 2015; Rispoli et al.
2016).

The hydraulicity of mortars was also confirmed by relative-
ly high contents of structurally bound water (SBW) and CO2,
as determined by thermal analyses (Table 6); actually, their
peculiar thermal behaviour is related to the presence of hydrat-
ed compounds such as C-A-S-H gel, and to the decomposition
of calcite and other carbonates that usually occur between 600
and 850 °C (Izzo et al. 2018; Rispoli et al. 2019a, b). The CO2/

Table 6 Thermal analysis
features of investigated samples.
Abbreviations: SBW structural
boundary water, LOI loss on
ignition

Sample SBW% CO2% CO2/SBW LOI

MM2 T range (°C) 4.73220–630 13.12630–800 2.77 24.98 25–1000

MM3 T range (°C) 3.96223–602 9.42602–812 2.38 18.52 25–1000

MM4 T range (°C) 5.11220–630 12.22630–783 2.39 24.25 25–1000

MM5 T range (°C) 5.29210–620 12.59620–813 2.38 23.73 25–1000

MM6 T range (°C) 4.07210–535 6.99535–814 1.72 17.69 25–1000

ZM6 T range (°C) 4.85212–660 15.38660–815 3.17 24.91 25–1000

ZM10 T range (°C) 3.42203–623 11.72623–801 3.43 20.63 25–1000

M3 T range (°C) 5.02180–621 17.77621–798 3.54 25.21 25–1000

M5 T range (°C) 4.83180–621 16.54630–810 3.42 24.35 25–1000

M11 T range (°C) 5.87210–620 7.01620–810 1.19 21.43 25–1000

Fig. 11 CO2/SBW vs. CO2 diagram. Mortars from Piscina Mirabilis
(PM, black circle); NPM natural pozzolanic mortars, APM artificial
pozzolanic mortars, HLM hydraulic lime mortars and LM lime mortars
from Moropoulou et al. 2005; PM Piscina Mirabilis mortars, SHM
standard hydraulic mortar

Table 7 Porosimetric features (MIP) of Piscina Mirabilis mortars

Sample M7 MM4 ZM8

Cumulative volume (mm3/g) 295.86 264.35 295.33

Bulk density (g/cm3) 1.47 1.61 1.72

Open porosity (Vol.%) 42.47 39.90 52.40

Specific Surface (m2/g) 27.48 30.83 29.32

Apparent Density (g/cm3) 2.56 2.70 4.97
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SBW vs. CO2 binary diagram (Fig. 11) classified all the in-
vestigated samples as natural pozzolanic mortars.

In addition, composition of the lime lumps confirms once
again what the ancient texts stated. Pliny the Elder, in his
Naturalis Historia (36), suggested that lime from white lime-
stone is preferable; in particular, lime deriving from hard lime-
stones (non-porous, and free from cracks; Brandon et al.
2014) turned to be more useful to produce concrete works
(structurae), while lime deriving from porous stones works
better for wall plaster and roofing; rocks containing flint is
not recommended for both (Rispoli 2017). Stones extracted
from quarries provide better lime than those taken on the
banks of the rivers, and lime obtained from millstones is even
better, due to its greasy quality (Calcem e vario lapide Cato
censorius inprobat; ex albo melior. Quae ex duro, structurae
utilior; quae ex fistuloso, tectoriis; ad utrumque damnatur ex
silice. Utilior eadem effosso lapide quam ex ripis fluminum

collecto, utilior e molari, quia est quaedam pinguior natura
eius).

As far as provenance of raw materials is concerned, the
minero-petrographic and chemical analyses, along with the
surrounding geological setting, confirmed a local origin.
Volcanic fragments were ascribed to NYT formation (de
Gennaro et al. 1999; Colella et al. 2017) due to their typical
association: phillipsite > chabazite > analcime. Chemical anal-
ysis of pumice fragments also suggested a clear affinity with
NYT.

Regarding ceramic fragments, it was quite hard to define
their provenance due to the extreme differences among sam-
ples, and their use likely suggested recycling of building ma-
terials. The relevant role played by ceramic fragments was to
provide hydraulicity to the mortars, as pointed out by HI eval-
uation (Fig. 7). Actually, coating mortars, containing both
pozzolana and ceramics, are characterized by the highest HI

Fig. 12 Cumulative pore size and
relative pore size distribution for
M7, MM4 and ZM8 samples

Fig. 13 Cumulative and relative
pore size distribution in Piscina
Mirabilis mortars (M7; MM4;
ZM8) compared with standard
hydraulic mortar (SHM)

Archaeol Anthropol Sci (2020) 12: 8 Page 15 of 18 8



values. The provenance of carbonate rocks used to produce
lime for the investigatedmaterials is still unknown, even if it is
highly reasonable to assess that they were produced on site
from carbonate deposits of Mesozoic age that border
Campanian plain (Fig. 2). As regards secondary
minerogenetic processes, composition of cementiceous-
binding matrix is extremely intriguing. In fact, the association
of C-A-S-H phase, calcite, gypsum and Al-tobermorite was
noticed. C-A-S-H gel as previously said derived from pozzo-
lanic reaction between lime and volcanic and ceramic aggre-
gates; usually, calcite is related to unreacted clasts of under-
burned lime. Nonetheless, carbonation processes of residual
portlandite may not be excluded; gypsum, the main newly
formedmineral, is related to calcite sulphation by atmospheric
SO2 (de Gennaro et al. 1993). Al-tobermorite, an unusual
hydrotermal, calcium-silicate hydrate mineral with cation ex-
change properties (Jackson et al. 2017), was unexpectedly
retrieved in relict voids of Piscina Mirabilis mortars.
Generally, Al-tobermorite synthesizes at 120–240 °C
(Jackson et al. 2017), but these temperatures are incompatible
with those of lime-based materials (Collepardi et al. 2009;
Rispoli et al. 2015). According to Jackson et al. (2017), Al-
tobermorite crystallization in Roman concretes at low temper-
atures could be linked to the concomitant occurrence of
zeolitized products. Actually, lime mortars, mixed with
zeolitized materials (a typical recipe of Roman engineers),
react with seawater forming a highly alkaline, but relatively
short-lived pozzolanic system buffered by calcium hydroxide,
which produced C-A-S-H phase and Al-tobermorite at tem-
perature < 95 °C (Jackson et al. 2017). This suggested the use
of seawater to produce mortars used for building Piscina
Mirabilis.

Finally, results of porosity tests together with microstruc-
tural observations highlighted that Piscina Mirabilis mortars
have very small pore size radii (2.5–100 nm), about one order
of magnitude lower than modern conventional mortars (100–
1000 nm). These differences are probably due to the vesicular
structure of pozzolanic materials (i.e. pumice) that represents a
fundamental feature of the complex pore structure of the ce-
menti t ious matrix of ancient mortars. Secondary
minerogenetic products (Al-tobermorite and C-A-S-H gel) fill
the pores enhancing bonding of pumice clasts and leading low
permeability and a slow fluid diffusion through mortars over
time, providing a relatively stable chemical system (Brandon
et al. 2014; Jackson et al. 2017).

Conclusions

This research, further than representing the first minero-
petrographic characterisation of mortars from one of the most
important archaeological sites of Campi Flegrei (Piscina
Mirabilis), shed new light on the provenance of raw materials

and provided further information on the technology used for
the preparation of such a revolutionary building material cre-
ated by ancient Romans.

& Raw materials had a local provenance as they are well
consistent with the surrounding geological setting.
Pozzolanic materials represented by volcanic fragments,
scoriae, pumiceous and crystal fragments deriving from
pyroclastic rocks of the CFA are the most important com-
ponents of the Roman recipe for hydraulic mortars. The
addition of ceramic fragments in coating mortars further
improved the pozzolanic attitude. It was not possible to
define provenance of this ceramic aggregate due to strong
differences among samples (e.g. recycling of fictile
materials).

& A common feature of the investigated mortars is the high
hydraulicity, which is also shown by the reaction rims
around the pozzolanic materials. Such a feature is the re-
sult of an accurate selection, preparation and mixing of
geomaterials, supplied by the geological availability of
the area surrounding the archaeological site.

& Composition of cementitious binding matrix is peculiar as
testified by different reaction products, including amor-
phous C-A-S-H gel, calcite and Al-tobermorite. In partic-
ular, this latter secondary minerogenetic product fills the
pore spaces and enhances bonding in pumice clasts
(Jackson et al. 2017). Formation of Al-tobermorite is also
related to specific chemical elements (i.e. alkali cations)
that, by contrast, in modern mortars and concretes gener-
ally produce unwanted expansion and corrosion of steel
reinforcements (alkali-silica reaction, ASR), while in
Roman mortars increase ductility and mechanical resis-
tance (Jackson et al. 2017).

& The main difference between ancient Roman mortars and
modern hydraulic mortars (SHM) is related to porosity.
Despite of a total higher porosity, Roman mortars show
much finer pores (between 4 and 120 nm) if compared
with SHM (up to 1000 nm). Likely, such a different pore
distribution positively affects the chemical and mechani-
cal durability of Roman mortars, especially of those
set along beaches and intertidal environments, where a
continuous cycling of subaerial drying and moisture, and
repetitive penetration of seawater salts into the mortars
fabric take place (Brandon et al. 2014). Total volume
and connectivity of pores in modern cementitious mate-
rials have important relapses on fluids pathways through
mortar and/or concrete. Therefore, comparisons of pore
features of ancient materials with conventional modern
mortars might have a fundamental role to understand the
excellent resistance to decay of ancient Roman concrete.

& This research contributes to the knowledge and under-
standing of technical skills achieved by ancient Romans
and how their manufacturing technology was oriented to
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innovation, quality, sustainability, durability and beauty.
This study may also represent a valuable reference for
future restoration projects of the investigated archaeolog-
ical sites.
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