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Abstract
The Maltese Islands were the setting of a unique and unparalleled tradition of monumentalism that spanned almost 1500 years (3800-2300 BC). The development and decline of the Maltese megalithic temples have remained an important focus of European prehistory for over a century, with discussions on emergence of megalithic architecture on the Maltese Islands having centred around themes of isolation and insularity. The following paper introduces monumentality in the prehistoric central Mediterranean, before discussing how megalithism on the Maltese Islands has been previously explored and theorised. Finally, the results of the recent excavations at Santa Verna, Gozo, are presented as a case study for how the ongoing research by the ERC funded FRAGSUS project is formulating a new economic and paleoenvironmental context for the emergence of monumentalism in Late Neolithic Malta.
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Introduction
The Maltese Islands were the setting of a unique Late Neolithic culture which saw the development of elaborate megalithic architecture and art in the period spanning 3800 and 2300 BC. The megalithic monuments of Malta are unparalleled in the central Mediterranean in terms of their form, elaborateness and non-funerary function, expressing a strong regional identity which sustained itself for almost 1500 years (Trump, 2010). The development of these unique temple monuments in the 4th millennium BC has traditionally been explained by their isolated island setting (Bonanno et al., 1990; Stoddart et al., 1993; but see Grima, 2002; Robb, 2001). To elaborate this model, recent research under the ERC-funded FRAGSUS project, investigating the fragility and sustainability of the Maltese Islands in prehistory, has formulated the important economic and palaeoenvironmental context for the Temple culture (McLaughlin et al., 2015). Throughout the Late Neolithic period in Malta, ritual architecture was a prominent part of this landscape, with megalithic temple sites placed according to certain geological, hydrological and topographic constraints and overlying pre-existing Early Neolithic settlements. The Temple Period faded away between 2400 and 2300 BC, when the environment became depleted, unstable, and incapable of supporting a large population. The islands subsequently came under the influence of Bronze Age cultures with little perpetuation of megalithic traditions.
In this paper, we provide a summary of recent excavations at Santa Verna, Gozo, which have dated the early beginnings of megalithic architecture on the Maltese Islands and, remarkably, rediscovered the remains of a five-apse megalithic structure equivalent in size and orientation to the nearby UNESCO world heritage site of Ġgantija. We discuss the configuration and chronological development of the Santa Verna megalithic structure, placing the site in the broader context of Neolithic megalithism in Malta and monumentalism in the central Mediterranean. By identifying phases of rebuilding at the site during the 4th millennium BC, we reveal the actions of a society devoted to elaboration and maintenance of ritual architecture. Such activity at megalithic complexes likely enacted social roles that enabled and sustained long-term agricultural productivity and dense human settlement on a fragile and restricted island landscape. The new data from the FRAGSUS project also allow the models of explanation that have been offered for the Maltese Late Neolithic temples to be reconsidered.
Maltese monumentalism in context
The 4th-3rd millennia BC saw the emergence of various ‘monumental’ traditions throughout the central Mediterranean, ranging from megalithic tombs, statue stelae and rock-cut tomb cemeteries (Figure 1). The Maltese megalithic temples stand out as a singular tradition of elaborate and sophisticated monumentalism unparalleled within Europe, reflecting a strong local identity at a time where the archaeological record of the surrounding region was one of much diversity. Contemporary with the above-ground megaliths, the Maltese Islands also saw the development of large complex funerary hypogea, also unparalleled in terms of their spatial complexity and size, with these sites mirroring the stylistic and architectural aspects of the temples. A similar tradition of megalithism and elaborate rock-cut tombs occurred on Sardinia during the 4th-3rd millennia BC (Melis, 2014), but the Sardinian monuments held an exclusively funerary function. A Late Neolithic ziggurat-like structure in northern Sardinia at Monte d’Accoddi dated to the early 4th millennium BC (Melis, 2011) similarly represents a unique form of monument. Other pseudo-megalithic and monumental traditions occurred among Early Bronze Age Castelluccio culture funerary contexts in southeast Sicily during the mid-3rd millennium and into the 2nd millennium BC (Leighton, 1999). In central-southern Italy, large cemeteries of rock-cut tombs associated with the Gaudo (Bailo Modesti and Salerno, 1995, 1998, Holloway, 1976) and Rinaldone groups (Petitti et al., 2003; Silvestrini et al., 2004) demonstrate a similar creation and delineation of ritual space within the landscape, whilst northern Italy saw development of megalithic traditions along the southern margins of the Alps (Baioni and Poggiani-Keller, 2014) and construction of dolmen cemeteries in the Aosta Valley (Poggiani-Keller et al., 2016). Another form of monumentalisation was the erection of anthropomorphic statue stelae, often in groups and found in discrete pockets in northern and southern Italy, central Sardinia and Corsica (Whitehouse, 1992; Robb, 2009; Harris and Hofmann, 2014). The emergence of these individual traditions formed part of a larger pan-regional process that saw the creation of demarcated ritual spaces within the landscape and a break from the nucleated settlement and society of the earlier Neolithic (Dolfini, 2015).	Comment by Anne Teather: As you go on to refer to other stone monuments here, I find it a bit confusing to also have megalithism – is that a sub-set of monumentalism? If so might be a good idea to define this at the beginning of the paper – or simply use the term monuments or megalith/megalithic etc
In contrast to adjacent regions of the central Mediterranean, the Maltese megalithic temple monuments are differentiated by their lack of funerary function and their distinctive plan, which typically consists of a central corridor and adjoining lobed rooms, or ‘apses’. Exterior walls are formed by large megalithic blocks, with more decorative elements carved from the local soft globigerina limestone situated inside. The floors were smooth layers of beaten earth or pounded limestone ‘torba’ founded upon a layer of small stones. Contemporary maquettes and at least one ancient graffito suggests that the structures were originally roofed with ashlar blocks, a spectacular achievement of megalithism, although none of the sites survive to their original height. Excavations at Tas-Silġ on Malta have recovered evidence for roof collapse within the Late Neolithic temple, indicating that some sites may have been capped with wooden and torba structures (Cazzella and Recchia, 2012). There is much variation in size and layout across the 30 or more known temple sites but, in general, the structures are characterised by curved facades, paved forecourts and complex internal spatial divisions, which included thresholds, concealed spaces and changing floor levels that restricted and controlled movement (Malone, 2007). Many temple sites also show evidence for embellishment throughout the long history of their use during the 4th and 3rd millennia BC.
Prior to the emergence of the temples, the Maltese Islands shared cultural ties with neighbouring regions, representing a southernmost extension of Sicilian and south Italian Early Neolithic ceramic styles (Malone, 2003; Robb, 2007). The subsequent development of elaborate art and architecture on the Maltese Islands during the mid-4th millennium BC has been variously argued as reflecting increased isolation and insularity over time (Stoddart et al., 1993; Trump, 1961), cultural “evolution” or ritual amplification (Evans, 1959), or a deliberate attempt to create a unique island identity (Robb, 2001; Grima, 2002). Theoretical models for the emergence and elaboration of megalithism on the islands have previously suggested Late Neolithic Malta was territorially divided, possibly into “chiefdoms” (Renfrew, 1973) or highly competitive social groups (Bonanno et al., 1990), or that the temples formed a stage for social control (Malone et al., 1993). Renfrew’s (1973) conclusions were based on the distribution of major megalithic complexes, but were problematic in that they did not account for all of the temple sites nor their chronology (Grima, 2008). Grima (2008) developed Renfrew’s (1973) territorial model, suggesting the distribution of megalithic complexes was dictated by their positioning around agricultural planes. The recent excavations at Santa Verna temple, plus other settlement and temple sites, re-analysis of burial contexts, palaeoecological and geoarchaeological investigation of the landscape history have together provided much more data for the settlement history and economy of Late Neolithic of Malta, thus allowing us to refine these models for why monumentalism occurred on the islands at such an elaborate scale.
Santa Verna: Site history
The Santa Verna temple is located at the centre of the island of Gozo, on the south-western margin of the Xagħra plateau, beyond the limits of the modern village (Figure 2). The site forms part of a larger megalithic landscape that incorporates the nearby Brochtorff-Xagħra hypogeum and Ġgantija temple, which overlooks the surrounding valleys and sea. The name Santa Verna comes from the reuse of the site as a chapel and small cemetery dedicated to St Verena during the medieval period. Santa Verna was not recorded by the 18th and 19th antiquarians A. A. Caruana and Jean Houël who surveyed the other megalithic sites on the plateau. The site itself had presumably fallen into obscurity until its rediscovery in the early 20th century by Mr. Nicola Said of the then Public Works Department Gozo (Evans, 1971). Subsequent excavations were carried out by Thomas Ashby and Robert Bradley on behalf of the British School at Rome in 1911 (Bradley 1912; Ashby et al. 1913) as part of an expansion of the school’s archaeological remit into other areas of the western Mediterranean (Hodges 2000). A second set of excavations were conducted by David Trump in 1961 (Trump 1961, 1966) as an extension of his landmark excavation campaign at Skorba temple, on the island of Malta.
The 1911 excavations did not fully resolve the layout of the temple, but did uncover and record extensive areas of torba floor and a series of in situ megaliths (Figure 3). This excavation also made use of pioneering stratigraphic excavation methods (McLaughlin et al., 2020, in press), recording a series of overlying deposits in vertical section. Alongside prehistoric remains, the 1911 excavations unearthed disarticulated human remains and primary burials related to the medieval phase of use of the site. The burials were found lying in a supine position and orientated east-west, within a circular stone mound located at the southwest extent of the site. Robert Bradley mistakenly assumed the burials were prehistoric, but acknowledged differences between the burial rites at Santa Verna and those he observed at the Ħal-Saflieni hypogeum (Bradley, 1912). Trump’s 1961 excavation consisted of three test pits situated in the approximate location of the areas marked ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ on the 1911 excavation plan (Figure 3), with the aim of recording the stratigraphic sequence of the site to aid his attempts to refine the Maltese prehistoric cultural sequence. Each test pit recorded a series of layers spanning from the pre-Temple Period Early Neolithic to the successive phases of the Temple Period (Trump 1966). 
2015 excavation
The 2015 excavations at Santa Verna were successful in resolving the plan of the temple structure, which had eluded the previous campaigns, and also identified a series of remodelling events, thus charting the development of the structure over the course of the 4th and 3rd millennia BC (McLaughlin et al., in prep). Prior to excavation, the most visible remains of Santa Verna temple were three large upstanding stones which formed the left façade of the structure, perimeter walls along the north, and a random set of megaliths hidden in undergrowth near the centre of the site (Figure 5a). The discovery of expansive floor surfaces and internal architectural features during the 2015 excavation (Figure 5b), when combined with data from the 1911 and 1961 excavation trenches, further helped to define the internal structure of the site. By considering the position of extant megaliths and structures uncovered during the 2015 excavations, and those recorded in 1911 which no longer survive, it was possible to establish the layout of the Santa Verna temple building.
The 2015 excavation led to the identification of apses and other structural features enabling the reconstruction of Santa Verna, especially the discovery of a largely complete apse wall that conformed in size, orientation and curvature to those at Ġgantija. This also corresponded to the distribution of torba floors recorded in 1911 (Figure 6a). At the centre of the site, a threshold stone was found that established the location and south-eastern orientation of the central corridor, as well as determining the juncture between the outer and inner parts of the temple. Overall, what emerges is a building intermediate in size between the north and south temples at nearby Ġgantija. The Santa Verna temple was also comparable in terms of form and orientation to Ġgantija. An interpretive diagram of the outline of the temple and its internal structural layout is presented in Figure 6b.
Excavated features also pointed to the possible location of internal architectural elements which adhered to generic spatial conventions identified at other Maltese megalithic sites (Malone, 2007). The location of a plaster lined semi-circular feature at the juncture between the central corridor and the outer left apse may represent a socket for the placement of a large vessel. Whilst stone bowls are known from almost all megalithic sites from late Neolithic Malta, such socket-like features are not evident at other temples, but rock-cut parallels are found at the Ħal-Saflieni and nearby Brochtorff-Xagħra Circle funerary hypogea. Like other temple sites in Malta and Gozo, this was found at the left side of the entrance to the building, reinforcing the suggestions of a somatic or cosmological significance to how space was structured (Malone 2007).
At the northern extent of the megaliths, the foundations of the northernmost boundary of the inner right apse was found in the form of a cut feature that corresponded to an arc of now missing megaliths that were planned during the 1911 excavations (Ashby et al., 1913). Further excavation of this feature found that the foundation of the inner right apse wall was cut into a pre-Temple Period Early Neolithic Skorba phase structure. Once again, a combination of the features from the 1911 and 2015 excavations allowed for an outline of the building and its internal layout to be established (Figure 6a;b). Within this right inner apse, the 2015 excavations uncovered a circular feature demarcated by a pronounced ring of hardened earth and limestone fragments cemented to the beaten-earthen floor of the temple. This feature is significant in having a similar size (c. 120cm), form and location as the “fire pit” at Ġgantija’s south temple, further strengthening the parallels between the two structures (Figure 6a, b). The 2015 excavations also uncovered the extent of the central inner apse, which was delimitated by an earthen floor and wall foundations. The floor appears to have been laid immediately after the walls had been rendered with pounded limestone, similar to the outer left apse. A thin fold of this material was preserved and found sandwiched between the wall foundation and the floor surface.
The human burials uncovered during the 1911 excavations, which are now known to be medieval in date, aided in the proposed location and extent of the inner left apse. Although the burial area is now demarcated by a rectangular stone wall and mound, the 1911 site plans (Figure 6a) show that the burial area was circular in shape and corresponded to the likely location of a former temple apse. This suggests that the medieval burials were deliberately placed within the ruins of the megalithic building, specifically in what was originally the inner left apse of the building. A conjectural outline was created on the basis of this hypothesis (Figure 6b). 
The 2015 excavations stopped at the level of the floors of the five-apsed structure. However, by re-excavating the sondages originally dug in 1911 and 1961, the stratigraphy below suggests that this five-apsed phase was the fourth of at least five different phases of the building’s existence. Significantly, the lack of earlier deposits at the western end of the site suggests that the temple was expanded from a three-apsed structure to a five-apsed structure around 3300 BC. The earlier temple building was built in the ‘Żebbuġ’ Temple Period sub-phase, around 3700 BC, about 100 years after the introduction of the material culture that can be distinctly associated with this period. The full stratigraphic details of this sequence, and associated Bayesian analysis of the radiocarbon data, is being published in an open-access monograph also containing the results of other FRAGSUS project excavations in Malta and Gozo (McLaughlin et al., in prep). 
Santa Verna, Malta and the Mediterranean
As the first extensive exploration of an above-ground megalithic site in the Maltese islands for 50 years, the excavations at Santa Verna add significant new insights into how the creation and maintenance of ritual space was central to how agricultural societies managed to flourish in the exposed, eroding and spatially limited Maltese Islands. The end of the Temple Period in the 24th century BC in Malta has traditionally been suggested as representing a total collapse (Trump, 2010) or social, economic and ritual failure (Malone and Stoddart, 2013), although the FRAGSUS project has since nuanced this view by showing that the period was one of increasing landscape instability and gradual cultural change. Geoarchaeological and palynological research has indicated that the landscape of Temple Period Malta was denuded of much of its vegetation (Carroll et al., 2002) but, despite this, environmental and economic stability was achieved by human augmentation of fragile soils (French et al., 2018). Land management and soil improvement strategies meant that the Late Neolithic inhabitants of the Maltese Islands lived in a delicate equilibrium with their landscape and engaged in a regimen where labour and the continued investment of resources was required to maintain productivity. Sustaining life on this rocky island environment also required strategic exploitation of limited resources. Faunal studies from Santa Verna, alongside those from the Brochtorff-Xagħra hypogeum and the nearby settlement sites of Taċ-Ċawla and In-Nuffara, all show reliance on sheep/goat over cattle and pig throughout Maltese prehistory, suggesting that herds that place less strain on water and fodder supplies were an ecological requirement (Malone et al., 2019). The location of temple sites over springs and in association with water sources (Ruffell et al., 2018) point toward a society that placed great importance on vital resources, and they were monumentalized and celebrated during specific phases of the agricultural year (Barratt et al. 2018). Within this emerging palaeoenvironmental and palaeoeconomical picture, Malone et al. (2019) have formulated an alternative economic model of the Temple period that placed less emphasis on religion and instead viewed the temples as centres of food storage, preparation and consumption. Internal architectural elements, such as large stone bowls, shelves and hearths, may also have held significant practical or symbolic roles in the distribution and consumption of food (Malone, 2007; Malone et al., 2019). Indeed, we consider that this model fits well with the distinctiveness of the Maltese temples in their wider Mediterranean and European context, suggesting that Maltese monumentalism developed out of the exceptional social and economic constraints of their restricted island setting.
	The remodelling and maintenance of ritual architecture was also central to Maltese Late Neolithic society, mirroring the careful maintenance and management of the landscape. Similar processes of remodelling and maintenance of ritual space, and manipulation of human remains, were also undertaken at the Brochtorff-Xagħra hypogeum (Stoddart et al., 2009). The discovery of finely sculpted architectural details, such as the threshold stone, with its parabolic curve, and the similarities in layout between Santa Verna and Ġgantija, demonstrate adherence to generic spatial and architectural conventions (see Malone 2007), and also some similarities between structures within the individual Temple ‘clusters’ defined by Renfrew (1973).
That Santa Verna was founded upon Early Neolithic structures and pre-Temple deposits has confirmed Trump’s (1966) model of village-to-ritual monumentalisation, as first identified during his excavations at Skorba temple. This highlights the importance and symbolism of places in the landscape, but also reflects the more practical point that prime agricultural land was of high value and that temples were strategically associated with such localities (Grima, 2008). The enduring nature of these monuments in the landscape speaks to their timeless importance, as exemplified at Santa Verna by the site’s re-use during medieval times as a cemetery and, according to local accounts, a place of worship. Incorporation of Neolithic megalithic structures into later architecture is apparent at other Maltese sites, as evidenced by the Early Bronze Age occupation at the Brochtorff-Xagħra hypogeum (Cutjar et al., 2009), and the Skorba and Tarxien temples (Zammit, 1930; Trump, 1966), whilst the temples at Tas-Silġ (Cazzella and Recchia, 2012) and Buġibba (Trump, 2010) show the adoption of Neolithic temples into classical and modern structures, demonstrating a continued reverence of megalithic architecture and the sites upon which the temples were built. 
Conclusion
From a methodological perspective, the excavation of Santa Verna temple raises a number of points. Firstly, there is much to be gained from the excavation of megalithic sites that have previously been investigated. Such approaches afford reassessment of stratigraphies that have already been disturbed, and enable the retrieval of samples for radiocarbon dating and environmental archaeology with a bare minimum of disruption to the archaeological integrity of the site. Secondly, the reassessment of excavation records is invaluable in our attempts of architectural reconstruction, and if incorporated into modern research environments, such as computerized GIS, can provide vital details that can be used in modern analyses. Lastly, the FRAGSUS project demonstrates the importance of considering the broader economic, environmental and settlement context of monumentalism. The wider settlement and environmental context of ritual sites is all too often overlooked in archaeology. In contrast, the FRAGSUS project has started to show how the various models of ritual function of the Maltese megaliths can be augmented by complementary geoarchaeological, zooarchaeological, archaeobotanical and palaeoecological data on economy and land use. Only by engaging with integrated research across the natural sciences, can archaeology hope to develop useful models of what these megalithic structures actually meant to the societies and individuals who invested so much into their construction and maintenance. 
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List of figure captions
Figure 1 – Distribution of monumental traditions of the Late Neolithic and Copper Age (4th-3rd millennia BC) in the central Mediterranean. White) Megalithic tombs, Blue) Statue stelae, Red) Rock-cut tombs, Green) Maltese Temples.
Figure 2 – Map of the Maltese Islands showing location of sites mentioned in the text.
Figure 3 – 1911 excavation map (Ashby et al. 1911).
Figure 4 – Photograph of Santa Verna prior to excavation, showing the site engulfed by vegetation.
Figure 5 – Plan of Santa Verna showing A) site as it was on discovery, B) 2015 excavation features.
Figure 6 – Plan of Santa Verna showing A) 2015 excavations overlain on 1911 excavation features, B) Hypothetical layout of the 5 apse Temple.
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