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The central Mediterranean today marks one of the most active and dangerous routes for 
sea crossings to Europe, due in no small part to border regimes designed to prevent the 
mobilities that have defined these waters from earliest antiquity. This article considers 
initial results of fieldwork undertaken to document and make visible the material culture 
of contemporary vessels used to carry forced and undocumented migrants to southeast 
Sicily over the past decade. These former fishing craft reveal structural and spatial adapta-
tions to facilitate a different traffic, reflected also in items left behind when the boats were 
intercepted. Archaeology helps to embed these journeys within long-term frameworks 
of connectivity and to situate their ephemeral traces alongside more traditional notions 
of Mediterranean maritime heritage. In a region that celebrates its deep connections to 
the sea, care for the materiality of these contemporary mobilities foregrounds human 
experiences, while serving goals of advocacy, empowerment, and social justice amid 
global change.1

introduction
Since 2013, the Marzamemi Maritime Heritage Project (MMHP) has un-

dertaken collaborative excavation, survey, and heritage management initia-
tives focusing on the maritime landscape and seaborne communication along 
southeast Sicily, Italy.2 Through survey and excavation of the sixth-century 
CE shipwreck at Marzamemi (2013–19), the project considered the Late 
Antique transformation of economic, political, social, and religious links vis-
ible at this intersection of the Mediterranean. Scientific studies of ships and 
shipwrecks have for six decades provided a path toward exploration of the 

1 We are grateful to many individuals and institutions who encouraged us to pursue a 
project outside traditional disciplinary boundaries, especially Richard Leventhal and Bri-
an Daniels of the Penn Cultural Heritage Center. Support has been provided, within the 
framework of the Marzamemi Maritime Heritage Project (MMHP) more generally (see 
Leidwanger et al. 2021a, n. 1), by Brock University, Stanford University, and Suor Orsola 
Benincasa University of Naples, as well as the Canada Foundation for Innovation, On-
tario Research Fund, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 
For permission to record the boats in 2019 and discussion about their arrival in Pozzallo 
we thank Major Salvatore Caltagirone and Giuseppe Savasta. Logistical assistance from 
Matteo Azarro, Nicola Scotto di Carlo, and Rachel Stark benefited the work, as did work 
by students Fahdah Al Subayhin, Kelly Dunn, Paul Gorka, Liz Hoffer, Omar Khoury, Ol-
ivia Tucker, and Sophia Zamoyski. The AJA Editors-in-Chief Emma Blake and Rob Schon 
and anonymous reviewers provided invaluable feedback, as did audiences at the Archaeo-
logical Institute of America, Bishop’s University, Stanford University, University of Penn-
sylvania, University of Toronto, and Western University. Images courtesy MMHP or the 
authors unless otherwise noted.

2 See Leidwanger et al. 2021a; 2021b.
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