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Abstract: An archaeometallurgical characterization of two iron smelting tap slags recovered from the early
medieval site of Ponte di Val Gabbia I (Brescia, northern Italy) was performed. The main goal was to
infer from the slags the working conditions of the ancient bloomery furnace in terms of temperature and
oxygen chemical potential. The petrology of both slags was investigated by light optical microscopy and
scanning electron microscopy, while their chemical compositions were measured via scanning electron
microscopy coupled with X-ray dispersive spectroscopy. High-resolution Raman micro-spectrometry was
used to confirm the identification of the mineralogical phases. The software Rhyolite-MELTS was used to
compute the liquidus temperatures of the two slags, which were found to be 1120 ◦C and 1146 ◦C. These
temperatures approximate the working temperature of the bloomery furnace. A thermodynamic-based
approach was adopted to estimate the redox conditions of the reducing atmosphere of the smelting furnace,
revealing that the two slags formed in different redox environments. Specifically, the resulting oxygen
chemical potentials were−382.61 kJ/mol and−243.80 kJ/mol at the liquidus temperatures of 1120 ◦C
and 1146 ◦C, respectively.
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1. Introduction

The physico-chemical analysis of ancient smelting by-products, i.e., pyrometallur-
gical slags, plays a crucial role in the smelting process reconstruction providing for the
scarcity of historical written sources [1,2]. In particular, the chemical and mineralogical
characterization of slags is a powerful tool for estimating key parameters of ancient iron
and steel-making technology, such as temperature, oxygen fugacity of the reducing at-
mosphere, slag viscosity, and cooling rate. These parameters are intimately related to
the efficiency of the reduction process and can give insight into the evolution of ancient
technology [3,4]. It is worth mentioning that in Europe, starting from the first millennium
BC until the 13th century AD, iron was exclusively produced by a one-step solid-state
process (i.e., performed below the iron melting temperature at ~1200 ◦C) called the “direct”
method [5]. The reduction of iron ores was carried out inside the “bloomery” furnace by
the chemical reaction between iron ore and carbon monoxide gas (namely, the reducing
agent) which is generated during charcoal combustion [6]. The iron ores charged in the
bloomery hearth were generally a mixture of iron compounds and siliceous gangue, in-
corporating many oxides such as CaO, MgO, Al2O3, MnO, and P2O5. The slag formation
was promoted by the chemical interaction between iron oxides and gangue constituents.
During the smelting process, the fluid slag incorporates and shields from reoxidation the
reduced iron particles which coalesce together, consolidating at the bottom of the furnace
into a spongy iron mass, named “bloom” [5]. In recent years, archaeometallurgists have
adopted many approaches to extract the above-mentioned technological information from
ancient pyrometallurgical slags. Namely, the smelting temperature is usually estimated by
projecting the slag bulk chemical composition on chemistry and mineralogy-based phase
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diagrams [7–9]. Moreover, geothermometers and software for thermodynamic modeling,
such as Rhyolite–MELTS, have proven to be useful and promising tools for high-resolution
slag crystallization temperature reconstruction [10–14]. On the other hand, the smelting
redox conditions were often inferred from the assemblage of slag mineralogical phases, us-
ing as references the oxygen buffer curves (e.g., Quartz–Fayalite–Magnetite oxygen buffer)
in the oxygen fugacity-temperature space [15,16]. However, because equilibrium is rarely
attained, it was suggested that a reliable proxy for oxygen fugacity is the iron oxidation
state in slags, which can be expressed as the ferric/ferrous ratio (Fe3+/Fe2+) [17,18]. This
redox-sensitive ratio is usually measured by Mössbauer spectroscopy, XANES spectroscopy,
and redox titration (i.e., “wet chemistry”) [19,20]. In crystalline slag samples, the quantifi-
cation of iron-bearing phases, such as fayalite (Fe2SiO4) and magnetite (Fe3O4), allows an
approximate estimation of the bulk ferric/ferrous ratio. Considering this framework, the
present study concerns an archaeometallurgical characterization of two tap slags retrieved
in the early medieval site of Ponte di Val Gabbia I (Brescia, northern Italy), hereafter referred
to as PVGI (Figure 1).
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By contrast, the finding of a pig iron block and the archaeometallurgical investigation of 
a miner’s chisel indicated that in the PVGIII site iron was possibly produced by cast iron 
decarburation via the indirect iron-making method [22–24]. As a consequence, it was 

Figure 1. Geographical location of Ponte di Val Gabbia I archaeometallurgical context.

The slags are now kept at the Ethnographic Museum of Iron in Bienno (Brescia,
Northern Italy). The site of PVGI was dated to the Lombard Period (6th–7th centuries
AD). It is situated near two other ancient metallurgical sites, i.e., Ponte di Val Gabbia II
(PVGII) and Ponte di Val Gabbia III (PVGIII), which were operating during the Lombard
Period (6th–7th centuries AD) and the Late Roman Imperial Period (5th–6th centuries AD),
respectively [21]. The iron ore (manganese-rich hematite and goethite) reduced in these sites
was exploited in the nearby mine of Piazzalunga [21]. Previous research works have pointed
out the technological diversity of PVGI-II and PVGIII sites [21–23]. In particular, Cucini and
Tizzoni [21] hypothesized that only the direct process was practiced in PVGI-II sites [21].
By contrast, the finding of a pig iron block and the archaeometallurgical investigation
of a miner’s chisel indicated that in the PVGIII site iron was possibly produced by cast
iron decarburation via the indirect iron-making method [22–24]. As a consequence, it
was emphasized that the PVGIII context could backdate the transition from the direct to
indirect process in Europe, which is usually dated to about the 13th century. At present,
the driving factors of the technological differentiation of PVGI-II and PVGIII sites remain
not completely understood, even if they are possibly linked to the local socio-economical
changes that occurred in this region between Late Antiquity and the Early Medieval
Period [21]. Against this background, the main goal of this study is to provide novel
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information which can be useful for unraveling the iron-making technology evolution and
differentiation in the complex archaeometallurgical context of Ponte di Val Gabbia.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Slags

Two tapped slags (hereafter referred to as slags A and B) retrieved in the early medieval
ironworking site of PVGI were analyzed in this study (Figure 2). These smelting slags were
withdrawn from the bloomery furnace through a tap hole positioned near its base and
possibly collected in a small pool excavated in the ground in front of the hearth.
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(c,d) front and rear sides of slag B.

2.2. Preliminary Description and Macro-Observations

Slags A and B were characterized by evaluating their outward appearance and external
features such as surface morphology and colors. Both slags exhibit distinct flowing textures,
especially on their front side (Figure 2a,c). In addition, slag A is characterized by a blistered
surface with a higher porosity than slag B, which, in turn, appears more massive. On
the rear side of both slags, some imprints of the ground substrate irregularities (possibly
due to charcoal fragments and gravels) were observed (Figure 2b,d). Slag A is marked
by a peculiar cylindrical shape with a hollow central channel. The formation mechanism
of this tubular morphology probably relies on the multiple overlapping of slag waves
flowing outside the furnace onto the sloping ground [21]. Both slags are characterized
by dark grey-colored surfaces with reddish oxidation products (iron hydroxides) due to
weathering. Moreover, slag A and B are magnetic, possibly due to the presence of iron
particles and/or magnetite [1]. Considering their macroscopic features, both slags belong
to type H according to the typological classification scheme suggested by Cucini and
Tizzoni [21]. This slag class embraces most of the tap slags retrieved at the PVGI site that
are primarily distinguished by their flowing texture and dense appearance with limited
porosity, and occasionally exhibit a tubular shape [21].

2.3. Experimental Methods

Two representative samples were taken from slag A and B, mounted in epoxy resin,
and prepared following a standard metallographic procedure. The samples were ground
with SiC paper (grade 1200) and polished with polycrystalline diamond suspensions (3 µm
and 1 µm). The mineralogical and microtextural characterization of both slag samples was
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performed by light optical (Leica DMI 5000M, Wetzlar, Germany) and scanning electron
microscopy (LEO EVO 40 XVP, Carl Zeiss AG, Milan, Italy) in backscattering mode (BSE).
The volume fraction of each mineralogical phase was quantified by the software ImageJ [25]. The
bulk chemical composition of the slag samples and the chemistry of each mineralogical phase
were analyzed with an energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy microprobe (Link Pentafet Oxford
mod 7060, Oxford Instruments, Wiesbaden, Germany) integrated with the scanning electron
microscope. All the chemical compositional data were expressed by the following stoichiometric
oxides: Na2O, MgO, Al2O3, SiO2, K2O, CaO, TiO2, MnO, FeO, BaO, and P2O5. To confirm the
identification of the mineralogical phases, slag samples were investigated with a high-resolution
Raman micro-spectrometer (Labram HR-800, Horiba Jobin-Yvon, Edison, NJ, USA) equipped
with a He−Ne laser source (λ = 632.8 nm) operating at a power of 5 mW. The laser source was
focused on a spot with a diameter of ~2 µm, and the exiting light was collected using a
50× microscope objective (Numerical Aperture: 0.5). All the Raman spectra were acquired
with a 1 cm−1 resolution. The acquisition time was 30 s. Rhyolite–MELTS v.1.0.2 software
package was used to compute the liquidus temperatures of the slags, starting from the slag
bulk chemical composition [12,26].

2.4. Thermodynamic Modeling

The redox formation conditions of the analyzed slags were estimated in terms of
oxygen chemical potential (µO2) of the gas atmosphere in equilibrium with the liquid
slag, as a function of the chemical activities of ferric and ferrous iron oxides (referred to
as a(FeO1.5) and a(FeO), respectively) and temperature (T, expressed in kelvin), at a fixed
pressure of 1 bar (0.1 MPa). To this aim, the following chemical equilibria were considered
(Equations (1) and (2)):

[Fe] + 0.5 O2 (g) = (FeO), (1)

(FeO) + 0.25 O2 (g) = (FeO1.5). (2)

Equation (1) is suitable for describing the iron smelting slags coexisting with metallic
iron in a strongly reducing environment, while Equation (2) permits to model the slags in
more oxidizing conditions when the ferric iron content cannot be neglected. The standard
Gibbs free energy changes (∆G1

◦) and the equilibrium constants (K1) of Equation (1) were
calculated from Barin’s thermochemical data [27] (Equations (3) and (4)):

∆G1
◦ = ∆H1

◦ − T∆S1
◦ = 0.06T − 269.39 (kJ/mol), (3)

K1 = exp(−∆G1
◦/RT) = a(FeO)/[a[Fe] (pO2)0.5] = exp[(269.39 − 0.06T)/RT]. (4)

The standard Gibbs free energy change (∆G2
◦) and the equilibrium constant (K2) of

Equation (2) were computed according to Ban-Ya [28] (Equations (5) and (6)):

∆G2
◦ = ∆H2

◦ − T∆S2
◦ = 0.05T − 126.82 (kJ/mol), (5)

K2 = exp(−∆G2
◦/RT) = a(FeO1.5)/[a(FeO) (pO2)0.25] = exp[(126.82 − 0.05T)/RT]. (6)

Rearranging Equation (4), the oxygen chemical potential can be expressed by Equation (7):

µO2 (a(FeO), T) = RT lnpO2 = 2RT ln(a(FeO)/K1) (kJ/mol). (7)

According to Equation (6), the oxygen chemical potential can be expressed as follows
(Equation (8)):

µO2 (a(FeO)/a(FeO1.5), T) = RT lnpO2 = (RT/0.25) [ln(a(FeO)/a(FeO1.5)) + 126.82 − (0.05/R)] (kJ/mol). (8)

The chemical activities of ferric and ferrous iron oxides in the slags were approxi-
mately estimated following the quadratic regular solution model proposed by Ban-Ya [28]
(Equations (9) and (10)):

ai = fi xi, (9)
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fi = exp{[∑j αijx2
j + ∑j∑k (αij + αik − αjk)xjxk]/(RT)}, (10)

where ai, fi, xi, and αij are the chemical activity, activity coefficient, molar fraction of the ith

oxide, and the interaction energy between the ith and jth cations, respectively. The values of
the interaction energies are shown in Table 1 [28].

Table 1. Interaction energies (αij, in J/mol) between the major cations of iron smelting slags
(adapted from [28]).

j
i

Fe2+ Fe3+ Mn2+ Ca2+ Mg2+ Si4+ Al3+

Fe2+ – −18,660 +7110 −31,380 +33,470 −41,840 −41,000
Fe3+ −18,660 – −56,480 −95,810 −2930 +32,640 −161,080

Mn2+ +7110 −56,480 – −92,050 +61,920 −75,310 −83,680
Ca2+ −31,380 −95,810 −92,050 – −100,420 −133,890 −154,810
Mg2+ +33,470 −2930 +61,920 −100,420 – −66,940 −71,130
Si4+ −41,840 +32,640 −75,310 −133,890 −66,940 – −127,610
Al3+ −41,000 −161,080 −83,680 −154,810 −71,130 −127,610 –

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Petrological Study

The micro-textural features and the mineralogical phase assemblages of slags A
and B were investigated by light optical microscopy and scanning electron microscopy
in BSE mode. Slag A consists of elongated olivine with dendrites of wüstite and fine-
scale intergrowths of leucite (KAlSi2O6) and second-generation olivine (Figure 3a,b). It
was observed that small droplet-shaped particles (~0.5 µm up to ~2 µm in size), which
can be identified as wüstite micro-crystals, were exsolved from leucite anhedral grains
forming cotectic intergrowths [29] (Figure 3c). Intergrowing olivine and leucite with ex-
solved wüstite were solidified from the residual liquid after the crystallization of the
olivine primary phase. The leucite precipitation was driven by the potassium and alu-
minum enrichments in the residual melt, due to the incompatible behavior of these two
elements with the olivine and wüstite crystals [2,30]. The crystallization sequence is:
olivine I → wüstite I → (leucite + wüstite II) + olivine II. The volume fractions of each
mineralogical phase were estimated by Image Analysis via ImageJ software analyzing
micrographs (500×magnification) of five different zones. The resulting volume fractions
of wüstite, olivine, and leucite were approximately 75%, 10%, and 15%, respectively.
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Slag B is characterized by chain and skeletal-shaped olivine laths with magnetite
and/or wüstite sub-micrometer exsolutions embedded in a vitreous interstitial phase,
which corresponds to the residual melt (Figure 4a). The outer zone of the slag section is
marked by a layer that is mainly constituted by magnetite and/or wüstite (Figure 4b). The
magnetite/wüstite skin at the slag external border has a thickness of ~25 µm and can be
originated by oxidation during the slag cooling outside the smelting furnace [32]. Crystals
with cruciform habit intergrowing with skeletal spinifex olivine were observed (Figure 4c).
The peculiar shape of these crystals suggests that they probably consist of magnetite [33–35].
In addition, the presence of magnetite is consistent with the magnetism of slag B. It is worth
noting that the presence of magnetite in bloomery slags is rather unusual, indicating a
redox formation condition of slag B more oxidizing that those usually reported for the
direct iron smelting process [36]. The mineralogical phase morphology is compatible with
a high degree of undercooling [16,37]. The sequence of crystallization is: olivine→ wüstite
+ magnetite→ glass. The volume percentages of olivine, wüstite/magnetite, and glass
estimated by analyzing micrographs (500× magnification) of five different zones with
ImageJ were 73%, 6%, and 21%, respectively.

Metals 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 16 
 

 

 
Figure 4. Microstructural features of slag B. (a,b) Light optical micrographs (500× magnification). (c) 
Scanning electron micrograph in BSE mode (approximately 2000× magnification). Ol: Olivine, Wu: 
Wüstite, Mag: Magnetite, Gl: Glass (abbreviations after [31]). 

3.2. SEM/EDS Analyses 
The bulk chemistry and average chemical composition of each mineralogical phase 

of slags A and B were obtained via SEM/EDS analysis (Table 2). The Fe-rich olivine phase 
of both slag A and B is characterized by a high manganese oxide content (up to 10.42 wt% 
and 8.36 wt%, respectively). The olivine phases of slag A and B are solid solutions of fay-
alite (Fa: Fe2SiO4) and tephroite (Tep: Mn2SiO4) end-members. Their composition can be 
expressed as Fa84–87Tep13–16 and Fa87–90Tep10–13, respectively. A significant quantity of man-
ganese oxide (up to 3.42 wt%) was also detected in the wüstite phase of slag A. The high 
amount of manganese oxide was probably derived from the manganiferous gangue asso-
ciated with iron ore which was exploited at the Piazzalunga mine [21,38]. The iron oxide 
detected in the leucite phase (KAlSi2O6) is due to the presence of wüstite micro-crystals in 
the areas analyzed by SEM/EDS. The interstitial glass phase of slag B is highly enriched in 
Al2O3 (up to 15.76 wt%), K2O (up to 7.05 wt%), and CaO (up to 5.02 wt%), and depleted in 
MnO and FeO compared to olivine. In addition, the glass phase of slag B incorporates 
small amounts of Na2O (up to 1.80 wt%), TiO2 (up to 1.32 wt%), and BaO (up to 2.42 wt%). 

  

Figure 4. Cont.



Metals 2023, 13, 984 7 of 15

Metals 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 16 
 

 

 
Figure 4. Microstructural features of slag B. (a,b) Light optical micrographs (500× magnification). (c) 
Scanning electron micrograph in BSE mode (approximately 2000× magnification). Ol: Olivine, Wu: 
Wüstite, Mag: Magnetite, Gl: Glass (abbreviations after [31]). 

3.2. SEM/EDS Analyses 
The bulk chemistry and average chemical composition of each mineralogical phase 

of slags A and B were obtained via SEM/EDS analysis (Table 2). The Fe-rich olivine phase 
of both slag A and B is characterized by a high manganese oxide content (up to 10.42 wt% 
and 8.36 wt%, respectively). The olivine phases of slag A and B are solid solutions of fay-
alite (Fa: Fe2SiO4) and tephroite (Tep: Mn2SiO4) end-members. Their composition can be 
expressed as Fa84–87Tep13–16 and Fa87–90Tep10–13, respectively. A significant quantity of man-
ganese oxide (up to 3.42 wt%) was also detected in the wüstite phase of slag A. The high 
amount of manganese oxide was probably derived from the manganiferous gangue asso-
ciated with iron ore which was exploited at the Piazzalunga mine [21,38]. The iron oxide 
detected in the leucite phase (KAlSi2O6) is due to the presence of wüstite micro-crystals in 
the areas analyzed by SEM/EDS. The interstitial glass phase of slag B is highly enriched in 
Al2O3 (up to 15.76 wt%), K2O (up to 7.05 wt%), and CaO (up to 5.02 wt%), and depleted in 
MnO and FeO compared to olivine. In addition, the glass phase of slag B incorporates 
small amounts of Na2O (up to 1.80 wt%), TiO2 (up to 1.32 wt%), and BaO (up to 2.42 wt%). 

  

Figure 4. Microstructural features of slag B. (a,b) Light optical micrographs (500× magnification).
(c) Scanning electron micrograph in BSE mode (approximately 2000× magnification). Ol: Olivine,
Wu: Wüstite, Mag: Magnetite, Gl: Glass (abbreviations after [31]).

3.2. SEM/EDS Analyses

The bulk chemistry and average chemical composition of each mineralogical phase of
slags A and B were obtained via SEM/EDS analysis (Table 2). The Fe-rich olivine phase of
both slag A and B is characterized by a high manganese oxide content (up to 10.42 wt% and
8.36 wt%, respectively). The olivine phases of slag A and B are solid solutions of fayalite (Fa:
Fe2SiO4) and tephroite (Tep: Mn2SiO4) end-members. Their composition can be expressed
as Fa84–87Tep13–16 and Fa87–90Tep10–13, respectively. A significant quantity of manganese
oxide (up to 3.42 wt%) was also detected in the wüstite phase of slag A. The high amount
of manganese oxide was probably derived from the manganiferous gangue associated with
iron ore which was exploited at the Piazzalunga mine [21,38]. The iron oxide detected in
the leucite phase (KAlSi2O6) is due to the presence of wüstite micro-crystals in the areas
analyzed by SEM/EDS. The interstitial glass phase of slag B is highly enriched in Al2O3
(up to 15.76 wt%), K2O (up to 7.05 wt%), and CaO (up to 5.02 wt%), and depleted in MnO
and FeO compared to olivine. In addition, the glass phase of slag B incorporates small
amounts of Na2O (up to 1.80 wt%), TiO2 (up to 1.32 wt%), and BaO (up to 2.42 wt%).

Table 2. Bulk chemistry and average chemical composition (wt%) of each mineralogical phase
measured by SEM/EDS (n = number of analyses, b.d.l. = below detection limit).

Phase Bulk Olivine Wüstite Leucite Bulk Olivine Glass Magnetite/Wüstite

slag A A A A B B B B
n= 1 6 6 6 1 5 5 2

Na2O 0.17 b.d.l. b.d.l. b.d.l. b.d.l. b.d.l. 0.97 b.d.l.
MgO 0.08 0.16 b.d.l. b.d.l. 0.12 0.08 b.d.l. b.d.l.
Al2O3 4.05 0.11 0.56 21.70 3.39 1.46 12.52 4.14
SiO2 36.31 34.60 2.71 52.06 34.03 34.53 49.15 9.68
K2O 1.60 b.d.l. 0.38 14.49 2.21 0.49 5.43 0.64
CaO 0.97 b.d.l. 0.15 b.d.l. 0.01 0.18 3.49 b.d.l.
TiO2 0.07 b.d.l. 0.13 0.84 0.14 b.d.l. 0.54 b.d.l.
MnO 5.96 9.65 3.15 0.34 7.60 7.57 2.17 2.30
FeO 50.47 55.48 92.93 9.86 52.38 55.64 24.79 83.26
BaO 0.11 b.d.l. b.d.l. 0.71 0.27 b.d.l. 0.95 b.d.l.

3.3. Micro-Raman Spectroscopy

The micro-Raman spectroscopy analysis of slag A verified the olivine phase identifi-
cation and enhanced its characterization. In the Raman spectrum shown in Figure 5a, the
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cation and enhanced its characterization. In the Raman spectrum shown in Figure 5a, the 
peaks positioned at 234, 281, 380, 807 (ϰ2), and 834 (ϰ1) cm−1 can be attributed to olivine, 
according to the published literature [39]. The two intense lines ϰ1 and ϰ2 are usually con-
sidered the main Raman features of olivine group members corresponding to Si–O asym-
metric and symmetric stretching bands, respectively [39]. As reported by Mouri et al. [39], 
the parameter ω (= ϰ 1 − ϰ 2) is influenced by the olivine chemical composition. The ω value 
of the analyzed olivine phase is equal to 27 cm−1. This result is compatible with fayalite-
tephroite solid solutions in accordance with the olivine chemical composition measured 
by SEM/EDS [39]. The micro-Raman investigation did not succeed in the identification 
and proper characterization of the wüstite phase of slag A. In fact, the lines at 215, 273, 
and 385 cm−1 match with hematite (Figure 5b) [40]. However, these bands are probably 
due to the laser-induced oxidation of wüstite to hematite [40–42]. On the other hand, the 
Raman peak at 585 cm−1 can be assigned to wüstite or hematite (Figure 5b) [42,43]. The 
presence of leucite in slag A was proven by the Raman peak located at 495 cm−1 (Figure 
5c) [44–46]. Regarding slag B, the olivine identification was confirmed by the Raman peaks 
at 234, 282, 808 (ϰ2), and 833 (ϰ1) cm−1 (Figure 6a). The parameter ω (= ϰ 1 − ϰ 2) is equal to 
25 cm−1 and is consistent with the ω value computed for the olivine phase of slag A. The 
Raman spectrum of the cruciform crystals intergrowing with skeletal olivine is reported 
in Figure 6b. The peak at 667 cm−1 can be assigned to magnetite, based on the published 
literature [32]. However, it cannot be excluded that magnetite was generated through la-
ser-induced oxidation of wüstite. Therefore, this result should be treated with caution. 
The doublet at 815 and 838 cm−1 is due to the presence of olivine in the analyzed area 
(Figure 6b). The oxidation effect caused by the laser prevented a proper characterization 
of the outer iron oxide skin of slag B. In fact, the hematite peaks at 212, 275, and 387 cm−1 
are probably due to the oxidation of wüstite and/or magnetite [40–42] (Figure 6c). In ad-
dition, the interpretation of the peak positioned at 595 cm−1 is rather controversial because 
it can be attributed to both wüstite and hematite (Figure 6c) [40,47]. The micro-Raman 
investigation of the interstitial glass phase of slag B was not feasible due to the weak in-
tensity of its Raman spectrum which was covered by the adjacent olivine signal. 
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3.4. Smelting Temperature

To investigate the minimal temperature reached during the direct iron smelting process,
the liquidus temperatures of both slags were evaluated by adopting two different strategies:
phase diagram and Rhyolite-MELTS software. For this purpose, the FeO–SiO2–MnO ternary
system was selected as it encompasses 94 wt% and 93 wt% of the bulk chemical composition
of slags A and B, respectively (Table 2). Minor oxides were included in the analysis based
on their chemical compatibility with the three main compounds. In particular, basic oxides
(CaO, MgO, Na2O, K2O, CuO, and BaO) were combined with FeO, while acid oxides (Al2O3
and P2O5) were added to SiO2. In the ternary phase diagram reported in Figure 7, slags A
falls into the fayalite–tephroite solid solution primary field with a liquidus temperature
of ~1250 ◦C. On the other hand, slag B belongs to the tridymite primary field, exhibiting
a crystallization temperature of ~1300 ◦C (Figure 7). For comparison, the bulk chemistry
data of other bloomery slags from the PVGI, PVGII, and PVGIII sites, previously published
by Cucini and Tizzoni [21] (Table 3), were plotted on the same ternary system (Figure 7).
Table 3 includes both tap (T) and furnace (F) slags. In particular, tap slag class (T) includes
the slags that flowed outside the furnace through a tap hole positioned at the bottom of
the bloomery hearth. On the other hand, furnace slag type (F) refers to the slags that are
retained inside the hearth and likely derived from the final charges of the furnace before
the end of the process [21]. It is worth mentioning that furnace slags are usually highly
porous, embedding charcoal fragments and eventually partially reduced ore [21]. The
three slag groups greatly overlap each other in the phase diagram and are positioned
in the fayalite–tephroite solid solution, manganiferous wüstite, and tridymite primary
fields. The liquidus temperatures of PVGI, PVGII, and PVGIII slags vary approximately
within the ranges 1200–1400 ◦C, 1200–1250 ◦C, and 1200–1350 ◦C. Remarkably, the liquidus
temperatures of slags A and B exhibit a high degree of compatibility with those of the other
previously analyzed bloomery slags from the PVGI site (Figure 7).
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system (readapted from [48]) in terms of (FeO + CaO + MgO + Na2O + K2O + CuO + BaO) − (SiO2

+ Al2O3 + P2O5) − MnO in equilibrium with metallic iron (W = FeO, M = MnO, S = SiO2, and
ss = solid solution).

Table 3. Bulk chemistry data (wt%) of bloomery slags recovered from PVGI, PVGII, and PVGIII sites
(compositional data taken from [14]) and liquidus temperatures (◦C) computed with the Rhyolite-
MELTS software (T = tap slags; F = furnace slags).

Slag Type Site MgO Al2O3 SiO2 CaO MnO FeO P2O5
MELTS Liquidus
Temperature (◦C)

B, 12 T PVGI 0.63 0.01 31.37 0.03 9.22 58.57 0.17 1128
B, 6 T PVGI 0.54 0.01 29.98 0.04 8.61 60.70 0.12 1144

A, 10 T PVGI 0.68 0.01 43.41 0.15 10.76 44.92 0.06 1207
SP. T PVGI 0.45 2.06 32.96 1.30 8.14 55.04 0.05 1110

P, 5 T PVGII 0.43 1.28 38.85 0.21 6.74 52.29 0.20 1180
P, 5 F PVGII 0.40 1.32 27.93 0.26 8.25 61.53 0.32 1157
P, 6 F PVGII 0.42 1.21 25.02 0.35 10.41 62.41 0.17 1181

U, 16 T PVGII 0.42 2.78 36.05 0.46 9.86 50.32 0.11 1093
P, 6 T PVGII 0.60 1.97 25.66 0.68 9.52 61.38 0.19 1167

L1, 25 T PVGIII 0.99 3.57 24.09 2.08 9.73 58.86 0.68 –
A1, 3 F PVGIII 2.65 4.19 19.59 11.71 9.13 52.73 0.00 1160
I1, 23 T PVGIII 0.76 3.53 31.09 0.25 5.84 58.51 0.00 1167
E1, 11 T PVGIII 1.93 3.20 23.16 6.14 7.38 57.30 0.89 1219
C1, 6 F PVGIII 0.18 3.98 21.84 3.86 12.15 57.98 0.00 1171

It is important to note that the liquidus temperature estimated via phase diagrams
should be only regarded as rough approximations due to the complex slag bulk chemistry.
For this reason, the liquidus temperature was also assessed with Rhyolite-MELTS soft-
ware to better address the complex slag chemical composition. Based on the petrological
characterization of both slags, the Rhyolite-MELTS thermodynamic computations were
performed at a constant pressure of 1 bar (0.1 MPa), constraining the oxygen fugacity
at the Iron-Wüstite (IW) and Quartz–Fayalite–Magnetite (QFM) oxygen buffers for slag
A and B, respectively. The resulting crystallization temperatures of slags A and B were
1120 ◦C and 1146 ◦C (Figure 8), respectively. In addition, the liquidus temperatures of
other previously studied bloomery from the PVGI, PVGII, and PVGIII sites were calculated
with Rhyolite-MELTS software at the Iron-Wüstite (IW) oxygen buffer, starting from the
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compositional data reported in Table 3. The estimated liquidus temperatures were in the
ranges 1110–1207 ◦C, 1057–1093 ◦C, and 1160–1219 ◦C for PVGI, PVGII, and PVGIII slags,
respectively (Table 3 and Figure 8). Even in this case, the liquidus temperatures of slags
A and B fall in the temperature range of the PVGI slag group. Moreover, the liquidus
temperatures predicted with Rhyolite-MELTS software were observed to be significantly
lower than those estimated by the ternary phase diagram.
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3.5. Redox Conditions

The redox formation conditions of slag A were estimated in terms of oxygen chemical
potential by Equation (7), considering the bulk chemical composition reported in Table 2.
The adoption of Equation (7), which is based on the equilibrium between ferrous iron in
slag and pure metallic iron (a[Fe] = 1), is justified by the petrological analysis results. In fact,
the presence of coexisting olivine and wüstite in slag A clearly indicated the predominance
of ferrous iron and suggested a strongly reducing atmosphere inside the bloomery furnace.
The activity of ferrous iron oxide was computed by Ban-Ya’s quadratic regular solution
model [28,49] (Equations (9) and (10)) using the interaction energies between the major
cations provided in Table 1. The oxygen chemical potential of slag A is located below the
Quartz–Fayalite–Iron (QFI) buffer at −382.61 kJ/mol, considering the liquidus temperature
of 1120 ◦C which was previously computed with the Rhyolite-MELTS software (Figure 9).
On the other hand, the oxygen chemical potential of formation of slag B was estimated
by Equation (8), starting from the bulk chemical composition reported in Table 2. In this
case, the use of Equation (8) was considered appropriate due to the coexistence of olivine,
magnetite, and glass phases in slag B. This mineralogical phase assemblage indicates a
more oxidizing atmosphere within the bloomery furnace compared to slag A, resulting
in a non-negligible ferrous/ferric iron oxide ratio. The bulk ferric/ferrous iron oxide
ratio (xFeO1.5/xFeO) was approximately estimated as the average weighted on the phase
volume fractions:

xFeO1.5/xFeO = 0.5 vol% (magnetite + glass)/100. (11)
This formula relies on the assumption that the ferric/ferrous iron oxide ratio is equal to

0.5 in the stoichiometric magnetite and magnetite-saturated interstitial glass phases, and zero
in the stoichiometric olivine phase. The value of the ferric/ferrous iron oxide ratio computed
by Equation (11) is 0.16. The chemical activities of ferrous and ferric iron oxides were evaluated
by Ban-Ya’s quadratic regular solution model [28] (Equations (9) and (10)) using the interaction
energies between the major cations provided in Table 1. The resulting formation energy of the
oxygen chemical potential of slag B is positioned close to the Quartz–Fayalite–Magnetite (FMQ)
buffer at−243.80 kJ/mol, considering a liquidus temperature of 1146 ◦C which was previously
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computed with the Rhyolite-MELTS software (Figure 9). Notably, these redox conditions are
more oxidizing than those usually observed in the bloomery smelting process [49].
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4. Conclusions

In this study, an archaeometallurgical characterization of two bloomery tap slags
retrieved in the early medieval site of Ponte di Val Gabbia I (Brescia, northern Italy) was
carried out. In this site, iron was produced via the direct ironmaking process. The main
goal of the present research was to estimate the key parameters of the ancient direct
iron-making process. The petrological features of both slags were investigated by light
optical and scanning electron microscopy. It was found that slag A consists of olivine,
wüstite, and leucite, whereas slag B is marked by olivine–wüstite–magnetite–glass phase
assemblage. The morphology of the mineralogical phases of both slags indicated a high degree
of undercooling. The slag bulk chemistry and the chemical composition of each mineralogical
phase were measured by SEM/EDS. The identification of olivine and leucite was successfully
confirmed by micro-Raman spectroscopy. This method was used in conjunction with the
SEM/EDS results; through this combined approach, the identification of both minerals was
confirmed with a high degree of accuracy. Conversely, wüstite and magnetite could not be
properly recognized and characterized due to the laser-induced oxidation effect. To estimate
the working temperature of the bloomery furnace, the liquidus temperatures of both slags
were computed by projecting their bulk chemical compositions in the FeO–SiO2–MnO ternary
system and by the Rhyolite-MELTS software. As determined from the phase diagram, the
liquidus temperatures for slags A and B were approximately estimated to be ~1250 ◦C and
~1300 ◦C, respectively. On the other hand, the slag crystallization temperature predicted
with Rhyolite-MELTS was significantly lower, namely, 1120 ◦C and 1146 ◦C for slags A and
B, respectively. Considering that Rhyolite-MELTS allowed to better address the complex
slag chemistry, the later outputs were considered the better estimates of the smelting
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temperature. Furthermore, both slags showed a liquidus temperature compatible with
that of previously studied slags from Ponte di Val Gabbia I. According to the results of
the petrological analysis, the redox formation conditions of both slags were computed
in terms of the oxygen chemical potential of the gas atmosphere in equilibrium with the
liquid slags. It was concluded that slags A and B were generated in significantly different
redox conditions. In particular, slag A formed in strongly reducing conditions, whereas
slag B tended to equilibrate with a more oxidizing environment. Specifically, based on
the equilibria between ferrous and metallic iron, the oxygen chemical potential for slag
A was −382.61 kJ/mol at the liquidus temperature of 1120 ◦C. Conversely, the predicted
oxygen chemical potential for slag B was −243.80 kJ/mol at the liquidus temperature of
1146 ◦C, under equilibrium between ferrous and ferric iron in the liquid slag. These results
can reflect a large variability in the redox conditions during the smelting process.
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Sector of the Roman Limes. Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 5373. [CrossRef]

19. Berry, A.J.; Danyushevsky, L.V.; O’Neill, H.S.C.; Newville, M.; Sutton, S.R. Oxidation State of Iron in Komatiitic Melt Inclusions
Indicates Hot Archaean Mantle. Nature 2008, 455, 960–963. [CrossRef]

20. Blundy, J.; Melekhova, E.; Ziberna, L.; Humphreys, M.C.S.; Cerantola, V.; Brooker, R.A.; McCammon, C.A.; Pichavant, M.; Ulmer, P.
Effect of Redox on Fe–Mg–Mn Exchange between Olivine and Melt and an Oxybarometer for Basalts. Contrib. Mineral. Petrol.
2020, 175, 103.

21. Cucini, C.; Tizzoni, M. La Miniera Perduta. Cinque Anni Di Ricerche Archeometallurgiche Nel Territorio Di Bienno; Tipografia Camuna
S.p.A: Breno, Italy, 1999.

22. Cornacchia, G.; Faccoli, M.; Roberti, R. Metallurgical Investigation of a Steel Miner’s Chisel From Ponte Val Gabbia III Site. JOM
2015, 67, 260–271. [CrossRef]

23. Cucini Tizzoni, C.; Tizzoni, M. The Late Roman Ironworking Site of Ponte Di Val Gabbia III, Bienno (Brescia, Italy). Acta Jutl.
2003, 76, 49–54.

24. Cucini, C.; Riccardi, M.; Tizzoni, M. From the Bloomery Furnace to the Blast Furnace: The Iron Working Complex of Valle Delle
Forme at Bienno, Brescia, Northern Italy (Mid 13th to Mid 15th Century). JHM 2019, 53, 10–18.

25. Schneider, C.A.; Rasband, W.S.; Eliceiri, K.W. NIH Image to ImageJ: 25 Years of Image Analysis. Nat. Methods 2012, 9, 671–675.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Ghiorso, M.S.; Gualda, G.A.R. An H2O–CO2 Mixed Fluid Saturation Model Compatible with Rhyolite-MELTS. Contrib. Mineral. Petrol.
2015, 169, 53. [CrossRef]

27. Barin, I. Thermochemical Data of Pure Substances; VCH: Weinheim, Germany, 1995.
28. Ban-Ya, S. Mathematical Expression of Slag-Metal Reactions in Steelmaking Process by Quadratic Formalism Based on the Regular

Solution Model. ISIJ Int. 1993, 33, 2–11. [CrossRef]
29. Ströbele, F.; Wenzel, T.; Kronz, A.; Hildebrandt, L.H.; Markl, G. Mineralogical and Geochemical Characterization of High-

Medieval Lead-Silver Smelting Slags from Wiesloch near Heidelberg (Germany)-an Approach to Process Reconstruction. Archaeol
Anthr. Sci 2010, 2, 191–215. [CrossRef]

30. Mittelstädt, K.; Himmelmann, U.; Berthold, C.; Schwab, R. Slag Characterization from the Roman Vicus of Eisenberg (Germany).
Archaeol Anthr. Sci 2022, 14, 155. [CrossRef]

31. Whitney, D.L.; Evans, B.W. Abbreviations for Names of Rock-Forming Minerals. Am. Mineral. 2010, 95, 185–187. [CrossRef]
32. Muralha, V.S.F.; Rehren, T.; Clark, R.J.H. Characterization of an Iron Smelting Slag from Zimbabwe by Raman Microscopy and

Electron Beam Analysis. J. Raman Spectrosc. 2011, 42, 2077–2084. [CrossRef]
33. Portillo-Blanco, H.; Zuluaga, M.C.; Ortega, L.A.; Alonso-Olazabal, A.; Cepeda-Ocampo, J.J.; Salcedo, A.M. Mineralogical

Characterization of Slags from the Oiola Site (Biscay, Spain) to Assess the Development in Bloomery Iron Smelting Technology
from the Roman Period to the Middle Ages. Minerals 2020, 10, 321. [CrossRef]

34. Cadet, M.; Pryce, T.; Dillmann, P.; Sayavongkhamdy, T.; Souksavatdy, V.; Luangkhoth, T.; Chang, N. Technological Reconstruction
of the Late Prehistoric Primary Copper Production of the Vilabouly Complex (Central Laos). Archaeol. Anthr. Sci. 2022, 14, 141.
[CrossRef]

35. Shaar, R.; Feinberg, J.M. Rock Magnetic Properties of Dendrites: Insights from MFM Imaging and Implications for Paleomagnetic
Studies. Geochem. Geophys. Geosyst. 2013, 14, 407–421. [CrossRef]

36. Paynter, S.; Crew, P.; Blakelock, E.; Hatton, G. Spinel-Rich Slag and Slag Inclusions from a Bloomery Smelting and Smithing
Experiment with a Sideritic Ore. Hist. Metall. 2015, 49, 126–143.

37. Mathoho, E.N.; Nyamushosho, R.T.; Chirikure, S. Archaeometallurgical Explorations of Bloomery Iron Smelting at Mutoti 2, an
Early Iron Age Site in Venda, Northern South Africa. Metals 2023, 13, 269. [CrossRef]

38. Craddock, P.T. The Many and Various Roles of Manganese in Iron and Steel Production. Mater. Sci. Forum 2020, 983, 57–63.
[CrossRef]

39. Mouri, T.; Enami, M. Raman Spectroscopic Study of Olivine-Group Minerals. J. Mineral. Petrol. Sci. 2008, 103, 100–104. [CrossRef]
40. De Faria, D.L.A.; Venâncio Silva, S.; De Oliveira, M.T. Raman Microspectroscopy of Some Iron Oxides and Oxyhydroxides.

J. Raman Spectrosc. 1997, 28, 873–878. [CrossRef]
41. Vu, D.T.A.; Fanka, A.; Salam, A.; Sutthirat, C. Variety of Iron Oxide Inclusions in Sapphire from Southern Vietnam: Indication of

Environmental Change during Crystallization. Minerals 2021, 11, 241. [CrossRef]
42. Martin, A.M.; Righter, K. Melting of Clinopyroxene + Magnesite in Iron-Bearing Planetary Mantles and Implications for the Earth

and Mars. Contrib. Mineral. Petrol. 2013, 166, 1067–1098. [CrossRef]
43. Seifert, W.; Thomas, R.; Rhede, D.F. Origin of Coexisting Wustite, MgFe and REE Phosphate Minerals in Graphite-Bearing

Fluorapatite from the Rumburk Granite. Eur. J. Mineral. 2010, 22, 495–507. [CrossRef]
44. Ovsyuk, N.N.; Goryaı̆nov, S.V. Amorphous-to-Amorphous Phase Transition in Zeolites. JETP Lett. 2006, 83, 109–112. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02397498
https://doi.org/10.3390/app10155373
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature07377
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11837-014-1219-1
https://doi.org/10.1038/nmeth.2089
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22930834
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00410-015-1141-8
https://doi.org/10.2355/isijinternational.33.2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12520-010-0039-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12520-022-01614-2
https://doi.org/10.2138/am.2010.3371
https://doi.org/10.1002/jrs.2961
https://doi.org/10.3390/min10040321
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12520-022-01608-0
https://doi.org/10.1002/ggge.20053
https://doi.org/10.3390/met13020269
https://doi.org/10.4028/www.scientific.net/MSF.983.57
https://doi.org/10.2465/jmps.071015
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1097-4555(199711)28:11&lt;873::AID-JRS177&gt;3.0.CO;2-B
https://doi.org/10.3390/min11030241
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00410-013-0910-5
https://doi.org/10.1127/0935-1221/2010/0022-2034
https://doi.org/10.1134/S0021364006030064


Metals 2023, 13, 984 15 of 15

45. Kramar, S.; Lux, J.; Pristacz, H.; Breda, M.; Smuc, N.R. Mineralogical and Geochemical Characterization of Roman Slag from the
Archaeological Site near Mosnje (Slovenia). Mater. Technol. 2015, 49, 343–348. [CrossRef]

46. Bernabale, M.; Montanari, D.; Nigro, L.; Spagnoli, F.; Vaccaro, C.; Eftekhari, N.; Nicoli, M.; De Vito, C. Micro-Raman Spectroscopy
and Complementary Techniques Applied for the Study of Copper and Iron Wastes from Motya (Italy). J. Raman Spectrosc.
2023, 54, 54–67. [CrossRef]

47. Hanesch, M. Raman Spectroscopy of Iron Oxides and (Oxy)Hydroxides at Low Laser Power and Possible Applications in
Environmental Magnetic Studies. Geophys. J. Int. 2009, 177, 941–948. [CrossRef]

48. Allibert, M.; Gaye, H.; Geisler, J.; Janke, D.; Keene, B.J.; Kirner, D.; Kowalski, M.; Lehmann, J.; Mills, K.C.; Neuschutz, D.; et al.
Slag Atlas; Verein Deutscher Eisenhüttenleute: Düsseldorf, Germany, 1995.

49. Benvenuti, M.; Orlando, A.; Borrini, D.; Chiarantini, L.; Costagliola, P.; Mazzotta, C.; Rimondi, V. Experimental Smelting of Iron
Ores from Elba Island (Tuscany, Italy): Results and Implications for the Reconstruction of Ancient Metallurgical Processes and
Iron Provenance. J. Archaeol. Sci. 2016, 70, 1–14. [CrossRef]

50. Holland, T.J.B.; Powell, R. An Improved and Extended Internally Consistent Thermodynamic Dataset for Phases of Petrological
Interest, Involving a New Equation of State for Solids. J. Metamorph. Geol. 2011, 29, 333–383. [CrossRef]

51. O’Neill, H.S.C. Quartz-Fayalite-Iron and Quartz-Fayalite-Magnetite Equilibria and the Free Energy of Formation of Fayalite
(Fe2SiO4) and Magnetite (Fe3O4). Am. Mineral. 1987, 72, 67–75.

52. O’Neill, H.S.C. Systems Fe-O and Cu-O: Thermodynamic Data for the Equilibria Fe-“FeO”, Fe-Fe3O4, “FeO”-Fe3O4, Fe3O4-Fe2O3,
Cu-Cu2O, and Cu2O-CuO from Emf Measurements. Am. Mineral. 1988, 7, 470–486.

53. O’Neill, H.S.C.; Pownceby, M.I. Thermodynamic Data from Redox Reactions at High Temperatures. I. An Experimental and
Theoretical Assessment of the Electrochemical Method Using Stabilized Zirconia Electrolytes, with Revised Values for the
Fe-“FeO”, Co-CoO, Ni-NiO and Cu-Cu2O Oxygen Buffers, and New Data for the W-WO2 Buffer. Contrib. Mineral. Petrol.
1993, 114, 296–314.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.17222/mit.2013.299
https://doi.org/10.1002/jrs.6453
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-246X.2009.04122.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jas.2016.04.008
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1525-1314.2010.00923.x

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Slags 
	Preliminary Description and Macro-Observations 
	Experimental Methods 
	Thermodynamic Modeling 

	Results and Discussion 
	Petrological Study 
	SEM/EDS Analyses 
	Micro-Raman Spectroscopy 
	Smelting Temperature 
	Redox Conditions 

	Conclusions 
	References

