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19th century
discoveries

Before discussing the actual excavation work, let's talk about 
the unplanned discoveries made between the nineteenth and 
eighteenth centuries.

The first discovery took place in 1870 when, with the aim of 
creating the driving force behind the operation of a factory 
for processing flax and hemp, Giuseppe Ceriani from Milan 
drew a branch of the River Adda to Sant'Anna, designed by 
the engineer Alessandro Pestalozza for the construction of 
the new textile plant, and from 1873 became the Linificio 
Canapificio Nazionale.

The Melzi family bought about one hundred thousand square 
meters of land between the Adda and the ditch called Vailata, 
an area that washed the immediate vicinity of the church of 
Santa Felicita.

In this very sector, the southernmost, structural remains were 
discovered, unfortunately lost today, buried by the advance 
of the factory; to leave us evidence was the archpriest of the 
country, Don Pietro Balconi.



Twentieth
century

discoveries

In 1904, on the start of a program of enlargement and 
construction of sheds and new rooms for spinning, some 
buildings were demolished and found remains of masonry 
like those of the basilica Autarena and then were identified 
as "the leftovers of the palace d'Autari". 

The following year, during other demolitions in the north-
west area of the church, Don Balconi reported the discovery 
of a door about three meters wide, facing south, with its 
recesses for the hinges and other walls of the autarena with a 
thickness of one meter, formed by bricks so well cemented as 
to present the strength of the granite.

The testimony of Gerolamo Villa tells us that in 1955 he saw a 
'gallery' built in the same way as the discoveries mentioned 
by Balconi.

In 1906 the parish carried out a project to enlarge the 
building adjacent to the church of Santa Felicita, an 
intervention that the archpriest Balconi was able to follow in 
the first person and that allowed him to trace a plan of the 
church of Sant'Alessandro, known as the Basilica Autarena: 
what he obtained was a Greek cross structure, 25.20 m long 
and 18.20 m wide at the cross and about 15 m off the cross.



Reconnaissance of 
1978/1979

In the autumn of 1978, with the consent of the 
Superintendence for Archaeological Heritage of 
Lombardy, in the person of the superintendent, Dr. 
Bianca Maria Scarfi, and thanks to the constant 
solicitation of the "Artistic Circle for the 
restoration of the Basilica Autarena ", a first survey 
of the foundations of the oratory of Santa Felicita, 
directed by the honorary inspector Augusto 
Merati, was carried out.

The excavation, which started from the northern 
apsidal and reached the southern perimeter wall, 
covered a surface area of about 7 m³, contributed 
to providing a safer understanding of the church's 
past, especially as regards the planimetric layout, 
which validated the theories previously advanced 
by Pietro Balconi. 

Behind the northern foundations, located 1.20 m 
below ground level, was identified the threshold of 
what was to be a side entrance. At about 30 cm 
below it was recovered the oriented remains of 
two individuals, one of them subadult, buried in a 
simple pit bounded by river pebbles. 

Both did not have any trousseaus.



Reconnaissance of 
1978/1979

Continuing the excavations inside some 
cellars, to the north and south of the 
structure, were brought to light, about 2.50 
m below street level, the bases of two 
pillars and a large architectural element in 
Roman marble, now visible behind the 
house coadjutorale, in Piazzetta Don Pietro 
Balconi.

The reconnaissance works were completed 
in the summer of 1979; they were intended 
to confirm the traditional Lombard origin of 
the church of Santa Felicita, its erection by 
King Autari (584-590) at the end of the sixth 
century.



Excavations in 1999/2001

There were other interventions for the structural recovery of the 
oratory, which was in a state of great decay.

The archaeological investigations were aimed at acquiring new 
information and data to deepen the knowledge already in the 
possession of the building. 

The first phase began in May 1999 and ended in July 2000. 

After the removal of the 18th century flooring and of the 90 cm of 
the underlying material, some surveys of the areas already 
discovered during the 1978/1979 reconnaissance and of the apse 
were carried out.

During this phase of the work, the bases of the pillars of the central 
nave, a necropolis in the west and numerous brick fragments were 
discovered.



Excavations in 1999/2001

In the investigations along the northern and western sides, the remains of 
the two early medieval phases of the church were found.

From the excavations it was possible to understand the existence of three 
levels of flooring made of mortar.

The latter was cut in the area of the central apse by a hole inside which were 
bronze scraps.

In the frontal area, in the apses was found a wall 1 m high, made with 
fragments of Roman tiles placed in a herringbone pattern.

Along the surface of the wall were found two layers of pictorial decoration, 
with other floors of mortar.

The excavations were completed with the execution and realization of the 
documentation, closing definitively in December 2001.


