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Why visit Roman sites in Spain?

There are, of course, many fascinating things to see and experience in Spain - cathedrals, castles, palaces, museums, beaches, flamenco music and Spanish food. But if you have an interest in ancient history, a tour of the main Roman and pre-Roman archaeological sites is as good a way as any to organise your travels.

Rome dominated Spain for almost 700 years and the territory was an important part of the Empire. It made a significant contribution to the Roman economy, supplying food and minerals across the Mediterranean. It produced a number of important Roman identities, including Emperors Hadrian and Trajan, and the philosopher Seneca. The Roman era also had a huge influence on modern Spanish culture and, of course, its language.

Traces of the Roman Empire can be found everywhere in Spain. You can visit archaeological excavations in most major cities. Looking for Roman archaeology can also take you to out of the way places that you might not visit on the usual tourist itinerary. But even the more remote Roman sites are never far from a decent Spanish bar or restaurant so a Roman-focused itinerary is quite compatible with experiencing modern Spain.

This guidebook describes just some of the interesting and important Roman sites. It explains why they are significant, what can be seen today, and how to get there. The sites documented in the book cover pre-Roman Spain, including Phoenician, Greek, Iberian and Carthaginian settlements, the arrival of the Roman Empire, the battles for control of the peninsula, and the spread of Roman culture in the province of Hispania. These archaeological excavations are not just a pile of old rocks. They tell the story of historical events, and the development of European culture.

The description of each site is based mainly on our visits over several years, together with information from academic works on Roman and Spanish history and other guidebooks and websites. In particular, the Oxford Archaeological Guide to Spain by Roger Collins, published in 1998, provides details of significant sites from prehistory to the medieval Christian and Islamic eras. However, although it is less than 25 years old, this book is significantly out of date as many archaeological finds have only been excavated or made accessible to the public quite recently. They include, for example, the Roman theatre and other Roman buildings in Cartagena, excavations in central Seville, and remains of the Phoenician settlement in Cadiz dating from around 800 BCE. Even while we were preparing this guide we came across news of recent discoveries that were not known about just a few months earlier. More evidence of Roman and pre-Roman occupation of Spain’s cities and towns is likely to be uncovered in future whenever a car park, sports ground or derelict building is earmarked for redevelopment.

This is not a definitive guide. There are many more archaeological sites than are documented here, and we have not tried to provide a detailed explanation for each site. The ideas presented here are just intended to spark your interest and set you on your own adventure of discovering Roman Spain.

A brief history of the Romans in Spain

Pre Roman contacts and Iberian culture

The Iberian peninsula already had a well-established, relatively sophisticated civilization before the Romans arrived. The area is believed to be the first site in Western Europe inhabited by early humans around 1.3 million years ago. Homo sapiens appeared around 40,000 years ago. Successive migrations of groups from North Africa and Anatolia, and Celts from Central Europe, brought farming techniques and other cultural practices. By the time the Romans arrived, four main tribal groups had evolved: the Iberian tribes in the east and south east, the Tartessons in the south west, Celts in the north west, and in the centre the hybrid culture of the Celtiberians. In the central Pyrenees there was another small group that we know today as the Basques.

Outside contact with these tribal groups was first made by the Phoenicians, possibly around 1,100 BCE, certainly by 800 BCE. Phoenician traders from the city of Tyre, in modern day Lebanon, established the town of Gadir (now modern day Cadiz), regarded as Europe’s first city. They exported raw materials, including silver from the Tartesson mines at Rio Tinto, salt from the salt pans around Cadiz, and salted fish to the Assyrian Empire, and introduced new technologies, such as the potter’s wheel, iron smelting and the Punic alphabet to the Tartessons. The Greeks also began trading with the peninsula around 700 BCE. They gave it the name Iberia. Greek settlements were established at Rhode in the northeast (now the town of Roses), and at Emporion (Empuries) and Tarraco (Tarragona) further down the coast.

There was no attempt by the Phoenicians and Greeks to move further inland than was necessary for their economic interests, but their presence had a significant impact on the technology, religion and way of life of the local tribes. The Iberians developed their own fusion art incorporating Greek and Phoenician influences. The ‘Dama de Elche’ statue, now in the Madrid Archaeological Museum, is the best known example.
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Civilisations of the ancient Mediterranean

Carthage and Rome

Carthage, on the African north coast, was originally founded by the Phoenicians, but when the influence of Tyre declined after 612 BCE, the Carthaginians continued and expanded their involvement in the Western Mediterranean. In 509-508 BCE they signed a treaty with Rome dividing commercial interests in the region. At the time, Rome was much less powerful than Carthage. This treaty was renewed and strengthened several times over the next few centuries.

By 264 BCE, Rome had become powerful enough to challenge the dominance of Carthage. In the first Punic War they succeeded in expelling the Carthaginians from Sicily, preventing them from expanding north into the Italian peninsula. After this loss, Carthage took steps to expand and protect its interests in Iberia and in 237 BCE despatched an army led by Hamilcar Barca with his two sons, Hasdrubal and  Hannibal. They established several coastal settlements, including Alicante and Carthago Nova (modern Cartagena). In 226 BCE, Carthage and Rome agreed to divide their interests in the peninsula – Rome to the north and Carthage to the south of the Ebro River.

However, the town of Saguntum (Sagunto), an Iberian town with a strong Greek presence, well to the south of the Ebro, had allied itself to Rome. In 219 BCE, Hannibal laid siege to Saguntum and after eight months it fell to Carthaginian control. Rome felt compelled to declare war, starting the second Punic War. While his brother Hasdrubal remained in Iberia with the main Carthaginian force at Carthago Nova, Hannibal began his famous epic journey north across the Pyrenees towards Rome.

The two Carthaginian brothers were challenged by two Roman brothers – Publius Cornelius Scipio and Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio Calva. Publius Scipio led his troops to northern Italy to protect Rome from Hannibal, while Gnaeus Scipio took the remaining troops to Iberia to confront Hasdrubal. The war in Iberia continued from 217 to 206 BCE and the Carthaginians were eventually defeated. Hasdrubal and Hannibal were both forced to return to Carthage.

Local resistance

The Carthaginians had been defeated but the local tribes were not necessarily happy to see the Romans take their place. They had resisted Carthaginian incursions into their territories and now various groups continued to resist Roman occupation with major battles at places like Numancia, Siguenza and Elche. It took some 200 years, until 19 BCE, for Rome to gain control of the entire peninsula.

Life in Roman Spain

With Roman rule established, the Iberian peninsula entered a period of relative peace and prosperity. The Romans named their new territory Hispania and brought their language and their way of life to most parts of the country. Iberian tribal society was progressively Romanised and urbanised.

Local people gradually adopted the language, lifestyle and customs of the Romans in order to gain favour with the Roman rulers and rise in the ranks of power and wealth. If a town was a colonia then it’s non-Roman inhabitants could be granted “Latin” status which was an important step on the way to citizenship. The involvement of the local aristocracy within the Roman system of self-government in the towns could lead to all other social and political opportunities that the Empire offered.

Rome did not generally seek to impose its religion on the beliefs and customs of pre-Roman Hispania and the Iberians did not give up all their previous cultural traditions. The new Hispano-Roman society was a self-generated fusion of the two societies.

The Romans founded new towns, including most of today’s Spanish cities, and built a network of roads. The most significant of these was the Via Augusta which started at Cadiz and crossed Hispania all the way to Rome. Roman engineers constructed stone bridges, aqueducts and sewerage systems to service the new towns.
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