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1
. . . . . . . .

Origins: Prehistory to AD 711

IBERIA IN PREHISTORY

The ethnic origins of the population of the Iberian peninsula are 
shrouded in mystery and controversy. However, thanks to the remarka-
ble excavations currently taking place in the Sierra de Atapuerca, high 
up in the north-eastern corner of the Castilian meseta, we can at least 
be sure that communities of hominids (ultimately of African origin) 
had already begun to establish themselves in the peninsula around 
1.2 million years ago. Homo antecessor, as he has been dubbed, prob-
ably relied principally on hunting to sustain himself, although the 
grisly forensic evidence from Atapuerca – where human bones bear-
ing cut marks have been discovered – suggests that he also routinely 
resorted to cannibalism. Whether any relationship existed between 
Homo antecessor and the other hominid forms that subsequently 
settled in the peninsula has yet to be firmly established. Among the 
latter were the cave-dwelling Neanderthals, who during the Middle 
Palaeolithic period (c.100,000–40,000 bc) founded numerous settle-
ments on Iberian soil, with particularly important concentrations in 
Cantabria, the Western Pyrenees, Catalonia and the Levante.

During the Upper Palaeolithic period (c.40,000–10,000 bc), when 
Europe lay in the grip of the last Ice Age, and mammoth, woolly 
rhinoceros and bison still roamed the peninsula, the Neanderthals 
were gradually displaced by a new wave of immigrants, the so-called 
Cro-Magnon humans, from whom modern man, Homo Sapiens 
Sapiens, descends. Like the Neanderthals, the Cro-Magnon newcom-
ers were primarily cave-dwellers, who made extensive use of stone 
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and bone tools and weapons, and who lived as hunters, fishers and 
food-gatherers. What set these peoples apart from their Neanderthal 
cousins – their strikingly different physical constitution aside – was 
their incipient artistic creativity, manifested from around 15,000 bc in 
a series of colourful cave paintings of animals. The best examples of 
these are to be found in the northern regions of Asturias and Cantabria, 
the most spectacular of all being the collection that was discovered in 
1879 in the caves of Altamira near Santander. In vivid hues of ochre, 
red and black, the Altamira paintings depict bison, red deer, horses and 
wild boar, all of which would have grazed nearby and were hunted by 
the cave dwellers for sustenance.

As the Ice Age slowly retreated, from around 5000 bc, and the 
climate warmed, patterns of human settlement in the peninsula (and 
elsewhere in Europe) were slowly transformed by the diffusion of 
cultural influences from the eastern Mediterranean. What has been 
dubbed the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ saw formerly highly mobile groups 
of humans gradually abandon their hunter-gatherer lifestyle and adopt 
livestock husbandry and agriculture as the principal means to sustain 
themselves. The foundation of sedentary communities, the first of 
which appear to have been established in Catalonia, the Levante and 
Andalusia, was accompanied by technological advances: pottery, often 
richly decorated, began to be widely used; linen and wool were woven; 
and lithic technology was further perfected by the development of 
polished-stone weapons and tools.

Maritime contact with the wider Mediterranean world played a 
major role in introducing new technologies and cultural influences to 
Iberia throughout its early history. The advent of metalworking exper-
tise was particularly significant in this respect, in that it seems to have 
acted as a stimulus to economic development and social change. Thus, 
from the middle of the second millennium bc, copper smelting gradu-
ally began to be introduced into the south-eastern and south-western 
regions of the peninsula, where some of the largest deposits of metal 
ores were to be found. Excavations at Los Millares in the province 
of Almería have revealed evidence of a prosperous fortified farming 
and stock-breeding settlement, which flourished on the site between 
c.2500 and 1800 bc, where craftsmen produced a wide range of 
copper tools, including axes, chisels and knives. Copper working was 
followed in the second millennium bc by the introduction of bronze 
technology. Between c.1700 and 1200 bc, the principal Bronze Age 
societies were again located in the south-east and south-west; however, 
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there was also a concentration of bronze-using communities on the 
plains of La Mancha – where a series of motillas, or heavily fortified 
mounds, have been excavated – and in the Levante. The archaeological 
evidence from thriving Early Bronze Age settlements such as El Argar 
in the province of Almería, where bronze weapons and ornaments 
were produced on a large scale, points to considerable disparities in 
levels of wealth among the population and to the development of social 
stratification. Yet the impact of metallurgy was not felt uniformly 
across the peninsula: copper and bronze initially circulated in such 
small quantities that flint tools and weapons remained in widespread 
use, and it would be some time before the new technology had spread 
widely to the scattered and sparsely populated communities of the 
interior. Even in those communities where metallurgy was most highly 
developed, farming and livestock breeding remained the mainstay of 
the local economy.

Archaeologists have pointed to a significant ‘realignment’ of Bronze 
Age societies during the period after c.1200 bc. As some settlements 
were abandoned, new farming villages were established across the 
northern and southern mesetas, probably in response to rising popu-
lation levels; bronze-working skills became commonplace, although 
flint tools still predominated; and highly decorated pottery circulated 
widely among the communities of the Duero basin and further afield. 
Meanwhile, increased production of bronze weapons in Atlantic Europe 
led to a growing demand for supplies of Iberian copper and tin, and to 
the development of a flourishing two-way trade route along the western 
and southern coastal waters of the peninsula. By c.850 bc, it is evident 
that some Bronze Age communities were enjoying a far higher degree 
of material wealth than had been the case hitherto. Evidence of this is 
provided by the large hoards of gold and bronze artefacts (including 
jewellery and weapons) that have been discovered in good number along 
the western and southern seaboard of the peninsula. It can also be seen 
in the engraved stelae, or decorated stone slabs, principally from the 
south-west, many of which depict warriors surrounded by their weapons 
and other chattels, including chariots, slaves, dancers and even musical 
instruments. To the north-east, in the region of Catalonia and the Ebro 
valley, meanwhile, a distinctive Late Bronze Age culture predominated 
between c.1100 and 700 bc. These are the Urnfield settlements, so called 
because their inhabitants cremated their dead and preserved the ashes 
in biconical pottery urns. This funerary practice closely mirrors the one 
followed by the Hallstatt culture of Central and Western Europe at this 
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time, prompting speculation that ‘Urnfield invaders’ may have consti-
tuted the first wave of Celtic settlers to enter the peninsula by force. 
Alternatively, it is conceivable that what took place in north-eastern 
Iberia at this time was a peaceful transfer of religious ideas and practices 
from beyond the Pyrenees, rather than the violent imposition of new 
societal customs and ideologies.

PHOENICIANS, GREEKS AND CARTHAGINIANS

During the first millennium bc, the peninsula was to be subjected to 
a series of other powerful seaborne cultural influences. According to 
later tradition, Phoenician seafarers from the eastern Mediterranean 
established their first foothold on Iberian soil around 1100 bc at Gadir 
(modern Cádiz), ‘at the farthest extremity of the inhabited world’, in 
the words of Diodorus of Sicily. However, archaeological evidence 
currently suggests that the foundation of Cádiz probably took place 
some three hundred years after that. Attracted chiefly by the rich depos-
its of metal ores (principally gold, silver, copper and tin) of the penin-
sula, which they sought for export to the Assyrian Empire in the Near 
East, Phoenician merchants soon founded a series of settlements along 
the southern coast of Iberia, from Cádiz in the west as far as Villaricos 
in the province of Almería in the east. It has often been assumed that 
these colonies were little more than simple trading posts, but excavations 
carried out at El Cerro del Villar and Toscanos near Málaga have revealed 
the existence of two sizeable self-sufficient Phoenician settlements, each 
of which must have housed a population of at least 1000 inhabitants. 
From bases such as these, the Phoenicians were able to establish close 
commercial relations with the indigenous peoples of the interior, obtain-
ing the precious metals they craved, as well as grain, meat and salt, in 
exchange for wine, oil, textiles, perfumes and other luxury goods.

Greek traders were also active in the peninsula. Greek ceramics, 
perfume and wine began to be imported into southern Iberia from 
about 630 bc onwards. Around 575 bc a group of merchants from the 
Phocaean colony of Marseille founded a trading centre at Emporion 
(modern Ampurias) on the far north-eastern coast; this may have been 
followed by a similar settlement at nearby Rhode (Rosas). Ampurias 
and Rosas acted as important distribution points for Greek ceramics 
and Italian metalwork, in particular, and enabled Greek merchants 
to enter into close commercial relations with the communities of the 
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interior. Greek manufactures also circulated widely along the eastern 
and southern seaboard, but here Greek traders appear to have relied 
heavily on Phoenician middlemen to distribute their goods. It is 
unknown whether they were able to establish any further colonies or 
trading bases along the Iberian coastline.

Together, between c.750 and 550 bc, the Phoenicians and Greeks 
wrought a major change in the material culture of the indigenous 
societies of southern and eastern Iberia. Quite apart from the wealth of 
metalwork, ceramics and other luxury goods that entered the southern 
areas of the peninsula at this time, ironworking and the potter’s wheel 
were introduced, mining production increased, and urbanization and 
agricultural expansion received a notable impulse. The Phoenicians 
also introduced writing to the peninsula. The earliest inscriptions in 
a semi-syllabic script derived from the Phoenician alphabet are to be 
found on numerous grave stelae in what is now southern Portugal. 
However, no lengthy literary compositions or documents survive and 
all attempts to decipher the meaning of this indigenous writing system 
have been unsuccessful hitherto.

The Iberian civilization which was subjected to these ‘orientalizing’ 
cultural influences stretched in a great arc from the southern Atlantic 
seaboard to the eastern Pyrenees and beyond; politically, however, 
it was divided into a mosaic of competing tribal kingdoms and city-
states. Most celebrated of all among the diverse Iberian polities was the 
realm of Tartessos, whose centre of gravity lay in the south-west of the 
peninsula between the Guadalquivir and Guadiana rivers, and whose 
fabulous wealth due to its abundance of precious metals was recorded 
and exaggerated by later Greek writers. While the origins and history 
of Tartessos itself remain hazy in the extreme, it is clear enough that 
the commercial exchange that took place between the Phoenicians and 
the indigenous Iberians was accompanied by a process of lively cultural 
cross-fertilization. Two masterpieces of Iberian sculpture executed in 
the fourth century bc, the funerary statues known as the Dama de Baza 
and the Dama de Elche, both of which represent richly robed and 
bejewelled goddesses or priestesses, appear to have been inspired by 
Punic religious imagery. Phoenician influences can also be glimpsed in 
Iberian architectural styles, tombs, metalwork and votive offerings.

Beyond the orbit of the Iberian civilization, three principal cultural 
groups may be identified. The western Pyrenees were the stronghold of 
the Basques, a pre Indo-European people, whose origins remain obscure 
and controversial. Northern and western Iberia were dominated by 
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iron-using Celtic tribes, some of whom appear to have migrated into the 
peninsula during the sixth century bc. These tribes established themselves 
in heavily fortified settlements with distinctive round houses, known as 
castros, which became a prominent feature of the landscape and whose 
remains can still be seen to this day. In Aragon, the upper Ebro valley and 
the plains of the eastern meseta, meanwhile, contact between Celtic and 
Iberian peoples gave rise to a distinctive ‘Celtiberian’ culture, whose art 
forms assimilated both Celtic and Iberian traditions; by the fourth century 
bc, moreover, these tribes had begun to embrace the urbanizing tenden-
cies of their Iberian neighbours to the south and east.

The fall of Tyre, the last of the independent Phoenician city-states 
of the eastern Mediterranean, to the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar 
in 573 bc, led to the abandonment of many of the trading centres that 
had earlier been founded in southern Iberia. Those that remained were 
eventually taken over by Carthage, a Phoenician colony which had been 
founded on the Bay of Tunis c.750 bc. Initially, it seems, the Carthaginians 
were content simply to consolidate or expand the trading centres which 
the Phoenicians had already established in the coastal regions of southern 
Iberia. However, defeat in the First Punic War (264–41 bc) by Rome, 
followed by the loss of her territories in Sicily, Corsica and Sardinia, 
encouraged Carthage to extend her territorial presence in the peninsula. 
Between 237 and 228 bc, under the leadership of Hamilcar Barca and 
his son-in-law and successor Hasdrubal, the Carthaginians brought the 
peoples of southern, eastern and central Iberia under their authority, 
and established an important naval base at ‘New Carthage’ (Cartagena). 
Carthaginian expansionism in the peninsula was viewed with consterna-
tion by Rome, her arch-rival for political and economic supremacy in the 
western Mediterranean, so much so that when Hamilcar’s son Hannibal 
besieged and sacked the town of Saguntum (Sagunto) in 219–18 bc, 
Rome dispatched an expeditionary force under Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio 
to the peninsula. The titanic military struggle that ensued, during the 
course of which Hannibal’s troops reached the very gates of Rome and 
brought their adversary to the brink of defeat, dragged on until 206 bc, 
when the Carthaginians were forced to evacuate the peninsula.

ROMAN HISPANIA

Victory over Carthage left Rome in control of eastern and southern 
Iberia. However, the difficulty of the terrain, the obduracy of the 
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indigenous tribes, who frequently rose up in rebellion, and above all 
the lack of any coherent long-term military strategy on the part of 
the Roman authorities – who were seemingly content to maintain an 
endemic state of conflict in the region in order that governors might 
have the opportunity to enrich themselves and enhance their own 
careers – ensured that another two centuries of campaigning were to 
be necessary before the tribes of the entire peninsula were brought to 
heel. The campaign to quell the rebellion of the Lusitani in the west 
of the peninsula between 147 and 139 bc, and what the Greek histo-
rian Polybius called the ‘war of fire’ to reduce the Celtiberian town 
of Numantia (near modern Soria) in 142–33 bc, which culminated in 
the mass suicide of many of the Numantine inhabitants and the total 
destruction of the town, were but two of the most serious military 
operations that Rome was to undertake during this long and arduous 
period of conquest. Besides, the peninsula was not immune to the 
internecine conflicts that periodically convulsed the Roman Republic 
during the first century bc. Most notorious of all, the struggle for polit-
ical supremacy between the supporters of Julius Caesar and Pompey, 
which unfolded between 49 and 45 bc, was finally resolved when 
Caesar defeated his enemies on the battlefield of Munda in Andalusia. 
Even after the pacification of Iberia was officially deemed complete, 
with the defeat of the Cantabrian tribes in 19 bc, revolts against Roman 
rule still flared up periodically.

For all that, Hispania, as the peninsula was known to the Romans, 
became a relatively peaceful and prosperous region which was fully inte-
grated into the political, administrative and economic structures of the 
Empire. In 197 bc, the territory then under Roman rule had been divided 
into two vast provinces: Hispania Citerior, which comprised the east 
and the central meseta; and Hispania Ulterior, which included the south 
and west. Subsequently, under the emperor Augustus (27 bc–ad 14), the 
peninsula was redivided into three administrative areas: Baetica (approx-
imately modern Andalusia and southern Extremadura), based upon its 
capital at Córdoba; Lusitania (the far west of the peninsula), whose capi-
tal was Mérida; and Hispania Tarraconensis (which comprised the rest 
of the peninsula), whose administrative centre, as the name suggests, 
was Tarragona. A network of towns, linked by roads and bridges, served 
to bind the peninsula more tightly under Roman rule, and acted as a 
conduit of Roman ideas and methods into the interior. Some of these 
towns were newly founded colonies for veteran legionaries, like Italica 
(Santiponce, near Seville) and Emerita Augusta (Mérida). Others had 
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their origins in the military bases that were established by the Romans, 
such as those founded at the height of the Cantabrian wars at Asturica 
(Astorga), Legio (León) and Lucus Augusti (Lugo), or were developed 
on existing urban centres, such as Tarraco (Tarragona), Carthago Nova 
(Cartagena) and Gades (Cádiz). The imprint of Roman civilization 
gradually made itself felt in the form of the Latin language (from which 
the modern Iberian languages, with the exception of Basque, derive), 
law, religion, art, public engineering works, education, coinage and so 
on. The early imperial period, that is, from the beginning of the reign 
of Augustus in 27 bc to the death of Hadrian in ad 138, saw a remark-
able surge in building activity, much of it promoted by members of the 
local aristocracy keen to demonstrate their Romanizing credentials. The 
vast, imposing granite aqueduct that still bestrides the city centre of 
Segovia and the majestic bridge that spans the Tagus at Alcántara near 
Cáceres – to name only two of the most spectacular public buildings that 
stand to this day – speak volumes for the power and sophistication of 
Roman imperial rule in the peninsula.

Urban growth went hand in hand with a substantial increase in 
agricultural production, as improved irrigation techniques helped to 
bring large areas of marginal land under the plough. Rome looked to 
the peninsula to provide the Mediterranean market with horses, grain, 
garum (a fish sauce), olive oil, wine, wool and, not least, precious 
metals. Contemporary writers laid particular emphasis upon the 
mineral wealth of the peninsula. According to the elder Pliny, who 
was responsible for the collection of revenues from Hispania Citerior 
in around ad 72–4, the mines of the north-west – such as the vast 
open-cast workings at Las Médulas near Astorga, where a complex 
system of water channels was used to wash the gold deposits – yielded 
over 20,000 pounds of gold per annum. The mining operations were 
on such a scale that Pliny declared them to be ‘far beyond the work 
of giants’. Hispania was also regarded by Rome as an important 
source of military manpower: soldiers from the peninsula served 
throughout the Empire, such as the unit of mounted infantry recruited 
from the Basque tribe of the Varduli, which in the third century ad 
was stationed at High Rochester to the north of Hadrian’s Wall. 
Far from being simply an important reservoir of raw materials and 
manpower, however, Hispania made its own distinguished contribu-
tion to the political and cultural life of the Roman Empire. No fewer 
than four emperors – Trajan (98–117), Hadrian (117–38), Theodosius I 
(378–95) and Magnus Maximus (383–88) – hailed from the peninsula, 

9780230_200111_02_cha01.indd   89780230_200111_02_cha01.indd   8 4/1/2009   11:32:38 AM4/1/2009   11:32:38 AM



PROOF
ORIGINS: PREHISTORY TO AD 711

9

and numerous Spaniards came to occupy positions of influence in the 
imperial administrative hierarchy, while among the most distinguished 
literary luminaries of the Hispanic provinces were the two Senecas, 
Lucan, Martial, Quintilian and the Christian poet Prudentius.

The patina of Roman culture was not spread evenly across the 
peninsula. Like the conquest of Hispania itself, ‘Romanization’ was 
a slow, gradual and piecemeal process. While some areas, such as the 
prosperous Levante and the Ebro and Guadalquivir valleys, became 
thoroughly assimilated from an early date, adopting Latin speech and 
Roman dress and customs, yet others – notably the remote, mountainous 
regions of the north and north-west – retained their tribal structures, 
religious beliefs and pastoral lifestyles. In much of the peninsula, Roger 
Collins has said, cultural assimilation was little more than a ‘super-
ficial veneer, barely masking the indigenous subculture’. The most 
substantial and prosperous Roman urban and rural settlements were 
situated in the main areas of economic wealth, chiefly in the prime 
agricultural land of the Mediterranean coastal regions and the Ebro 
and Guadalquivir valleys, or else near to major mining centres such 
as Río Tinto (in the modern province of Huelva). Of the few Roman 
towns that were established in the north and west, several – León, 
Astorga, Lugo and Braga – were chiefly military bases whose princi-
pal role was to guard over Rome’s vital economic interests, notably the 
gold and silver mines of León, Galicia and Asturias, and to police the 
potentially volatile territories further to the north.

The relative stability and prosperity of Roman Hispania were to 
be disturbed during the period of the later Empire. The peninsula was 
subjected to external attacks by Berber tribesmen from Mauretania 
(modern Morocco), who raided Baetica in ad 171–3 and again in 
177, and by migrating Germanic war-bands of Franks and Alamani, 
who crossed into Hispania from Gaul c.262 and sacked Tarragona. 
Furthermore, the Empire as a whole was racked by political instabil-
ity, to the extent that between 260 and 269, Hispania and the other 
western provinces repudiated their allegiance to Rome altogether. 
Political turmoil disrupted trade and communications and contributed 
to a significant downturn in economic activity: exports of foodstuffs 
and wine declined; mining production fell; the debasement of the 
imperial coinage by successive emperors led to the complete collapse 
of the currency in the second half of the third century ad; and the 
great public building projects that had been such a feature of the previ-
ous century became few and far between. In many cities, increasing 
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numbers of civic and religious buildings were gradually abandoned or 
allowed to fall into decay, and urban centres began to contract. That 
many Hispano-Roman citizens found it necessary to bury large hoards 
of coins during the second half of the third century ad is itself symp-
tomatic of the sense of insecurity that prevailed at this time.

During the late third and fourth centuries ad, the imperial authori-
ties attempted to shore up the creaking administrative structures of 
government. Under the emperor Diocletian (284–305), the provincial 
boundaries of the Empire were redrawn in an attempt to tighten admin-
istrative control over the territories and ensure the efficient collection of 
taxes. Within Hispania itself, Tarraconensis was subdivided into three 
smaller provinces: Gallaecia (the north-west of the peninsula), whose 
capital was to be Braga, in what is now northern Portugal; Carthagin-
ensis (which encompassed the centre and the south-east), based upon 
its capital at Cartagena; and Tarraconensis (the north and north-eastern 
districts), whose administrative centre remained Tarragona. As if to 
underline the determination of the imperial authority to strengthen its 
control over the provinces of Hispania, it may have been at this time 
that many of the most important administrative centres (for example, 
Barcelona, Lugo and Zaragoza) were fortified with massive town walls 
and towers. However, these measures do not appear to have restored 
the waning confidence of the Hispano-Roman élite in the late impe-
rial state. During the fourth century ad, as the burden of taxation on 
the urban aristocracy increased yet further, many wealthy individuals 
sought to secure exemption from service on town councils. Civic pride 
gave way to private ostentation, as many among the élite channelled 
their wealth into lavish private town-houses or, increasingly, sumptuous 
rural villas. The latter were the residential and administrative centres of 
vast estates, which not only employed large numbers of labourers and 
craftsmen, but also, in some cases, their own private armies.

Perhaps the most significant development in Hispania during 
the period of the later Empire was the introduction and diffusion of 
Christianity. In his Epistle to the Romans, St Paul had spoken of his 
intention to travel to Hispania, but when and how the new religion 
took root in the peninsula is uncertain. It has been speculated that 
returning soldiers, who had previously served in Mauretania, may 
have played a significant part in spreading the faith. At any rate, by 
the middle of the third century, Christian communities had sprung 
up in many parts of the peninsula and bishoprics had been created in 
León, Mérida and Zaragoza. The ecclesiastical council held at Elvira 
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(near modern Granada) c.300 was attended by some twenty bishops in 
all. These communities were to suffer persecution at the hands of the 
emperors Decius (249–51), Diocletian and Galerius (305–12). However, 
after the conversion of the emperor Constantine (306–37) in 312, and 
the adoption of Christianity as the official religion of the Empire, the 
Christian Church in the peninsula went from strength to strength. 
Ecclesiastical buildings, such as churches, baptisteries, hospitals and 
episcopal palaces, were erected in most of the major Hispano-Roman 
towns, and many among the landed aristocracy embraced the faith and 
converted residential sections of their villas into chapels. Free from the 
fear of persecution, Christian writers were able to flourish, such as the 
poets Iuvencus (fl. c.330) and Prudentius (fl. c.400), and the historian 
Orosius (fl. c.418), author of the Seven Books of History against the 
Pagans, an influential history of the world from the Creation to his 
own times. One of the most prominent among the Hispano-Roman 
Christians was the wealthy landowner Priscillian of Ávila, who cham-
pioned an ascetic movement which attracted widespread support in 
Hispania and south-western Gaul, until he was executed for heresy by 
command of the emperor Magnus Maximus in 385. In rural districts, 
meanwhile, and particularly in the largely un-Romanized north, pagan 
cults would continue to flourish for generations to come.

THE TWILIGHT OF ROMAN RULE

By the early fifth century ad, Roman imperial authority in the West had 
begun to disintegrate. In 409, a confederacy of peoples of Germanic 
origin – the Alans, Sueves and the Hasding and Siling Vandals – who 
had entered the Empire across the Rhine frontier only three years 
before, crossed the Pyrenees with their families and established 
themselves in the peninsula. According to Orosius and the Galician 
chronicler Bishop Hydatius (d. 469), the newcomers spent the next 
two years ‘running wild’ and war, famine and disease caused large-
scale loss of life among the local population. Far from amounting to 
a full-scale ‘barbarian’ invasion, however, it is likely that these forces 
were brought into Hispania at the express invitation of the Roman 
general, Gerontius, who had raised up a rebel emperor, Maximus, in 
Barcelona and was desperate to free regular army units for campaign-
ing in neighbouring Gaul. But when the Roman troops did not return 
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to the peninsula after 411, and the regime of Maximus and Gerontius 
promptly collapsed, a power vacuum opened up and political authority 
in much of the region was appropriated by the Germanic newcomers. 
The Sueves and Hasding Vandals established themselves in Gallaecia, 
the Alans in Lusitania and Carthaginensis, and the Siling Vandals in 
Baetica; only Tarraconensis remained under Roman rule. None the 
less, the imperial government was not ready to relinquish Hispania 
without a fight. In 416, another Germanic people, the Visigoths, who 
had earlier sacked Rome in 410 and then established themselves in 
south-western Gaul, crossed into Hispania as allies of the Roman 
authorities. They inflicted a crushing defeat on the Alans and Siling 
Vandals, who were forced to retreat north to Gallaecia, where they 
merged with the Hasding Vandals. Two years later, however, the Visigoths 
were recalled by the Romans to Gaul, where they were re-established 
as federates in Aquitaine.

The inability of Rome to recover her lost provinces in Hispania, and 
the decision of the Hasding Vandals to cross the Straits of Gibraltar 
in 429 in order to establish themselves in the Roman provinces of 
North Africa, allowed the Sueves to emerge as the dominant power 
in the peninsula. Under their kings Rechila (438–48) and Rechiarius 
(448–56), the Sueves established their capital at Mérida, after that city 
was conquered in 441, and extended their authority over Lusitania, 
Baetica and Carthaginensis. But any hopes Rechiarius may have 
entertained of reuniting the peninsula under his rule were dashed in 
456 when he was defeated and killed near Astorga by a Visigothic 
expeditionary force led by Theoderic II (453–66), acting apparently 
at the behest of the Roman imperial authorities. The Suevic king-
dom quickly unravelled until it had been reduced to only Gallaecia, 
allowing Visigothic forces to seize control of Baetica, Lusitania and 
Carthaginensis. Subsequently, as the Western Roman Empire steadily 
descended into insignificance, the various ‘barbarian’ groups who had 
established themselves in the West by treaty with the Roman govern-
ment, and who had effectively taken over the functions of the imperial 
army, jockeyed with one another to carve out their own independent 
centres of power. In the mid-470s, what remained of Roman authority 
in Hispania was ended for good when the armies of Theoderic’s brother, 
Euric (466–84), overran Tarraconensis, as well as most of southern 
Gaul. In 476, the emperor Romulus Augustulus (475–6) was deposed 
and the Roman Empire in Western Europe was finally extinguished.
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THE KINGDOM OF THE VISIGOTHS

The campaigns of Theoderic II and Euric left almost the whole of the 
peninsula, with the exception of the Suevic territory in Gallaecia, under 
Visigothic control. However, Hispania initially remained peripheral to 
Visigothic interests. It was not until their dominions in south-western 
Gaul had been almost obliterated, after a series of catastrophic defeats 
at the hands of the Franks and Burgundians between 507 and 531, that 
Visigothic settlement in the peninsula appears to have begun in earnest. 
Even so, the Germanic newcomers never represented any more than 
a very small minority of the population of Iberia as a whole. That the 
precarious Visigothic realm in Hispania survived at all at this time of 
military crisis was due to the intervention of the Ostrogothic king of Italy, 
Theoderic the Great (493–526), who halted the Frankish and Burgundian 
advance and brought the remaining Visigothic dominions in Hispania 
and Septimania (the area around Narbonne and Carcassonne) under his 
overlordship. When his grandson and successor in the Visigothic lands, 
Amalaric (526–31), born of the marriage of Theoderic’s daughter to 
Alaric II of the Visigoths (484–507), was defeated by the Franks and 
murdered in 531, the old Visigothic royal dynasty, which had held power 
almost without interruption since the late fourth century, came to an end. 
In 541, Frankish armies crossed the Pyrenees, captured Pamplona and 
subjected Zaragoza to siege. It was only thanks to determined resistance 
by Amalaric’s successor, Theudis (531–48), an Ostrogothic general who 
had previously administered the Visigothic territories on Theoderic’s 
behalf, that the Frankish advance was halted.

The transition from Imperial to Visigothic rule did not result in the 
wholesale destruction of Roman civilization in the peninsula. On the 
contrary, the Visigoths were firm admirers of Roman ways, so much so 
that it has been said by Richard Fletcher that the kingdom they founded 
in Hispania was in effect ‘Roman Spain under changed management’. 
The fact that the newcomers adopted the Latin language and the Chris-
tian religion (albeit of the non-Catholic Arian form), issued a coinage 
inspired by imperial models, and admired the literary and intellectual 
heritage of antiquity is proof enough of the enthusiasm with which 
the Visigothic rulers embraced the Roman legacy. Visigothic govern-
ment also owed much to imperial precedent: the structures of Roman 
provincial administration were in large part preserved, as were the 
mechanisms of fiscal organization; some of the Hispano-Roman offi-
cials who had served the previous regime remained in post; and sets of 
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laws were promulgated (such as the Breviary of Alaric of 506) which 
were closely based upon Roman codes. In some areas, moreover, local 
infrastructure was maintained. At Mérida, an inscription records that 
in 483, during the reign of King Euric, the Roman bridge over the 
Guadiana was repaired by command of the Visigothic official Count 
Salla and the local bishop, Zeno. For the most part, however, the 
physical contraction of urban centres and the gradual abandonment of 
Roman public buildings, which had already begun during the period 
of the late Empire, continued unchecked. At Tarragona, the lower 
town was all but abandoned during the late fifth and sixth centuries 
and the old forum used as a quarry. Yet even as Roman buildings were 
allowed to fall into decay, new structures were being erected. During 
the second half of the sixth century, for example, the bishops of Mérida 
promoted the construction of a number of ecclesiastical and charita-
ble buildings within that city. For his part, King Leovigild (569–86) 
revived the Roman urban tradition by founding two new towns: one 
at Reccopolis (near Zorita de los Canes to the east of Madrid) in 578, 
which, according to the bishop of Gerona and contemporary chronicler 
John of Biclaro, ‘he endowed with splendid buildings, both within the 
walls and in the suburbs’; the other at Victoriacum (probably modern 
Olite) in Navarre in 581.

The economic horizons of Visigothic Hispania were markedly more 
circumscribed than they had been under Roman rule. Although the 
commercial ties which bound the peninsula to the rest of the Mediter-
ranean were not entirely sundered after the fall of the Western Empire, 
the disruption and fragmentation of the former imperial trading 
network undoubtedly caused the already diminishing volume of trade 
to decline yet further. The mines, which had lured the Romans to the 
peninsula in the first place, experienced a marked slump in production 
and the celebrated garum factories of southern Hispania closed down 
altogether. What little is known of the organization of rural society 
under the Visigoths suggests a similar process of continuity and 
change. The disengagement of the Hispano-Roman élite from urban 
life and the progressive ruralization of the economy, which was under 
way well before the arrival of Visigoths, continued unabated. Some 
villas that had been built during the period of the Late Empire were 
abandoned or destroyed during the fifth-century invasions, but many 
others continued to function much as before, and yet others, such as the 
substantial Visigothic residence at Pla de Nadal near Valencia, were built 
from scratch. Agricultural techniques remained largely unchanged, but 
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the dislocation of the formerly lucrative imperial export markets meant 
that villa estates, still worked by slaves and serfs, began to contract and 
became largely geared towards self-sufficiency. Some of these great 
estates remained in the hands of the still powerful Hispano-Roman 
aristocracy; many others were appropriated by the monarchy or by the 
secular and ecclesiastical magnates among the Visigothic élite. A number 
of landowners erected churches and monasteries on their rural estates, 
some of which survive to this day, such as that of San Juan de Baños near 
Palencia, which was founded by King Reccesuinth (649–72) in 661.

The Hispano-Gothic magnates stood at the apex of Visigothic 
society. The ruling monarch, lacking a standing army, relied upon 
the contingents of troops provided by such magnates to wage war 
on his enemies. The king also looked to the great nobles to serve in 
his household and advise him on matters of state, and he entrusted 
them with the governorship of towns and provinces throughout the 
realm. At a local level, the growing power and independence of the 
land-owning class was reflected in various ways. Some estate owners 
appropriated the right to levy taxation and carry out judicial functions 
on their own lands; others began to fortify their rural residences and 
raise private armed retinues. The Ostrogoth Theudis, who married a 
wealthy Hispano-Roman heiress in the early sixth century, is reported 
to have commanded a personal militia of some 2000 men. At the same 
time, a growing sense of insecurity, exacerbated by rural lawlessness 
and regular outbreaks of plague, drought and famine, prompted many 
free peasant families to place themselves and their lands under the 
protection of these local lords, as a result of which further swathes of 
the countryside passed into the hands of the already powerful secular 
and ecclesiastical magnates.

The middle of the sixth century was marked by endemic political 
instability, as rival factions among the Visigothic nobility competed 
for the throne. Theudis was murdered in 548 and his successor, the 
general Theudisclus (548–9), met the same fate after only 18 months, an 
event that prompted Bishop Gregory of Tours (d. 594) to observe acidly 
that ‘the Goths had adopted the detestable custom of killing with the 
sword any of their kings who displeased them, and of replacing him on 
the throne by someone whom they preferred’. The death of Theudisclus 
marked the end of the Ostrogothic protectorate in the peninsula. In 551, a 
bloody struggle for supremacy erupted between the reigning king Agila 
(549–54) and the nobleman Athanagild, who had raised the flag of 
rebellion in Seville. When Agila was murdered by his own followers 
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in Mérida in 554, Athanagild (554–68) seized the throne, but not before 
a Byzantine expeditionary force which had been sent to assist him had 
brought a narrow enclave of territory – stretching along the Mediterranean 
coast from Medina Sidonia near Cádiz to Cartagena – under the author-
ity of the emperor Justinian. At the same time, political infighting at 
the centre of the kingdom encouraged some notables in the localities to 
repudiate Visigothic royal authority. In the south, for example, Córdoba 
rebelled against King Agila in 550 and managed to survive as an inde-
pendent city-state for a further 22 years; in the north, the emergence of a 
number of local autonomies is recorded, such as the ‘senate’ of landown-
ers which asserted its independence in Cantabria at this time.

It was not until the second half of the sixth century that the Visig-
othic monarchy in Iberia became established on a firmer footing. The 
principal architect of this achievement was King Leovigild, who during 
the course of the 570s and 580s waged relentless war on what John of 
Biclaro called ‘the usurpers and despoilers of Spain’. Victories over 
the Byzantines in 570 and 571, which led to the recapture of Málaga 
and Medina Sidonia respectively, were followed by a series of success-
ful campaigns to subdue the rebellious localities, including Córdoba, 
which was brought to heel in 572. In 579, Leovigild had to confront 
an armed revolt in Baetica led by his own son Hermenegild, who with 
Byzantine support remained defiant for over four years. However, 
Hermenegild surrendered in 584 and was murdered the following 
year. Shortly afterwards, Leovigild defeated the Sueves and subjugated 
their kingdom for good. When Leovigild died in 586, he held sway 
over most of the peninsula, with the exception of the small Byzantine 
enclave in southern Iberia. The latter was to be gradually eroded by 
Leovigild’s successors on the throne, until it was extinguished by King 
Suinthila (621–31) in 624.

Military operations apart, Leovigild introduced a number of 
other measures designed to reinforce the authority of the monarchy. 
Toledo, strategically situated at the centre of the peninsula, and which 
Athanagild had already chosen as his capital, was confirmed as the 
political and religious centre of the Visigothic realm, and would remain 
so until the early eighth century. Leovigild also sought to enhance his 
own prestige by adopting many of the trappings of monarchy, includ-
ing royal regalia and ceremonial inspired by Byzantine custom, and 
by issuing coinage that was no longer a pale imitation of late Roman 
and Byzantine styles, but proudly bore his own name, title and image. 
The decision to found new towns at Reccopolis and Victoriacum and, 
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perhaps, to issue a new law-code, were also clear echoes of impe-
rial practice. Is it not conceivable that by vigorously asserting his 
authority in this manner Leovigild was seeking to create his very own 
‘Byzantium’ in the peninsula?

Leovigild’s quest for political unity was matched by a desire to bring 
about religious uniformity within his kingdom. The Visigothic ruling 
élite were adherents of Arianism – a Christian heresy which believed 
that Christ was subordinate to God the Father – and were thus at odds 
with the Catholicism of the majority Hispano-Roman population. The 
Sueves, it may be noted in passing, had already renounced Arianism 
and converted to Catholicism under the influence of Bishop Martin 
of Braga c.560. However, Leovigild’s attempts to broker a doctrinal 
settlement between the rival Arian and Catholic Churches at a council 
held in Toledo in 580, or even to bribe or cajole Catholic bishops into 
the Arian fold, met with only limited success. During the course of the 
sixth century, it appears that significant numbers of Goths had already 
begun to abandon the Arian Church. One who did so was Leovigild’s 
own son Hermenegild, although whether the latter’s conversion to 
Catholicism was the inspiration for his decision to rebel against his 
father in 579, or rather was subsequent to it, remains uncertain. Pope 
Gregory the Great was later to declare Hermenegild a martyr to the 
Catholic cause, but this view was not shared by contemporaries such 
as John of Biclaro or Bishop Isidore of Seville, for whom the rebellion 
of 579 was an unwelcome threat to the political stability of the realm. 
In the event, the religious question was subsequently resolved by 
Leovigild’s son and successor Reccared I (586–601), who, under the 
guidance of Bishop Leander of Seville, embraced Catholicism in 587 
and formally proclaimed the conversion of the entire Visigothic king-
dom to the faith at the Third Council of Toledo in May 589. The tran-
sition from Arianism to Catholicism was not universally welcomed: 
Reccared had to confront no fewer than four separate rebellions led 
by Arian bishops and their supporters among the Visigothic nobility. 
But, deprived of royal support, theirs was a lost cause: when the last 
of these insurrections was crushed in 590, all support for Arianism 
swiftly evaporated.

For John of Biclaro, Reccared’s decision to embrace Catholicism, 
which ‘restored all the people of the Goths and the Sueves to the 
unity and peace of the Christian Church’, marked a watershed in the 
history of the peninsula. Thereafter, Church and monarchy would act 
together in close mutual support. During the last quarter of the sixth 
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century, the see of Seville, through its influential bishops Leander 
and his brother Isidore, was the dominant force in the government 
of the realm; on Isidore’s death in 636, the bishops of Toledo came 
to the fore. At a series of ecclesiastical councils held in Toledo during 
the seventh century, the bishops of that city promoted a number of 
measures designed to enhance the authority of the monarchy, bring 
about uniformity in ecclesiastical organization and liturgy, and bolster 
their own supremacy over the other bishops of the Visigothic Church. 
The bishops also strove to consolidate the position of Toledo as the 
ceremonial centre of the kingdom and they bound the monarchy ever 
more closely to themselves by devising a series of inauguration rituals, 
such as unction, which they alone could administer.

The growing authority and influence of the ecclesiastical élite was 
matched by an intellectual activity unparalleled anywhere in Latin 
Christendom. Many Iberian bishops maintained close links with the 
Byzantine Empire and with the North African Church, and were thus 
fully integrated into the cultural mainstream of the Mediterranean 
world. Churchmen were not only responsible for a number of distinguished 
liturgical and scriptural compositions, but for works of hagiography, 
polemic, grammar, poetry and history too. Roman culture was far from 
forgotten, but the literary output of the luminaries of the Visigothic 
Church – men of the calibre of John of Biclaro, Fructuosus of Braga, 
Braulio of Zaragoza, Eugenius, Ildefonsus and Julian of Toledo, and 
Valerio of the Bierzo – owed far more to the example of the Church 
Fathers than to the pagan writers of the Roman Golden and Silver 
Ages. The most illustrious of them all was Isidore of Seville, ‘the glory 
of Spain, the pillar of the Church’, in the words of Braulio. Isidore’s 
vast literary output included two histories of the Goths, a biographical 
study of 46 popes, bishops and authors, various exegetical writings and 
his encyclopaedic Etymologies. The latter, which was compiled in 20 
books between c.615 and the early 630s, summarized the learning of 
antiquity across a wide range of fields, and came to enjoy widespread 
readership in literary circles across Europe. However, intellectual 
pursuits were not the exclusive preserve of the clergy. King Sisebut 
(611/12–19), who was rather guardedly described by Isidore of Seville 
as ‘imbued with some knowledge of letters’, may have composed a 
Life of St Desiderius of Vienne, and both he and King Chintila (636–9) 
were accomplished poets in their own right.

For all the determination with which the Visigothic monarchs 
sought to preserve the unity of their kingdom, their own grip on 
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power was sometimes fragile. Between the death of Reccared in 601 
and the demise of the Visigothic state a little over a century later, no 
fewer than 16 monarchs occupied the throne. Some, like Leovigild, 
Sisenand (631–6), Chindasuinth (642–53) and Egica (687–702), 
ensured a smooth succession by enthroning their sons as co-rulers 
during their own lifetimes. But the hereditary principle did not take 
root. Gundemar (610–11/12), Sisebut, Suinthila, Wamba (672–80) and 
Ervig (680–7) were all elected to the throne by the palatine magnates; 
Witteric (603–10), Sisenand and Chindasuinth seized power by force. 
Weak or incompetent rulers, such as those who were unable to provide 
effective military leadership, were particularly vulnerable to deposi-
tion by aristocratic factions. The Fourth Council of Toledo, held at 
the behest of Sisenand in 633, sought to protect the king from revolt 
by threatening would-be usurpers with excommunication and by 
establishing that henceforward his successor should be elected by the 
bishops and lay magnates of the realm. These provisions were further 
refined at the councils held in Toledo in 636 and 638. In practice, 
however, the ecclesiastical authorities were usually pragmatic enough 
to offer their support to whoever came to occupy the throne: the over-
throw of the established ruler was regarded in itself as an act of divine 
will and conferred legitimacy on the usurper.

Chindasuinth and his son Reccesuinth are chiefly remembered 
for their legislative achievements. The Liber Iudicorum, or ‘Book of 
the Judges’, which was begun by Chindasuinth and completed and 
promulgated by Reccesuinth in 654, was the culmination of a tradi-
tion of law-giving by the Visigothic monarchy that went back to the 
late fifth century. Divided into 12 books and comprising a relatively 
comprehensive collection of criminal, civil and commercial legal 
procedures, the Liber was the largest and most ambitious of any the 
law-codes issued by the ‘barbarian’ successor states to the Western 
Roman Empire, and its provisions would remain in use in much of 
the peninsula until the thirteenth century. The Liber was applicable 
to every citizen in the land, whether of Hispano-Roman or Germanic 
origin, although it is likely that any legal differentiation between the 
two communities had already long since disappeared. Intermarriage 
between the Gothic and Roman élites, formally outlawed until the 
time of Leovigild, was probably already common practice by the sixth 
century. The assimilation of the Hispano-Roman aristocracy into the 
political, military and administrative structures of the kingdom, not 
to mention the disappearance of the Catholic–Arian divide, helped 
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speed the process of inter-ethnic integration. By the end of the seventh 
century, all could regard themselves as members of a common Gothic 
nation, regardless of their origins.

The development of a collective sense of Gothic identity among 
the Christian peoples of the peninsula occurred at a time when the 
minority Jewish population was becoming the target of sustained 
persecution. Jews had probably begun to settle in the peninsula in 
significant numbers during the first century ad, although we know 
remarkably little about the communities they established. At any rate, 
by the time of the Christian council held at Elvira c.300, Jews were 
evidently numerous enough to raise concerns in ecclesiastical circles. 
The repression of the Jews from the late sixth century onwards was 
prompted by the determination of the Visigothic authorities to uphold 
religious orthodoxy within the kingdom, and it took place against a 
backdrop of rising anti-Jewish feeling within the Mediterranean world 
as a whole. In 613, King Sisebut issued a decree which obliged all 
the Jews in his realm to convert to Christianity, on pain of exile and 
confiscation of property. This draconian policy was to be the subject 
of criticism at the Fourth Council of Toledo in 633, but further meas-
ures designed to undermine the legal and social standing of Jews were 
issued at this and later councils. Under King Reccesuinth, Jewish 
religious customs, such as marriage ceremonies and dietary laws, were 
proscribed; Jews were also debarred from initiating legal proceedings 
against Christians, and Jewish converts to Christianity were subjected 
to supervision. In 694, King Egica accused the Jews of conspiring 
to overthrow him and ordered that the entire Jewish population be 
reduced to slavery and their property confiscated. Whether these legal 
measures were ever fully enacted is very much a moot point. At the 
beginning of the eighth century, despite the raft of decrees that had 
gone before, the Jewish communities in the peninsula had far from 
disappeared. Yet when the Visigothic state shortly collapsed, it is easy 
to see why the hard-pressed Jews may well have viewed the event as 
a deliverance.
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