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The transformation of cult places during the Roman expansion in
the Iberian south-east (third—first century BC)

Leticia Lopez-Mondéjar

Introduction

Beyond their importance in the development of cults and
rituals, sacred spaces were essential points in the Late Iron
Age landscapes of the Iberian Peninsula from the fourth
century BC. Some aspects, such as their development, their
position in the landscape or their links with the main sites of
these territories, show them either as points that politically
legitimised the territorial control of the elites and the main
fortified sites (‘oppida’), or as places of social and ideo-
logical aggregation for the community (Lépez-Mondéjar
2014). Rome soon noticed this crucial role, especially at a
territorial and socio-political level, and cult places became
strategic elements during the Roman expansion in this area.
As a consequence, they constitute key sites to approach the
processes that defined the integration of the Iberian
communities in the Roman orbit from the end of the third to
the first century BC.

The Iberian south-east and the territories corresponding
to the current region of Murcia (Spain) (Fig. 4.1) constitute
a very interesting area in which to explore those aspects. Not
only were some of the most important peninsular Iron Age
sites, and particularly sanctuaries, located here, but some of
them also had very interesting developments from the third
century BC. Moreover, this was a very dynamic area, in
continuous contact with the Mediterranean world, and the
Roman city of Cartagena was located here, which meant a
continuous Roman presence in the coastal area from the end
of the third century BC and consequently a growth in the
political and economic influence of Rome over all the
surrounding area. All these aspects define this territory as an
ideal area of study in order to analyse the transfor- mations
related to the Roman expansion in the Iberian Peninsula and
provide us with a good deal of information with which to
address many of the issues concerning the

transformations undergone by Iberian cult places during the
indicated period.

Unfortunately, despite the fact that the research devel-
oped in other Mediterranean areas has shown how necessary
it is to explore cult places within their historical context
(Polignac 1984; Alcock and Osborne 1994; Tagliamonte
2004; Stek 2009), regional studies have always focused
on the archacological record and structures of these sites,
paying scarce attention to their role within the landscape and
to the socio-political dynamics of this period.

Taking into account that scenario, this paper aims to
explore the role and the development of cult places in the
Iberian south-east from the third to the first century BC and
to analyse them for the first time within both the strategies
of territorial control and integration followed by Rome, and
the changes undergone by the native communities.

Besides understanding these sites as mirrors of the
transformations taking place at these periods in the
Iberian south-east, I will approach them as active tools
and agents in those processes of change. I shall attempt
to offer a new way of looking at the cult places of this area,
exploring that double role and approaching for the first time
some aspects which have been traditionally ignored by the
studies focused on this territory. Hence, it is hoped that
this perspective provides interesting data for reflection on
the Roman expansion process in this area and a more
complete picture of Iberian cult places, shedding new light
on the transformations experienced by them and their
connection with the complex historical and socio-political
context of these centuries.

In order to investigate these aspects, two case studies,
both located in the current Murcia region, are presented here
from a comparative view: the sanctuaries of La Luz and La
Encarnacién (Fig. 4.1). Both constitute prime examples
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Fig. 4.1. Study area in the Iberian south-east with the location of the main sites and the two case studies (A. La Luz area; B. La

Encarnacion area).

since they were monumentalised during the indicated period.
However, whereas the former followed Hellenistic patterns
(Lillo 1995-6), the latter was monumentalised along Roman
lines (Ramallo 1991).

The context: the Iberian south-east at the end of
the third century BC

The emergence and development of cult places in the Iberian
south-east date back to the fourth century BC, a moment
defined by significant social, territorial and ideological
transformations (Lopez-Mondéjar 2014, 5). This is the case
of La Encarnacion and other regional cult places, such as El
Cigarralejo and Coimbra del Barranco Ancho. Others with
a previous occupation, among them La Luz, experienced a
new development in this century (Lillo 1991-2, 111; Fig. 4.1).
However, beyond those sanctuaries, what was the scenario
found by Rome upon its arrival at these territories at the end

of the third century BC? It is worth providing some back-
ground information on the situation in the area prior to the
Roman conquest by paying attention to the landscape that
defined the Late Iron Age in the study area, the so-called
‘Iberian period’.

The term ‘Iberians’ designates those peoples who
inhabited the southern area and the coast of Iberia from the
Pyrenees to Andalusia during the Late Iron Age and before
the Roman arrival. This wide territory led to the existence
of clear particularities in every Iberian area, which were
expressed not only through the material cul- ture or the
settlement patterns of those communities, but also through
their different responses to contact with other Mediterranean
cultures and particularly with the Roman world (Keay
2013).

The Iberian south-east and in particular the two areas
of study constitute singular territories in this period due to
their economic and cultural dynamism and their closeness



to the Punic capital in the Iberian Peninsula, the city of Qart
Hadash (modern Cartagena), on the Mediterranean coast
(Fig. 4.1). Those cultural contacts boosted the native
communities of the territories that adapted and integrated the
most different Mediterranean traditions. All these previous
influences would play a decisive role during the Roman
conquest and would be essential to the consolidation of the
new Roman organisation and the adoption of the Roman
cultural forms.

Beyond those influences, a close look at the Iberian
south-east during the Late Iron Age shows a hierarchised
landscape. The period between the fourth and third centu-
ries BC was characterised by the consolidation of both the
major centres of the Iberian south-east and their political
territories. A small number of fortified oppida occupied
strategic positions along the main rivers and functioned as
landmarks in the landscape, being also residences of the
local elites (Fig. 4.1; Lopez-Mondéjar 2012).

In the surrounding area of those oppida, new secondary
settlements emerged in the lowlands. According to their
location and material record, most of them can be related to
farming activities and they would have been dependent on
the oppida, especially at a defensive level since they do not
show any kind of defences (Lopez-Mondéjar 2012). At the
same time, adjacent cult places were established next to
those main centres (Fig. 4.1). They determined symbol-
ically the oppida’s territorial domain in the landscape and
politically legitimised the elites’ territorial control (Ruiz and
Molinos 2007; Lopez-Mondéjar 2014).

This is the context in which our two case studies, La Luz
and La Encarnacion, should be understood. Similar to other
cult places, they were linked with major oppida and situated
at strategic locations, controlling the main natural axis of
communication (Fig. 4.2). Moreover, both developed a key
role at different levels during the Late Iron Age. Firstly, they
functioned as territorial markers within the political territory
controlled by their adjacent oppida. Secondly, they became
ideal spaces in which to enhance the social position and
prestige of the elites. Finally, they represented spaces of
aggregation and identity for the entire community. All these
become essential in order to explain the transformation and
monumentalisation of these sites from the end of the third
century BC onwards.

Scipio’s arrival in Iberia in 211 BC and the conquest of
the Punic capital, Qart Hadash, in 209 BC was an important
turning point in a scenario that resulted in increased contacts
with the Roman world, noticeable through the material
record documented in the sites of this period. Although the
direct control and exploitation of these peninsular territories
was not yet a priority for Rome, its stable presence in Qart
Hadash, from what was then Carthago Nova, meant the
beginning of Roman interventionism in this area which can
be traced to the creation of two provinces in 197 BC. From
this moment, the first transformations became visible in the
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Fig. 4.2. Visual control of the two case studies in the Quipar and
the Segura valleys.

indigenous landscape (Lopez-Mondéjar 2010). Therefore,
from the end of the third century BC and during the next
century, certain sanctuaries, such as Coimbra del Barranco
Ancho and El Cigarralejo, were abandoned (Fig. 4.1), while
other cult places experienced a significant new development
marked by the introduction of new elements and models in
the previously native sanctuaries. It is precisely to this period
that the transformation of the two case studies can be dated.

The sanctuary of La Encarnacion (Caravaca,
Murcia)

The first case study is La Encarnacion, located in Caravaca
de la Cruz (Murcia). It is integrated in the archaeological
and historical area of El Estrecho de Las Cuevas, occupied
from prehistoric times as it is a crossing point in the natural
route between the Iberian Levant and Andalusia through the
Segura and Quipar valleys (Figs 4.2 and 4.3). Moreover,
different traditional transhumance paths also run through



this area. The cult place is located in a forest and natural
environment, widely visible from the valley and which, even
nowadays, has a sacred and special character. In fact, a
hermitage was erected here in the sixteenth century and a
pilgrimage is still celebrated once a year from the nearby
village of La Encarnacion.

The indigenous sanctuary, located beyond the oppida
limits, had a suburban character. It was linked with the
fortified site of Los Villaricos which has been identified with
the later municipium of Asso, mentioned by Ptolemy and
cited in one of the inscriptions found in the area (Brotdns
2007, 315; CIL 11 5941).

The origins of this cult place can be dated to the fourth
century BC (Brotons 2007, 315-16), though the remains of
this first phase are very scarce. Although no structures dated
to the fourth and third centuries BC were found, field- works
carried out during the 1990s revealed the presence of
circular holes carved in the rock, which may suggest a
building made of perishable materials (Ramallo 1991, 50).
In addition, remains of milk and honey were documented,
probably related to libation rituals (Brotons 2007, 325;
Ramallo and Broténs 1997, 261), a very common ritual in

Fig. 4.3. Aerial view of El Estrecho de las Cuevas with the location
of the sanctuary of La Encarnacion (A) and the oppidum of Los
Villaricos (B).

the Mediterranean and also documented in other Iberian
sanctuaries during the Late Iron Age (Rudhart 1958; Lillo
1995-6; Izquierdo 2003, 126-8; Gonzalez-Alcalde 2009).
The archaeological record of this first phase offers a
wide variety of artefacts, including Greek imports, votive
offerings realised in metal, stone figurines of warriors, min-
iature weapons, terracotta figurines and indigenous pottery

(Fig. 4.4; Ruano and San Nicolas 1993). The presence of
certain specific types of pottery can also be linked with
libation rituals. Along with its strategic location and its
topographical link with the oppidum, all those materials
reveal the cult place’s important role for the community

and also for the elite during the centuries prior to Rome’s
arrival. In this respect, the presence of some figurines, such
as horses, warriors and miniature weapons, can be related to
the Iberian aristocracies since they were key symbols within
their ideology during this period (Moneo and Almagro 1998,
95—6; Brunaux 2002). There are also other elements that
point to the participation of the indigenous elites in this cult
place, such as the richness of some of the votive offerings.
In particular, almost a hundred fragments of gold and silver
votive pieces were discovered under the successive floors
of one of the later Roman buildings (temple B; Brotons and
Ramallo 2010). Among them, there is a carved representa-
tion on a small silver plaque of an individual whose dress
and features identify him as someone who played a priestly
role in the cult place, usually a position held by members
of the aristocratic group in Iron Age Iberian communities
(Fig. 4.4; Chapa and Madrigal 1997).

These clear links between the local elites and the cere-
monies developed in the site, along with the volume of its
archaeological record and its parallels with other sanctuaries
of the Iberian south-east, lead us to define this cult place as
a key point in the indigenous landscape of the Quipar valley
from the fourth century BC and to explain its later
development.

From the beginning of the second century and during the
first century BC, once Rome had consolidated its presence in
the Iberian south-east, the native cult place was transformed
into a monumentalised sacred complex. The archaeological
research has revealed that the entire area was remodelled on
Italic patterns and two temples were constructed whose
decorations were directly imported from Roman workshops
in Latium, based on stylistic parallels and the results from
mineralogical analyses (Ramallo and Arana 1993). A first
building, the so-called Temple A, was a temple in antis,
probably a treasury. It shows clear parallels with many
temples documented in the Italian Peninsula during this
period, including that of Portunus located in Rome’s Forum
Boarium (Ramallo 1991, 52).

The second edifice, Temple B, was larger and more mon-
umental. It also followed Italic patterns, being subsequently
remodelled in various stages. The first phase dates back to
the beginning of the second century BC and corresponds



Fig. 4.4. Archaeological record of the sanctuary of La Encarnacion: a. Stone figurines of warriors (after Ruano and San Nicolas 1993);
b. Silver miniature brooch (fourth—second centuries BC) (after Brotons and Ramallo 2010, figs 17, 91); c. Engraved silver plaque (after
Brotons and Ramallo 2010, figs 17, 92).
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Fig. 4.5. Decorations of the temples of La Encarnacion (after Ramallo and Arana 1993, figs 6, 8, 10—11).: a. Proposal for the location

of the antefixes and plaques; b. Antefixes with satyrs’ head from the sanctuary; c. Plaque of La Encarnacion (above) and main parallels
Jfound at Pyrgi (1), Lo Scasato (Civita Castellana) (2, 4), Ardea (3) and Cosa (5, 6).
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Fig. 4.6. Plan of the sanctuary of La Encarnacion at the end of the
first century BC with the two Roman temples (after Pozo, Robles
and Navarro 2006, fig. 1).

to an Etrusco-Italic temple whose decoration was imported
from Italic workshops. Studies have revealed the similarity
of'its revetment plaques with those known from many cities
in the Etruscan area (Fig. 4.5; Ramallo and Arana 1993,
79-83). Also, the fragments of antefixes found in the area
of the sanctuary, representing satyrs’ and maenads’ heads
framed by vine leaves, share the same characteristics as
those from Rome and central Italy during the third and
second centuries BC (Fig. 4.5; Ramallo and Arana 1993, 90).
In the next phase, between the end of the second century
and the beginning of the first century BC, the building was
remodelled and entirely built in stone, presenting now a
pronaos and a portico in antis. During the last phase, in the
first century BC, it became an octostyle pseudoperipteral
temple whose archaeological evidence indicates continuous
use during the next centuries of the Roman Empire (Fig. 4.6;
Ramallo 1991, 52-3).

As a result of those changes, the indigenous appearance
of this cult place changed completely, and, along with it, the
sacred landscape of this inland territory. The sanctuary’s
strategic location made the new Roman buildings visible to
all the inhabitants of the valley, inserting them in a new
‘hybrid’ landscape defined from now by both native and
Roman traditions.

Considering all these transformations, some questions
arise. Firstly, what was the broader scenario in which those
changes took place? Secondly, why did Rome decide to
intervene in this inland area of the Iberian south-east, and
why do it in this way? And, finally, why did Rome intervene
in a cult place, and in particular in La Encarnacion, instead
of choosing any other site or a major settlement?

Regarding the first two questions, it is essential to under-
stand the situation of Rome at the beginning of the second

century BC. The analysis of the ancient texts of this period
has focused on Cato’s campaigns in Iberia, revealing that
the Roman contingents were not always numerous enough
to face the alliances of indigenous peoples and to deal with
the logistics of the Roman conquest during the initial years
of the second century BC (Martinez 1992, 175). Within this
context, the changes undergone by this sanctuary should be
explained in connection with Rome’s interest to assure the
status quo in the area. However, how would have Romans
done that? Considering the indicated scenario and the fact
that the direct domination and exploitation of these territo-
ries, distant from the coastal area and from Carthago Nova,
was not yet a priority for Rome, the Romans should have
looked initially for alliances with the local elites. Thus, they
were interested in maintaining the previous territorial struc-
ture, assuring the continuity of the situation in this area and
avoiding possible indigenous rebellions. Since the support of
the Iberian aristocracies was a key factor for that stability,
Rome looked to strengthen their control over the territory.
Therefore, the main oppida seem to have kept their role in
the articulation and organisation of these regional territories
and no destructions have been documented in this area as a
direct consequence of the Roman settlement in Cartagena at
the end of the third century BC.

In relation to the last question, the aforementioned role of
cult places of the Iberian south-east from the fourth century
BC, their strategic locations and their links with the elites
and the oppida become the main aspects to be taken in
consideration. All these issues show La Encarnacion as an
ideal space for the Roman interests in these inland territo-
ries and allow us to understand why Rome focused on this
cult place for its initial intervention in the area. Moreover,
despite the fact that it was monumentalised with the support
of the local elites, it is clear that the new sanctuary was
ultimately a symbol of the presence of a new authority
beyond the native elites. The temples, their iconography and
the ideology linked with them were new for the native
communities and were expressions of Rome, who had two
main objectives by monumentalising this site.

Firstly, the role of this sanctuary as a key territorial
marker was also reinforced within the new historical con-
text. Not only did this confirm the power of the local elite

through its alliance with the new Roman power, but it also
assured Rome an indirect control over these territories. Thus,
itavoided possible conflicts in the region during these initial
years of the second century BC, while Rome was involved in
diverse military campaigns in other areas (Martinez 1992).

Secondly, even though the cult place continued to be used
by local communities, since there is no evidence to suggest
the presence of Roman people in the area during this period,
the new Italic patterns of the sacred complex should have
contributed to the spreading and the progressive adoption of
the Roman ideology by the Iberian society (Millett 1995, 98;
Vermeulen 1995). In this context, it is easy to understand



Rome’s interest in bringing architectural terracottas from
Italy and using them as part of the new buildings erected at
La Encarnacion. It is precisely in Rome, centre of that new
ideology, and particularly in the Palatino and in the Temples
B and C of Largo Argentina, where the clearest parallels of
the antefixes of La Encarnacion have been documented
(Ramallo and Arana 1993, 91).

Regarding the local elites, they also took advantage
of these changes since they kept their control over those
territories (Keay 1995, 38). At the beginning of the second
century BC, while Romans were immersed in diverse
military campaigns, the support of the local aristocracies
was of vital importance for Rome, and it knew how to attract
them into its orbit. The monumentalisation of the cult place
meant the strengthening and confirmation of La
Encarnacion as a key site in the landscape of the valley and
it indirectly reinforced the power and the importance of the
adjacent oppidum of Los Villaricos, which con- tinued to
be occupied over the following centuries and is attested
as municipium during Hadrian’s reign (AD

117-138; Broténs 2007, 315). From this perspective, both
temples should be read, ultimately, as symbols of the
alliance between Rome and the local elites who would have
offered Rome their loyalty, in return for keeping their
control over the territory and their privileges during the first
period of the Roman presence in the area (third to second
centuries BC).

The Iberian sanctuary of Nuestra Sefiora de La
Luz (Verdolay, Murcia)

Our second case study, the sanctuary of La Luz, is part of
the Verdolay archaeological complex that also comprises
the oppidum of Santa Catalina del Monte and the necropolis
of Cabecico del Tesoro. The site has been known since the
early twentieth century due to incidental findings. Since
then, the sacred area has been systematically excavated and
its archaeological record has been published in numerous
studies, especially during the 1980s and 1990s (a compilation
of those works can be found in Garcia et al. 2007).
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Fig. 4.7. Location of the sanctuary of La Luz (1) and the oppidum of Santa Catalina del Monte (2) in the area of Verdolay (Murcia).
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Fig. 4.8. Plans and views of the sanctuary of La Luz: a. Plan of the sanctuary with the location of the two different sectors (after Lillo
2002, 208, fig. 5); b. Aerial view of Salent Hill with the current remains of the sanctuary, c. Floor plan and elevation of the temple (after
Lillo 19951996, 103), d. West view of Salent Hill with the temple on the top (after Lillo 1995—6, 103).

As seen in the case of La Encarnacion, the location
of La Luz and its role within the landscape of the Late
Iron Age are crucial factors to be considered in order to
understand its development from the end of the third century
BC. The cult place, together with the necropolis and
oppidum, are located on the slope of the Carrascoy
mountains, occupying a strategic position within the Iberian
south-east (Figs 4.2 and 4.7). The sanctuary

was placed on the so-called Salent Hill and reached the
lower part of it, the Olivar plain (Fig. 4.8). The hill was not
far from the oppidum, giving the cult place a certain extra-
urban character. Its position provided it with a wide
control over both the confluence of the Segura and the
Guadalentin valleys and the main communication axis
between the coast and the interior, which would be also
followed by the later Roman road to Complutum. It



Fig. 4.9. Votive bronze figurines of La Luz: a. Feminine figure dated back to the transition of the third—second centuries BC (after Lillo
1991-2, 133); b. Warrior figurine (end of the third century BC) (after Lillo 1998, figs 7-8); c. Fragment of bronze figurine identified with

a priest (after Lillo 1999, fig. 6.1).

therefore dominated the access to the Segura valley from
Carthago Nova, which is a remarkable point, especially
taking into account the historical importance of this centre
during the period analysed.

Finally, the location of the cult place presents another
interesting and noteworthy characteristic. It is near a tran-
shumance path that runs parallel to the valley and unites
other later religious places in the area, including the remains
of a Late Antique basilica. In fact, some religious buildings
are still located in this sector, such as the monastery of La
Luz and the chapel of San Antonio El Pobre (Fig. 4.7). All
of them, along with the region’s natural environment, its
situation in the forest area of Carrascoy and the great number
of springs, reveal the unique character of the location.

Regarding the development of La Luz, fieldworks have
revealed a first occupation of this area already at the end of
the fifth century BC (Lillo 1991-2, 117; 1998, 128), coin-
ciding with the earliest phase of the necropolis of Cabecico
del Tesoro (Garcia and Gomez 2006, 63). Unfortunately,
little is known about this initial occupation.

It was during the next century when a substantial change
took place: the area was restructured and a temenos was built
(Lillo 1995-6, 99). In addition, the remains of workshops,
which manufactured the numerous bronze votive offerings

found in the cult place, were also documented (Lillo 1991-2,
117). The iconography of those bronze figurines, such as
richly dressed women, horsemen and warriors with belt
buckles — a power symbol for the Iberian people (Lillo
1991-2; 1995-6, 114) — and an individual related to priestly
functions (Fig. 4.9), links those representations with the
aristocratic groups and their interests in enhancing their
social prestige within the community (Derks 1998, 231-3;
Tagliamonte 2004, 104—5; Pedley 2005, 108—10).

Taking into consideration its location, its connection with
the main centre of this territory and those materials, the
sanctuary appears at the eve of Rome’s conquest as a central
point in the landscape of this region and a space of social
representation and interaction for the one or more
communities. Moreover, due to its wide visibility over the
lowlands of the Segura basin, the cult place would have
contributed to reaffirm the power of the Santa Catalina
oppidum and its elite over those territories (Castillo et al.
1996; Lopez-Mondéjar 2014), while also functioning as
place of aggregation for the surrounding populations (Pedley
2005, 12). In addition, since it has been linked to an indig-
enous deity, probably related to the agricultural cycle (Lillo
1991-2), its presence should have ensured the harvests and
the fertility of the land for the inhabitants of Santa Catalina



Fig. 4.10. Different models of antefixes from the temple of La Luz (after Lillo 1995—6, 107) and female head in white marble dated
(second century BC) (height: 24.4 cm; Archaeological Museum of Murcia, photo by the author).

and also for those of the small sites dispersed in the valleys
and dependent on the oppidum.

This is the panorama that defined this site at the end of
the third and beginning of the second century BC when the
sanctuary underwent a major transformation with the
construction of a temple on the Salent Hill. It was a temple
in antis with two large columns, made of bricks and stucco,
placed in the frontage and presenting a rectangular plant,
with a pronaos, a naos and a cella (Lillo 1993-4; Fig. 4.8).
Beyond the building, the sacred complex was completed by
different terraces with a buttress, a grandstand in the slope
of the hill, ambulatory paths, intended for processions, and
a water tank located close to the access path to the temple,
probably related to purification rituals (Lillo 1995-6).

In addition, other changes are documented during this
period. One of the most interesting ones was the develop-
ment of new representations, linked with the indigenous
deity to whom the temple was probably dedicated. On the
one hand, there is a collection of antefixes that were part of
the temple decoration, characterised by female faces placed
between multiple and winged palmettes, which has parallels
in eastern Mediterranean representations of Astarte (Lillo
1995-6, 110). On the other hand, a second interesting rep-
resentation corresponded to a female head in white marble
with similar attributes to those of Demeter (Fig. 4.10). Both
of them show the connections of Iberian society of this
period with the Mediterranean world, and its knowledge

of Mediterranean traditions. Also, the indicated grandstand,
ambulatory paths and the presence of sacrifices of piglets
point to the celebration of rituals with strong Mediterranean
and Greek inspirations (Lillo 1993-4, 162-3; 1995-6).

The presence of those Hellenistic models was a result of
the aforementioned cultural and economic contacts of these
communities and their use in a sacred place insert them
within a process of reinterpretation and adoption of foreign
elements common to the whole Mediterranean area (Keay
2013, 302, 317). In this sense, there is no doubt that the
strategic position of La Luz, close to Qart Hadash and to
some of the main communication routes between the interior
area, the coast and the south of Iberia was a key factor. The
‘assimilation’ and ‘appropriation’ of those models provides
an interesting perspective to approach the reasons that could
explain the transformation undergone by this sanctuary.

Certainly, it is true that, after centuries of Mediterranean
contacts, those models would have been accepted by then
and ‘appropriated’ by Iberian communities of this area.
However, why use them in the new, remodelled sanctuary?
The context in which the restructuring of the sacred space
took place, marked by a stable Roman presence along the
coast, is crucial when approaching that question. Studies
developed in the Italic area, and particularly in Samnium,
have shown how Hellenistic models were appropriated by
native communities and used in their policy towards Rome
to strengthen their identities (Stek 2009). In the case of La



Luz, the display of those Mediterranean models suggests
similar processes: it is not by chance that the transformation
of the sanctuary dates precisely to the transition between the
third and the second centuries BC, coinciding with the
Roman conquest of Carthago Nova.

However, it is not only that ‘appropriation’ of
Mediterranean models that can be interpreted from this
perspective. The analysis of the grave goods of the nearby
necropolis of Cabecico del Tesoro shows an increment in
the number of tombs with weapons during this period, rising
from 17 in the third century to 26 in the second century BC.
Furthermore, a considerable increase in the number of
decorated ‘falcatas’ is noticeable, a specific kind of sword
linked to aristocratic groups. Those swords dating to this
period represent 33.3% of those documented in the necrop-
olis, compared to just 8.3% in the third century BC (only the
8.3%) (Quesada 1986-7, 48). Thus, the number of these
swords seems to have experienced an important recovery,
reaching levels similar to those of the fourth century BC
when these weapons peak as the grave goods in this area.
Bearing in mind that the ‘falcata’ was probably the most
emblematic weapon for the Iberian peoples during the Late
Iron Age and, in particular, for the aristocratic groups of the
Iberian south-east (Quesada 1997, 608—13, 622-3), this rise
could also be read in connection to the aforementioned
enhancement of the indigenous cultural traditions during
this period.

Considering the suggested perspective, the monumen-
talisation of La Luz sanctuary should be understood in
connection with the local people clearly displaying their
indigenous identity to the new conquerors, and especially
the power of the local elites. In this sense, the sanctuary’s
role as a place of social representation during the previous
centuries is a key factor. In fact, the cult place’s transfor-
mations represented a significant investment of communal
action, also common to other Mediterranean areas during
the Roman expansion (Bradley 1997, 121-2; Izzet 2007),
and suggest, once again, the presence of a strong political
power in the oppidum of Santa Catalina which articulated
this whole stretch of the Segura valley.

All these issues are essential to understand the final
development of the sanctuary at the end of the second and
first century BC (Lillo 1991-2, 111). Archaeological works
have shown a systematic destruction in the sacred complex,
which affected above all the temple and the sculpture of the
goddess, and which does not seem to reflect a spontaneous
uprising despite its magnitude. Even though it is not possible
to reject internal conflicts as the cause of these changes, for
example between aristocratic groups or against the ruling
elites, the historical context of the Iberian south-east sug-
gests instead the involvement of Rome (Sala 2012, 214).

After the end of the Third Punic War in the 146 BC,
the Roman strategy for the Iberian Peninsula, based on the
maintenance of the status quo, changed and the end of the

Mediterranean conflicts allowed Rome to concentrate its
energy on the complete integration of the Iberian territories.
It is during this second half of the century when some impor-
tant conflicts with the indigenous communities arose. In the
area of Murcia, the first changes are visible in the landscape.
Most of the regional oppida were abandoned, declined or
destroyed, along with their cult places. The gradual disap-
pearance of those sites from the second half of the second
century BC onwards and the emergence of smaller centres
in low-lying areas represented the development of a new
settlement pattern closer to Roman models that will define
this area from the first century BC (Lopez-Mondéjar 2010,
75-80). Moreover, recent studies focused on these territories
have brought to light the importance of some conflicts, such
as the Sertorian wars, in the development of this area during
the first century BC (Sala 2012).

It is in that context that the end of the sanctuary of La Luz
must be explained. In fact, remains of lead projectiles have
been documented in the cult area, which could be linked to
this moment. However, whereas the cult place was
destroyed, it is striking that the oppidum of Santa Catalina
continued to be occupied, especially when taking into
account that in other regional sites the disappearance of cult
places was linked with a loss of vigour of the adjacent
settlements. Bearing in mind the sanctuary’s role for the
community, the local elites and the surrounding area, would
it be possible to consider whether Rome would have seen
this native place of aggregation as a ‘threat’ to its initial
interests in the area? In any case, the reality is that this site,
marked by its ideological significance and its role in the
display of the power of the local elites, had no more meaning
within a new landscape that would give way to the Roman
patterns and interests. Thus, its disappearance should be
explained in connection with the process of dismantling the
previous ideological, socio-political and territorial structure
in which La Luz had played a key and central role from
the fourth century BC (Mattingly 2011, 106).

Final remarks

The analysis of the two Iberian sanctuaries presented above
demonstrates the considerable interest of these regional sites
for the study of the first centuries of Roman presence in the
Iberian south-east. Moreover, it demonstrates the importance
of analysing these sites from a broader perspective, beyond
the isolated study of their material record or architectural
development which has traditionally defined research in this
Iberian area. In this way, this comparative analysis has
allowed us to explore these sites from a new and more
fruitful approach, paying attention to their meaning within
the landscape and the historical dynamics of these Iberian
territories between the end of the third and the first century
BC. Moreover, it has enabled us to establish a broader and



more complete picture of the cult places in this area, which
previous studies lacked.

At this point, it is worth highlighting several points.
Firstly, it is evident that our two cult places played a
remarkable role in the integration process of these Iberian
territories within the Roman orbit. Both La Encarnacion and
La Luz, as other Mediterranean cult places, were not simple
‘mirrors’ or ‘passive agents’ in the landscape during the
Roman conquest (Becker 2009, 96—7; Stek 2009). On the
contrary, they became active elements and were involved in
the economic, social and political life of the Iberian
communities.

The monumentalisation of these cult places through the
building of three temples during the Republican period
reveals how these sites kept their previous ideological and
social roles during the third and second centuries BC. It is
interesting to bear in mind the high ideological and symbol-
ical value that has been historically placed on the temples
since they give, more than any other public building, cultural
identity and cohesion to a society (Vermeulen 1995, 190). In
this sense, the temples built at La Encarnacion and La Luz
should have functioned as points of special significance for
the inhabitants of these areas, enhancing their links with the
main oppida and their territories. Not only did their location
contribute to build up and reinforce community bonds, but
they also determined symbolically the territorial domain of
the oppida and, ultimately, the territory of the community,
protecting and ensuring the fecundity of the harvests on
which it depended. In this way, they played multiple roles,
also at an ideological level, which was fundamental during
the first stages of the Roman expansion in the Iberian
territories.

Moreover, both Rome and the local communities sought
to benefit from that valuable role of those sites. Whereas the
former used the cult place of La Encarnacion as a space to
spread Roman iconography, architectural models and ideol-
ogy, the latter made it into a scene to express and enhance
the local traditions and identity. This must be understood
within a context defined by the Roman presence and by a
continuous renegotiation and redefinition of the identities
(Van Dommelen and Terrenato 2007, 9—10; Jiménez 2008,
52; Mattingly 2011, 206-7).

Consequently, cult places became key spaces for both
Romans and natives, although the two case studies allow us
to illustrate how they were used and manipulated in order to
achieve very different goals. On the one hand, the sacred
complex at La Encarnacion intended to spread the new
Roman values and culture within the Iberian society. Such a
different model of sanctuary should have had a considerable
impact on the native communities of these inland territo-
ries (Vermeulen 1995, 196). By contrast, transformations
developed in La Luz strengthened their own traditions in the
face of the new Roman models and the display of the power
of local elites towards both the community and Rome.

Thus, the building of the temple of La Luz, considering its
aforementioned value for the community, also meant an
ideological reinforcement for the authority of the native
elites (Vermeulen 1995).

Furthermore, there is another factor that explains the
different development followed by these two sites, and it is
their own location within the regional area. On the one hand,
the sanctuary of La Luz was located close to the principal
route to Carthago Nova, which may explain the contacts with
the Roman world visible from the first half of the second
century BC onwards in the material record (Lillo 1991-2).
On the other hand, La Encarnacion was built in an inland
and rural area, far from Cartagena and its surrounding ter-
ritory; therefore, the use of Roman models in this sanctuary
illustrates Rome’s strategies of integration in this peripheral
territory, distant to the main areas of Roman influence.

Consequently, from a broader perspective, the ana- lysed
changes must be considered and studied as part of a far-
reaching transformation that led to the dismantling of the
landscape of the previous centuries and to the definitive inte-
gration of these territories in the Roman world (Mattingly
2011, 106). The changes experienced by those sanctuaries
were an expression of the stable presence of Rome in the
Iberian south-east after the conquest of Carthago Nova and
a first step of that process that, eventually, led to the collapse
of both the Iberian socio-political structure and the
ideological system represented and supported by those cult
places. The destruction of the temple at La Luz seems to be
the clearest example of that.

Finally, the different development of those sites con-
veys another crucial aspect, the Roman interests in these
territories during these first centuries of its presence in
the Iberian south-east. In the first place, Rome sought to
maintain the status quo in order to assure the control and
stability of those territories. Beyond the alliances with local
elites, Rome reinforced one of the main bases of their
territorial and socio-political power, the cult places, or at
least, as in the case of La Luz, Rome ‘allowed’ the
monumentalisation developed by the local elites. With those
alliances, Rome gained a certain indirect control over those
territories. Secondly, another main interest of Rome was to
keep an eye on possible dangerous or problematical
elements due to their power as aggregation points for the
native communities or to their significance at a socio-polit-
ical and economic level. Although it is a widely held view
that this part of the Iberian Peninsula had been controlled by
Rome since the conquest of Carthago Nova, it was at the
end of the second century BC, and after some local conflicts
in other part of the peninsula, including southern Iberia and
the nearby territories of Granada (Adroher and Lopez 2004,
269, 281), when the entire region was defini- tively
integrated into the Roman world. From this point of view,
the sanctuary of La Luz, despite its Roman character, could
have been seen by Rome as a ‘dangerous focus’ in



the area, especially considering that only the sanctuary was
destroyed, not the oppidum of Santa Catalina. The
settlement, however, declined and was abandoned after
the destruction of its sanctuary and its population was
distributed among new settlements along the Segura valley
during the first century BC.

Our two case studies show that from the beginning Rome
was aware of the significance of the cult places in this terri-
tory, a fact that led them to place them in a privileged posi-
tion during the Roman expansion in the Iberian south-east.
Thus, the role of those sites appears much more complex that
the traditionally held view in this area, since they emerge as
crucial points in the landscape not only in the Late Iron Age
but also during the first stages of the Roman expansion in the
Iberian south-east. In the new context, defined by
transformations, contacts and negotiations, they became
another arena where both Romans and natives expressed
their particular interests. Hence, they constitute indispensa-
ble sites from which to obtain insight into the socio-political
structure of the local communities and the dynamics of
change that defined the integration of these territories in the
Roman orbit from the end of the third century BC. There is
therefore no room for doubt that all these aspects should be
borne in mind in order to deepen our knowledge of the
development of the cult places in the Iberian south-east and
to reconsider thoroughly the transformations undergone by
those sites during the Republican period as part of a broader
process of change and reformulation of previous values,
traditions, structures and landscapes.

Bibliography

Adroher, A.M. and Lopez, A. (2004) El territorio de las altiplani-
cies granadinas entre la Prehistoria y la Edad Media. Seville,
Instituto Andaluz de las Artes y las Letras.

Alcock, S.E. and Osborne, R. (ed.) (1994) Placing the Gods.
Sanctuaries and Sacred Space in Ancient Greece. Oxford,
Clarendon Press.

Becker, H. (2009) Chapter 4. The economic agency of the Etruscan
temple: elites, dedications and display. In Votives, Places
and Rituals in Etruscan Religion. Studies in Honor of Jean
Maclintosh Turfa. Religions in the Graeco-Roman World 166,
87-99. Leiden, Boston, Brill.

Bradley, G. (1997) Archaic sanctuaries in Umbria. Cahiers du
Centre G. Glotz 8, 111-29.

Brotons, F. (2007) Las terracotas en forma de cabeza femenina del
santuario ibero-romano de La Encarnacion (Caravaca de la
Cruz — Murcia). In M.C. Marin and F. Horn (eds) /magen y
culto en la Iberia prerromana: los pebeteros en forma de cabeza
femenina, 313-38. Seville, SPAL Monografias IX.

Brotons, F. and Ramallo, S.F. (2010) Ornamento y simbolo: las
ofrendas de oro y plata en el santuario ibérico del Cerro de
la Ermita de La Encarnacion de Caravaca. In T. Tortosa and
S. Celestino (eds) Debate en torno a la religiosidad pro-
tohistorica, 123—-68. Madrid, Consejo Superior de Investigaciones
Cientificas.

Brunaux, J.L. (2002) Les fondements religieux de 1’aristocracie
Gauloise. In V. Guichard and F. Perrin (eds) L aristocratie
celte a la fin de ’dge du Fer (Ille s. av. J.-C.—ler s. ap. J.-C.),
231-42. Glux-en-Glenne, Bibracte.

Castillo, L.J., Demarais, E. and Earle, T. (1996) Ideology, material-

isation and power strategies. Current Archaeology 37(1), 15-31.

Chapa, T. and Madrigal, A. (1997) El sacerdocio en época ibérica.
Spal. Revista de Prehistoria y Arqueologia de la Universidad
de Sevilla 6, 187-203.

Derks, T. (1998) Gods, Temples and Ritual Practices: The
Transformation of Religious Ideas and Values in Roman Gaul.
Amsterdam, Amsterdam University.

Garcia, J.M. and Gomez, M.A. (2006) Avance al estudio radi-
ologico del armamento de la necropolis ibérica del Cabecico
del Tesoro (Verdolay, Murcia). 1. Las falcatas. Gladius 26, 61—
92.

Garcia, J.M., Conde, E. and Page, V. (eds) (2007) Pedro A. Lillo
Carpio y la cultura ibérica. El Santuario de La Luz (Verdolay,
Murcia). Murcia, Editum.

Gonzalez-Alcalde, J. (2009) Una aproximacion cultural a los vasos
caliciformes ibéricos en cuevas-santuario y yacimientos de
superficie. Quadernos de Prehistoria y Arqueologia de
Castello 27, 83-107.

Hibner, E. (1892) Inscriptionum Hispaniae Latinarum supplemen-
tum. Berlin, Georgium Reimerum.

Izquierdo, 1. (2003) La ofrenda sagrada del vaso en la cultura
ibérica. Zephyrus 56, 117-35.

Izzet, V. (2007) The Archaeology of Etruscan Society. Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press.

Jiménez, A. (2008) Imagines Hibridae. Una aproximacion postco-
lonialista al estudio de las necropolis de la Bética. Anejos del
Archivo Espariol de Arqueologia 43. Madrid, Consejo Superior
de Investigaciones Cientificas.

Keay, S. (1995) The role of religion and ideology in the
Romanization of south-eastern Tarraconensis. In J. Metzler,
M. Millett, N. Roymans and J. Slofstra (eds) Integration in the
Early Roman West. The Role of Culture and Ideology, 33—44.
Luxembourg, Musée National d’Histoire et d’Art.

Keay, S. (2013) Were the Iberians Hellenised? In J. Prag and
J.C. Quinn (eds) The Hellenistic West. Rethinking the Ancient
Mediterranean, 300-19. Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press.

Lillo, P.A. (1991-2) Los exvotos de bronce del santuario de
La Luz y su contexto arqueoldgico (1990-1992). Anales de
Prehistoria y Arqueologia de la Universidad de Murcia 7-8,
107-42.

Lillo, P.A. (1993—4) Notas sobre el templo del Santuario de La Luz
(Murcia). Anales de Prehistoria y Arqueologia de la
Universidad de Murcia 9-10, 155-74.

Lillo, P.A. (1995-6) El peribolos del templo del santuario de La
Luzy el contexto de la cabeza marmorea de la diosa. Anales de
Prehistoria y Arqueologia de la Universidad de Murcia 11-12,
95-128.

Lillo, P.A. (1998) Excavaciones en el santuario ibérico de La
Luz. Campaia de 1992. Memorias de Arqueologia 7, 122-41.

Lillo, P.A. (2002) V Campaila de excavaciones en el santuario
ibérico de la Luz (Murcia). Memorias de Arqueologia 10,201—
12.



Lopez-Mondéjar, L. (2010) Paisaje y poblamiento en el Sureste
peninsular: de la Republica tardia al Alto Imperio. In
J.M. Noguera (ed.) Poblamiento rural romano en el Sureste de
Hispania, 71-98. Murcia, Editum.

Lopez-Mondéjar, L. (2012) Aspectos econdomicos y ocupacion del
territorio en el Sureste ibérico: los valles del Argos y el Quipar
en los siglos IV y Il a.C. Archivo de Prehistoria Levantina 29,
209-36.

Loépez-Mondéjar, L. (2014) Santuarios y poder ideoldgico en el
Sureste ibérico peninsular (siglos IV-III a.C.): paisajes, cer-
emonias y simbolos. Munibe (Antropologia-Arkeologia) 65,
157-175. Available at http://www.aranzadi.eus/fileadmin/docs/
Munibe/2014157175AA.pdf (accessed: 05/04/2020).

Lopez-Mondéjar, L. (2016) Placing sanctuaries in their socio-
political landscapes: a diachronic approach to the Late Iron Age
communities in south-east Iberia (fourth—second centuries BC).
Oxford Journal of Archaeology 35(1), 101-21.

Martinez, J. (1992) La campaiia de Caton en Hispania. Barcelona,
Universidad de Barcelona.

Mattingly, D.J. (2011) Imperialism, Power, and Identity:
Experiencing the Roman Empire. Princeton, Oxford, Princeton
University Press.

Millett, M. (1995) Re-thinking religion in Romanization. In
J. Metzler, M., Millett, N., Roymans and J. Slofstra (eds)
Integration in the Early Roman West. The Role of Culture and
Ideology, 93-100. Luxembourg, Musée National d’Histoire
et d’Art.

Moneo, T. and Almagro-Gorbea, M. (1998) Santuarios y elites
ibéricas. In C. Aranegui, J.P. Mohen and P. Rouillard (eds)
Actas del Congreso Internacional. Los Iberos. Principes de
occidente. Las estructuras de poder en la sociedad ibérica, 93—
8. Barcelona, Fundacion La Caixa.

Pedley, J. (2005) Sanctuaries and the Sacred in the Ancient Greek
World. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.

Polignac, F.D. (1984) La naissance de la cité grecque: cultes, espace
et société VIille-VIle siecles avant J.-C. Paris, Découverte.
Pozo, 1., Robles, A. and Navarro, E. (2006) El ‘Sitio Historico
Estrecho de las Cuevas de la Encarnacion’, Caravaca de la Cruz.
Musealizacion de algunos recursos patrimoniales. Revista

murciana de antropologia 13, 375-88.

Quesada, F. (1986—7) El armamento en la necropolis ibérica de ‘El

Cabecico del Tesoro’ (Murcia). Cuadernos de Prehistoria y

Arqueologia de la Universidad Autonoma de Madrid. Homenaje
al prof. Gratiniano Nieto 2(13—14), 47-63.

Quesada, F. (1997) El armamento ibérico. Estudio tipologico,
geogrdfico, funcional, social y simbdlico de las armas en la
cultura ibérica (siglos VI-I a.C.). Monographies Instrumentum
3. Montagnac, Editions Mergoil.

Ramallo, S.F. (1991) Un santuario de época tardorrepublicana en la
Encarnacion, Caravaca, Murcia. Templos romanos en Hispania.
Cuadernos de Arquitectura romana 1, 39—-45.

Ramallo, S.F. and Arana, R. (1993) Terracotas arquitectonicas del
Santuario de la Encarnacion (Caravaca de la Cruz, Murcia).
Archivo Espariol de Arqueologia 66, 71-98.

Ramallo, S.F. and Broténs, F. (1997) El santuario ibérico de La
Encarnacion (Caravaca de la Cruz, Murcia). Quaderns de
Prehistoria i Arqueologia de Castello 18, 257—-68.

Ruano, E. and San Nicolas, M. (1993) Exvotos ibéricos proce-
dentes de ‘La Encarnacion’ (Caravaca, Murcia). Verdolay 2,
101-7.

Rudhart, J. (1958) Notions fondamentales de la pensée religieuse
et actes constitutifs du culte dans la Grece classique. Geneva,
Droz.

Ruiz, A. and Molinos, M. (2007) Iberos en Jaén. Jaén, Universidad
de Jaén.

Sala, F. (2012) El litoral de la Contestania ibérica ante la conquista
romana: una cuestion de confines en el sureste de Hispania. In
F. Prados, 1. Garcia and G. Bernard (eds) Confines. El extremo
del mundo durante la antigiiedad, 213-26. Alicante,
Universidad de Alicante.

Stek, T.D. (2009). Cult Places and Cultural Change in Republican
Italy. Amsterdam, Amsterdam University Press.

Tagliamonte, G. (2004) Horsemen and Dioskouroi worship in
Samnite sanctuaries. Archaeologia Transatlantica 22, 103—14.

Van Dommelen, P. and Terrenato, N. (2007) Introduction. Local
cultures and the expanding Roman Republic. In Articulating
Local Cultures. Power and Identity under the Expanding Roman
Republic, Journal of Roman Archaeology, Supplement 63,
7—-12. Portsmouth, RI, Journal of Roman Archaeology.

Vermeulen, F. (1995) The role of local centres in the Romanization
of northern Belgica. In J. Metzler, M. Millett, N. Roymans and
J. Slofstra (eds) Integration in the Early Roman West. The Role
of Culture and Ideology, 183-98. Luxembourg, Musée National
d’Histoire et d’Art.


http://www.aranzadi.eus/fileadmin/docs/

