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Abstract

This article describes the major evolution in the settlement of the Conventus Tarraconensis, the Balearic Islands and the Pityusic Is-
lands with the Roman conquest. It analyses the introduction of the Roman economic system, which was heavily based on the produc-
tion and commercialisation of wine at the end of the Republic and during the High Roman Empire. The key to the added value 
brought by the villa system lies in the fabric of market relations that the Romans dominated. Linen production was also important, 
and the technique used to bleach the fabric can be deduced from Pliny. This article concludes with the evolution of the population, 
settlement and the economy during the Late Empire.
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Introduction1

With Marxism, the main players in history became the 
forces of production, and individuals gained relevance 
over their leaders; however historians of the ancient world 
still bemoan the opposite, top-down perspective that the 
treatises from this period tend to follow.2 It is difficult to 
overcome this vision due to the partiality and scarcity of 
ancient sources, which tend to reference the story of the 
leaders and ignore that of the common folk. Not only is it 
difficult to get empirical economic data with figures on 
production or trade, but the lack of figures on settlement 
is an even tougher or more basic problem. However, we do 
have the possibility of using archaeology to approach some 
of these everyday material aspects that the sources do not 
report by means of data that are often indirect and diffi-
cult to interpret, albeit positive. Even though the classi-
cal sources provide very little information on the Roman 
settlement in the area of the Conventus Tarraconensis,3 
archaeology has made a great deal of headway in this field.

Methodologically speaking, beyond the traditional ex-
cavations and archaeological maps, knowledge of the ru-
ral Roman settlement in the Conventus Tarraconensis has 
benefitted from surveys and landscape studies since the 
1980s. Studies of the territory within the framework of 
the Roman city were the first step in an approach within 

the tendencies of processual, neo-functionalist and sci-
ence-based archaeology. Since that decade, an avenue of 
study of the territory in the Roman era has developed 
within the scientific Marxism school, in close connection 
with the Besançon School in France. Soon, through the 
instruction of French archaeologists, Catalan archaeology 
was also drawing from the sources of the historical school 
of Ferdinand Braudel’s Annals, including its theories on 
landscape archaeology. These theoretical approaches 
have particularly focused on the evolution of the space 
within which human settlements are located, and, as a re-
sult, the study of the environment, the forms of occupa-
tion and exploitation, as well as the settlement dynamics 
and hierarchisation have become fundamental targets of 
knowledge. Instead of descriptive studies of the sites, we 
now value territory-wide studies because of the explana-
tory power they offer on how the system operated as a 
whole.

The incorporation of information technologies, as well 
as scientific techniques from biology and geology applied 
to archaeology, have increased our knowledge of the eco-
logical system in which humans developed. And in recent 
years, the increasing use of digital technology, the poten-
tial of Geographic Information Systems and access to big 
data have helped digital cartography expand in connec-
tion with gazetteers and databases on different archaeo-
logical topics. Within this avenue, the Tabula Imperii 
Romani – Forma Orbis Romani (TIR-FOR) programme,4 
the vast map of the Roman Empire, is shaping up to be a 
crucial step forward in settlement studies.
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The major settlement shift

The Roman conquest signalled a radical change in the set-
tlement structure in the region of the Conventus Tarra-
conensis and the islands, with the exception of Ibiza.5 In 
the Iberian era, in the northern region as far as the Millars 
River, the population was grouped into hundreds of small 
oppida, most of them hillforts, the largest of which are the 
towns of Ullastret (15 hectares) and Burriac (10 hectares), 
accompanied by a dispersed rural settlement. It is believed 
that the major centres may have exercised control over the 
others.6 South of the Millars River, the Iberian population 
was more clearly hierarchised, with dispersed rural settle-
ments and small subsidiary villages of four large oppida or 
cities, which served as the political-administrative core of 
large territories7 within a structure more similar to those 
documented in Upper Andalusia.8 They occupied around 
10 hectares: Arse-Saguntum, Leiria-Edeta, Carència de 
Torís and Kelin. This was the situation during the Iberian 
period, on which the system of the Roman city, the civitas, 
was superimposed, which included the urban nucleus and 
territory under the same legal, social and economic sys-
tem. However, the 2nd century BC was a transitional pe-
riod, since the first Roman cities were not founded until 
the end of the 2nd or beginning of the 1st century BC.

Once the Second Punic War was over, a series of oppi-
da were closed. There are signs of a change in settlement 
patterns in the 2nd century BC, with dispersed, dense set-
tlement on the plains around the medium-sized and small 
oppida, which entered a gradual process of abandonment, 
fluctuating between sudden depopulation and survival in 
some form which could last as late as the 1st century BC. 
The presence of the Romans is clear in some of these nu-
clei, which they promoted as a kind of proto-civitas to 
keep watch over the country, such as Sant Julià de Ramis 
or Burriac, within a network of domination, the epicentre 
of which was Tarraco.

The end of the 2nd and start of the 1st century BC sig-
nalled another period of abandonment. The third and last 
period of Iberian settlements dovetails with the Sertorian 
Wars. There was a steady increase in farmstead-type set-
tlements or small clusters of houses located on the plain 
or at the foot of the mountains, in river valleys or along 
the coastline. Throughout the 2nd century BC, a fortified 
landscape gradually gave way to an open landscape in the 
shift towards the Roman settlement model, which priori-
tised peasants settling on their crop lands on the plains. 
We can assume that the inhabitants of these new settle-
ments were the same displaced residents from the Iberian 
settlements.9

However, at the time when the first Roman republican 
cities were being founded, the changes around the region 
gained momentum and the dispersed, rural population 
occupying the plains multiplied. In the Catalan area, this 
happened in the turn from the 2nd to the 1st century 
BC,10 with an explosion of small, rural settlements located 
on the plains.

In Valencia, the rural population also expanded11 with 
the proliferation of new settlements, and with a huge in-
crease in imports and an economic upswing after the sec-
ond half of the 2nd century BC. In the 1st century BC, too, 
there was a gradual increase in small settlements located 
at medium altitudes or on the plains. Járrega12 describes 
an even higher density in Alt Palància which dates from 
the end of the 2nd or start of the 1st century BC. In the 
region of Edeta, Bonet13 detected that even though the 
number of settlements did not vary significantly, there is 
proof of the development of a new settlement pattern be-
tween the second half of the 2nd century and the 1st cen-
tury BC which was organised around habitats on plains, 
most of which lasted until the imperial period. In Kelin,14 
however, there was a decrease in rural settlements. For 
the area of Valentia, the founding of the colony in 138 BC 
leads us to believe that it could not have been very differ-
ent to the Catalan area.15 We concur with Járrega16 that 
there is no empirical data to uphold a later Romanisation 
of this region.

Territory studies in the Catalan region and several re-
gions within Valencia prove a fact that Millett17 has also 
observed in other Mediterranean regions: there were 
more small rural settlements and more potsherds in the 
period after the conquest, with the founding of the first 
Roman settlements,18 whereas later there is proof of a 
gradual wane, a sign that the wealth began to be concen-
trated. Millet believes that this could be interpreted as the 
economic effect of inclusion within the empire, which 
would lead to large numbers of merchants and provin-
cials with opportunities to prosper. In the Conventus 
Tarraconensis, evidence seems to indicate a situation of 
considerable prosperity among the indigenous peoples, 
who were freed from Iberian organisational structures 
and could now easily sell their agricultural surpluses with 
the opening of new markets. Furthermore, they had little 
competition in trade thanks to the new situation of pow-
er replacement, which was now in Roman hands, at the 
time the country’s agrarian colonisation was just begin-
ning. Over time, the first cities, the arrival of colonists 
and the acquisition of properties by the wealthy Roman 
classes must have centralised land ownership, farming 
and trade.

Between the Pyrenees and the Millars River,19 the ma-
jority of Roman cities were newly-founded nuclei located 
in virgin areas, which created a new population structure. 
The cities were located on the plains (17 in the current 
area of Catalonia and 1 in the area of Castelló), the small-
est of which occupied around 10 hectares, while the capi-
tal of the conventus, Tarraco, covered 80-90 hectares. It is 
true that some of these cities cropped up next to indige-
nous settlements, like Iluro near Burriac and Gerunda 
near Sant Julià de Ramis, or even touching the pre-exist-
ing settlement, such as Tarraco and Emporiae. Lesera is 
the only case of total continuity. However, generally 
speaking, the Romans did not seem to respect the possible 
Iberian capitals.
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South of the Millars River, the proportion of continuity 
of cities is greater than in the northern regions, perhaps 
because the urban structure was more mature.20 Of the 
four Iberian cities, Arse-Saguntum and Leiria-Edeta sur-
vived as Roman cities. In this area, only one new settle-
ment was founded ex novo: Valentia.

On the Balearic Islands, the change was not as dramat-
ic. The population was concentrated into numerous Ta-
layotic settlements. However, even though the Roman 
conquest led to the founding of new cities, many of these 
older settlements remained inhabited throughout the en-
tire Roman period.21 Pliny mentions three of them ‒Gui-
um, Tucis and Bocchorvm‒, the latter of which became a 
federated city. On Menorca Mago and Iamno seemed to 
survive in the subsequent stage in the guise of castella, al-
though under Vespasian they became municipalities, 
while Sanisera was newly founded. Palma and Pollentia 
were colonies founded with 3,000 colonists from among 
the Romans of Iberia, according to Strabo (Str. III, 5, 1.),22 
perhaps some of them originally from Picenum. They left 
a profound mark on the land in the form of agrarian colo-
nisation with centuriations and an important network of 
villas. However, many Talayotic settlements remained in-

habited as rural farming centres within the system ‒some 
even had new settlers, perhaps contingents from Gaul‒23 
while other settlements were abandoned.

Conversely, on the Pityusic Islands, the settlement situ-
ation showed a great deal of continuity with the Punic set-
tlements. Because of its high development under Carthag-
inian culture, Ibiza is the island that showed the most 
continuity both in the urban nucleus, Ebusus, and in the 
distribution of rural settlements, which clearly followed 
the Punic tradition. Nonetheless, new rural settlements 
were also created, even though they all followed pre-Ro-
man patterns and most of them cultivated grapes.

Therefore, we can see how the urban nuclei of the Ro-
man cities became veritable political and cultural centres, 
with the life of urbanitas, while their territories were oc-
cupied by rural farming settlements, the true economic 
foundation of their sustenance and the hallmark of their 
existence. In fact, the cities in the area under study were 
essentially communities of farmers, where citizens (cives) 
had land that was the basis of their wealth, along with 
norms (legal statutes) for coexisting. They exploited the 
space over which they held jurisdiction, essentially 
through crop and livestock farming, although they also 

Map 1. Conventus Tarraconensis, the Balearic 
Islands and the Pityusic Islands, showing the 

Roman cities 
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harvested resources from forests, rivers and the coast, and 
eventually metals and stones as well. Furthermore, it is 
worth noting that they were small cities within the empire 
as a whole, albeit profoundly acculturated ones.

The Romans founded the cities in a well-distributed 
fashion, choosing key points where they could dominate 
and exploit the land on the best agricultural plains and at 
the hubs of roadways and seaways, with a considerably 
higher density along the coast. Most Iberian oppida were 
abandoned, and the Roman cities concentrated the ad-
ministration of the people through nuclei that reflected a 
different organisational pattern. The region went from a 
settlement system which was governed under quite di-
verse models ‒if we compare the Iberians in the Ullastret 
area with those in the Ebro River, those of Kelin or the 
Talayotic settlements, for example‒ to a fairly uniform 
system under Roman power, even though it was quite de-
centralised and every city had its own legal statutes. 
Therefore, we should understand that the Roman con-
quest led to the implementation of a social, legal, eco-
nomic and technological organisational system in the 
country that was radically new and unified, which en-
tailed a huge step forward for the Iberian and Talayotic 
world. Thus, it established the basic network of cities that 
still exists today.

The newly-founded cities meant that not only were the 
urban nuclei structured in the Roman fashion, but so 
were their territories. The centuriations quite clearly re-
veal this structural unity, as well as the scope of the cities’ 
planning and infrastructure. The new system led to the 
introduction of the Roman concepts of agriculture, which 
are encapsulated in the system of the Roman villa. The 
structure of the rural habitat was made up of a large num-
ber of small farms and residential agglomerations, in ad-
dition to the villas, which were the engines behind the sys-
tem, within the dynamic of habitat dispersion that 
characterised the Roman countryside. The agglomera-
tions were small villages or vicus which may have sprung 
up around a villa, a market at a crossroads or a concentra-
tion of small rural property owners.24 Despite the difficul-
ties posed by insufficient archaeology, several agglomera-
tions have also been identified in the area we are studying.

This was a region where the wealthy Roman and Italic 
families invested in lands to produce wine, which also 
made it the destination of immigrants. Indeed, the clear-
est sign of the introduction of the villa system was the cul-
tivation of grapes.

Wine and the villas

Wine was the main engine of change in Roman agricul-
ture in the area of future Catalan-speaking lands, which 
arrived with the first foundations of Roman cities. Even 
though the Iberian world was aware of the cultivation of 
grapes,25 the Romans introduced more developed pro-
duction techniques and, more importantly, they inserted 

the region into their trade circuits. Of the three elements 
in the Mediterranean triad, wine was and remains the one 
with the highest yields, although it is also the most deli-
cate one and the one which requires the most technical 
knowledge and time in order for a vineyard to produce a 
fine wine. Wine was the prime product of the large Medi-
terranean villas which were owned by the Roman, Italic 
and even provincial aristocrats. It was the best investment 
to earn profits from agriculture. Therefore, when archae-
ology detects this business on a large scale, it means that it 
was paving the way for the economic system of the Ro-
man villa, with Roman production techniques and within 
Roman trade circuits.

On Ibiza, wine had been fully introduced and commer-
cialised by the Carthaginians,26 although after a recession 
in the Roman era, it increased even further and was in-
serted within a highly developed commercial structure.27 
Ibizan wine is paradigmatic because of the significant de-
velopment of its production and trade. The numerous ar-
chaeological traces left by amphorae, production centres 
and wine troughs in the fields make it easier to study. 
There is no doubt that since the Punic era it had been pro-
duced for commercialisation and found an important 
market on the coastal areas of Catalonia and Valencia in 
both the Iberian period28 and the Roman era. In the latter 
period, it was also exported to southern France and the 
Tyrrhenian Sea region, until the crisis in the 3rd century 
halted the massive production and trade of Ibizan wine. 

The coastal areas of what are today Catalonia and Va-
lencia also came to specialise in this product.29 The region 
became a coveted place to invest in land, and the Roman 
and Italic colonists reproduced the practices from their 
homelands there. In the earliest production of wine am-
phorae at the end of the 2nd century and in the 1st centu-
ry BC, the Dressel 1 Citerior amphorae produced in Valls 
and the Maresme and Vallès regions bear not only seals in 
Iberian but also some with Italic names which point to 
landowners from the elites of Rome or Italy.30 The export 
of this wine can be detected on the Balearic Islands and 
surely in southern France, albeit in miniscule amounts.

Between the second quarter of the 1st century and 30 
BC, they are followed by the more abundant Tarracon-
ense 1 amphorae produced on the Costa Brava and the 
Vallès, Maresme and Baix Penedès regions, along with the 
coastal areas of Baix Maestrat and La Plana. Their com-
mercialisation has been documented along the route of 
the Rhône River as far as Bibracte and Brittany, along the 
route of the Garonne River from Narbonne to Bordeaux, 
in Hispania Citerior along the Ebro River route as far as 
Zaragoza and Termantia, in the northern part of Valencia 
and on the Balearic Islands.31 The seals bear Latin names, 
probably foreign ones,32 most of which are from the cen-
tral-Italic area, especially the Oscan and Umbrian regions, 
possibly resulting from the considerable lands acquired 
by the powerful individuals from Italy in the turbulent 
and unstable years of the civil wars, who must have then 
put freedmen or slaves at the helm of their businesses.33 
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M. José Pena repeatedly advocates pinpointing the origin 
of the wine business in the region of Catalonia, as well as 
the Roman immigration to the republican cities in the 
Catalan area, as part of Caesar’s colonisation policies.

However, the huge upswing in wine production and 
commercialisation in the coastal area of the Conventus 
Tarraconensis truly took place in the second half of the 1st 
century BC. A study of the nomina that appear on the 
seals of the Pascual 1 and Oberaden 74 amphorae also 
point to foreigners from Italy, Gallia Narbonensis, Gallia 
Cisalpina, some equestrians and even some imperial 
freedmen, who attest to the fact that the agrarian proper-
ties in the region were owned by prominent personages 
and even Augustus.34 They reflect the acquisition of lands 
as investments meant to produce profits that were often 
cultivated by underlings.

With the new era, a new kind of vessel, the Dressel 2-4 
amphora, became dominant. It dovetails with a reorien-
tation in trade, which became much more focused on Ita-
ly and Rome, and changes in landowners, at the same 
time that the production seemed to shift into the hands of 
the local elites, as detected on the epigraphy of the am-
phorae.35 The founding of Barcino around the years 15-
10 BC sheds light on this process.36 The colonists who set-
tled the colony were the new and more direct agents of 
farming,37 and trade was centralised via the port of Barci-
no. The advent of epigraphy on amphorae consisting in 
names (Fulvius, Cornelius, Licinius, Loreius, Porcius, 
Venuleius, Voltilius), which reappeared on the imperial 
epigraphy of Narbo, Emporiae, Barcino, Valentia and 
Carthago Nova, indicates that colonists settled in these 
cities during the time of the colonisations of Caesar or 
Augustus.38 Indeed, the mass incorporation of the wine 
business in the region of Tarraco39 also dates from this 
period, followed shortly thereafter by the wine from Sa-
gunt40 and Valentia,41 and, to a lesser extent, from inland 
cities like Ilerda42 and Edeta.43

Therefore, we can see that since the latter years of the 
republic and during the principality of Augustus, the 
coastal regions of the future Catalan-speaking lands were 
devoted to the wine business that participated in the over-
seas trade circuits. This business was in the hands of fami-
lies with Italic or Roman roots or the local elites, and we 
can even witness the presence of properties owned by the 
emperors but run by imperial freedmen. However, very 
soon people with servile roots associated with the preemi-
nent families can also be detected in relation to wine pro-
duction, after they became landowners themselves.44 
They are evidence of the efficiency of the social promo-
tion mechanisms in place during the Roman era.

The amphorae indicate that after Tiberius, the massive 
production of wine for commercialisation began to de-
cline in the Maresme region, which had been a pioneer in 
exports,45 while in many production centres it started to 
wane after the mid-1st century AD. Nonetheless, we 
know that the wines in the area of Sagunt, Tarraco and 
Ibiza remained strong until the early 3rd century. The an-

cient sources contain a series of references to these wines46 
and highlight the quality attributed to the wines of Tarra-
co, Lauro and the Balearic Islands, along with the poor 
quality of those from Laietania and Sagunt.47 Precisely 
these same literary citations dovetail with the second half 
of the 1st century and the start of the 2nd century, which 
is when the local elites of Tarraco were present in Rome 
and attained higher ranks within the administration.48 
The closure of numerous production centres in the sec-
ond half of the 1st century may point to an economic re-
organisation within more competitive markets, and per-
haps even to vessels other than amphorae, such as dolia, 
cullei or cupae.

On Ibiza, there are no seals on the amphorae, which 
hinders us from learning details about the families associ-
ated with wine production. We should note that the text 
by Pliny the Elder (Nat.14.8.71) which mentions Balearic 
wine seems to refer to Ibizan wine, since no traces of wine 
production and trade, or the manufacture of amphorae, 
have been found on either Mallorca or Menorca.49 While 
a decline in the wine production in Laietania and other 
Catalan areas can be detected, Ibizan wine continued to 
be exported in the 2nd century. These exports lasted the 
entire century, and it was not until the crisis in the 3rd 
century that there are any signs of decline, accompanied 
by a dramatic reduction in the number of farm units. 
Nonetheless, Ibizan wine seems to have rallied again in 
the 4th century.50

With the spread of this productive and commercial 
system, it is clear that between the 1st century BC and the 
3rd century AD the country was fully immersed in the 
Roman agrarian economy, which we can call the villa sys-
tem. In the 1st century BC, the settlements detected by 
archaeology that may have been called villas are quite 
scarce, although there were some. In Valencia, villas did 
not appear until the era of Augustus, although the Roman 
agrarian system seems to have been in operation since the 
mid-1st century BC.51 However, the villas sprang up eve-
rywhere and definitively after Augustus: they were scat-
tered around the territories of the different Roman cities, 
some of which had fairly luxurious residential areas. The 
large estates fall perfectly within Roman schemes, as re-
ported by Cicero,52 with owners who had multiple fundi 
in quite different locations53 to diversify their invest-
ments. The manufacture of tegulae stamped with the 
owner’s names also seems to reflect single individuals 
owning multiple fundi, such as the famous Lucius Heren-
nius Optatus54 from Barcino. The lineage of Minicii Nata-
lis55 from Barcino is another famous, paradigmatic case of 
fundi estates in different provinces of the empire.56

Wine trade 

These owners of different fundi, wine producers and 
owners of the pottery workshops where the amphorae 
were manufactured may have also been involved in com-
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mercialisation, as seems to be the case of Lucius and Mar-
cus Clodius Martialis.57 This wealthy equestrian family 
from Tarraco owned several fundi and three pottery 
workshops in the region of what is today Riudoms and 
Tarragona, in a strip of centuriated land. An irrigation 
channel documented in medieval times wound its way 
through them, linking them to each other, which leads us 
to suspect their Roman origin.58 They manufactured wine 
amphorae and must have lived in the urban nucleus of 
Tarraco and the wealthy villa of the Mas d’en Toda es-
tate.59 Marcus Clodius Martialis appears in a lapidary in-
scription found in Tarraco with the titles of II vir of Tar-
raco and Praefecto insularum Baliarum.

The coastal areas of Tarraco, Valencia and Ibiza kept 
up the wine business until the 3rd century, with a high 
level of overseas trade. As discussed above, it was run by 
large landowners from the wealthy classes. However, it is 
clear that they carried along a series of smaller producers, 
small landowners, colonists or tenants who at the time 
also worked quite actively in the vineyards. There are also 
reports of people with servile or freeborn roots who were 
able to become wealthy, actually own fundi and promote 
themselves socially.60 In contrast, even though archaeolo-
gy attests to wine production after the turbulent years of 
the 3rd century, there is no longer any testimony of the 
manufacture of amphorae or of trade in the Mediterrane-
an market. Its production must have been limited to local 
consumption. Only Ibiza revived its overseas business in 
the 4th century, albeit to a lesser extent than in the late 
empire.

It is symptomatic to observe that in the coastal area of 
what is Catalonia today, wine production did not re-
emerge as a major international business until the 18th 
century, a period when vineyards gradually spread 
around the land once again to produce wines and spirits 
which were sold in the Atlantic international market, pri-
marily in northern Europe but also in the Americas after 
1780. The earnings from the wine and spirit trade allowed 
some farming families to amass enough capital that they 
could spearhead the first calico factories in the 18th cen-
tury, the movement that truly triggered industrialisation 
in Catalonia.61

There were two essential factors that converged in the 
economic processes of both the Roman era and the 18th 
century. First, there was a peasantry with enough capital 
to invest and the desire to invest in agriculture with the 
goal of producing surpluses to sell; and secondly, there 
was an overseas market with a heavy demand. Under 
these circumstances, the responses were quite similar: the 
cultivation of grapes overtook the land, and there was 
wine speculation. The region once again had a deficit of 
grains, which were purchased elsewhere, as it was more 
profitable to use the land for vineyards. Even though the 
economic engines were the large landowners, who were 
not prominent latifundists, behind them they carried 
along a series of smaller landowners and tenants who 
took advantage of the opportunity to work in vineyards as 

well, and who channelled their yields for sale via the for-
mer. Indeed, the principle of selling a lot and buying little 
must have been broken, although, as Gummerus62 has 
noted, this maxim is not exclusive to the ancient world 
but has always been at the fore in the farming mindset. 
Farmers’ tendency towards self-sufficiency is only broken 
when the business is very clear, as we know happened in 
Catalonia in the Modern Age with wheat, which was 
bought in North Africa or the Black Sea region. Perhaps 
something similar happened in the 1st century AD. Fi-
nally, in the 18th century, we know that the population 
almost doubled, especially in the coastal and pre-coastal 
regions.63 Even Pierre Vilar remarked on the role of wine 
in the agricultural modernisation of Catalonia. While 
grains are virtually always a subsistence crop, grapes al-
low for an annual harvest, do not require much fertiliser 
‒for which even the wine shoots can be used‒ and there-
fore can maintain a higher population than other crops. 
For this reason, grapes have always been a good crop for 
trade, one that is capable of generating significant profit 
as long as it can be placed on the market at a good price. 
Therefore, vineyards only spread when farmers can insert 
their crops into a stable or expanding trade network 
where they can sell their products and purchase the ones 
they are lacking. This was the case of Catalonia in the 18th 
century, which created a complex trade network that was 
increasingly favourable to the Catalan balance of trade.

It was also the case of the coastal area of Tarraco at the 
end of the Republic and the Late Empire. The producers 
in the region, as discussed above, inserted themselves into 
the emerging trade network in the western Mediterrane-
an, which was dominated by the Romans, through the 
new Italic or Roman owners, where wine had a heavy de-
mand among the armies of the limes, the expanding nuclei 
in Gaul, Rome, North Africa, the islands and the inland 
regions of the Iberian Peninsula. This trade network was 
clearly expanding and becoming more active and larger, 
and the wines were increasingly prized because of their 
quality. Therefore, the true driving force of the wine busi-
ness were the wealthy villa owners, such as the Clodii Mar-
tialis from Tarraco, whose operation must not have been 
limited to producing wine; instead they must have also 
packaged it and at least overseen the first stage in its com-
mercialisation. Perhaps they did not do this directly but 
via their agents, as was common in businesses stemming 
from the villa system, which was mercantile. They en-
gaged in a rational, progressive form of agriculture which 
made them modern for their time. While in the 18th cen-
tury, with expanding wine production, the region was in a 
pre-industrial stage, in the High Roman Empire a series of 
parallel circumstances converged, so perhaps the essential 
differences are the financial and political distance, al-
though the similarity seems to be the fabric of market rela-
tions. Pierre Vilar64 stresses that there was “a change in the 
principle of the mode of production. Catalonia had gotten 
used to producing not to consume the products itself but 
to sell them”, and indeed, this analysis could also be ap-
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plied during the Roman period. In Fontana’s opinion,65 in 
contrast to Spain, “Catalan economic growth was the out-
come of a different economic evolution, because industri-
alisation does not depend solely on factories and machines 
but arises from a fabric of market relations”. In the Roman 
era, those who brought a different economic evolution 
and the habit of producing to sell were the new Italic and 
Roman farm owners, that is, the villa system, which was 
not grounded solely on investment to earn profits but also 
on a fabric of market relations.

In the different areas of the Conventus Tarraconensis to-
wards the end of the Republic and during the High Em-
pire, not only did the integration into the villa system and 
the purchase of lands by members of the wealthy Roman 
and Italic families bring new production structures to 
these lands, but these new owners also included them in 
their trade networks. This new and more dynamic situa-
tion pushed the local people to either join or disappear. 
New local aristocracies and even minor landowners 
emerged in the provincial cities, whose economy was also 
grounded on the villa system and the new market relations.

Recall that above we saw how immediately after the Ro-
man conquest, an economic expansion could be detected 
in the area of the Conventus Tarraconensis, along with an 
explosion of rural farms scattered around the plains and 
the presence of imported pottery in all the settlements. 
However, the largest number of rural settlements is de-
tected after the founding of the first cities between the late 
2nd and early 1st centuries BC. We have also seen that this 
expansion ended up crystallising in the villa system, which 
brought economic dynamism to all the farms that sur-
vived, both small and large, until the 2nd or 3rd centuries. 
In this period, we can detect both creative destruction and 
technological advancement, social promotion and wide-
spread prosperity, from the lower classes to the aristo-
crats. However, it is also true that over time, the number 
of rural settlements diminished in favour of the larger 
ones, while the smaller ones were closing, although those 
that did survive became increasingly wealthy. That is, 
property tended to become more heavily concentrated in 
the hands of a few, and as this happened, business got 
weaker. It ended up succumbing at the start of the 3rd 
century and the crisis that was dawning at that time.

Unfortunately, we have no population figures from the 
Roman era and even less information on its fluctuations. 
However, we can glean the trends from archaeology. The 
concentration of cities and rural settlements along the 
coastal and pre-coastal areas and the strong commercial 
dynamic are beyond a doubt. As discussed above, settle-
ment studies reveal the maximum number of rural settle-
ments in the era of the first Republican cities in the 1st 
century BC, although they were still small settlements. 
With the major expansion in the villa system in the 1st 
century AD, the number of settlements dropped some-
what. This phenomenon is particularly clear in what is 
today Catalonia66 and Ibiza.67 Alongside the increasing 
wealth in the rural settlements, technical improvements 

and a larger scale in both construction and agricultural 
transformation and storage facilities, one can perceive a 
nuclearization of the settlements, which could be related 
to the concentration of land ownership. The larger and 
more complex villas also had smaller rural satellite settle-
ments which depended upon them. In fact, there must 
have been a considerable population increase because of 
both the introduction of the villa system revolving around 
vineyards and immigration, although we are unable to 
quantitatively evaluate them either.68 Throughout the 1st, 
2nd and 3rd centuries, there was an increasing settlement 
concentration at the same time that the villas were be-
coming more prominent and luxurious, a sign of their 
land monopoly.

Oil and wheat

Even though wine was the star product for commerciali-
sation, the three basic crops were the Mediterranean tri-
ad, of which wheat was the basic foodstuff. The cultiva-
tion of grains, especially glume wheat or naked wheat and 
hulled barley,69 is studied through brief references in the 
sources, mills, silos and granaries, as well as through pal-
aeobotanical analyses.70 They indicate that grains were 
produced in all periods, at least for local consumption. 
Before the conquest, production was quite high. In the 
first century after the Roman conquest, both the sources 
and archaeology, via the extensive silo fields,71 continue 
to reflect considerable grain production, which was used 
for taxes and trade.72

However, as of the 1st century BC, grapes began to gain 
ground over grains, and during the reign of Augustus the 
cultivation of grain seems to have been reduced to local 
consumption.73 From then on, the tendency studied in 
the horrea is the same as what Métraux74 observed for the 
villas in Italy, and the same conveyed by the Latin agrono-
mists, namely that the storage facilities increased in size as 
time went on, especially after the 2nd century and in the 
Late Empire, which is interpreted as a tendency towards a 
concentration of property and population.75 The Late 
Empire and Late Antiquity reveal a return to grain pro-
duction at the expense of grapes, and even the recovery of 
the ancient storage technique of silos dug into the earth.

The olive groves, on the other hand, most likely just 
supplied the local market. It is harder to trace the cultiva-
tion of olives, although we do know that they were grown 
back in the Iberian period.76 Buxó77 believes that the culti-
vation of olive trees must not have spread until the 1st 
century BC.

Indications of oil production have been found through-
out the entire area under study, though not on a large 
scale. Pollen studies confirm this crop, which precisely 
spread during the Roman era.78 A few Roman toponyms 
also mention it, such as Oleastrum, which is mentioned in 
the Itinerarium Antonini.79 However, several oil mills have 
also been excavated, which indicate yields that were most 
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likely meant for the producers’ own local consumption.80 
On Ibiza, several fairly important oil mills are known, al-
though no amphorae seem to have been produced to com-
mercialise their output. Nor is there proof of the produc-
tion of amphorae for oil in the Conventus Tarraconensis, 
even though there is in southern Valencia, such as in the 
Oliva workshop. Likewise, imports of oil amphorae from 
the Baetica are very scarce in the area we are examining.81 
All of these facts seem to indicate that olive trees were sole-
ly cultivated to produce oil to be consumed locally, but not 
to be commercialised overseas, thus reflecting the habit of 
farmers – both ancient and since then – to avoid having to 
purchase what they can supply themselves.82

Textiles

The production of flax, hemp and wool was quite impor-
tant in the region of the Conventus Tarraconensis. We are 
aware of this through the ancient sources, which indicate 
that production was extensive during the High Empire, 
although it is very difficult to attest to this via archaeolo-
gy.83 The high quality of the linen carried on the tradition 
of the Iberians, who had stood out for their manufacture 
of fine fabrics.84 Within the Roman Empire, even though 
Egypt excelled for its quality and Italy was rich in linen, 
the most reputable, wealthy and active regions in its pro-
duction were Gaul and the territories of Hispaniae. With 
regard to the region at hand, Strabo (3.4.9) reports that 
the Emporitans were skilled in linen production. In the 
1st century, Pliny the Elder (Nat.19.10) highlighted the 
linen production in Hispania Citerior, praised the fine-
ness and extraordinary whiteness of the linen from Tar-
raco and classified the linen produced in Saetabis (today 
Xàtiva) as the highest quality he knew of (Pliny, Nat. 
19.9). The linen of Saetabis was also highlighted by Silius 
Italicus (Punica, 3. 374-375), who mentioned the waters 
of the Sucro (Xúquer) River and its high-quality fabrics.

The process of bleaching linen fabric was performed in 
bleaching meadows near water courses.85 The fabrics 
were spread on the grass and kept moist by sprinkling 
them with water. The sun bleached them itself, but if it 
was done on the grass with water, the process was sped up 
and intensified, since a chamber was created between the 
grass and the fabric where hydrogen peroxide was formed, 
which acted as a bleaching agent. This is the technique 
used to bleach cotton for calicoes which was common un-
til the introduction of chemical products in the 19th cen-
tury. It was known since the ancient world and is precisely 
what Pliny describes: “thanks especially to the waters that 
bathe Tarraco, in which they bleach it”,86 and perhaps Sil-
ius Italicus also makes a reference to the waters of the Su-
cro (Xúquer) River.

Other classical authors such as Grattius (Cynegetica 41) 
and Catullus (Carmina XII, 11-15; XXV, 5-7) also refer to 
the linen in this region, from which we can glean that lux-
urious fabrics like oraria and sudaria were produced 

there. Alfaro believes that the testimonies from the sourc-
es indicate production meant for export.

In Tarraco, the RIT 9 inscription from the Late Repub-
lican period, which is bilingual in Iberian and Latin, refers 
to FVLVIA.LINTEARIA, most likely a Romanised indig-
enous woman who was a weaver or linen merchant, an 
attribute which must be the source of her name. However, 
few archaeological indications of flax production, fibre 
preparation87 or the weaving process88 have been found.

The wool produced in the Iberian zone must have also 
been renowned during the Roman period, as revealed by 
the famous sagum hispanum.89 There are also indications 
from the ancient sources, although archaeology has not 
provided much proof of this either. Archaeozoology has 
found that the presence of ovicaprids was common in ru-
ral settlements, with higher percentages during the Re-
publican and Late Roman periods. Instruments have also 
been retrieved, such as shears. However, the lack of pro-
duction figures makes it quite difficult to calibrate to what 
extent wool production was meant for local consumption 
or overseas trade.

Studies of livestock routes, transhumance and moun-
tainous areas have been more positive. They have provid-
ed evidence that the mountain landscapes in the Pyrenees 
and inland Catalonia were also anthropised in the Roman 
era, especially via lumbering and shepherding.90 In the 
late Roman era, shepherding even increased, and with it 
the human occupation of the mountains, which would 
again become the site of a renewed expansion in the early 
Middle Ages. Pollen analyses of the coastal areas indicate 
that coastal grasslands were regenerated during the late 
Roman era, which fostered their use by livestock. In this 
regard, studies have been performed of some livestock 
routes which were believed to be quite important during 
the Roman period.

On Ibiza and Formentera, significant purple dye pro-
duction has been studied, with the location of numerous 
coastal spots with murex shell deposits which date from 
between the 2nd and 5th centuries. The Notitia Dignitat-
um (Dig. Oc. I, 64-73) from the late 4th century cites a 
procurator bafi insularum Balearum, which indicates a 
state oficina dependent on the comes sacrarum largitio-
rum, where purple dye was produced.91 It is reasonable to 
posit that this organisation proves the importance of this 
product. It is also believed that this prized dye must have 
been exported as dyed wool and that it must therefore be 
associated with wool production.92 Indeed, Diodorus (5, 
16) refers to the wool from Ibiza, which was known for its 
softness and beauty, as well as to the quality and ornate-
ness of the fabrics of the Ibizan people.

Infrastructures

Infrastructures were the most important definitive ad-
vance brought by the Romans compared to the Iberian 
and Talayotic cultures.93 One must merely consider the 
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implementation of the Roman land registries, with the 
complex infrastructure entailed in centuriation, of which 
we have examples that have been quite thoroughly stud-
ied in Camp de Tarragona,94 Horta de València,95 the Bar-
celona plain,96 the Mallorcan plain97 and numerous 
points in the Conventus Tarraconensis and the islands. 
The centuriation of Ibiza,98 however, which has been 
thoroughly studied on the Sant Jordi plain, seems to come 
from parcellation dating from the Punic era, which makes 
it the most advanced area in the region.

Engineering improvements like drainage or irrigation 
have left noticeable traces. The aqueducts in Can Roig 
(Pineda de Mar, Maresme), Els Arcs (Sant Jaume dels Do-
menys, Baix Penedès), El Collet (Sant Antoni de Calonge, 
Baix Empordà), Can Ring (Besalú, Garrotxa), Can Terrés 
(Garriga, Vallès Oriental) and Centcelles (Constantí, Tar-
ragonès)99 are examples of aqueducts which not only car-
ried water to large villas but also irrigated the crops.

Lastly, we should mention the network of roads and 
ports that the Romans built, which proved essential in 
commercialising the agrarian yields. The Via Augusta 
was essential, as were the ports of Barcino, Tarraco, Sa-
guntum and Valentia, as well as those of Palma, Pollentia, 
Mago, Iamno, Sanisera and Ebusus.

The crisis of the 3rd century and the Late 
Empire 

Even though many authors believe this crisis had been 
building up in the 2nd century, the system did not desta-
bilise and a new dynamic was not launched until the 3rd 
century. In all the areas examined, the number of rural 
settlements gradually decreased considerably. The end of 
the crisis and the rally in the 4th century signal the onset 
of a new period, with far fewer rural settlements than in 
previous periods, albeit with some much more luxurious 
villas.100 This century again provided longstanding stabil-
ity which allowed crop and livestock production to recov-
er, yet under quite a different social order. Apparently, 
nuclearization became important once again, most likely 
around the villas. All of this is related to the gradual con-
centration of landownership, a common phenomenon 
throughout the entire western Mediterranean.

Indeed, in the 4th century, major construction and re-
forms are documented in the wealthiest villas to equip 
them with residential areas that were often lavish.101 The 
most powerful villas set aside large spaces for reception 
rooms for the owner’s public representation. The large 
landowners had increasing power over their workers, and 
in view of the cities’ loss of administrative autonomy, they 
empowered themselves with increasing attributions. An 
entire liturgy around the dominus took shape, a clear sign 
of the increasing distance separating them from their sub-
jects. The reception hall or basilical hall, with a semicircu-
lar apse where the owner sat to receive his clientele, tend-
ed to be a large space which stood out for its height within 

the architectural whole,102 symbolising the owner’s pow-
er. The main dining room was often in the shape of a 
trichora, with three apses to house the semicircular tables 
with their corresponding beds, the stibadia, to hold ban-
quets with friends and other ranking figures.103 The baths 
were still an important part of the residential area, but 
they would become smaller and simpler in the 5th centu-
ry.104 These large country homes were ornamented with 
elaborate, costly decorations within the Roman cultivated 
tradition, with mythological references to the prosperity 
of the fundus and the virtues of the owner and his wife. 
The rustic parts were also developed with large storage ar-
eas, cellars and presses, as well as rooms for the staff.

Alongside the large villas, there were also smaller ones 
without many luxuries, with associated balnea and ne-
cropolises. There are also small farm establishments cor-
responding to settlers who worked for the large landown-
ers, as well as small landowners who always continued to 
exist, albeit in smaller numbers.

In parallel, since the 4th century, just as in the remain-
ing western provinces, we can witness a process of rurali-
sation of some villas that had been equipped with residen-
tial areas, which became rusticated.105 This reveals the 
process of the concentration of landownership in the re-
gion, because when a villa with its fundus came to be 
owned by someone who already had a residential villa 
nearby, the new residential part became superfluous. This 
ruralisation process did not mean that productivity in-
creased, as some have tried to deduce,106 but rather that 
the amount of space used decreased and was instead con-
centrated in the more solid constructions, which were the 
old residential parts. Hyginius107 and Pliny the Young-
er108 described this process in the 2nd century within the 
progressive land-grabbing by the wealthiest, a process 
that was accentuated in the 5th century. This is why holes 
were bored into the mosaics in the wealthy rooms to in-
stall dolia to hold wine,109 and why baths were turned into 
pressing rooms and pools into oil or wine presses.

Another quite common phenomenon, which also 
points to a reduction in the space used in the large declin-
ing villas, is the appearance of burials from the late era in 
unused rooms or spaces. This is interpreted as the con-
centration of life in a small nucleus surrounded by ne-
cropolises, which were increasingly close.110

Later on, often in the Visigothic period, came the ad-
vent of the phenomenon of “squatters”.111 That is, in 
some formerly luxurious residences there is proof of a 
new occupation of the structures by humble peasants, 
with the compartmentalisation of the spaces via walls that 
were poorly built112 or without foundations, the installa-
tion of metal ovens or other kinds of industries in what 
used to be noble spaces, and the superimposition of shan-
ties. This is the re-occupancy of buildings which were still 
worth using because of their structural solidity.

The larger villas became veritable power centres in the 
countryside, where the dominus administered not only 
the economy but also justice and religion. This is where 
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the first rural Christian churches emerged, which led  
to the functional reorientation of some places and became 
the forerunner of the early mediaeval parishes. Christian-
ity soon penetrated this rural world as well after the 4th 
century,113 as proven by the epigraphy114 and iconogra-
phy.115

While the 4th century witnessed a recovery in crop and 
livestock production and some degree of stability, the 5th 
century was notably more turbulent. This poses funda-
mental questions about the status of landownership and 
who the inhabitants of the villas were after the land con-
cessions or appropriations of the newly-arrived barbarian 
peoples.116 Many Visigoths must have received lands in 
the Tarraconense. It is quite possible that despite the 
changes in ownership, the new owners did not live in the 
rural settlements either and instead merely earned in-
come from them. After the 4th century, the increasing 
importance of the Church was not only political but also 
economic. The frequent donations and legacies of land 
turned the Church into one of the largest landowners. In 
consequence, it contributed notably to the concentration 
of wealth and the decline of the residential parts of the vil-
las. After the 6th century, the bishops ended up becoming 
a key political force within city management. Therefore, 
the transformations in the structure of land ownership 
shaped a changing and totally new scene.117

The decrease in the number of rural archaeology sites 
in the late empire and late antiquity may also reflect a 
population decline. In some places, this explanation 
seems to be in line with the data from palynological stud-
ies, which reveal major deforestation and the transforma-
tion of the predominantly crop-based economy to exten-
sive livestock farming in the 5th to 7th centuries. Perhaps 
this shift had begun back in the 4th century, with an econ-
omy that combined crop farming with widespread live-
stock husbandry. The new moist coastal meadows result-
ing from drying and filling marshes and lagoons must 
have been exploited by alternating them with inland graz-
ing in the pre-coastal mountains and plains, which were 
reached via the livestock routes used in long-distance 
transhumance.118

In the area being studied, the mid-6th century signalled 
a turning point in the development of the villas, in that 
very few of them survived beyond this date with extensive 
occupation and sustained wealth. However, the 5th cen-
tury witnessed a decrease in the construction of luxurious 
spaces. This scene, which is true of all the Hispanic prov-
inces, contrasts with the situation in the neighbouring 
provinces of Gaul, where the construction of luxury resi-
dences can be detected throughout the entire 5th century, 
and even into the 6th.119 In fact, there are questions as to 
where the Hispanic rural elites went to live between the 
5th and 8th centuries.120 Very few villas survived as rural 
centres where prominent figures lived during late antiq-
uity and into the Islamic period121 and even the Middle 
Ages,122 although they seem to be adaptations by new set-
tlements.123 Generally speaking, the villas were replaced 

by simple rural settlements which cultivated multiple 
crops, including grains, vegetables, grapes, olives and 
fruit trees.124 The Iberian technique of storing grain in si-
los dug into the earth was revived, and in some cases they 
reached considerable proportions.125 Installations of 
presses and cellars were also common in the larger farm-
ing settlements. In some cases, there was a return to the 
occupation of elevated spots. This was also the time when 
residential clusters proliferated in the site of the old vil-
las,126 often related to the beginning of parish churches in 
the western part of the empire,127 although it is too early 
to consider it a planned network of parishes.128

On the Balearic Islands, as the villa system came to an 
end between the second half of the 5th century and the 6th 
century, many small farms started to be created, along 
with reoccupations of prehistoric sites, and even caves, 
while ruralised villas continued.129 After the late 5th and 
6th centuries, archaeology has uncovered a notable series 
of rural churches related to residential clusters and com-
munication nodes, which must have provided religious 
services to the entire population of a large territory. We do 
not know whether they were built on civil or religious ini-
tiative, although they may have been related to a reorgani-
sation of the rural space under the Vandals or Byzantines.

The economy moved towards a gradual decline in the 
massive overseas trade networks, often limited to products 
for supplying the army and Rome, parallel to the slow dis-
integration – or perhaps more accurately, the transforma-
tion – of the Roman city system and the villa system. The 
onset of the Late Empire was also characterised by autoc-
racy, a reduction in the cities’ autonomy, an increasingly 
burdensome and centralised bureaucracy, trade networks 
with ever-smaller radii, militarisation and the concentra-
tion of wealth or landownership in fewer hands. While vil-
las had activated and economic system capable of spurring 
the entire population during the High Empire, in the Late 
Empire the new economic systems would increasingly dis-
tance the large landowners from the rest of the population, 
with a notable impoverishment of the lower classes.

Nonetheless, we should not consider it a scene of isola-
tion, since the archaeology attests to the fluidity of archi-
tectural and artistic contacts around the Mediterranean, 
especially with Italy, the eastern Mediterranean and 
North Africa, despite the decreased intensity of overseas 
trade. Archaeology has detected major imports from 
North Africa consisting in oil, salted products and wine 
and to a lesser extent also from the eastern Mediterrane-
an, meant for the dominant classes, which last until the 
7th century.130

Conclusions

We should highlight two areas of production in which the 
region under study excelled: wine and textiles. Both are 
farm products which required subsequent high-level 
technical processing. The artisanal facilities capable of 
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completing this processing seem to have been located in 
the countryside, often in the same site as the rural settle-
ments where the crop fields were located. Wine produc-
tion, which was characteristic of Roman technology and a 
symbol of its culture, was implemented parallel to the vil-
la system, and it became a major business in the region 
until the early 3rd century. It is symptomatic that this 
timeframe fits within the period when maximum amount 
of goods circulated in the Mediterranean ‒resulting from 
the statistics from the archaeologically documented ship-
wrecks in the Mediterranean131 which is from the 2nd 
century BC to the 2nd century AD. As we have seen, Italic 
families and even the Roman aristocracy participated by 
introducing farming and crafting techniques and then 
placing the product within their rich and well-established 
fabric of market relations.

Even though we are aware of the markets where the 
wine was sold, we do not know the volume of exports. At 
some sites which have been more extensively studied, we 
can even ascertain the proportion of wine amphorae from 
Tarraco. Calculations can also be made of the proportions 
of shipwrecks with products from there. Studies of this 
kind only shed light on trends; however, it is clear that 
wine production was of major importance, and the an-
cient sources report on the fame garnered by the wines 
from Tarraco.

The second star product which characterised the re-
gion was textiles, particularly linen. While wine was a 
business within the villa system, linen fabrics originated 
from the local Iberian tradition. As we have seen, the en-
tire process was performed: the growing, the processing 
of flax, the spinning, the weaving and the bleaching. The 
output was far-reaching and well-known, although we 
cannot cite figures or even trends. Archaeology stumbles 
upon major difficulties finding traces of textiles.

There was yet a third star product related to textiles 
which was characteristic of a small region: the purple dye 
from the Pityusic Islands. The extraordinarily high price 
of this dye leads us to believe that it must have been a ma-
jor source of wealth for these islands.

The serious difficulties detecting products that were 
not commercialised in containers that archaeology is ca-
pable of tracing, such as amphorae, should be borne in 
mind. In consequence, it seems obvious that oil was not 
commercialised over long distances, as indicated by the 
absence of oil amphorae. Even though we are unaware of 
how such an essential product as wheat was obtained, we 
suspect that it was purchased from the inland regions of 
the conventus.

Despite the early and profound Romanisation, there 
were always marginal areas, such as the compagani rivi 
Lavarensis, which were mentioned in a 2nd-century in-
scription.132 This is an example of a semi-nomadic, indig-
enous farming community with collective land owner-
ship which entered into conflict with the stable private 
property ownership that the Romans introduced in the 
region. Indeed, in the 4th century, Saint Pacian of Barce-

lona reported on mountain people who spoke a strange 
jargon, which is interpreted as Iberian.

Despite this, it seems fairly clear that the coastal area of 
the Conventus Tarraconensis soon had a high level of ro-
manitas. We have two indicators to uphold this. The first 
is that the first Roman cities were founded between the 
late 2nd and the early 1st centuries BC. The second, in 
line with the first, is the dedication to vineyards, which 
was characteristic of the villa system and of aristocratic 
agrarian settlements from the Hellenistic period on.

Following Mattingly’s reflection on Roman Africa,133 a 
series of parameters associated with preindustrial socie-
ties can also be found in the region, such as an increase in 
agrarian production, a rise in the rural population, more 
exports of primary products, high levels of replacement 
imports, larger-scale production units,134 and the emer-
gence of a society involved in risk-taking, economic cal-
culation, technological innovation135 and other “rational” 
economic behaviours. And surely, as happened in Catalo-
nia in the 18th century,136 other factors were the increas-
ing mercantile orientation, complementary lines of spe-
cialisation,137 the increase in disposable income, and a 
relatively extensive income distribution which allowed a 
broader swath of the population to participate in busi-
ness, which in turn fostered the spread of economic ad-
vancement to a large sector of the population. All of this 
leads us to conclude that the Roman conquest introduced 
structures with a considerable capacity for inclusion, as 
demonstrated by the proven social mobility and remark-
able opportunity patterns for many peasants and mer-
chants starting in the 1st century BC.

After the Roman conquest, the political rights which the 
provincial populations gradually achieved were quite 
broad compared to those of other contemporary and pre-
ceding societies. This opened up significant possibilities of 
growth. Yet somehow, the history of Rome is the history of 
the triumph of the Empire over the Republic, the triumph 
of a society with nascent inclusive institutions which ended 
up being superseded by extractive institutions. Ultimately, 
the technological advance was slow, occasional and very 
underappreciated. Society kept showing signs of contradic-
tions by the late 2nd century. In the 3rd century, it became 
enmeshed in a dire crisis, from which it managed to emerge 
only via a profound transformation, a far cry from the early 
Republic. In the Late Empire the areas of what are today 
Catalonia and Valencia did not recover their large-scale 
overseas exports. Perhaps the end of wine exports is related 
to the inclusion of this product in the annona in the 3rd 
century. All the evidence points to a heavy concentration of 
land ownership, major stagnation in social mobility, a de-
cline in exports, a drastic reduction in mercantile contacts, 
which were limited to imports for the elites, and quite pos-
sibly a reduction in the population density.

In contrast, despite parallel political conditions, the 
Pityusic Islands were capable of rallying and resuming the 
wine business and long-distance trade. Their intense wine 
production for export came from a longstanding Punic 

Catalan Historical Review-12.indb   19 18/07/2019   12:46:56



20   Cat. Hist. Rev. 12, 2019 Marta Prevosti 

tradition. Symptomatically, within the area studied, it was 
also the region that dealt with the crisis in the 3rd century 
the most successfully. Its recovery in the 4th century al-
lowed it to continue exporting wine when the areas of 
modern-day Catalonia and Valencia were no longer capa-
ble of doing so, as attested to by the amphorae. The im-
portant business of purple dye production, which had 
been underway there since the High Empire, continued in 
the late Roman period, perhaps under imperial interven-
tion, for which a state office was established with a procu-
rator bafi insularum Balearum. It would be interesting to 
analyse what differences led to such divergent evolution 
under the same political conditions. Perhaps more atten-
tion should be paid to the Punic substrate on these is-
lands, just as in Roman Africa.
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