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The excavation work at the necropolis
in plaça Vila de Madrid (Barcelona)
took place from 1954 to 1956, and in
1958 the site was made part of the gar-
dened section of the square from which
it takes its name. The archaeological site
consists of a stretch of Roman road that
ran through a cemetery from the 1st to
the 3rd century AD. The road probably
led into the western gate of the colony,
and the graves are situated on both
sides of the it. They include cupae,
altars, stelae, conical circular structures,
and quadrangular structures with two
steps that were probably crowned by an
altar or a stela. However, the most char-
acteristic features of the Vila de Madrid
necropolis are the cupae. There are
cupae solidae and cupae structiles, the lat-
ter being older and more common.
There are also remains of coffins made
of tegulae or of wood, and simple graves
dug in the ground with no type of pro-
tection or external markings. 
From 2000-2003 new excavation work
was carried out to the east of the
Roman road, and a circular-based col-
lective funerary structure was found. It
is thought to be the funerary enclosure
of a collegium funeraticum and to have
been used from the second half of the
2nd century AD until the middle of the
3rd century AD, a period when both
burials and cremations took place. In
2003 the Barcelona City History
Museum (MHCB) launched a multi-dis-
ciplinary research project on the site,
and studies were made in the areas of
paleoanthropology, zooarchaeology, car-
pology anthrocology, and palynology,
using paleobotanical techniques for
identifying phytoliths and analyzing
organic remains.
The experts found many animals, some
of which had been killed in situ and
were thought to provide evidence of
funeral banquets and of offerings made
to the dead. The animals found
belonged to the families ovicapridae,
bovidae, canidae, suidae, equidae and
fowl. As the Roman’s did not eat horses
or dogs, these may have been used in
unknown rituals, or may simply have
been buried there. 
Of special interest is a ritual pit in
which a large quantity of animals were
buried and where a Pascual I type wine
amphora was found almost complete.

This find seems to be related to the liba-
tion ritual. In fact, most of the tomb-
stones and the coffins made of tegulae
had channels for libations made to the
dead on the day of the burial and on
later occasions. (The ritual pit was used
again later to bury a person, who seems
to have been thrown in.) 
There was also an interesting funerary
lacus related to purification rituals. This
type of structure has been found in
many other necropoli. They were previ-
ously thought to be connected with
farming or fishing activities, but new
finds and the latest studies carried out
in this area have established links with
funerary activities and not with produc-
tion. As well as the collective, circular-
based funerary structure, thought to be
a collegium funeraticum, traces of other
rectangular or square-based funerary
enclosures have been detected. 
It seems that most of the people buried
in this necropolis were poor. Most of
them were slaves or freed slaves. This
becomes clear from the anthropological
studies, the remaining funeral inscrip-
tions and the personal belongings that
accompanied some of the dead bodies:
simple ceramic objects, the occasional
pot of ointment, and small items of
clothing or personal effects. In most
cases there were no belongings at all.
However, there were coins, indicating
that the rite of Caronte was practiced.
Coins have been found inside the cre-
mation urns and on the mouth or chin
or in the hand of buried corpses. 

During the excavation work at plaça
Vila de Madrid (Barcelona) in 2001-
2002 and 2003, various human remains
from the Roman period (1st-4th centu-
ry) were retrieved. Most of the corpses
on the site had been buried in simple
graves that consisted of overlapping
holes dug in the ground. Cremated
bodies were also retrieved, mainly from
the incineration pits, although an urn
and a funeral pyre were also found.
In each grave the remains of just one
person were found although in some
graves isolated fragments of other skele-
tons appeared. These were classified as
intrusive remains; it seems that there
was no express intention of burying
them and that they were already present
in the earth used to fill the grave. 
Most of the corpses were of adults.
However, as 38% of the individuals
retrieved were children, the level of
child mortality was high. It is probable
that this percentage does not represent
the full extent of child mortality; it is
not possible to retrieve all child remains
because of conservation difficulties or
special rituals or traditions for children
(special burial sites, home burials).
Even so this is one of the necropoli from
the Roman period where the greatest
number of sub-adult individuals has
been found. The age range with the
highest mortality rate is from birth to
three years, the stage in which the great-
est number of illnesses related to envi-
ronmental, possibly nutritional, pres-
sures were found. Indeed it is a stage in
life when the child changes from the
maternal diet to an almost adult diet
and it can be very difficult to obtain
appropriate nutrients in an adequate
form.  
Life expectancy was low for the rest of
the population, especially for women.
This was probably due to difficulties
experienced during pregnancy, child-
birth and the breast-feeding period, and
also to weakness caused by repeated and
frequent pregnancies. The high mortali-
ty rate among young women and chil-
dren, especially very young children,
suggests that the population had a high
fertility level.  
Morphometric analysis of the character-
istics of the adult population indicated a
fairly graceful skeleton. Compared with
other populations that lived in the
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region at about the same time, the men
were of medium height and the women
were short. 
Statistical analysis of the cranial meas-
urements showed that the series
retrieved from the Vila de Madrid site
in the excavations carried out in 1954
and 2000-2003 were homogeneous; they
formed a single cluster. Thus, although
the two sets seemed to correspond to
different social strata, they probably
belonged to a single population substra-
tum. At the same time, the characteris-
tics of this series were closer to those of
the Catalan mediaeval population and
slightly further from the series derived
from the Roman population. The den-
tal analysis also came within the parame-
ters of the Catalan population group.  
With respect to the type of lifestyle that
can inferred from evidence of illness
and from the ridges where muscle was
attached to the bone, the series
obtained from plaça Vila de Madrid
showed anomalies that occur frequently
in populations dedicated to manual
tasks, for example agriculture, but there
was no evidence of excessive muscle for-
mation. It therefore seemed unlikely
that they engaged in extremely hard
work involving great suffering. As the
average age of the population was rela-
tively low, degenerative and accumula-
tive illnesses were not a serious prob-
lem. Both the youth of the population
and the fact that they carried out physi-
cal activity that was not too intense, con-
tributed to their gracefulness. 
In conclusion, this was a segment of the
late-Roman population of Barcino. In
order to find out more about the popu-
lation of this period, it would be recom-
mendable to combine in one single
series the information gathered from
different excavations of this interesting
site: the present series; the craniums
studied by Moreno y Turbón in 1980;
other remains kept in the collections of
Barcelona City History Museum; and
information from any new archeological
excavations. This would provide a
broader understanding of the people
who lived in Barcelona at the beginning
of the Catalan period. 

Animals played a fundamental role in
past societies. They were a means of
subsistence, a means of production, and
a resource that could be interchanged
and accumulated. However, they were
not only used for economic reasons, to
provide food, raw materials and energy
for work. As they were an integral part
of society, they also played a role in
social ideology. Studying them can pro-
vide a lot of information, not only about
economic questions but also about polit-
ical, ideological and social matters.  
This article contains only a rough
description or preliminary study of the
fauna recorded in the cemetery at plaça
Vila de Madrid (Barcelona). Its objec-
tive is to establish the origin of the ani-
mal remains and the different activities
that produced them in order to ascer-
tain what ritual practices were carried
out. With this in mind, when the study
was carried out it was decided to group
the animal remains according to
whether they were directly related to a
funerary unit or not. However, in order
to establish the extent and degree of
involvement of each species in the dif-
ferent activities, each category of ani-
mals was also recorded individually.
The results indicated that the animal

remains studied in this funerary struc-
ture were the result of different activi-
ties carried out in the same place over a
long period of time. The different activi-
ties were grouped according to the
place where the remains were found,
the anatomical variety of the remains,
the traces of ritual processes, and the
species involved.  
Some ritual practices were found in
which offerings were made to the dead
person, although this practice was not
widespread in this cemetery. Evidence
of funeral banquets celebrated within
the cemetery was also found. The ani-
mals that were most often used in these
rituals were sheep, goats, pigs and oxen.
Some fowl were also used. These species
also had the highest number of traces of
processing and of thermal changes. It
seems that the top end of the limbs was
the part of the body that was most used
in offerings to the dead, and also the
part that was most frequently consumed
in the banquets. Most of the animals
killed were adults. In the cases studied
here, there was no predominant species

among the domesticated animals. Very
few wild animals were found. 
Another documented practice is the
killing of pets: dogs and perhaps a few
birds. In the ritual practices for pets,
animals were used in a different way
and had a different significance. These
remains did not show signs of having
been processed, or of changes of tem-
perature. The skeletons were intact and
there were much fewer fractured bones
than in the animal remains coming
from food offerings.  
Evidence was also found of rituals
involving killings of dogs and libations.
These may have been related to the pas-
sage of the living into the land of the
dead, in which the dog played a protec-
tive role. This is the case in burial pit
A645, in which the complete skeletons
of ten dogs were found, accompanied
by the cranium of a horse and six pig
fetuses.   
The remains of horses were the most
problematic when it came to document-
ing their origin and the activity that pro-
duced them. In plaça Vila de Madrid
remains of complete skeletons or
incomplete bone structures were
recorded inside and outside the funer-
ary units. Animals of all ages were
found: foals, young horses, adult horses
and even new-born foals. It is also worth
emphasising that, compared with the
other species, the number of horse
remains were large: 1,854 (37.47%). 
Although cases where horse remains
appear in funerary contexts are known,
they are difficult to interpret. They may
correspond to horses killed during
funerals as part of a specific ritual, or
the necropolis may simply have been
used as a horse cemetery. It has still not
been confirmed whether they really are
the result of ritual practices, or whether
their recurring presence is coincidental. 
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The following are the results of the
archeobotanical analyses carried out on
the archeological site of the necropolis at
plaça Vila de Madrid (Barcelona), and a
comparison with data from classical
sources and floral representations on
Roman monuments. The study is based
on the samples that gave positive results:
13 polynological samples, 7 carpological
samples, and 6 phytolithological sam-
ples. The other samples analysed were
either too poor or completely sterile. 
The carpological studies revealed grape
seeds (Vitis vinifera), fragments of pine
nuts (Pinus pinea) and grains of corn
(Triticum aestivum-durum). The phytolith
analysis revealed oleander (Nerium ole-
ander), vine raphids, prisms of the type
found in pines (Pinus sp.), perforated
platelets of the type found in artemisia
(Artemisia) and the daisy family
(Asteraceae), platelets of the type found
in the sedge family (Ciperaceae), silica
corn skeletons (Triticum dicoccum, T. aes-
tivum-durum, Triticum sp.), and other
photolytes from cereals or wild grasses
(Poaceae). 
The palynological studies revealed that
the necropolis was surrounded by semi-
open, anthropised countryside, with
trees such as holm oak, oaks, Kermes
oaks, junipers/savines/cypresses
(Cupresaceae) and pines, and bushes
such as heathers, rockroses, and
ephedras. On the banks of the nearby
riverbed grew willows and hazelnut
trees, although the hazelnuts might
have come from cultivated land like the
olive tree or wild olive (Olea europaea).
The list is completed by the herbaceous
species typical of places frequented by
humans and animals, known as “weeds”.
Both the geological and palynological
studies (palinofacies) indicated that this
necropolis had been flooded at least
once. This was suggested by the pres-
ence of aquatic plants (Myriophyllum),
hygrophytes (Ciperaceae), of a paly-
nomorph (Pseudoschizaea), and even of
microscopic freshwater algae. 
A direct relation was found with funer-

ary iconography and literary sources.
The pollen and phytolith analyses iden-
tified the Rosaceae family (which
includes roses –Rosa spp.– and fruit
trees, such as cherry trees, apple trees
and pear trees); pine nuts and pollen
(the pine tree was consecrated to Attis,

the god of death and resurrection); the
remains of small fruit seeds and the
phytoliths and pollen of cereals that
were placed on graves as an offering;
the pollen of the holm oak (Quercus of
the type ilex-coccifer was the tree of life,
of strength and of prosperity, the link
between this world and the next); small
fruit seeds; vine phytoliths and pollen
(Vitis vinifera: wine was the drink of
immortality, and the god Bacchus, was
the protector of gardens); phytoliths of
oleander (Nerium oleander: an ornamen-
tal but toxic bush, related with death);
and the Liliaceae family (which includes
ornamental bulb plants, such as the
genera Asphodelus, Allium, Lilium, Tulipa,
Scilla, Muscari, Hyacinthus).
This archeobotanical study is one of the
few that have been carried out in ceme-
teries and the information obtained was
clearly not specific enough, although it
was quite significant. The only effective
way of approaching this type of research
is by using the whole range of paleob-
otanical studies and, whenever possible,
studies from other disciplines (isotopic
studies etc.). It is also essential to obtain
as many samples as possible by the flota-
tion or sieving of the greatest possible
amount of sediment. In other words, an
archeological expert is needed perma-
nently on site during the excavation
work so that sediments can be sieved
and archeobotanical remains selected
for carpological and anthrocological
analysis. 

Up to and including the last archeologi-
cal excavations about thirty inscriptions
have been found in the necropolis at
plaça Vila de Madrid (28 to be exact or
30 if one double-sided inscription is
counted as two). Most of these belong
to the most recent period of burials,
datable to the close of the 2nd century
and the beginning of the 3rd century
AD, a phase that is now on show outside
in the gardened zone. 
Most of the monuments that can be
seen there are altars, cupae made of
Montjuïc earthenware and Roman con-
crete burial mounds of the types
analysed in the corresponding chapter
of this volume. 
Both the tombs and the inscriptions
indicated a common range of social sta-
tus; they were written in memory of
members of the dependent classes.
Indeed, most of the documentation
refers to freed slaves and slaves and
belongs to the time period mentioned
above (second half of the 2nd century
to the beginning of the 3rd century).
However, some older pieces were found
that must belong to the initial phase of
the necropolis. 
So far, only three inscriptions have

been dated to the period between the
founding of Barcino and the beginning
of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. They
belong to the oldest phases of the
necropolis, about which little was known
until the most recent archaeological
field work was carried out. 
The evidence in plaça Vila de Madrid
showed that in the course of the 2nd
century AD an increasing number of
cupae in Montjuïc earthenware
appeared around Barcino. However,
most of the inscriptions retrieved so far
from the necropolis at plaça Vila de
Madrid date from the close of the 2nd
century and the beginnings of the 3rd
century AD when there was an increase
in the re-use of structures. 


