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 RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR A SAFE VISIT

La Almoloya still does not meet all the conditions to 
ensure the safety of the site and those who visit it. The 
structures of the Argaric settlement have undergone con-
solidation and conservation work to avoid deterioration. 
The definitive consolidation of the site will include further 
work such as the provision of adequate access, as well as 
properly marked itineraries. Therefore, those who visit the 
site in its current state should take into account that it 
is a steep hill and that the perimeter protections at the 
summit of the hill are also part of this second phase of 
consolidation. Going to La Almoloya is not an extreme 
sport, but we must inform you about the precautions your 
visit requires.
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HOW TO GET TO 
LA ALMOLOYA

FROM MULA

Take the road in the direction of Alhama de Murcia (RM-
515) to the city of Pliego. Exiting Pliego towards Casas 
Nuevas, follow the road to the left towards El Sangrador 
de Las Anguilas. There is a sign where it reads C4, but it 
should be C24 instead (the number 2 is missing). Next, 
at the fork, turn right. Follow this path straight ahead, al-
ways keeping on your left side until you reach the settle-
ment. Sometimes Google Maps suggests a faster route, 
but we are describing the only direct way to reach La Al-
moloya from Pliego. Finally, there is a very sharp turn to 
the left and 200 metres ahead you will find a dirt road that 
takes you to the base of the site. You may park the car 
here and walk along the path recently created to access 
the settlement. 

To reach the top, you will be using the steps carved in the 
rock by the Argaric people themselves.
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PAVED RURAL TRACK

UNSURFACED RURAL TRACK

ROUTE ON FOOT

8

RUTA ARGÁRICA



9

LA ALMOYA | PLIEGO • MURCIA





THE STONES SPEAK



12



LA ALMOLOYA
THE STONES SPEAK

“The stones speak” is a common catchphrase among 
those who dedicate their lives to Archaeology. However, 
what people usually say after visiting an archaeological 
site is something very di,erent. Together with gestures of 
tiredness or disappointment, one can hear: we have seen 
nothing but “a pile of stones”! And the word “pile” is usu-
ally pronounced emphatically.

There are two reasons for this. The main one is that 
archaeological remains hardly preserve the appearance 
or monumentality of the original constructions. Most of 
the time, these ruins do not even let us imagine the in-
tention behind their construction, their function or what 
they enclosed. The second, and no less relevant, is the 
absence of adequate explanatory on-site guides and itin-
eraries. When you do have these resources, it is a matter 
of concern to find that they in no way replace the peo-
ple who can communicate and explain in person what we 
can see in front of us. This makes it clear how inadequate 
static resources are for educational purposes; they are ev-
idently needed, but not enough to communicate the rich 
contents o,ered by any archaeological site or reply to the 
questions raised by the interested visitor. This guide aims 
at filling these gaps.

View of La Almoloya 
from the East, at 
the end of the 2015 
excavation season.
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When the settlements are prehistoric, as it happens 
in this case, the visit can become a dull experience be-
cause the characters and stories known from the written 
sources of Antiquity are missing. If we are not able to ap-
peal to historical or literary figures, the “cinematograph-
ic charm” is diluted. The possibility to refer to names like 
Hannibal and Hamilcar, as well as many consuls, gener-
als and Roman emperors, or even allude to the works of 
Plato, Aristotle and Homer, grabs the visitors’ attention 
and provides a reference to an ancient authority, even 
if none of these characters had anything to do with the 
settlement itself. In short, a prehistoric settlement re-
quires a greater explanatory and interpretive e,ort to be 
of interest to the public.

It is common knowledge that there are three types 
of archaeological sites. Within the first type, we include 
those settlements without any protection or maintenance 
measures because they were left unattended by the pub-
lic bodies. In many of them, as they are located within pri-
vate properties, the owners decide whether or not they 
will permit the fieldwork, hence making room for the ob-
struction of conservation programmes. This circumstance 
is the most recurrent both in Spain and worldwide. The 
second type of settlement enjoys certain privileges that 
may occur due to the monumentality of its remains or 
because they have acquired notoriety through cinema 
or television. In other cases, these ruins might be used 
to strengthen the origin of the identity of a particular 
group of people. These examples are few but fortunate, 
as tourism becomes the means for their cultural surviv-
al. The third type includes those archaeological sites that 
are so surprising or unusual that their contribution to the 
current state of research is invaluable. This is the case of 
La Almoloya.

THE STONES SPEAK
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SITUATION

La Almoloya is located in the northern foothills of Sierra 
Espuña, in the municipal boundaries of Mula and Pliego. 
It is located on a plateau 585 m above the sea level, which 
stands as the only trace of a bioclastic limestone stratum 
that survived the sinking of its surroundings. The plateau 
has an extension of approximately 3,100 m2 and an oval 
shape, 85 metres long and 35 metres of maximum width. 

From the platform, it is possible to see wide plains of 
Miocene formations made of marls, conglomerates and 
sandstones that can also be found north of Sierra Espuña. 
It would have been possible to reach the farmlands near 
the Pliego river located 3 km away, as well as the springs 
that feed the waters of Espuña, such as La Portuguesa, Las 
Anguilas and Fuente Higuero. 

Before the 2013 excavations, the surface was crossed 
by two terraces where wheat was grown. These lands have 
been ploughed at least since the middle of the nineteenth 
century. However, by the end of the 1920s the plateau was 
already covered by rosemary, thyme and mallows. Maybe 
some tomb shattered by the plough contributed to cre-
ating the legend that on the hill there was some hidden 
treasure, something, fortunately, confirmed in 2014.

A FIRST 
LOOK

When reaching the top of La Almoloya, a hill that seems 
to have been flattened by a gigantic roller, one will find 
a wonderful landscape of amazing breadth and beauty. 
The extensive views of the Sierra Espuña behind it will 
not leave you indi,erent, with the city of Murcia in the 
background and, in the distance and to the northwest, the 
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basins of the Mula and Pliego rivers with the mountains 
marking the horizon as far as the interior upland plateaus. 
To the southwest, you will see the beginning of the pass 
towards Lorca. You will feel like sailing over a sea of pine 
trees, heirs to that first reforestation experience that Ri-
cardo Codorníu carried out in 18891.

La Almoloya overlooks a territory of at least 1000 km2, 
which is equivalent to almost the whole Region of Mur-
cia. Without a doubt, that wide visibility of great strategic 
value was one of the reasons why a group of people de-
cided to live here about 4,200 years ago. Soon enough, 
La Almoloya would become one of the most remarkable 
political centres, perhaps the most important one, of one 
of the richest and most outstanding societies of the Euro-
pean Bronze Age: the Argaric.

First visit 
of Ricardo Codorníu 
to the Sierra Espuña 
in 1892. 

THE FIRST LOOK
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La Almoloya, as seen 
from the Northeast.
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La Almoloya, as seen 
from the Southeast.

THE FIRST LOOK
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The El Argar has been known since the nineteenth 
century, especially thanks to the brothers Henri and Lou-
is Siret, two Belgian engineers who lived and worked in 
Almería and Murcia, where they excavated numerous pre-
historic sites. The Argaric society lasted about 650 years 
(between 2200 and 1550 BCE, or before the Christian era) 
and extended over a territory of 35,000 km2 in the current 
provinces of Murcia, Almería, Granada, Alicante, Jaén and 
Ciudad Real.

While the landscape surrounding La Almoloya is im-
pressive for anyone who loves nature, those who visit 
the site will enjoy another unique experience. No one 
until now has had the opportunity to contemplate and 
walk around an almost complete settlement from the 
Bronze Age, one of the first urbanised layouts in Europe. 
The visitor will be impressed while gazing at the neatly  

Barranco de Enmedio 
and Morrón de 
Espuña, at the 

beginning of the  
20th century3.
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Map: Argaric 
territory in 1750 

BCE.

Bronze Age  
of the Southwest

Bronze Age of  
the Campiñas &  
Lower Andalucia

La Mancha 
Bronze Age

Argaric 
territory
1750 BC

Valencian 
Bronze Age

distributed buildings on the surface of the hill, the hous-
ing complexes, rooms, workshops, a cistern, a council 
or assembly room, almost a hundred tombs, and narrow 
streets that together are laid out in what we could call a 
“prehistoric grid”. La Almoloya o,ers a snapshot of what 
a small but decisive city was like in the final phase of the 
Argaric, around 1750/1550 BCE, with unparalleled planning 
and construction quality in continental Europe at that 
time. Something similar did not occur again in the penin-
sula until many centuries later when the Phoenician, Pu-
nic and Greek colonisations shaped the Iberian societies 
of the Iron Age.
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Around 1550 BCE, about 3550 years ago, the Argaric 
communities ceased to exist. Since then, no one has lived 
in La Almoloya again, and that has favoured its excep-
tional urban and architectural conservation. As if it were 
a prehistoric Pompeii, the remains have a great monu-
mental and historical importance that persists as a social  
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heritage. Furthermore, they provide a personal and in-
timate dimension by being able to see these remains 
closely, touching them and walking among them, enter-
ing homes and workshops or sitting in the assembly hall 
where the main political decisions were taken, as in cur-
rent assemblies or parliaments.

Aerial view in 2015  
of the urban plan  
of the final phase  
of La Almoloya.

THE FIRST LOOK
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View of the 
fortification, still to 

be excavated, that 
protects the entrance 

to the village.

Ramp used to access 
the settlement. 
On the right, a 

ramp with similar 
characteristics in the 
archaeological site of 

Ifre (Mazarrón).

Wall of orthostats 
(square stone blocks) 

that would have 
delimited a second 

entrance, at the 
top of the hill.
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After enjoying the surrounding nature and stepping 
aboard a time machine that has transported us to 4000 
years ago, we are now at the top of the plateau. In order 
to get here, we have to follow the same sloping path that 
its inhabitants designed, carving steps in the rock and po-
sitioning stone blocks where appropriate. To access this 
ramp from the bottom of the hill we have to go through an 
entrance between a large defensive bastion and a sizeable 
wall. These are still waiting to be excavated, but it is quite 
obvious that they were erected with the same technique 
as the fortifications of other Argaric settlements, such as 
those protecting the city of La Bastida (Totana). Once at 
the top, a second entrance marked by a wall that retains 
some of its orthostats was the last obstacle before entering 
the inhabited area. Right at this point, a path in the bedrock 
allowed to walk around the periphery of the site.

AN ASTRAL 
CONFLUENCE

If we were superstitious, we would have to assume that a 
planetary alignment allowed the preservation of this jew-
el of Prehistory. We do not know if the stars conspired for 
it, but the truth is that the recent history of La Almoloya 
is the result of the fortunate confluence between a team 
of the Department of Prehistory of the Autonomous Uni-
versity of Barcelona (UAB) dedicated to the investiga-
tion of the Bronze Age in the Mediterranean basin (Re-
search Group in Mediterranean Social Archaeoecology 
- ASOME); the owners of the property where the site is 
located (CEFU S.A.), who were always committed to the 
social heritage they had to look after4; and a diligent re-
gional administration that supported conservation works, 
ensuring that this legacy of the past can be visited by the 
general public.

THE FIRST LOOK
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View of La Bastida 
(Totana).

Aerial view of Tira 
del Lienzo (Totana).

Images of the fieldwork at La Bastida 
and Tira del Lienzo.

By the end of 2015 La Almoloya had been excavated 
by a large group of professionals during three seasons of 
variable duration (three, four and six months). There is 
still 20% of the area left to explore, as well as a large part 
of the deepest strata.
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The research is carried out under the umbrella of the 
“Bastida Project”, which is also dedicated to the excava-
tion, study and professional and public dissemination of 
our knowledge of two other important archaeological 
sites of the Argaric Bronze Age: La Bastida and Tira del 
Lienzo (Totana). While La Bastida had intermittent field-
work from 1869 to 1950, previous work at La Almoloya was 
limited to a single fieldwork season in 1944. Unfortunate-
ly, as the settlements became widely known, looting and 
“treasure hunting” left both places splattered with holes.

THE FIRST EXCAVATIONS: 
THE !9&& SEASON

Before we started fieldwork in 2013, knowledge about 
La Almoloya was limited to an intervention by Emeterio 
Cuadrado Díaz (engineer) and Juan de la Cierva López 
(owner of the farm). They excavated for only four days in 
1944, between the 5th and 7th of June and on the 11th of 
August, and discovered eight tombs and the remains of 
a house. Fortunately, these results were published in two 
twin articles5. However, these papers also had the misfor-
tune of making the site well-known, paving the way for 
the significant plundering recorded, especially since the 
late 1960s. In the visit made in 1976 by one of the mem-
bers of the current investigation team, the traces of clan-
destine interventions were already very obvious, although 
the worst was yet to come in the following years. Heri-
tage losses6 are di-cult to assess and often irreversible. 
Despite this, a professor from the University of Murcia 
prepared a third publication, in which she rescued some of 
the objects from the hands of private collectors and made 
them available for new research7.
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Archaeological materials 
recovered for study by 
María Manuela Ayala.

Images of the beginning 
of the 1944 excavation8.

10 cm

THE FIRST LOOK
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RECENT 
WORK

Together with the new excavations, we tried to recover 
the information and scattered finds from previous works 
in La Almoloya9. In this way we know that the artefacts 
from 1944 were initially deposited in the Provincial Ar-
chaeological Museum of Cartagena before they were 
transferred to the Archaeological Museum of Murcia. The 
original photographs from that campaign are kept in the 
General Archive of the Region of Murcia. On the other 
hand, newspapers like “La Verdad” and “Línea” also made 
reference to the excavations.

Before starting the fieldwork, we also had to estimate 
the extent to which looters had damaged the plateau. To 
do this, we created a topographic plan with all the holes 
resulting from clandestine excavations that in this region 
are called toperas or “molehills”.

Eastern view 
of La Almoloya in 

August 194410.
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Plan of La Almoloya after the surface cleaning 
carried out in 2013. The “molehills” are marked 
with numbers, while the pillaged tombs were 
assigned the abbreviation AYE, followed by 
a number. The hatched areas to the south 
and northwest correspond possibly to sectors 
excavated by Cuadrado and de la Cierva in 1944.

THE FIRST LOOK
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10 cm

E. CUADRADO 
(1945) ASOME 

(2013)
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Vessel from the 1944 excavations at La Almoloya, 
drawn by E. Cuadrado in 1945 (upper left image). 
In 1966 it was transferred from the Municipal 
Archaeological Museum of Cartagena to the 
Archaeological Museum of Murcia but with an 
erroneous reference, as shown in a handwritten 
record (central image). Thanks to the photograph 
that accompanied it (lower left image), we were 
able to identify it correctly, redraw it (upper image 
of reject) and photograph it (lower right image).

Comparison between 
the drawing of a vessel 
published in 1945 by E. 
Cuadrado and ours (above). 
Photograph of the display 
of the Archaeological 
Museum of Murcia in the 
1980s (bottom, left), next 
to a photograph of the 
piece today (bottom, right).

10 cm

E. CUADRADO 
(1945) 

ASOME 
(2013)

THE FIRST LOOK
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Cover story in the newspaper La Verdad 
(Murcia, September 1, 1944).
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Location and present 
state of some of the 
pillaged tombs.

THE FIRST LOOK
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The plateau as 
seen from the 

Northwest before 
the beginning of the 

fieldwork in 2013.
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The plateau as seen 
from the East, at 

the end of the third 
archaeological 
season in 2015.
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THE THREE OVERLYING SETTLEMENTS 
OF LA ALMOLOYA

Looking at snapshots of before and after can be quite useful 
in getting an idea of how much the surface of the hill changed 
throughout the three archaeological seasons (2013-2015).

We can observe a very sophisticated urban planning 
structured in nine architectural complexes separated by 
narrow alleys. Each complex is subdivided into a vari-
able number of rooms, workshops and warehouses and, 
beneath them, almost a hundred tombs have been docu-
mented. In addition, one of the northern complexes has a 
cistern. There is an enclosed area that stands out above 
the others: it is a large meeting room, which was the first 
space that was explicitly political and permanent in the 
prehistory of continental Europe.

All of this architectural network was in use during the 
last two centuries of Argaric society. The radiocarbon dat-
ing method places this phase between 1750 and 1550 BCE. 
La Almoloya also has older remains in the strata located 
a few metres below the most recent urban complex. We 
have accessed these deposits in a small area in the south 
of the plateau, without damaging the rich heritage of this 
last phase. Thanks to this, we know that there were two “Al-
moloyas” before that of the final, peak phase.

These two underlying villages were organised di,erent-
ly and had di,erent quality buildings and layout from the 
one that today occupies the surface. To the south of the pla-
teau, and occasionally in other areas, we have managed to 
reach the bedrock or geological substrate. The sedimentary 
sequence, that is the superposition of strata corresponding 
to the three main phases in the occupation of La Almoloya, 
illustrates a surprising social development with notable 
changes in architecture, tools, weapons, rituals and, above 
all, in the manifestations of power.

In red, the areas 
where we excavated 

below the levels of 
the latest occupation 
phase and found the 

two underlying ones.
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Plan of the final phase 
of La Almoloya (1750-1550 BCE)
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THE FIRST PHASE 
22))-2))) BCE

During the first phase of occupation, the trend was to 
build houses with curved or sometimes rectilinear walls. 
They had stone bases with one or two horizontal rows 
of slabs, lightly compacted mud walls, wooden poles 
embedded in, or adjacent to them, and roofs made of 
branches and clay. The houses were orientated to the 
west and their ends were protected by the natural rock. 
The latter presented a strong slope to the east and, it is 
precisely in the eastern sector where, for the moment, 
the first houses have been discovered.

Highlighted with 
colours, the structural 

remains of the first 
phase of occupation.

Large meeting 
room

H42

H32

H38
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Room H16, from 
the northeast, with 
its south wall and a 
large grinding stone 
in situ. These remains 
were subsequently 
disturbed by the 
burial of AY21, whose 
side slabs we see in 
the centre of the 
image.

View of room H14 
from the southwest. 
H14 was built over 
the rubble of H16.

H14
AY21

H9-E

THE FIRST PHASE 
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Among the most notable objects are a closed shell 
bracelet and an ivory bracelet formed by two semi-cir-
cular halves with distal perforations where the threads 
would pass through to join them together.

These pieces and some vessels of uncertain form 
accompanied a set of Argaric vessels. The abundance of 
animal bones concentrated in certain contexts is of great 
economic importance. The cut marks in many of them re-
veal processes of dismemberment and butchery, although 
their high number and density would also point to redis-
tribution and meat consumption practices that are still to 
be clarified. In any case the abundance of remains of 
various species reveals the remarkable amount of 
livestock and subsistence hunting during the ini-
tial occupation, in contrast to what is known in 
the later occupations.

The ivory objects are also in the process of 
analysis to determine if the raw material came 
from Africa or the Near East. In any case, they 
are a good example of the breadth of the ex-
change networks in which the first settlers 
of La Almoloya were integrated.

Bracelets found on 
the floor of rooms 

H14 (left) and H31 
(right).

Globular vessel 
located in room H42 

of zone 3 and a group 
of faunal remains 

from H14 and H16.

5 cm
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THE SECOND PHASE
2000-1750 BCE

In the second occupation phase, the steep slope to the 
east was significantly reduced thanks to the accumula-
tion of debris from earlier houses. In the last phase, this 
slope is still evident, although more attenuated, which 
gives the top of the hill the appearance of a boat listing 
to starboard.

The domestic traces of the second phase are scarce in the 
southern area since only a transitional structure kept its earli-
er functions. One unexpected find is the first manifestation of 
domestic wall painting detected in an Argaric settlement and 
one of the few known in the European Bronze Age. Although 
in a secondary position, we find a good number of fragments 
with lunar motifs, linear borders and triangles filled with red 
paint and, finally, some artistic representations that are di--
cult to interpret for now. Some of these were covered by one 
or more layers of whitewashes that concealed the decoration 
but recorded the renovation work. We will have to wait for 
future excavations to certify the quality and extent of the do-
mestic areas. On the contrary, funerary remains such as tombs 
AY15, AY18, AY19, AY21, AY24, AY60 and AY71 are plentiful (we 
identify the tombs with these codes; they are composed of the 
abbreviation “AY”, for “Almoloya”, followed by a number that 
matches the order in which they were discovered).

The visit to La Almoloya allows you to contemplate, in 
the extreme southeast, the traces of some tombs of this 
second phase and remains of the oldest buildings.

The “boat deck”, seen 
from the “bow”.

Aerial view of AY19, 
a children’s grave that 

was accompanied by 
a tulip-shaped vessel 

(F5), two earrings 
and a necklace with 

cyprea and conus 
shell beads.
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Inside the funerary 
urn of AY18, where 
a woman appeared 
accompanied by two 
tulip-shaped vessels, 
an awl, two earrings 
and a meat offering.

THE SECOND PHASE 
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FIGURATIVE REPRESENTATIONS

PAINTED DOTS

5 cm
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Motifs painted 
in plaster.

LINEAR PATTERNS

HORIZONTAL SEQUENCES OF TRIANGLES

5 cm

THE SECOND PHASE 
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POWER TO 
THE WARRIORS

We still have no record of the presence of warriors in the 
earliest phase of La Almoloya because we have not found 
burials from that occupation. However, deer antlers were 
recorded on the floor of some houses. Since their char-
acteristics are similar to that of halberds, it is possible 
that they are their prototype and that they were present 
throughout their development. These antlers were also 
recorded in early levels of La Bastida.

The halberd is the first specialized weapon we know 
in the Argaric. It is a blunt object, made for striking blows 
and composed of a wooden handle that incorporates 
at one of its ends a copper tip between 14 and 24 cm in 
length, and with a more or less triangular shape.

Deer antler picks 
found in La Bastida.
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Drawing by 
Louis Siret 
illustrating how 
the metal halberd 
would fit into 
the handle. The 
drawing is preserved 
in the National 
Archaeological 
Museum (Madrid).

Deer antler pick 
found in room H14 at 
La Almoloya.
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Although we cannot be sure of the warlike character 
of the people who founded La Almoloya, some tombs 
from 2000 BCE onwards contained men accompanied by 
halberds that suggest a warrior status.

During the last campaign in 2015, we found two tombs 
with halberds that are still being studied. The first was 
tomb AY60, which contained the skeletons of a middle 
adult man and an elderly woman. The woman was buried 
first, although her disarticulated bones were repositioned 
above the body of the man. The second tomb was AY71, 
which contained a young adult man.

The AY60 man had the halberd in position, that is to 
say, with the handle upwards and the blade on the right 
shoulder. The wooden shaft was not preserved, but it 
would have been on the right side of the body. A dagger 

Tomb AY60. The 
disarticulated bones 
of the woman were 

repositioned on top of 
the body of the man. In 

the photo below, the 
AY60 halberdier viewed 

with its grave goods 
once the woman’s 

remains were lifted. 
Note the forced flexing 
of elbows, knees, ankles 

and wrists.

Burial AY60. Moment 
when the skull of 

the warrior begins to 
appear with the halberd 

next to his face.
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found on the chest was displaced from its original posi-
tion near the forearm. At the feet and next to the woman’s 
displaced skull, there was a vessel and bones of the leg of 
a sheep or goat.

The AY71 halberdier was also wrapped in a very com-
pact and tight bundle, like the previous one. It occupied the 
centre of a large cist, where there was plenty of space to 
place at least another body. The halberd was in position and 
across the face, with the tip facing one of the sides of the 
tomb. A vessel and a portion of meat were deposited at the 
foot of the body, just as in the previous tomb.

The great cist burial 
AY71, still sealed by 
the stone slabs.

On top, complete 
grave goods belonging 
to the halberdier 
of the AY60 tomb. 
Below, halberd (left) 
and dagger (right).
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We noticed the absence in this tomb of a dagger, 
a common object in tombs with halberds. Possibly the 
heavy halberd he had, one of the largest known so far, was 
su-cient for combat. If he wielded it with two hands, he 
would not need the use of a dagger as well.

In the examples we know of the position of the hal-
berd and the length of the skeleton shrouded in a bun-
dle, we assume that the wooden shaft would have been 
between 50 and 70 cm long. In these cases, the weapon 
could have been wielded with one or two hands. Howev-
er, the grave goods of a halberdier (39 well-contextualized 
tombs are known) usually also have a dagger, in addition 
to ornaments and meat o,erings. In the combat system 

The moment when 
the bones of the 

AY71 halberdier, its 
weapon and a pottery 

vessel at its feet 
began to appear.

62

LA ALMOLOYA



that involved the combined use of both objects, the hal-
berd acted as a blunt weapon and the dagger as an oppor-
tunistic one. 

It is well known that, to fight, it is not enough just 
to have a weapon. You need to know how to use it. 
Undoubtedly this type of fighting would have required 
specific training. Weapons not only require a new tech-
nology, that of weaponry, but also a new behaviour that 
demands skill and training, as well as cunning and tac-
tics. The training required for this behaviour shaped 
the gestures and movements of the weapon bearers, 
instructing them with the discipline necessary for  
their survival.

The warrior of AY71 
with the weapon 
next to the face and 
the remains of the 
food offerings at his 
feet. Note the forced 
position of the joints, 
although there was no 
lack of space inside 
the cist.

HALBERD

CARINATED 
VESSEL

ANIMAL  
BONES
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As some members of the La Almoloya team have written 
elsewhere11:

“Therefore, the Argaric halberd is an unam-
biguous weapon, just like the sword, since 
unlike an axe, dagger or knife, it is useless 
outside the sphere of coercion and its sym-
bols. Axes, daggers and knives are multifunc-
tional: they can be used as weapons, but that 
is not their exclusive function. Conversely, 
halberds were weapons proper, derived from 
a specific and costly manufacture and used as 
means of destruction and intimidation until 
they were deposited as funerary items – the 
only moment in which they attained an exclu-
sively symbolic function.”

“Halberds increase the magnitude of the bear-
er’s strength and establish new physical and 
spatial limits to the contest, by moving the 
opponent away or deterring him from conflict. 
The best weapons are those that, with their in-
timidating presence, do not need to be used.”

“The value of the use of the weapon may vary, 
but it is always based on the material princi-
ple of its power of annihilation. We can imag-
ine the weapon as an obstacle, or as a sign of 
respect, admiration or prayer, but everything 
emerges from its power for destruction, from 
the fact that it is a destructive force.”

“Weapons are the productive forces of de-
struction, destructive forces par excellence. 
Therefore, the halberds materialise and cre-
ate deterrent and destructive power in the 
initial Argaric”

Complete grave goods 
found inside the AY71 
halberdier tomb. 
Below, the halberd 
that was deposited in 
his grave. 
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ELITE, CITIZENS 
AND SLAVES

Thanks to other investigations, we know that bearing hal-
berds means belonging to the Argaric ruling class12. Only 
10% of the population belonged to this elite who, over 
time, made their rights inheritable13. The rest were people 
with certain social rights or “citizenship” (50%) and ser-
vants or slaves (40%). In the second phase of La Almoloya, 
burials of all these groups have been documented. Tombs 
AY21 and AY24 are a good example of the o,erings that 
were deposited in the funerary rituals of individuals with 
citizenship rights.

Detail of AY21, with 
the bones of the baby 

highlighted.

General view of tomb 
AY21 depicting the 

remains of a woman 
and a newborn baby.
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The first one, AY21, contained the remains of a wom-
an and a baby. Both were buried simultaneously, as their 
limbs appeared entwined: the woman’s right arm is rest-
ing on the baby’s head, while one leg of the baby rests on 
her right leg. The two bodies were oriented in the same 
direction and with semi-flexed legs, but the new-born 
rested on his left side, while the woman lay on her back 
with the limbs to the right. 

Dagger found in 
AY21 with remains 

of textile adhering to 
the blade. 5 cm
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The o,erings included a copper awl found on top 
of the baby’s remains, near to the woman’s right elbow. 
Here, we also found a copper dagger and the bones of 
two meat portions of a sheep. Throughout the Argaric, 
copper awls only appear in female tombs. The typical 
grave goods of these women include, besides the awl, a 
knife or dagger.

Another burial of the Argaric “intermediate class” is 
AY24. It is a very interesting tomb because the large stone 
tomb contained a wooden “co-n” whose traces have 
been preserved.

It is, again, a double tomb. The remains of the man 
buried first were moved to make room for a woman who, 
as expected, lay on her right side. The grave goods were 
formed by the well-known association of dagger and awl, 
in addition to two pottery vessels and a portion of meat.

On the left, AY24 
with the roofing slabs 
fallen inside the tomb.
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THE THIRD PHASE 2000-1750 BCE
LA ALMOLOYA

Around 1750 BCE, the large urban area that covers the 
entire surface of the hill was levelled. So far, we have ex-
cavated, although not completely, six of the nine archi-
tectural complexes that can be identified on the surface. 
Eleven very narrow streets or alleyways separate them 
from each other and, in addition to allowing passage, they 
served as means of drainage and water evacuation.

The urban “islands” that make up these architectural 
complexes vary in size and number of rooms: from 156.56 
m2 in Complex 5 to 332.12 m2 in Complex 3; and from two or 
three rooms in Complex 5 to ten in Complex 2. 

Complex 6 would have had one more room than we 
have been able to detect so far and Complex 5, probably, 
two more. These three rooms would be located near the 
eastern corner of the hill, one of the areas most a,ected 
by clandestine activity and still to be explored. Complex 7 
would have occupied the southern limit of the plateau. The 
intensity of illegal excavation in this sector is so much that 
it is practically destroyed. However, remains of some walls 
can be seen between the large holes of this illegal digging. 
Complexes 8, to the west, and 9, to the east, albeit very al-
tered now, would have completed the urban plan.

The urbanized area covers almost all the available 
space on the plateau, taking full advantage of the 2,280 
m2 of the 3,050 m2 available and making the whole area 
look very compact and dense. The narrow streets that 
separate these architectural units barely let two people 
pass each other, as they vary between 40 and 80 cm in 
width. The only exception is the passage that marks the 
backbone of the structural grid, as one of its sections ex-
pands up to 1.20m in width.

The disarticulated 
remains of the male 
from grave AY24 were 
set aside and partially 
repositioned on the 
body of the woman.

THE THIRD PHASE 

73



The structural grid 
of the last phase of 

occupation of La 
Almoloya with the nine 
architectural complexes 

in different colours.



ORIGINAL STRUCTURES

HYPOTHETICAL STRUCTURES

16 m
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THE FIRST EUROPEAN 
PARLIAMENT?

The large building located in Complex 1 is unique both 
from an architectural point of view and for its social func-
tion. It is so important that we would not understand the 
rest of the town without its presence.

It is not surprising that this unusual structure in the 
Argaric and in the Early Bronze of Continental Europe has 
been documented at the peak of La Almoloya and El Argar 
in general. The period between 1750 and 1550 BCE marks 
the maximum territorial expansion and the rea-rmation 
of state power in the communities. However, the social 
contradictions that led to the destruction of a way of life 
with 650 years of history also increased exponentially.

The large building would have been completely roofed. 
It is 127 m2 in size and is divided into two rooms. The larg-
est room still has up to 2,20 m of its original height in one 
of its walls.

Its walls are on average 1m thick and are made of two 
very solid faces of medium size stones placed in more or 
less parallel courses. The surface of the walls was covered 
with a lime and clay plaster from which up to six overlap-
ping layers have been documented. The floor was paved 
with similar material, and at some points, it reaches 30 cm 
in thickness, due to the successive layers added to repair 
damage.

The central axis of the main hall was crossed by a row 
of seven post holes, embedded in a solid underground 
base made of stone and mortar. This structure warranted 
the stability of the wooden column shafts that supported 
the roof, together with 11 posts attached to the walls as 
pilasters and two outer reinforcements.

Different perspectives 
of some access 
ways that make up 
the urban grid and 
separate the housing 
complexes from 
the last phase of 
occupation 
of La Almoloya.
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A large continuous bench was attached to the wall 
base, interrupted only by staircase for access and a podi-
um. We estimated that at least 50 people could sit on this 
bench. Near the north-western corner and at the base of 
the podium, we found a large hearth of just over 4 m2. This 
structure had a smoke outlet with a supplementary roof 
supported by four wooden columns.

H9O

H13H12

H11

H10 H9E
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A wall of small stones, also covered in plaster, sepa-
rated the main hall from a subsidiary room to the west. 
This room could be accessed through an opening and  
two steps.

The interior layout of the great hall follows a hierar-
chy of three levels. The highest structure is the podium, 
which is over 1 m tall. It is located next to a staircase 
of which three steps are preserved. Through it, one 
descended from the outside to the hall. The podium 
may have been the support of the seat of honour of 
an important person. There would be a fire burning in 
the great hearth surrounded by its four columns in the 
corners. Perhaps the purpose of this fireplace was to 
keep and maintain the eternal fire of which Oriental 
written sources speak and that some researchers inter-
pret from similar structures documented around the 
Aegean. A small area in the centre of the hearth, about 
50 cm2 and greatly affected by the fire, could support 
this suggestion.

The second hierarchical level corresponds to the 
western section of the bench, which is much higher than 
in the rest of the area. This elevated bench could have 
had an important significance as it is arranged at the 
head of the room, to the right of the podium and “above” 
the rest. In the segment closest to the podium, the 
bench serves as the third step of access to the floor of 
the small adjoining unit. Perhaps the principal character 
at the meeting would come through the small room and 
make its “appearance”, as was the case in the Roman-era 
curial buildings.

What were 50 people doing in this room? We do not 
know for sure, but from a few positive and negative piec-
es of evidence, we suggest that we are looking at the 
first political architecture in continental Europe.

Highlighted in 
colour, the two most 
outstanding spaces 
inside of Complex 1 
of La Almoloya. The 
floor is highlighted 
in light yellow; the 
benches are marked 
in a darker yellow; the 
podium is depicted 
in green; and, with a 
gradation from grey 
to orange, the large 
fireplace located 
opposite it.

THE THIRD PHASE 

79





3D recreation of the 
large meeting room, 
Parliament Hall



The Parliament Hall seen from the east. Note the 
longitudinal axis of holes that would have held 

posts designed to support the roof.
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There are many reasons for this interpretation. In the 
first place, we found no cultural or religious elements and, 
unlike the rest of the rooms we know in the Argaric, there 
were no remains of food consumption or evidence of 
work-related tasks. That is, no subsistence or craft activi-
ties were carried out in this room. We only found a small 
number of exquisite containers.

We may be looking at the evidence for the first build-
ings dedicated to politics, places of debate, agreement or 
decision, like our assemblies and parliaments. If in 500 or 
1000 years from now, the headquarters of the present con-
gresses of deputies and senators were excavated, we would 
mainly find devices to record ideas and words, together 
with specific tools to communicate and archive them 
and, perhaps, some identity and membership emblems.  

View of the 
southwest corner, 
where we found a 2.20 
m high wall partially 
plastered with stucco.
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Tombs found 
beneath the 
Parliament Hall. 

H
9E AY14 AY13

AY12

AY10

AY3
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La Almoloya documents that possibility. The archaeolog-
ical evidence found in this building is the total opposite 
of what we found in the remaining rooms. This, togeth-
er with its size and relevance, points to a permanent and 
central structure of a political-social order.

When we excavated the subsoil of part of the room in 
2013, we were astonished by the tombs discovered there. 
All occupants seemed to be individuals of humble condi-
tion, deeply a,ected by severe pathologies and traumas. 
How was it possible that a stratified society, with a pyra-
midal organisation, decided to bury servants and slaves in 
the room where political decisions were made?

The Parliament Hall 
seen from southwest.
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THE FIRST WESTERN 
PALACE?

We were trying to solve this paradox for a whole year un-
til the 2014 excavations finally gave us an explanation. In 
a privileged place in the room, in front of the podium, we 
excavated an exceptional burial of the kind that Bronze Age 
archaeology in Spain had not seen in the last 130 years.

The pair of individuals discovered beneath the south-
western corner of the great hall were buried with a trea-
sure made up of about thirty objects, mostly silver and 
gold. This “royal” tomb provided us with clues to better 
understand the function of the building and integrate it 
within the political reality in line with previous knowledge 
about Argaric society. From 1750 BCE, this society seems 
to have been under the command of important individu-
als who controlled and organised it. There was a genuine-
ly vertical structure, with an almost individual power that 
ruled during the last Argaric phase and took over a system 
of oligarchic pairs that divided the power among them.

This hypothesis also suits the architectural hierarchy 
that organised the large space of the great hall. Howev-
er, this structure is not an isolated building but is part 
of an architectural complex formed by several adjoined 
rooms. Although the study of the findings has just begun, 
it seems that the content of these rooms does not di,er 
from those of the remaining complexes: food production 
areas and multi-functional workshops for di,erent crafts, 
as well as food and tool warehouses.

Maybe Complex 3 departs a little bit from this descrip-
tion because it is the only one that incorporates a cistern. 
Its shape resembles that of an irregular conical trunk. 
The walls are preserved a little more than 2 m in height 
and, together with a flat base that takes advantage of the 
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calcareous mantle of the hill, were covered with yellow 
waterproofing clay. This structure could collect almost 
18,000 litres of water.

We wonder who and how many people could live sur-
rounded by so many production workshops. The short-
age of housing in a strict sense raises exciting questions 

Northeast aerial view 
of the cistern.
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that we hope to clarify as the research progresses. In 
other places, such as certain regions of the Mediterra-
nean Levant, combinations similar to those of the hous-
ing complexes of La Almoloya are usually called “palac-
es”; that is, an organisation that merges residential and 
productive functions with the highest decision-making 
of political power.

Detail of the north 
wall of the cistern, 
with a portion of the 
preserved plaster.
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THE PRINCELY 
TOMB

In August 2014, we discovered the extraordinary tomb we 
have already mentioned, number 38 of La Almoloya. Most 
of the grave goods were silver objects, a few were made of 
gold and others of copper or bronze. Furthermore, there 
were necklaces made of beads of various materials, pot-
tery vessels and o,erings of beef from cattle. This wealth 
of materials usually defines royal burials in archaeology.

View from the inside 
of AY38, depicting 
the position of the 

skeletons and some of 
the grave goods.
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The tomb had two bodies inside the same large pot-
tery vessel, which was very well sealed by big stone slabs. 
The first was of a man deceased between 35 and 40 years 
of age, and the second was a woman aged 25 to 27 years, 
placed on top of him.

Ancient DNA analysis has revealed that both individ-
uals were biologically unrelated but had o,spring. Their 
kin connection has been confirmed by a baby girl buried 
under a nearby building which was found to have been 
their daughter.

The man was 1.65 m tall and his skull shows a healed 
traumatic wound in the frontal bone. He has a strongly 
asymmetric development of the upper body, as well as 
joint remodelling of the hips and knees that suggest the 
practice of horseback riding. Considering this picture, it is 
hard not to relate this individual to the figure of a warlord. 
The woman had a slender appearance, standing about 1.55 
m tall and with evidence of continuous activity in the right 
forearm. Although there is no conclusive evidence about 
the cause of death, she was su,ering an inflammatory or 
infectious process of the pleura that left its imprint on the 
anterior aspect of most of the ribs.

The articulated position of the skeletons suggests that 
not much time elapsed between the two burials, some-
thing that was corroborated by C14 analysis. This is un-
common in Argaric double tombs with two adults because 
there is usually a period of one to three generations be-
tween the two burials. Both people were buried around 
1650 BCE, during the peak of the Argaric.

The grave goods belong to the three usual groups in 
the Argaric funeral world: tools or weapons, ornaments 
and food o,erings. However, on this occasion, every single 
object can be considered exceptional for various reasons.

The main European 
magazines dedicated 
to the dissemination 

of archaeological 
news reported the 

exceptional discovery 
of this tomb, with 

some of them 
featuring it on the 

front cover.
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The ornaments are striking and some are of current 
style, such as the four ear tunnel plugs, two gold and two 
silver. From some of them, silver and bronze spirals hang. 
In total, ten earrings were documented, eight made of sil-
ver and two of copper, the majority in the form of spirals 
of four or five coils. There are also three bracelets, two of 
silver and one probably of bronze, two silver rings and two 
necklaces made of amber, bone, shell, metal and semi-pre-
cious stones. On the woman’s head the most valuable 
object of all was found, a distinctive emblem that we will 
describe later.

The ear plugs were made by applying a novel tech-
nique back then: the anticlastic technique, which allows 

The moment of the 
discovery of the first 
of the gold and silver 
ear plugs, along with 

several spiral earrings 
made of silver.
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achieving a continuous concavity in a metal band that 
closes in a circle on itself. The gold dilators also have a 
decoration of embossed continuous dots.

Other artefacts, such as the dagger or the awl, are 
also magnificent. The first one has four silver rivets to fix 
the handle. These rivets did not provide any technical or 
functional advantage, but clearly demonstrate the im-
portance of their owner. In the entire Iberian Peninsula, 
only thirty-five prehistoric weapons with silver rivets have 
been documented (twenty-five of which are in the Argaric 
territory). The awl is even more remarkable because it re-
tains a handle made of oak wood completely covered with 
silver using a complex assembly technology. It is a mas-

Gold ear plugs from 
the grave 38.
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terpiece of the Argaric goldsmith, the product of 
a workshop at the service of the elites in power.

Finally, two portions of the front quarters 
of a bovine were deposited in the tomb, as well 
as undetermined beverages and/or food inside 
three vessels: a bowl and two carinated pots. 
The most sophisticated is the smallest. This is 
a unique object bearing one silver band around 
the ridge, and another covering the rim. It almost 
seems as if the hands and mouth of the person 

who used it could not touch anything that 
was not silver.

Some of the objects 
included in the 
AY38 burial.
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Dagger with silver 
rivets from 

tomb AY38.

5 cm
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Awl with a wooden 
handle covered in 
silver sheet from 
tomb AY38.

5 cm
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We have saved to the last the most emblematic 
piece: a silver diadem with a disc-shaped appendage that 
crowned the woman’s head. There are four other diadems 
of this type and material from the El Argar site, in Almería. 
Three of them are scattered in European museums (Ash-
molean Museum in Oxford, British Museum in London 
and Royal Museums of Art and History in Brussels). We 
do not know the whereabouts of the fourth.

The diadem was placed on the head with the disc fac-
ing down, fixed by a headdress that allowed this element 
to cover part of the forehead.

The total weight of the silver objects of AY38 is about 
230 g. Just to have an idea, in the Babylon of Hammurabi, 
which was more or less contemporary of the two rulers of 
La Almoloya, this amount of silver would be enough to ac-
quire almost 4500 litters of barley. This amount of barley 
would be enough to pay the wages of at least 938 workers 
in Mesopotamia.

Linen fabric was also documented inside the tomb. 
The width of the strands that make up the warp and weft 
is very thin and reveals an exquisite weaving. In di,er-
ent societies of the Ancient East, flax had a high value 
for practical and ideological reasons. First, its cultivation 
needs special conditions of moisture and nutrients and 
its use for producing textiles requires laborious pro-
cesses. Second, the linen fabric was considered “pure” 
because it comes from a plant, unlike wool that, being 
of animal origin, was believed to be “impure.” The linen 
had to be an element of great value at this time because 
four centuries after AY38 was sealed, during the reign of 
Ramesses XI in Egypt, ten fine linen shirts were worth 
36.5 g of silver. The clothes usually indicate the social 
condition of those who wear them, as now happens with 
famous brands.
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Silver diadem with 
discoid appendage 
found in grave AY38.

Grave goods found 
together with silver 
diadems in the 
excavations in El Argar, 
Antas, Almería, at the 
end of the 19th century 
(adaptation based on 
Siret’s drawings14).
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The significance of this tomb and its immediate con-
text suggests an exciting scenario filled with questions. 
The grave goods place it among the five richest tombs 
in the Argaric world, so it certainly belongs to leading 
members of the ruling class. Now, the details take us 
further. The silver diadem is a symbol of power and su-
periority reserved for a few women. The diadem of La 
Almoloya is practically identical to the other four from 
the El Argar settlement, located more than 100 km to 
the south, as the crow flies (Antas, Almería). It is safe to 
assume that these pieces were produced by a single spe-
cialized workshop, in the same tradition of the famous 
Caravaca gold diadem. The morphological, technologi-
cal and symbolic similarity shared by all of them, leads 
us to think that there was a close relationship between 
the aristocratic groups from 1750 BCE onwards. In this 
way we can understand how communities located so far 
apart can share the same social and symbolic guidelines 
that make La Almoloya a capital centre in political deci-
sion making.

For this reason, we can conclude that this tomb brings 
together objects whose exchange value remained high 
over several centuries within the societies that wrote the 
ancient texts. Unfortunately, the people of the Argaric 
left us no texts, but the distribution of the objects in the 
tombs allowed us to calculate the social value that their 
members attributed to them15. This way, we can conclude 
that this tomb is the one that demanded the greatest ex-
travagance of all so far. 

Adding to what has already been said about the dia-
dem, if we look at the geographical distribution of other 
unusual symbols such as the gold and silver ear plugs, we 
see that they only appear in a few sites: El Argar (Antas, 
Almería), La Bastida (Totana, Murcia), Monteagudo (Mur-
cia) and Cabezo de la Escoba (Villena, Alicante)16.
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In sum, the most emblematic elements of the Argaric 
“royalty” were concentrated in the nuclear areas of the 
Vera basin and the Guadalentín corridor, on the northern 
foothills of Sierra Espuña and, perhaps, towards the fron-
tier in the Northwest regions (Caravaca). It is possible that 
they define a large political entity created after a process 
of unification and centralization. At the head of this enti-
ty, we can imagine a leading group consisting of members 
related by marriage (a dynastic lineage?), in which certain 
women were able to play a decisive role in the manage-
ment and transmission of power.

Considering all the data, we suggest that La Almoloya 
was the headquarters of an institution linked to the gov-
ernment of a large territory. Its relations with the settle-
ment of El Argar are clear, although we still do not know if 
it was a regional delegation or the place where the leaders 
congregated periodically to deliberate or to receive the 
orders that were going to a,ect the lives of thousands of 
people. In any case, we are recovering the material expres-
sions of a divided society, where political decisions mark-
edly benefited a restricted sector of the population.
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THE ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES 
OF LA ALMOLOYA

La Almoloya produced an outstanding quantity and qual-
ity of food and household goods. They were also distrib-
uted and consumed, although we have not yet had the 
opportunity to calculate in what proportion, nor what 
changes occurred over time. Despite this, we can glimpse 
the nature of the economic changes that occurred in the 
final phase.

From 1750 BCE, the relative importance of stockbreed-
ing and cereal cultivation changed. We believe that the 
contribution of hunting and livestock did not have the im-
portance of the previous phases and that, instead, there 
was a development of agriculture centred on the cultiva-
tion of barley.

Objects made with 
deer antler rosettes, 

possibly spindle 
whorls, used in 

spinning.

5 cm
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When it comes to manufacturing, La Almoloya provid-
ed materials that we knew little about until now. Thus, the 
abundance of spindle whorls is surprising and highlights the 
importance of spinning production. In the same way, the 
distribution of numerous loom weights in di,erent rooms 
and the conservation of linen sheaves at the base of a tomb 
and of linen fabric in others, attest to the whole process of 
textile production. In sum, there are reasons to think that La 
Almoloya had a chief role in this manufacturing.

Metalworking can be inferred from certain objects. 
One of the most significant is a clay crucible, which is 
among the very few specimens found in Argaric deposits. 
We should also highlight a mould for casting axes and an-
other for rods or chisels, several hammer anvils and a few 
residual copper fragments. All these tools and remains of 
production suggest that casting and forging were carried 
out in the settlement.

The high social value given to metals was evident in 
the amazing grave goods of the royal tomb. However, 
we do not believe that the most prominent objects were 

Loom weights found 
in a number of rooms.

5 cm
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Group of loom 
weights in room H48.

A group of more 
than 20 loom weights 

found in situ in 
room H55.

Microphotograph of 
the mineralized flax 

in the dagger of AY21.
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manufactured in La Almoloya: the diadem, the awl, the 
dagger and the silver plated cup could have been made 
in other places, such as Tira del Lienzo (Totana), where we 
have found a workshop where silver sheets were forged.

For the first time, we documented areas dedicated to 
producing deer antler tools, such as spatulas, spikes and 
probably spindle whorls. In these areas, we found both 
deer antlers ready to work, as well as elaborate objects. 

Deer antler picks 
found in La 

Almoloya.

10 cm
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Among these, the “antler picks”, which are manufactured 
by sectioning the antlers’ crown and keeping the main 
beam, creating a tool from the hardest and most resis-
tant tip. Deer antlers were obtained by collecting annual 
moults and also by hunting.

In La Almoloya, the number of axes and stone adzes is 
surprising, as they were very common in previous periods 
(Neolithic, Copper Age) but were seemingly out of use 
during the Bronze Age. A few were reused as hammers, 
but it seems that a good number retained their cutting 
function. Initially, we thought that the Argaric people re-
used tools from other times, but their large number and 
arrangement in the workshops led us to question our first 
impression. We will have to wait for more detailed analy-
sis and results to clear these doubts.

In any case, the abundance of stone adzes points to 
the importance of woodwork, whether in the collection 
of firewood, the preparation of beams and posts for con-
struction or other carpentry work. This is also evident 
from an artefact that rarely occurs outside the tombs: a 
copper or bronze axe on a room floor.

Some of the axes and 
stone adzes recovered 
in La Almoloya.

5 cm
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Crucible recovered in 
the collapsed levels of 

room H4W.

Axe mould recovered 
in H55.

5 cm

5 cm
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Chisel and axe from 
domestic contexts.

Arrowheads recovered 
from domestic 
contexts.

Spatulas made with 
deer antler and found 
at La Almoloya.

5 cm

5 cm

5 cm
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SOCIAL CONFLICTS 
AND THE END OF THE 
ARGARIC

The three overlapping villages of La Almoloya were prob-
ably destroyed as a result of conflicts with other Argaric 
sites. These internal struggles have been identified in 
many other sites, such as El Argar, Gatas, Fuente Álamo 
(Almería) or Cabezo Negro (Murcia). Perhaps they were 
the consequence of rivalries for power, attempts to win 
territories of influence or for subsistence needs due to 
the food shortages in other regions. These struggles cul-
minated in the massive destruction and abandonment of 
Argaric settlements around 1550 BCE.

The hypothesis of a violent end because of an internal 
revolution is gaining strength by relying on several kinds 
of evidence:

1.  The abandonment of the majority of the Argaric 
towns took place more or less simultaneously.

2.  In the few places that remained inhabited, the Ar-
garic materials, so characteristic and homogeneous, 
were replaced by others in which innovations and 
contributions of diverse traditions were mixed: the 
Argaric boundaries had disappeared.

Evidence of fire and 
collapse in room H18. 

Under the collapse 
of the roof and walls, 

a group of storage 
vessels was kept in 

excellent condition.
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3.  The signs of “Argaric identity”, both physical (sym-
bols of power, standardized objects) and conceptual 
or metaphysical (funeral rituals “at home”, learning 
and obedience mechanisms) ceased to be apparent.

As of 1550 BCE, the political Argaric entity was diluted. 
People ceased to submit and be subjects.

An example of the destruction of 1550 BCE is illustrat-
ed at La Almoloya. As if they were photographic snapshots 
that stopped time and transported us there, some rooms 
retain evidence of devastating fires that consumed wood 
from walls and ceilings, completely destroying buildings.

One of the clearest cases is that of the grinding area 
with two grinding slabs still in their position to facilitate 
the collection of flour. In the room, there were large ves-
sels to store cereal and flour, which broke and spilt their 
contents when the roof collapsed. 

Some fragments of 
burned constructive 
materials. They retain 
imprints of trunks 
(above), branches 
(below - right), and 
final coatings (detail 
below - left).

5 cm5 cm
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The expectation 
before the appearance 
of a collection 
of charred barley in 
the later levels.
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We recovered a large amount of barley, wheat and 
beans in many of the rooms. We suspect that many more 
seeds still remain under the pieces of collapsed walls and 
ceilings that, because of their magnificent conservation, 
we decided to leave where they fell.

The thermal impact led to the conservation of some 
architectural elements that are almost always missing. 
One of the most striking examples corresponds to the 
jambs of a door, identified due to the burning and harden-

Grinding basins 
located in one of the 

areas dedicated to 
cereal processing, 

with remains of the 
collapse of walls 

and roof in the 
foreground (H2).

The H2 room where 
the grinding basins 

were located. The 
burnt levels have 

those grey and 
orange tones caused 

by the effect of 
fire. Paradoxically, 

the destructive fire 
allowed excellent 

preservation of many 
of the workshops and 

their contents.
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ing of the layer of clay and lime that covered the wooden 
slats. In the same way, the fire preserved the plasters in 
large sections of the walls of several rooms.

The impact of the destruction was so severe that ei-
ther there were not many survivors, or very few decided 
to continue living among the ruins of the town.

Detail of one of 
the door jambs that 
allowed passage 
between the eastern 
and western areas 
of H4.

Structures (fireplace, 
low benches, etc.) 
covered with plaster 
in H48.
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THE PEOPLE OF 
LA ALMOLOYA

We have kept for last the story of the main char-
acters: the people who changed the history of the Iberian 
Peninsula with their di,erent way of life. Peninsular so-
cieties were never the same again after the Argaric era. 
Particular di,erences, social division and conflicting in-
terests were detrimental to the collaboration, solidarity 
and mutual support that should characterise all commu-
nities. The exclusive identities will proliferate and impose 
the struggle as a mechanism to survive. Competitiveness 
among people will be harmful to competence in crafts, 
and conflict will eventually prevail as the basis of the so-
cial system. Competence and competition have little to do 
until the second swallows the first.

So, what were these people like? The Argaric society 
is one of the few that can answer that question since it 
used to bury its people under the floor of its buildings or 
next to them. This habit has greatly favoured archaeology.

Until 2015, we had unearthed 76 tombs with 86 indi-
viduals, specific testimonies of each life and a compact 
image of collective history, of how and who they were. Al-
though we label these people with technical, aseptic and 
orthopaedic expressions such as ‘’AY5”, “AY12” or “AY38”, 
these codes reveal sometimes cruel and sometimes illus-
trative biographies.

AY5 burial with a 
stone placed between 
the maxillae.
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Skull of AY5 shortly after its 
discovery. On the ocular orbit, 
we can observe remains of the 

mortar that formed the flooring.

Between the flooring, the skull 
and the face of AY5 appears. In the 
insets on the right, we can see how 
the excavation process begins.
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AY5, for example, designates a deceased man 40 years 
old, socially maltreated and who did not deserve the funer-
al expected by any Argaric person. His skeleton was literally 
trapped between the renovated pavements of the great hall: 
he did not even have a tomb. People who frequented this 
building would constantly step on his face, resting just a few 
centimeters below the surface. A stone in his mouth seemed 
to want to silence him forever, as if death was not enough. 
There was little in that burial that would fit the Argaric rite.

AY12 was totally di,erent. Buried in a cist of mason-
ry and slabs, he had a modest burial with few funerary  
o,erings: a pot and a portion of meat placed next to his 
head. The interesting thing about this 40-55-year-old 

View from above
of AY12 cist.
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male and 1.63 m tall, was his skeletal eloquence, which 
is summarised in a painful biography of trauma and dis-
ease. He lived around 1700 BCE, the phase of major de-
velopment of the town. However, this “progress” passed 
by him or, worse, ran roughshod over him.

A badly healed wound in his right foot caused a 
permanent limp that seriously limited his mobility. In-
tense toothache is also evident in premature tooth loss 
and infection. He also su,ered serious pain because of 
long-standing joint damage in both wrists and the neck. 
Fractures of the left index finger and of two cervical verte-
brae must have also caused considerable distress. Whether  
they were the result of one or many accidents it is impossible 

Different views 
of the severe joint 
wear on the wrist 
bones of AY12 
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to know. Neck trauma was the possible outcome from a 
blow to the head, but we are not sure if it was casual or 
due to a violent episode. Nevertheless, it is quite obvious 
that he would not have lived that long without care and 
assistance.

Funerary urns and pottery offerings 
of AY11. Inside it, a woman aged 
30-34 years was buried with two 

silver earrings and a band of cinnabar 
around her head
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Each of these burials has a life to tell, a life that 
cold codes and numbers seem to standardize and set 
aside. However, it is necessary to use these numbers 
to outline the general characteristics of the people of  
La Almoloya.

AY11 woman’s face with traces 
of cinnabar-dyed cloth. With the 
photographic treatment the original 
placing of the cloth can be observed first 
as a headband, and then its subsequent 
sliding towards the face.
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THE FUNERARY 
SYSTEM

The people of the Argaric era used to bury their dead in 
vessels (funeral urns), stone “co-ns” (cists), pits or small 
artificial caves (“covachas”), after the 72 hours needed to 
overcome rigor mortis.

Among all kinds of tombs, the urns are usually the 
most frequent in the eastern regions of the Argaric terri-
tory. On the other hand, La Almoloya has provided a fair-
ly similar proportion between funeral urns (39) and cists 
(32). Another interesting fact is that urns placed inside 
stone cists have been documented and, on one occasion, 
we have been able to detect a wooden co-n inside a cist. 
Likewise, their unusually large size and the high proportion  

Tomb AY26. 
Disarticulated bones 

belonging to a man 
buried in the first 

place (right), and then 
replaced above the 

body of a woman (left).
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Detail of the 
arrangement of the 
cranial bones of the 
AY26 man covering 
the skull of the 
woman.

Double tomb 
AY22 with the 
two skeletons 
disarticulated 
but repositioned 
simulating the foetal 
position.
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of double tombs, almost 15%, somewhat higher than usual 
in the Argaric settlements, are surprising.

Double tombs usually contain two adults, a man and 
a woman. The bones of the first interment are moved 
aside to deposit the second or the latter is placed, care-
fully, on top of the former. In some shocking cases (AY26) 
the bones of the skull of the first interment were placed 
covering part of the head of the second, manifesting an 
intimate intention that eludes us. In others, skeletons 
were carefully rearranged emulating the original anatom-
ical position (AY22) and even in some other cases already 
disarticulated limbs that had been moved due to some un-
wanted intrusion were carefully re-buried.

Most of the bodies were shrouded in funeral bundles. 
This procedure enabled the introduction of the corpse 
in the narrowest tombs and made it easier for carrying. 

Illustration of the 
burial positions 

according to sex in 
the Argaric funeral 

rites: on the left, 
woman from the 

AY11 tomb, placed on 
her right side; on the 

right, man from the 
tomb AY45, laying on 

his left side.
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Other bodies were bound by ropes, and a few simply 
placed carefully in a flexed position in larger tombs. 
Generally, the women were lying down on their right 
side and the men on their left side, following a general 
Argaric trend.

THE PEOPLE

Of the 86 individuals recorded until 2015, 57 were adults, 
28 infants and only one juvenile. 37 were women and 24 
men of di,erent ages.

There are two remarkable pieces of evidence in La Al-
moloya. In the first place, infant mortality is slightly low-
er than what is expected. Secondly, in La Almoloya two 
out of every three individuals die in adulthood, unlike the  

Dental lesions  
and premature loss 
of molars in the 
AY12 man.

Fractures

Abscesses
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other settlements that present contrary figures. La Al-
moloya is also the site with the lowest juvenile mortality 
(only 1%), unlike the rest of the towns where this propor-
tion ranges around 5%.

Do these figures and percentages mean that the in-
habitants of La Almoloya lived longer and better? We 
should probably answer yes but with caution, since these 
figures do not ensure that their daily life was also healthy 
and, in any case, they are still just a fraction of the full 
population actually buried at the site.

Examples of common 
pathologies detected 
in burials: top right, 

inflammation, in 
the form of spurs, in 
the insertion of the 

Achilles tendon. This 
causes the painful 
plantar fasciitis of 

the calcaneus of the 
left foot of AY12. Top 

left, inflammatory 
reaction in the gluteal 

insertion in the left 
pubis of AY22/1. 

Below, thumb with 
severe osteoarthritis 

in interphalangeal 
joint (man of AY42).

Enthesopathies

Osteoarthritis
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Pubic tubercle

Ligament 
inflammation

Woman’s tomb (AY3) 
of two opposing 
urns with the burial 
in a standard foetal 
position lying on the 
right side.

Osteological 
indicators of 
pregnancy in the left 
pubis of women  
of AY3.
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View of the skeleton 
of the pregnant 
woman of AY3 

who died during 
childbirth. Below, 
positioning of the 

foetal remains 
identified.

Ribs Skull

Vertebral hemiarch
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There was a multitude of a.ictions and pathologies of 
di,erent origins plaguing the people from La Almoloya. All 
of them were common diseases in other Argaric towns and 
included degenerative processes, inflammations in mus-
cle insertions (enthesopathy), caries, abscesses and other 
infections. However, unlike their Argaric contemporaries, 
people from La Almoloya su,ered a greater number of 
traumas, fractures and bruises. This makes us think that to 
survive all of this, they would have received greater care 
and attention from their peers, however hard it was to live 
in that environment. Curiously, urban overcrowding did 
not punish them as hard as it did in other towns. Plus, they 
likely had a healthier environment due to the constant cir-
culation of breezes from Sierra Espuña hills behind them.

It seems that caring for the people, no matter how hard 
they worked, combined with the environmental conditions 
they enjoyed, somehow alleviated the hard and tiring way 
of life they were forced to endure. Despite everything, a 
stressful way of life would seriously undermine anyone’s 
resistance. A good example of the care provided by the 
community is the burial of a woman we call AY3. She died 
during childbirth from either a preterm or an obstructed 
labour. Since only part of the foetus skeleton has been pre-
served, it is also more than possible that some form of mu-
tilation was performed (embryotomy) in order to save the 
mother’s life. In any event, we know that she was a young 
but not first-time mother, as her pelvis shows skeletal cor-
relates of previous pregnancy and labour. Nevertheless, the 
assistance she was given was not enough and both mother 
and baby died.

 
We must learn to hear these voices of the past and 

learn from their successes and mistakes. We must recover 
the historical memory to build the story of our own life. 
Without the past, we lose awareness of who we are and 
end up forgetting where the social thread that brought us 
here is taking us.
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La Almoloya emerges as a settlement 
of exceptional importance in the European 
archaeological landscape. It is a landmark 
in the recovery of our most important and, 
paradoxically, most forgotten civilization. In 
only three excavation seasons, La Almoloya 
has provided unique and spectacular dis-
coveries that enrich our knowledge of the 
past and the archaeological public legacy. 
Its safeguarding, research and dissemina-
tion constitute both an unavoidable need 
and an exciting challenge.
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NOTES

1.  In 1890, the a,orestation program was approved 
and, in 1891 the first funds finally arrived. http://www.
murcianatural.carm.es/c/document_library / get_file? 
uuid = 10819ba2-458f-48df-8c39- 8829978adba9 & 
groupld = 14

2.  Archive of the Dirección General del Medio Natural 
de la Región de Murcia.

3.  Archive of the Dirección General del Medio Natural 
de la Región de Murcia.

4.  CEFU S.A. (Grupo Empresarial Fuertes) co-funded 
fieldwork together with the UAB. Roque Ortíz, the 
owner of one of the pathways, also provided us with 
all the facilities for the work to come to fruition.

5.  The texts are very similar: CUADRADO, E. (1945a), “Un 
nuevo yacimiento argárico: La Almoloya (Murcia)”, 
Boletín Arqueológico del Sudeste Español, 1, pp. 89-
90 and CUADRADO, E. (1945b), “La Almoloya, nuevo 
poblado de la cultura de El Argar”, Anales de la Uni-
versidad de Murcia, Letras, 3: 355-382.

6.  The word “Patrimonio” (meaning Heritage, in Span-
ish) is an anachronism today, as it comes from the 
combination of two Latin terms: pater (“father”) and 
the su-x monium (“quality of”) and refers to assets 
acquired by inheritance from male to male. It shows, 
therefore, an unhappy journey for women, since it re-
vives those times where only men were able to inher-
it. The term “social inheritance” is more appropriate. 
However, considering the current use of “patrimonio”, 
when we employ it, we hope that the exclusive patri-
archal character that originated it is overcome.

7.  AYALA, Mª M. (1986), “Materiales argáricos de la Al-
moloya de Pliego-Mula (Murcia)”, Anales de Prehisto-
ria y Arqueología de la Universidad de Murcia, 2: 29-37.

8.  AGRM Emeterio Cuadrado Fund FOT_NEG-017_008 
(left) FOT-NEG-017_020 (right).
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9.  Lull, V., Micó, R., Rihuete Herrada, C., Risch, R., Cel-
drán, E., Fregeiro, Mª l. and Velasco, C. “La Almoloya 
de Pliego antes de las excavaciones de 2013”, Ver-
dolay, 14: 46-66.

10. AGRM Emeterio Cuadrado Fund FOT_NEG-017_002

!!.  Lull, V., Micó, R., Rihuete Herrada, C., Risch, R. and 
Escanilla, N. (2017), “Halberdiers and combat systems 
in the Argaric”, Oxford Journal of Archaeology, 36 (4): 
375-394. 

12.  Lull, V. and Estévez, J. (1986), “Propuesta met-
odológica para el estudio de las necrópolis argári-
cas”, in Homenaje a Luis Siret (1934-1984), Conse-
jería de Cultura de la Junta de Andalucía, Dirección 
General de Bellas Artes: 441-452; Castro, P.V., 
Chapman, R.W., Gili, S., Lull, V., Micó, R., Rihuete, 
C., Risch, R. and Sanahuja, Mª E. (1993-4), “Tiem-
pos sociales de los contextos funerarios argáricos”, 
Anales de Prehistoria y Arqueología, 9-10: 77-105; 
Lull, V: (2000), “Argaric society. Death at home”, 
Antiquity, 74: 581-590.

13.  For property and inheritance issues, see: Lull. V., Micó, 
R., Rihuete Herrada, C. and Risch, R. (2005) “Property 
relations in the Bronze Age of southwestern Europe: 
An archaeological analysis of infant buriaIs from El Ar-
gar (Almeria, Spain)”, Proceedings of the Prehistoric 
Society, 71: 247-268.

14.  Plate 43, 44 and 45 in: Siret, H. and Siret, L. (2006 
[1890]) “Las primeras edades del metal en el sudeste 
de España”. Museo Arqueológico de Murcia, Murcia. I 
could not find this note anywhere in the original text. 
I am assuming it refers this plate.

15. Lull, V. and Estévez,J. (1986), see note 12.

16.  We would like to thank J. A. Zapata for the infor-
mation about Monteagudo, from his unpublished  
excavations.
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