Castra et Coloniae:
The Role of the Roman Army in the Romanization and Urbanization of Spain

By Frank Miranda

All right, apart from the sanitation, the medicine, education,
wine, public order, irrigation, roads, the fresh water system,
and public health, what have the Romans ever done for us! ?*

In anutshell, Reg- the Jewish rebel leader played by John Cleese in the memorable 1979 comedy
The Life of Brian- has rather simplistically described for us the benefits of urbanization brought to many
societies around the Mediterranean by Rome'simperial expansion. At the same time, however, the sobering
treatment given to that same growth by Tacitus gives us the notion that Roman progress was simply tyranny
under another name-? at least in the eyes of those who saw little or none of its beneficial qualities.
Regardless, it is to that urbanization of empire and its curious offshoot of Romanization- with all of its
positive and negative connotations- that this paper will be addressed and, specifically, the role of the Roman
army in its transmission.

Reg's complaint is actually less suited to his own environment in Judea, located in the more
urbanized east, than in the relatively undeveloped Roman west of the 1% centuries BC and AD. Whilea
highly urbanized civilization equal (and some argue superior) to that of Rome thrived for hundreds of years
in the east prior to the Roman’s arrival, the west remained largely rural with few large settlements not
inspired or founded by the previous Phoenician and Greek colonizers.® The kind of cities of the Roman
variety would have to wait for the soldiers and veterans of the legions and the castra et coloniae- the camps
and colonies- that resulted from their arrival.

Spain was uniquely situated within the empire and its history of subjugation and urbanization.
Concerning the 200 year-long process of conquest in the Iberian peninsula, Livy comments that “ Spain,
although it was the first mainland province to be entered by the Romans, was the last to be compl etely
subdued, and held out till our own times.” * However, the stubborn natives and harsh terrain were only part
of the problem: the Roman senate lacked a uniform policy in dealing with newly conquered territory and
the already gradual process of urbanization was further slowed. In Spain, at least, it was |eft largely to the
initiative of the commanders to build an empire.

Roman troops first entered Spain in 218 BC to confront Hannibal and the Carthaginians following
the sack of Saguntum.® Following Carthage’s defeat in the Second Punic War, Rome found itself in
possession of asmall but significant stretch of the Iberian peninsula which it organized into two provinces
in 197: Hispania Ulterior and Hispania Citerior: Further and Nearer Spain. The conquest of the rest of
Spain, like many ancient campaigns, was brutal; in Spain’s case, it was also protracted. The last armed
resistance was as late as 19 BC and insurrection continued to simmer just below the surface into the early
1st century AD. Nevertheless, Rome eventually managed to pacify the peninsula utilizing a combination of
effective military action, luck, and outright treachery.

Finally, the twin processes of urbanization and Romanization- which had already been devel oping
gradually as Rome gained its new Spanish possessions piecemeal- could get into full swing. Yet while
thereislittle argument as to what exactly urbanization was and what it entailed, the same can no longer be
said of Romanization. Today scholars debate its exact details specifically what it entailed and what it
accomplished.
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When Velleius Paterculus recounts the Pannonian-Dalmatian revolt of AD 6-9, he describesit as
absolute proof that Roman culture had been absorbed into local society at all levels.® Needlessto say, as
some scholars have observed, being a Tiberius partisan, Velleius was hardly an unbiased reporter.” Still,
Velleius comments have puzzled scholars and much research and debate has gone into determining the
exact nature of Romanization in Pannonia as well as when and how it began.

Y et this curious statement by Velleius becomes more interesting given the situation that was
occurring when he was present- arebellion. That there was a revolt occurring should be considered into the
equation of what Roman culture was and what it entailed. As Greg Woolf has noted in his work Becoming
Roman, Roman culture in the provinces should not only be defined as a result of Romanization, but in
resistance to it.®> Asin Pannonia, this syncretic approach to defining Romanization is made more plausible
when considering the history of the Iberian conquest.

Of course, when attempting to define Romanization, the Roman’s own view of romanitas must
also be taken into consideration. So, for instance, according to one scholar:

it was the responsibility of Rome to provide the atmosphere most conducive to
the development of these qualities [humanitas], whether the men were Hellenic
academicians or Iberian tribesmen.’

Never mind the actual means by which Rome would achieve such aresult, barbaric as they often were-
especialy in the west and especially in Spain. Regardless, the process of urbanization occurred unhindered
whether or not one agrees how much or what kind of Romanization transpired alongside. Theinitial means
by which that urbanization was relayed to Spain was the army and the settlements that were created by its
presence.

The army’s presence as an urbanizing force made itself known in two obvious ways: camps or forts
(castra) and veteran settlements (coloniae). | will first address the colonies as they are more numerous and
survived longer into Roman Spain’s development.

Coloniesin Spain were initially established as military settlements. Beginning with Italicain 206
BC,'® many Roman commanders in Spain settled veteransinto colonies at the end of campaigns. This
served multiple purposes- as areward for services rendered, as a ready reserve of experienced manpower
available for future campaigns or to put down local insurrections, and to influence the indigenous people
with Roman customs (i.e., to Romanize them). A similar example at Camulodunum in Britain is recorded
by Tacitus:

In order to facilitate the displacement of troops westward to man [the nearby
garrison], astrong settlement of ex-soldiers was established on conquered
land...Its mission was to protect the country against revolt and familiarize the
provincials with law-abiding government.™*

Now, in Spain, the number of major towns with veteran coloniae isimpressive: Norba, Tarraco, Caesar
Augusta, Emerita Augusta, Emporiae, Valentia, and Corduba- just to name afew.
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Often, former soldiers- especially the higher paid and ranking centurions- became town patrons or
local magistrates, asisthe case with Caius Vettius. A centurion of the 30th Legion, V ettius became one of
the first duoviri- one of the two local chief magistrates- of Urso.”? Veteransin these positions would have
had an enormous influence in town policies and cultural development. Similarly, Richard Alston’s work
reveals the continuous stream of veteransinto the daily life of the colony at Karanisin Egypt.”* Possessing
full Roman citizenship, the ex-soldiers were at the top of the totem pole among the native inhabitants. This
was especially important as the central feature of Romanization entailed the bringing together of the local
elite with that of the Roman nobility into an empire-wide ruling class.**

Because of thistrend, veterans, like those at Karanis and Urso, became attached early to the towns
located within the provinces in which they served. Note the problem some settlements had in which this did
not occur:

Veteran soldiers were drafted into the settlements at Tarentum and Antium but
did not relieve the under-population of these areas since many of them drifted
away to the provinces where they had served...”®

The reference to relieving under-population was yet another reason to use soldiers as colonists. Referring to
Augustus' settlement policies, Hyginus Gromaticus notes “For some of these he founded new cities after
enemy settlements had been wiped out...”*®

This ubiquitous presence of citizens had atelling effect. Locals began to emulate their Roman
neighbors. Regardless of the debate over how deeply Romanization penetrated the hinterlands of Spain,
along the Mediterranean coast and in the south, where their presence was felt the longest, the population
began looking and behaving more like the Romans. The southern province of Baetica was already heavily
Romanized, and even in the interior Strabo notes that the people

are dready called “toga’ d” (whichisto say “peaceably inclined”), and have become
transformed, clad in their togas, to their present gentleness of disposition and their
Italian mode of life; these latter are the Celtiberians and the peoples that live near
them..."’

The indigenous peopl e of the province were widely adopting Roman customs. It became so pervasive
throughout the hinterlands of the empire- especially the use of Roman names- that the emperor Claudius
felt it necessary to legislate against the practice.’®

The widespread adoption of Roman names was also a common conseguence of the ubiquitous
military presence. Indigenous people who, for whatever reasons, found themselves in the Roman army took
on the Roman nomina. Alston notes that severa people in the register of Karanis with Roman names were
not, in fact, citizens. One, an Egyptian by the name of Apion, wrote to inform his father that he had joined
the fleet and adopted a Roman name.™® There are similar examplesin Spain, most prominent among these
concerns the family of the Cornelii Balbi.
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In the 1st century BC, the Balbi of Gades in Baetica were the epitome of the Romanized local elite.
According to Cicero, Lucius Cornelius Balbus Maior had been granted citizenship by Pompey in 72 BC.%

Y et for several generations the family preceding this event had already been using the nomen gentilicum of
a prominent Roman military family long associated with Spain (that of the Cornelii Scipii). The subsequent
rise of Lucius nephew, Balbus Minor, through the cursus honorum (he became the first provincia to
become a consul and celebrate a triumph) and Roman society in general is atestament to how Romanized
the indigenous elite had become in which the military played akey role.

More practically, the influence of the army can be seen in the actual, physical foundation of many
of these settlements. Caesar Augusta was laid out in arectangular grid surrounded by awall with four
gates, one on each side directly opposite the other which, as Hyginus has observed, was the standard
military pattern.?* At Corduba and Tarraco, the Roman sectors are surrounded by arampart and laid out in
amilitary orthogonal pattern.

At Urso, Emporiae and possibly severa other Baetican towns, we see a dlightly different use of the
veteran settlement: as a punishment colony. Land would be taken from towns that fought on the losing side
and used to settle veterans not only as areward to the soldiers but as a punishment to the residents.
Presumably, the veterans could keep a much closer eye on these once enemy subjects. Examples of this
type of military colonization can be observed elsewhere in the Empire, most notably in Italy where Sulla
placed veteran colonies at towns that opposed himin 82 BC.2

In Spain, Urso had supported the Pompeians throughout the last civil wars of the Republic. The
veteran colony placed there by Caesar was the result of their action. The original residents were responsible
to the new Caesarian duoviri not only for the upkeep of the walls and other town maintenance but to serve
as areserve militiaunder loyalist officers.

However, establishing veteran settlements within the limits of an existing indigenous town was not
the only way in which the Roman army “Romanized” or urbanized the hinterlands of Spain. There were
fewer suitable towns moving progressively inland and northwards. Eventually, the Romans had to build
settlements from scratch. Some of these, as we shall see, sprung up from or just outside legionary
fortresses. Others, such as Emerita, were entirely new establishments.

After the Spanish campaigns of 26 and 25 BC, Augustus founded a new settlement for his soldiers,
Emerita Augusta®® That these were some of his longest-serving veterans is indicated in the Latin root of the
town name, emeritus. From the beginning, it is evident that Emerita was not like other veteran settlements
or forts. Although it was located in areasonably strategic area, it was not in a very defensible position
when compared to older Spanish settlements such as Metellinum. Its purpose, rather, seems to have been
more civil than military. According to John Richardson, “this was to be a high-grade Roman city,”
designed to overawe the locals with the Roman presence and symbolic of the goals of the Empire: “power,
control and peace.”**

The other means by which the army overawed the natives and urbanized the provinces was through
the establishment of encampments and fortresses. After its pacification, Spain had only one legion assigned
to it, in the formerly tempestuous north. Made peaceful by the late 1% century AD, it is sometimes
wondered why even that legion remained for so long.”> The writer Josephus succinctly concludes such a
presence as the Roman “ornament of peacetime.”

However, during the conquest and pacification phase, severa legions were assigned to the
peninsula. While the various tribal wars in the north lasted, the need for a strong military presence was
vitally important. To the south and on the east coast, a flourishing Roman community was growing. Inthe
interior, the discovery of Spain’svast mineral resources was just beginning and their exploitation was soon
to follow. With upwards of seven legions in Hispania Citerior at one point, adequate provisioning had to be
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undertaken and appropriate accommodations made, making for a considerable logistical problem given the
rustic conditions of the location: permanent camps and legionary fortresses were the solution.

The types of camps described in detail by Josephus and V egetius refer mainly to the temporary
campaign camps. However, even these were impressive, as Josephus notesin the 1% century AD:

Thus an improvised city, asit were, springs up, with its market place, its artisan
guarter, its judgment seats, where officers adjudicate any differences which may
arise. The outer wall and all the installations within are completed more quickly
than thought, so numerous and skilled are the workmen...?

Likewise, Vegetius refers to the marching camp, pitched everywhere the legion stopped in the field, as“an
armed city.”? If these temporary camps impressed them so, then the permanent camps and fortresses that
followed must have been awe-inspiring.

The location of afortress was selected primarily upon its strategic value- to guard ariver crossing,
on ahill to overlook aplain, etc. Such locations are also very conducive to a permanently established
presence and thus, readily transformed later for civilian purposes. The area occupied by a standard
legionary fortress was large- 50 to 60 acres on the average.”® When the fort was buiilt to station two or more
legions, it would have covered an enormous area with massive buildings. The praetorium, the house of the
legion's commander, was one of these.

The praetorium covered as large an area as the entire principia- the administration Headquarters of
thelegion. In addition to signifying alegate's status, this magnificent building could be used to overawe the
indigenous popul ation, especially their chieftains and envoys. It would be filled with all the trappings of
Roman civilization- furnishings, statuary, treasures and mosaics. If the similar demonstrations that Julius
Caesar prepared in his large marching tent were effective then the display afforded by a full sized
praetorium would have been extraordinary.®

Additionally, the legionary fortress contained fabricae and other workshops, a hospital, stables and
granaries. Tacitustells usthat the fortresses built by Agricolain Caledonia held ayear’s supply of grain
and other provisions.®* These indeed were the armed cities Vegetius was describing.

Of the main fortresses in Spain, Tarraco, Asturica Augusta, Lucus and L egio- famous as the home
of legio VI Victrix and legio VIl Gemina-* the last three were all in the north. Thisis unsurprising, for
there the Romans mined the majority of Spain’svast haul of gold. As previously noted, the north was also
the last area of Spain pacified and still retained some simmering tension into the 1st century AD. These
forts and camps represented exactly the kind of military establishments that could effectively be
transformed into civilian settlements- and they were. The three northern posts roughly conformed to the
standard shape and size of army fortresses. At Asturica, the emperor Augustus is believed to have turned
over the camp to the Astures tribe for their use as a capital, hence its eponym.® At Legio and Lucus, the
canabae, the civilian settlements that grew outside the walls, eventually merged with the forts.

The canabae originated as the place where merchants who followed the legions set up their
tabernae- shops and cottages Other camp followers, such as prostitutes and local women with whom the
soldiers formed relationships, also occupied these settlements. Gradually, they became quite large as
attested during the revolt of Civilisin AD 69. At Vetera, the civilian buildings had become so large that
they got in the way and had to be destroyed for fear that opposing forces could use them: “A settlement just
outside the camp had grown during the long peace to the size of a small town. Thiswas now demolished to
deny its use to the enemy.”
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The Roman army first became a colonizing force. Asthe canabae grew into avillage, the impact
of the army’ s presence was more deeply felt. Soldiers raised unofficial families and the product of these
unionswas significant. Livy reported that in 171 BC some 4000 offspring of soldiers and local women in
Spain petitioned the senate for and were granted a colony.®

Upon discharge, most of these veterans remained in the small villages outside the forts with their
families, which eventually became legally recognized. The legions recruited heavily among them, linking
them to the army for generations to come. The veterans also attracted friends and relations to the villages,
introducing new blood not only into the legions, but into the province aswell. The army began to resemble
a herediggry caste and the canabae-fort combination soon became,as Alston callsit, an “island of Roman
power.”

The Roman army then became an urbanizing force. The highly specialized skills were put to usein
the villages, towns and canabae outside the walls that lacked the infrastructure needed to support the forts.
Many papyri discovered in Egypt and Dura-Europos attest to the continuous assignment of military duties
that benefited the civilian settlements. In one scroll, soldiers were dredging harbors and manufacturing
papyrus.®” Otherswould be draining swamps and- as Reg complained- paving roads, building aqueducts
and assembling bridges.

Eventually, the forts and villages merged- especially in the case where legions abandoned their
bases. Normally, one might expect the canabae to suffer severe economic damage as aresult of the army’s
departure, perhaps even disappear. However, the years of contact with the fort and its urbanizing influence
often left behind an infrastructure capable of surviving on its own. Such indeed was the case at Pisoraca
when the legio IV Macedonica departed for Mogontiacum (modern Mainz, Germany).*®

In fact, there was to be such a close contact between legion and canabae in Spain that legio VI
Victrix was heavily hispanized during itslong stay and legio VII Gemina was raised almost entirely from
within Spain. Some scholars have even gone so far asto speculate that some kind of proto-nationalism
developed in Hispano-Romans serving aboard, pointing to a 1st century epitaph of a Roman soldier in
Pannonia

Ti(berio) Cl(audio), Britti filio, Valerio, decurioni
alae Il Aravacorum domo Hispano, annonr(um) L,
stipendiorum XXX, et Cl(audiae) lanuariae, coniugi
eius et Cl(audiae) Hispanillaefiliae, vivis ex
testamento. Flaccus dec(urio) frater et Hispanilla
filia heredes faciumdum curaverunt.®

That the soldier identified himself as coming from “Spain” (Hispano) but not recognizing a specific
province or city- as was the norm- or referring to Spain in the plural- as was proper- is intriguing enough,
but he also named his daughter Hispanilla (Little Spain). However, only two similar epitaphs have been
recovered to date, and neither of them is as detailed as the Pannonian example, so we may never know if
these soldiers truly felt any kind of pride in being “ Spanish.”*

Nevertheless, the Roman army’ s presence inexorably brought Spain within the Empire’ s fold-
militarily, politically and culturally. Intime, Spain herself would be sending out colonies, such as the 3000
Romans who settle Palma and Pollentiaon Mallorcain AD 123.*

Whether or not these were actual citizens or nativesisirrelevant: they considered themselves so
and were described as such by Strabo- one way or the other, they were Romanized and attest to the growing
numbers of Romans on the peninsula, be they Hispano-Romans or Romano-Spaniards. Indeed, they serve
as an excellent illustration of the words of the ultimate Roman oracle, Virgil:
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Your task, Roman, and do not forget it, will be to govern the peoples of
the world in your empire. These will be your arts- and to impose a settled
pattern upon peace, to pardon the defeated and war down the proud.*?

Appendix: Spanish Place Namesin the Text

Roman Spain Modern Spain
Asturica Augusta Astorga

Barcino Barcelona

Caesar Augusta Zaragoza
Corduba Cordoba

Emerita Augusta Mérida

Emporiae Emparies

Italica Santiponce

Legio Ledn

Lucus Lugo

Mallorca Majorca
Metellinum Medellin

Norba Céceres

Palma Palma de Magjorca
Pisoraca Herrerade Pisuerga
Pollentia Alcudia
Saguntum Sagunto

Tarraco Tarragona

Urso Osuna

Valentia Valencia

2 Virgil Aeneid 6.851-3.
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