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Abstract: In this paper, we present a comparison of two rural landscapes in the southeast of the
Iberian Peninsula, where the dynamics of occupation have differed since the end of the ancient world
in terms of both the degree of resilience of settlements and the land use. Our purpose was to explore
the social, political, economic, and environmental factors that could explain why there has been a
long-term cross-cultural occupation of some resilient sites and landscapes for almost a millennium,
while there have been only very specific temporary occupations in other areas. The first part of this
paper describes the archaeological investigations carried out by means of intensive survey methods,
geophysics, and some excavations in peripheral and peri-urban spaces. In the second part, we reflect
on whether the use of the same methodology in all cases allows us to compare and understand what
makes societies sustainable (or not) over time through their archaeological record.

Keywords: landscape archaeology; off-site surveys; historical land uses; agrarian practices; Late
Antiquity; Middle Ages; Al-Andalus; “Campos de Hellín”; Balazote River Valley

1. Introduction

The research we have been carrying out over recent years has focused mainly on
understanding and measuring interactions between societies and their environments across
multiple timescales (especially from the Roman period to the Middle Ages) and spatial
scales (from a regional framework, centred on the southeast of the Iberian Peninsula) [1,2].
The general objective is to reconstruct the historical socioecological systems in different
landscapes using archaeological materiality, paying special attention to scenarios in which
we have detected patterns of sustainability and historical resilience. In this article, we
focus on presenting two case studies from the “Campos de Hellín” and the Balazote River
Valley, which are located in the current province of Albacete (Spain). The enclaves of “El
Tolmo de Minateda” (TM) and the “Camino Viejo de las Sepulturas” (CVS) stand out as the
central places of these two regions, where the agrarian vocation remains the main economic
base to this day (Figure 1). This has led to scarce urbanisation in their ecosystems. It is
in these rural landscapes that we proposed to understand the causes of the permanence,
transformation, or abandonment of the central places, rural settlements, and productive
spaces in both areas from Late Antiquity to the Islamic period (5th to 10th centuries AD),
when both territories were incorporated into the Cora or the province of Tudmı̄r from 713 [2].

In addition to their historical importance within the framework of our research, these
landscapes were specifically selected due to the shape of the settlements and the morphol-
ogy of their productive spaces, especially their agricultural systems, which are among
the most homogeneous expressions of the interactions between humans and territory [3].
The application of the same methodology allowed us to contrast the data from both areas
and identify any peculiarities and differences in terms of environmental patterns, social
patterns, land-use management, etc., with the aim of revealing the causes of the greater or
lesser resilience of the settlements and agricultural spaces analysed.
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data, which allowed us to conduct a comparative study of the degree of continuity, trans-
formation, or abandonment of rural structures since the end of the ancient world to the 
medieval Islamic period (5th to 10th centuries AD). The research was designed using a 
multiscale approach and incorporated multiple methodologies (Figure 2): 
(1) Surface surveys with offsite strategy (Figure 2a), 
(2) Ground-penetrating radar surveys (GPR) (Figure 2b), 
(3) Analysis of surface material repertoires, filtering the surface diagnostic materials by 

periods and calculating their densities, 
(4) Archaeological excavations to confirm chronological sequences in some key 

settlements (Figure 2c), 
(5) Synthetic integration of large amounts of data into GIS platforms (Figure 2d). 

Figure 1. A location map of the study areas, showing the main settlements analysed and the views of
the landscapes at the two study areas.

2. Methods and Context of Research

In both areas, we applied the same methodology of analysis after fusing all of the data,
which allowed us to conduct a comparative study of the degree of continuity, transforma-
tion, or abandonment of rural structures since the end of the ancient world to the medieval
Islamic period (5th to 10th centuries AD). The research was designed using a multiscale
approach and incorporated multiple methodologies (Figure 2):

(1) Surface surveys with offsite strategy (Figure 2a),
(2) Ground-penetrating radar surveys (GPR) (Figure 2b),
(3) Analysis of surface material repertoires, filtering the surface diagnostic materials by

periods and calculating their densities,
(4) Archaeological excavations to confirm chronological sequences in some key settle-

ments (Figure 2c),
(5) Synthetic integration of large amounts of data into GIS platforms (Figure 2d).

During the first phases of the research, we carried out a general action to identify
archaeological evidence in the different rural environments of TM and CVS, where we did
not find many urban alterations. The selected transects were subjected to remote sensing
and intensive full-coverage surface surveys, assisted by geospatial technologies. The data
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collected were integrated into a GIS environment with various cartographic sources and
known archaeological sites from previous works [4–7].
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This first phase allowed us to obtain a detailed archaeological cartography with a
general panorama at macro-spatial scale of the settlement patterns in Roman, Visigothic,
and Islamic times, the preferred areas of human occupation, and the different traces left by
those societies on the landscapes. The next objective was to transcend the point locations
on the map and develop a detailed characterisation of the archaeological sites. This was
a question of broadening our knowledge of the places that offered the most complex
surface structures of remains and the settlements that showed possible evidence of a longer
occupation or, conversely, a very short occupation. For this purpose, several geophysical
GPR surveys and some excavations (still in progress) were carried out at the archaeological
sites of Loma Eugenia (LE, Campos de Hellín) and CVS. The village in LE has never been
excavated, whereas, in CVS, excavations were carried out in the 1970s but did not document
the postclassical phases with the same intensity [8]. The aim of our research was to verify
the possible existence of archaeological structures, gather direct information about buried
deposits, and ultimately, characterise in detail the sites identified by the dispersion of
materials on the surface.

Beyond the analysis of habitat zones, our interest also focused on the recognition of
the complex human interactions with landscapes, especially land uses and agricultural
structures, which are the fundamental basis of rural life. To this end, we carried out surface
surveys of the main rural settlements in both areas using an off-site strategy [9–11]. Thanks
to the registration of off-site materials, we were able to evaluate the intensity with which the
plots were used in the different periods, demonstrating the clear differences in management,
exploitation strategies, and land uses in both regions, which were certainly also reflections
of the existence of different socioeconomic and probably political models of articulation.



Land 2023, 12, 768 4 of 22

3. Results: Settlements and Land Uses

In this section, we describe our results and the evidence collected from each of the
investigated landscapes. We paid special attention to the concentrations of materials, which
we interpreted as settlements of several different types. We also examined the fainter
dispersions that were observed, which we interpreted as evidence related to the different
uses of the land.

3.1. The Rural Landscapes around Tolmo de Minateda (TM) in the Late Antiquity and Early
Middle Ages

The research carried out over the last 30 years in TM has shown the existence of
a city from the Late Antiquity and Early Middle Ages, which was built on the remains
of the ancient Roman municipality of Ilunum [4]. This city has also been identified as
the Visigothic episcopal see of Eio or Elo and the later Islamic madı̄na of Iyyuh, both of
which were of great importance within the geopolitical and historical context of Southeast
Hispania between the 7th and 10th centuries [12,13]. Archaeological investigations have
traditionally focused on this site because of the depopulated condition of the city and the
fact that its archaeological records and transition contexts are so well preserved. For this
reason, one of the main archaeological problems that has been faced in recent years is the
recognition of the rural settlement patterns and landscape management strategies used
in the different periods when TM headed this territorial system, as well as the degree of
continuity of Roman structures in the Early Middle Ages [5,7,14,15].

The archaeological data that were available up to the beginning of our research were
mainly related to material and structural remains from residences; therefore, they very
focused on identifying the forms of settlements, without taking into account evidence from
off-site records.

3.1.1. Characterisation of the Analysed Register: Concentrations of Materials without
Dispersion Borders

Our work was concentrated in two areas of the TM suburban territory, within about
8–9 km to the north and west of the site. The selected study areas were large flat areas with
some hills, which were surrounded by mountains and furrowed by small river branches
that converged with the Mundo River. Within each study area, we chose certain spaces
according to the topographic study, geomorphological criteria, and archaeological data
from our previous work that could potentially specify the continuity of agricultural spaces
and landscape management strategies from Roman times to Medieval times. We carried
out a full-coverage survey with the aim of identifying and analysing the spatial structures
of the surface records (Figure 3). The total area covered during the work was about 50 ha,
with a geolocation of 1000 records (understood as every single piece of an archaeological
object detected on the surface).

The strategy chosen to map the continuum of possible evidence was off-site registra-
tion; however, from the beginning, we could see that the surface records were concentrated
in discrete and specific locations, with little dispersion around the sites and practically
no records in the rest of the space. Therefore, we decided to reorientate our strategy and
site concept, instead focusing our attention on places with potential house remains and
verifying the existence of areas that were completely sterile.

The surface records presented a very clear pattern: dense concentrations of material
and large intermediate voids. This picture clearly contrasted the records that we observed
in the Balazote River Valley case study.

The spatial patterns were also recurrent: the fertile lands around rivers or small
streams continued to be occupied, but the specific locations of rural sites did not since
practically none of the Roman settlements survived beyond the 3rd and 4th century AD;
furthermore, as we describe in the next section, new villages on small hills appeared at the
end of the 6th century that replaced the previous settlements (Figure 4).
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From the analysis of material concentrations, we observed how the dimensions of the
new peasant villages in the Visigothic period (6th–8th centuries AD) were also similar in
most cases. The enclaves located in the hills occupied an area between 0.5 and 1 ha. In
all cases, the concentrations of ceramics coincided with the existence of structures, which
could be recognised on the surface, in topographic anomalies, or from geophysical surveys.
Therefore, the surface records seemed to indicate the zones of residence, transformation,
storage, and necropolis, but not fields under exploitation.

3.1.2. The Materialisation of a Discontinuous Rural Population Model

Focusing on the settlement patterns identified from our archaeological data, we de-
tected a Roman agrarian landscape in the territorium of Ilunum from around the 1st century
AD, to which some farmhouses and numerous villae corresponded [16,17]. The establish-
ments of the rural and suburban elites that articulated the space around the Roman city
experienced different evolution patterns from the late ancient times. Some showed some
continuity of space, but the most widespread pattern was that after the installation of the
Visigothic episcopal see of Eio–Elo at the end of the 6th and the beginning of the 7th century,
when a new landscape model was created. In it, in addition to other settlements, such
as castra or turris, new forms of concentrated peasant settlements (villages) prevailed on
small hills, which generally appeared in new habitat sites around the agricultural spaces
that were exploited in Roman times. The occupation of these villages declined after the
Islamic conquest, coinciding with the establishment of the Province of Tudmı̄r in 713 and the
installation of the madı̄na of Iyyuh in TM (Figure 3) [5,7]. Therefore, we encountered some
occupation dynamics that could be defined as discontinuous, with the clear abandonment
of Roman villae although not of the agrarian spaces or land uses, as the new villages only
appeared about 1–2 km away from the previous settlements and continued to exploit the
same fields in the same way [7,16,17]. This is probably because they were still the most
fertile lands, and the agro-systems were already articulated. The rupture of this pattern
and the widespread abandonment of the agrarian landscapes that had historically been
exploited occurred after the Islamic conquest of the Iberian Peninsula.

Some examples of this new pattern of occupation could be observed in the well-known
villa of Hellín, which did not last beyond the 3rd century. From our surface surveys,
geophysical surveys, and the excavation of some specific sites, we could more clearly
characterise the creation of new rural settlements around the same time that the episcopal
see was installed in TM. On the one hand, we found some examples of higher-ground
settlements, such as the possible castrum of Alboraj, which presented some defensive
sections, buildings of certain magnitudes, and surface materials with chronological forks
between the 6th and the 10th centuries [7] (pp. 223–226).

On the other hand, some of the peasant settlements or villages emerged at the end
of the 6th and the beginning of the 7th century, such as Loma Lencina (LL), which was
established in a space that was not previously occupied and was probably built for the
exploitation of lime. Another example is the case of Loma Eugenia (LE), which was located
in an agrarian space that had already been exploited by the ancient Roman villa of Agra,
although the village moved to a small hill on the other side of the river.

We especially focused the research on analysing the organisation of the peasant soci-
eties in this type of settlement and its relationship with the Visigothic city.

The case of LE was especially interesting because, after a one-off excavation of its
necropolis in the 1990s [18] and the surveys carried out by us in recent years (both surface
and GPR), a set of materials was recovered that established the provisional chronology from
around the end of the 6th century to the mid-8th century [5] (pp. 184–187), [7] (pp. 221–223)
and [19] (pp. 162–164).

According to the surface evidence and the results of our geophysical survey, the space
occupied by the village did not seem to exceed 6000–9000 m2; moreover, within the terrain,
there were some masonry walls with vertical slabs that resembled the domestic Early
Middle Age structures that have been documented in TM [5,7]. The residences seemed to
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be concentrated in the southern and central areas of the hill surface, while the necropolis
area of the peasant community that lived in the village was located to the north. The
cemetery included a series of burials with a west–east orientation. In the partial excavation
in 1995, 33 graves were exhumed and were found to have been buried in earth, lined and
covered with slabs and, in some cases, masonry to join the slabs and regularise the graves
(Figure 5). We could not specify the number of individuals in each tomb, but they were
mostly reused burials. Among the grave goods were two bronze rings, a possible leather
tanner, and three belt buckles dated between the late 6th and 7th centuries [20] (p. 69).
Absolute radiocarbon dating was also performed on one of the individuals found in one of
these tombs (grave 6), which offered us a chronology of 676–779 cal AD (1274–1171 cal BP,
Beta-572260). This necropolis was only partially investigated; however, according to the
remains on the surface, it was a cemetery plot with a surface area of about 3000 m2. Taking
into account the excavated sector that had a surface area of about 1000 m2, the necropolis
could have held 100 tombs, which were probably reused on several occasions. Therefore,
we identified a rural community of medium size, with a single necropolis detected so far,
in which some items of personal clothing were found.
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Figure 5. An orthophoto of the hill where the village of Loma Eugenia (LE) was installed. The
right-hand side of the necropolis was partially excavated in 1995, which is where the belt buckles
were found.

On the basis of all this evidence, we recently carried out excavations in two areas: one
was located in the village and the other was located in the necropolis. The work carried out
in the first campaign allowed us to detect a large room in the area of the village, where the
sequence of occupation corresponded to the Visigothic period and did not extend beyond
the middle of the 8th century. The room was very similar to those in other Visigothic
villages that have been excavated in the centre of Madrid, such as the village of “Gózquez
de Abajo”, where domestic buildings have been found that included spaces for storage or
production [21]. This could also be the case with the room documented in LE, which seems
to include a fireplace or combustion structure (Figure 6).

As can be seen in Figure 7, the room also seemed to extend northwards; hence,
this could corroborate the existence of a building with several rooms and walls of great
technical quality and significant dimensions, including spaces for productive activities. In
the necropolis, we also excavated one of the tombs that remained intact, which turned out
to be a reused tomb containing three individuals. The last individual buried was a teenager
with a radiocarbon dating of between 772–825 cal AD (1178–1025 cal BP, Beta-643123), under
which was a pregnant woman with the remains of a foetus in her womb and another adult
individual who had been placed in a secondary position when the other two individuals
had been buried (Figure 7). Again, the configuration of the necropolis and the fact that the
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tombs were reused reinforced the idea that we had identified a peasant community who
buried their dead in the necropolis for at least three generations.
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Figure 7. (a) The tomb excavated in 2022 in which three individuals were buried with a stone cist
orientated from west to east. (b) Details of the pregnant woman and the remains of the foetus.

3.2. A Model of an Agrarian Settlement of Great Resilience: The Case of the Ancient Roman Villa of
El Camino Viejo de las Sepulturas (CVS)

The Balazote River Valley is a wide endorheic area bounded to the east by the western
edge of the “Llanos de Albacete” and to the west by the elevations of the “Campo de
Montiel”. The Balazote River, where small lagoons, wells, and water courses converge,
has created a low-altitude (between 780 and 800 m) valley of alluvial soil that slopes
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slightly towards the river. These abundant water resources have made the land fertile and,
together with the semi-arid continental Mediterranean climate, have helped to support
intensive agriculture practices in the fertile plains, including extensive grain agriculture
(currently mostly barley) and viticulture, along with an important livestock tradition on the
grasslands of the nearby hills. Unlike the TM landscape, the surface records analysed after
our survey in this valley showed extensive concentrations of materials from various periods
with varying densities, which were concentrated in specific settlements or enclaves [2].
Beyond these sites and their agricultural spaces, there were areas that were empty of
materials. For this reason, our research in this study area focused on thoroughly mapping
and analysing the surface and subsurface evidence from one of these enclaves (CVS). In
the 7.75 ha prospected using our intensive strategy (selected fields were used as sampling
units to cover a large area), we geolocated more than 5000 items from different periods
(Figure 8). More than 3000 items were diagnostic materials that showed a long sequence of
uninterrupted occupation from the 1st century to the 11th century AD.
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3.2.1. Long-Term Occupation Dynamics at CVS

From the historical point of view, this region was linked to the Colonia Libisosa Foroaugustana
in Roman times [22], which was a city that administered a large territory in which the establish-
ment of villae and some mansiones was quite early [17]. We did not have many archaeological
data on the evolution of these villae from the Late Antiquity and Early Middle Ages; however,
after the abandonment of the city during the late Roman Empire, it seems that many of these
settlements continued to be inhabited to a greater or lesser extent, albeit obviously losing their
“aristocratic” character. At this time, the structures were transformed according to the new needs
of the peasant communities that settled in the buildings after the widespread abandonment of
the small and medium farmhouses located near of these villae. The goal was to seek security
under the protection of these larger establishments.

This process was detected at the CVS site, where the excavation campaigns carried
out in the 1970s exposed part of a large Roman villa, with several phases of occupation
and transformation [23]. In addition to the structures discovered at that time, there were
others found in specific interventions, which confirmed the extensive occupation of this
area in the Roman, Late Antiquity, and the Early Middle Age periods [6,24,25]. In short, the
origins of this settlement could be traced back to the 1st century AD, when colony status
was granted to the city of Libisosa (located about 20 km away), to which administrative
territory this rural complex belonged. This original phase was followed by a phase of
development and monumentalisation in the Late Roman Empire, which provided a great
number of remains during the excavations. After this period of prosperity, from the end of
the 4th century and throughout the 5th century, some rooms began to be abandoned, and
only those that could be used as domestic environments were occupied, in which cooking
areas, storage/production areas, or even tombs were installed (Figure 9).

The phase of occupation in which the residential areas were reduced and transformed
seemed to be linked to the installation of peasant populations in the surrounding areas of
the site and when the old Late Roman elites abandoned these types of rural establishments
as places of residence [26]. This new rural pattern gradually consolidated, as evidenced by
the appearance of a community necropolis in the vicinity of the old villa, which implied
the existence of a stable community that buried their dead for several generations. The
radiocarbon dating of this necropolis ranged from the mid-7th century to at least the 11th
century [27].

In order to sort all these partial data and begin to understand the dynamics of occupa-
tion of the ancient Roman villa of Balazote, we reconnoitred the evidence from the territory
in which the settlement was located using surface surveys and geophysical surveys and
proved the resilience of this fertile landscape, at least until the Islamic Caliphate period
(10th–11th century) [2]. We began the research with a surface survey, from which the
concentrations of materials allowed us to obtain a provisional chronology of post-classical
contexts that oscillated between the middle of the 5th century and the 11th century. After
this surface survey, we conducted geophysical prospecting using GPR in the areas with
the highest concentrations of materials. The data extracted from this exploration showed
structural testimonies in the subsoil, both to the west of the excavated spaces in the old
roman villa and in slightly more distant areas, which supported our location hypothesis of
a settlement in the Late Antiquity and Early Middle Ages. These structures were shallower
and had a different orientation to those detected in the Roman villa (Figure 10). This
settlement was related to the necropolis with Visigothic and Islamic tombs, which was
located about 150 m to the northeast.
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Figure 9. The locations of the different sectors of the CVS site. The right-hand panel shows details
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transformed the functionality of the original roman villa in the 5th century. The bottom panels show
a plan of the pars urbana of the villa during its phase of splendour and the radiocarbon dating of
several burial sites in the post-classical necropolis.

In order to verify and clarify the results obtained in the surveys, we began the excava-
tion of a new sector to the west of the domestic spaces that had already been excavated in
the 1970s. We documented new rooms related to Roman monumental housing, as well as
new resurfacing and repairs from the late 4th and early 5th centuries, and evidence of use
and construction from the occupation phases in the Late Antiquity and Medieval times.
These later phases seemed to relate to the productive and domestic reoccupation of old
rooms around the end of the 5th–6th centuries until the 10th century, with the construction
of new walls that reduced and compartmentalised the rooms, silos for storage carved into
the pavements of the opus signinum of the roman villa, and combustion structures, which
demonstrated the installation of peasants in the ancient villa who buried their dead in the
nearby necropolis that showed the same chronologies (Figure 11). This period of occupation
related to a possible Visigothic village and a later Islamic settlement, which was followed
by a phase of Medieval Islamic plundering before the definitive abandonment of the old
village around the 11th century.
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3.2.2. Land Use: Examples of Long-Term Sustainable Uses

Beyond these spaces that we interpreted as residential areas from different eras,
we found fainter dispersions of materials in which ceramic fragments from ancient and
Medieval times were intermingled with varying proportions, according to the counts of
diagnostic pieces and the total counts from some plots. We interpreted these scattered
remains as evidence of agricultural practices (the fields with the highest concentration
of materials are interpreted as fertilisation remains with domestic waste), which allowed
us to more precisely define the perimeters of cultivated fields during the two historical
macro-periods (Roman and Medieval) that marked the transformation of the agrarian
landscape of CVS.

According to our off-site registration, the agricultural areas located in the fertile river
basin at the foot of the settlement had a perimeter between 200 and 230 ha in the ancient
period. From these data and those from other nearby spaces, we proposed the existence
of intensive agricultural practices according to the exploitation of plots or orchards that
did not exceed 2–3 ha and were located near the settlement, which would work with other
types of agricultural practices, such as the extensive cultivation of grains and pastures,
more focused on the market needs of the people from the villa.

The off-site data corresponding to the Medieval period showed the continuity of the
old intensive agricultural spaces, with a cultivated area of about 200 ha. However, at this
time, it seems that the drylands from around the Early Middle Ages and Islamic settlement
were reduced, which indicated a change in the model of the exploitation of agricultural
landscapes that was probably connected to a change in the social organisation of the villa
around the 5th century.

4. Discussion
4.1. Dynamics of Rural Occupation between Abandonment and Resilience: A Proposal of
Determining Factors

As previously described, the surveys allowed us to identify and analyse the rural
spaces of two different areas on the Iberian Peninsula, which had similar historical dynamics
but markedly different socioecological systems. The application of identical methods
allowed us to compare the different spatial structures of these two regions.

The results of this comparative exercise showed us clear differences in population
patterns, as well as in agrarian practices and exploitation systems. Regarding settlement
patterns, a similar typology of villages was found, although with significant variations in
the duration of occupation. Compared to the model of the “Campos de Hellín”, where
rural villages rarely lasted more than one cultural phase, the occupation in the Balazote
River Valley was much more resilient, occupying the same spaces during different historical
phases (Figure 12).

The duration of occupation seemed to be affected by several factors that were opposed
between the two rural landscapes.

4.1.1. Geopolitical and Historical Factors

In the case of “Campos de Hellín”, the archaeological data showed territory occupation
dynamics that were intricately linked to the city in TM. This city functioned as the epicentre
from which a hierarchised rural landscape was developed in Roman times, which continued
through Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages when it became a Visigothic episcopal
see in the 7th century and an Islamic madı̄na in the 8th century [4]. From the episcopal see,
the old and new rural settlements that were distributed within its diocese were managed
and in Islamic times, it seems that the rural landscape was transformed definitively due
to the abandonment of the old rural settlements from the Visigothic period [2,5,7,15]. The
creation of new settlements was not documented until at least the 10th century, when the
city was definitively abandoned.
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Therefore, from the geopolitical and historical points of view, the development and
evolution of rural settlements in the countryside of TM were clearly linked to the different
powers established in the city, from its foundation as a Roman municipality until its
definitive abandonment at the beginning of the 10th century. A crucial fact was that the
documented Late Antiquity villages (i.e., LL and LE, among others) were installed at the
same time that the episcopal see was established in TM. This undoubtedly corresponded to
the need for the bishopric of Eio to generate stable farming villages, in which productive
agrarian activities could be concentrated and from which produce could be redistributed
to rural markets and the city, probably via the payment of taxes. This hypothesis could
explain the fact that, at the time of the conquest and after the configuration of the Islamic
province of Tudmı̄r in 713, these villages began to be abandoned as the old fiscal role of
the bishopric was lost, perhaps encouraging the population to settle in the new Islamic
site of Iyyuh. The city at the end of the 8th and the beginning of the 9th century was fully
Islamised and had a densified and rural urban fabric, with domestic spaces and other
productive environments distributed around the surface of the hill, such as oil mills and
corrals [13]. The abandonment of the agrarian settlement model around the mid-8th century
was not detected in the examples of higher-ground settlements or castra that we found,
which remained occupied until the beginning of the 10th century, as with the Islamic city
itself. This reinforced the idea of the importance of the higher-ground settlements within
the rural landscape of Hispania around the 5th and 6th centuries since various sources
have cited that they, together with civitates, were key to the strategic and fiscal control
of the territory. In fact, in 711, the castra constituted the main type of rural settlement for
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Visigothic aristocracies, which had previously settled in episcopal sees and cities until the
agreements of surrender with the Arabs had been established [28], undoubtedly leading to
the durability of these settlements beyond the convulsive 8th century.

In contrast to this area, which was clearly linked to the historical development of the
city in TM, in the case of the Balazote River Valley, we recognised the implementation of a
Late Antiquity and Early Middle Ages rural settlement pattern, which had a high degree of
continuity from the ancient Roman settlement [2]. Along with the other economic, environ-
mental, and social factors that we describe below, we hypothesised that the continuity of
these residential and agricultural spaces was significantly linked to the peripheral character
of this region with respect to the nearest city because, after the abandonment of the Roman
city of Libisosa around the 3rd century AD, the nearest centre was TM, which was located
about 70 km away and, therefore, was outside regional control.

The archaeological data from CVS showed a long continuity in the sequence of the
occupation of the ancient villa, albeit with different functionalities and physiognomies.
The final moments of this settlement were when it was known as Balāt al-Şūf (the origin
of the name Balazote), as cited by Arab sources [29] (p. 223), the first mention of which
was during the Caliphate period (year 935) and which some authors have referred to as
“Calzada de la Lana” (woollen driveway) [30] (p. 359). This could have been related to
the important trade of this product in Islamic times, which, together with the intensive
agricultural practices developed secularly in the fertile plains, resulted in the resilience
and historical sustainability of this space. This settlement was abandoned during a time of
territorial instability that was caused by the civil war or Fitna of Al-Andalus (1009–1031),
which ended the Caliphate of Cordoba.

4.1.2. Economic Factors (Farm Models)

Beyond the archaeology of the settlements detected in both regions, we also examined
the nature of land uses and agrarian practices using archaeological indicators that were
related to the spatial structures of the surface records.

A whole series of geographical and anthropological studies on the investigation of
Mediterranean landscapes have indicated the deployment of two economic strategies,
according to the forms of land exploitation [31–33]. One strategy is defined by an extensive
type of agriculture, which is based on the development of dryland and fallow farming,
with some importance placed on grazing. The number of work hours required for this type
of agriculture is not very high per unit of surface area, which allows it to be applied for
large fields that practically do not need to be fertilised. In contrast, there is an intensive
strategy, which is based on crop rotation and irrigation. This tillage requires constant work
in the fields, especially for the maintenance of high levels of soil fertility through irrigation
or the incorporation of organic fertilisers. Livestock farming is a fundamental complement
to this type of agriculture and provides essential manure to maintain the fertility of the
fields. In the case of intensive agriculture, proximity to the farmland facilitates this constant
work, meaning that most of the peasant work is tied to agricultural practices and not
displacement. Therefore, there is a clear correlation between management models and the
locations of farmland [11].

The results of our fieldwork showed a clear contrast between the two case studies
of Hellín and Balazote, which was undoubtedly linked to clearly different land uses
and different forms of field management, as well as the presence or absence of off-site
ceramic records. Due to the agricultural modalities offered by the absence of off-site
registration around the villages of “Campos de Hellín”, the economic orientation of peasant
communities towards extensive grain agriculture and livestock seemed evident. Meanwhile,
the archaeological indicators that showed the existence of an intensive agricultural model
in Balazote were due to the detection of off-site ceramic materials, i.e., they were not
directly associated with places of residence, according to the decomposition of the primary
archaeological deposits.
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We did not find any accurate archaeobotanical information in the landscape around
TM, but the palynological analyses of nearby areas, as well as the indications of traditional
uses prior to the mechanisation of farming in the 18th century, indicated the presence
of crop fields intended for the cultivation of barley (Hordeum vulgare) and nude wheat
(Triticum aestivum/durum), which are plants suitable for dry climates and saline soils [34,35].
These agricultural practices were combined with the cultivation of other complementary
crops (such as cherries (Prunus avium/cerasus) or acorns (Quercus)), but no evidence was
found of vegetable cultivation; however, evidence for livestock management was clear.
Livestock farming was one of the main economic activities in this area as it was very
suitable for this type of exploitation due to the suitability of the pastures, the abundant low
vegetation, and the existence of numerous sources of fresh water, as well as the ease of access
to salt in some salt marsh spaces (such as Alboraj-Cordovilla), which is an indispensable
element in livestock diets [36].

For this region, the information provided by the Cadastre of Ensenada (18th century)
was of great interest as it expressly states that, during its drafting, new plots were developed
for cultivation: 14 plots were “taken from the meadow”, 85 were in low mountain areas,
and one was in a high–low mountain area. The surface area of cultivated land was only
17.83% of the Hellín area, according to the Cadastre [36] (p. 748). This suggested that, until
the 18th century, land in the area was mostly low-lying vegetation, grasslands, a moderate
degree of farmland, and vineyards or olive groves, along with trough spaces that were
not occupied by stagnations [37]. The coexistence of the mountains (with conifers or scrub
vegetation, depending on the area) and the small arable areas contributed to the main
historical uses of these lands, which were mainly orientated towards livestock [38].

A few historical sources have Indicated that livestock has been considered one of the
main resources of the area since at least the Middle Ages. The first known records were
from 1576 (topographic listings for Philip II), when the authorities of the Hellín area made an
agricultural catalogue at the request of the king, which included mulberry crops, raisin and
wine vineyards, and some fruit trees [39] (pp. 40, 65). It has also been pointed out that the land
was “mountainous and uncultivated due to its roughness, which is only good for pastures,
and firewood”. Referring to areas close to Hellín that were in the studied region, the catalogue
sent to the king stated that the mountains “are very populated with firewood, pines, rosemary,
sabina, junipers, and gorse . . . There are also many pastures for cattle . . . ” [40] (p. 211). Due to
the presence of grasslands, it was necessary to move livestock activity, which would target the
barley crops, fodder, etc., and which, in the 18th and 19th century, included about 1800 heads of
wool livestock [39] (pp. 65, 89).

In short, according to the agricultural modalities presented in all of these sources, as
well as our archaeological data from “Campos de Hellín”, it seemed that this region tradi-
tionally focused on extensive grain farming and, above all, the management of livestock
herds, which is an area that is historically related to transhumance, where “Cañadas reales”
or droves are even preserved to this day. These land uses leave little or no macroscopic ar-
chaeological footprints on the ground; hence, we did not find any off-site ceramic evidence
on the surface, which was instead only found when the intensive land uses were fertilised
with household waste. This type of activity allowed peasant communities to move to more
favourable spaces or as indicated by local authorities because not much work was required
for these extensive agricultural practices.

In contrast to the extensive model of the Hellín territory, which was based on dryland
crops and livestock, in the case of the Balazote River Valley, we detected an intensive
model of plots with contiguous tillage. Most likely, the high amounts of work required
to build, condition, and maintain agricultural fields could explain the multigenerational
links between certain groups and certain plots and, therefore, the permanence of some
settlements, such as CVS, which experienced an uninterrupted occupation for a millennium
(from the 1st to the 11th centuries AD), despite the change in the model of occupation
around the 5th century (from a large Roman villa or hacienda to a Medieval peasant village).
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This continuity of the CVS settlement indicated the clear fixation of the populations
that occupied this area of the Balazote River Valley to the land and, therefore, the mainte-
nance of the intensive agricultural management modality by these communities, which
led them to systematically occupy the spaces near the river valley, where the potentially
irrigated fields were located. Thus, there was clear evidence of the uses and management
of the agricultural landscapes that have been maintained over the centuries, including the
logical modifications of irrigation infrastructures and the morphologies of the fields.

During the Roman period, we hypothesised the existence of an intensive agriculture
model that was based on the exploitation of small and medium plots and the extensive
agriculture of grains, which probably occupied large areas, along with pastures. This
agricultural model was most likely based on a mixture of grain and legume crops, as well
as the cultivation of fruit trees, vines, and olives [35].

During the medieval period, the CVS off-site records showed the continuity of the
ancient intensive farming spaces; however, at this time, it seemed that the fields destined for
dryland farming or extensive cultivation were reduced. The amount of fertiliser available
from the generation of household waste and animal manure was directly related to the size
of the community and the available livestock herds. In the case of CVS, the more or less
stable maintenance of intensive farming practices, both in Roman and in Medieval times,
indicated the use of similar amounts of fertiliser and fairly large livestock herds, when
taking into account the surface area (between 200–230 ha) of the intensive farming fields
around the fertile plains near the site.

However, judging by the surface area of the residential zone and the dryland agri-
cultural space of the settlement in Late Antiquity, we hypothesised that the post-classical
village of CVS was formed by a medium-sized community that maintained small cereal
plots for subsistence and produced surplus resources for local or regional exchange and for
feeding livestock, which was demonstrated by the presence of silos inside domestic spaces
during this late phase. The capacity of these silos ranged from 700 to 750 L.

The extraordinary attachment of the peasant communities that settled in this space
to the land and intensive agricultural practices was undoubtable. These communities
were first the dependents of Roman landowning families that managed large agricultural
haciendas and large expanses of dryland and irrigated fields; then, from the beginning of
the Middle Ages, rural communities with some autonomy settled in the medium-sized
units of these settlements, such as the Visigothic village and the later Islamic village of
Balāt al-Şūf, which had its own irrigated area of several hectares. This again demonstrated
the existence of a special relationship between peasant settlements and the construction of
work and residence spaces and the exploitation of the environment.

4.1.3. Social Factors

The different settlement patterns and agrarian models detected in both areas at dif-
ferent times were also related to other questions about the forms of social organisation
and the legitimacy, ownership, and use of the land, which, although they have eluded
archaeological reality, were related to other issues and could be identified using appropriate
anthropological models. In this sense, the fact that certain human groups were linked to
certain spaces for centuries could be due to the development of intensive farming practices,
such as those detected in Balazote. This is because it is a strategy that involves high levels
of dedication from farmers to their agricultural work in order to increase or maintain the
production per unit of land [41]. This strategy also requires higher labour and/or capital
costs [42]. The fertilisation of land and the construction of agro-engineering facilities, such
as terraces or irrigation canals, are the most common forms of intensification [43]. The ex-
tension of the growing season, the introduction of new crops, and changes in the patterns of
the organisation of community work are also considered to be forms of intensification [44].
Thus, agricultural intensification was defined in this study as any increase in the amount of
labour per unit of land that increased production or minimised a decline in production [1].
Additionally, the investment of time and effort required by these practices meant that
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they developed over more or less prolonged periods of time, unlike other socioecological
systems, such as those detected in “Campos de Hellín”, where only extensive practices and
livestock activities were identified.

The detailed analyses of the causes and different trajectories of intensification pre-
sented in other works allowed us to discuss its significance in relation to the forms of
socioeconomic organisation among the communities installed secularly in CVS [45].

There are several theories to explain why communities begin to develop intensive
farming practices and dedicate great amounts of effort to conditioning and maintaining
fields. One of the main theories concerns population growth, which could lead to de-
mographic pressure on resources and the need for agricultural intensification [43,46]. In
this context, farmers reduce fallow land and maximise their land use or develop agro-
engineering facilities. In our case study, it was unlikely that population growth was the
cause of any intensification since the agrarian colonisation of the fertile plains around the
Balazote River was only detected since the original installation of the Roman villa in the
early imperial era; hence, demographic saturation could be ruled out. Other variables
that play key roles in intensification have also been proposed, such as social demands
and the payment of taxes related to political economies or trade. These variables could
be related to the Roman phase of the settlement, when, in addition to intensive orchard
farming with large concentrations of materials, other extensive land uses were detected
that were undoubtedly related to the latifundia model, which is traditionally attributed to
rustic Roman haciendas or villae.

However, this model of the socioeconomic organisation of agricultural work, in which
the farmers who were dependent on the possessores of the villa carried out the intensive and
extensive management of the fields, seemed to change following the dismemberment of
the Roman State. From the 5th century onwards, we detected a clear reduction in dryland
land uses and a concentration of agricultural work in intensive cultivation fields. From
then on, we observed a continuity of the settlement, but with clear transformations in the
type of settlement. There was a reduction in residential space and an increase in domestic
and storage structures, which were linked to the installation of a peasant community that
was probably generated after the integration of groups who had been installed in both
the old Roman hacienda and the surrounding farmhouses that were abandoned [47]. This
integration was a phenomenon that was widely observed in other regions of Hispania and
could be explained by the instability and the lack of security caused by the crisis of the
Roman Empire and the fall of classical territorial structures, among other things. These
concentrated settlements or villages followed the social organisation model of communities
based on nuclear or polygynic family groups, which are understood to be the social units
that normally mobilise work activities, organise consumption, and exercise ownership over
small plots of land that are intensively cultivated. In the case of CVS, the archaeological
interventions were very recent and did not allow us to understand the extensions to the
structure of the village; however, in other nearby cases, such as “Gózquez de Abajo” in
Madrid, productive spaces, storage spaces, and plots for vegetable and cereal cultivation
have been detected around each domestic unit [21]. These agricultural plots seem to have
been distributed and assigned to each family unit within the community from the initial
phase of the settlement until its abandonment. Trenches, roads, and aligned structures have
allowed us to discern the shape and size of each plot. Each household occupied about 0.6 ha,
comprising both land for the house and land for agricultural cultivation. Zooarchaeological
and archaeobotanical analyses of samples from Gózquez have provided interesting data
related to production and cultivation patterns, showing a balance between livestock and
agricultural practices that, together with the systematic appearance of silos (each household
had between four and six silos), certainly allowed for the production of a surplus that
benefited both the family groups and the community. In this sense, Wickham [48] identified
a peasant model of production among Early Middle Ages agrarian societies, which was
based on the fact that the central element of the production process was the home, meaning
that all members of the group worked but the accumulation of goods and the constitution
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of an estate were not essential concerns, nor was the response to the requests of a master,
which differentiated this model from the slavery model of the Roman period and the
feudal model of production. Additionally, he reported that there were no clear signs of
social hierarchies or differences in wealth between different households. This social model
best fitted our specific case study. Between the 5th and 8th centuries, the predominant
role of the CVS village was due to the initiatives of small peasant groups that did not
have strict dependences on external factors. Although these groups had connections to
neighbouring regions through political structures and exchange networks, their economic
activity was orientated towards satisfying their own needs and the perpetuation of their
own communities through continuous investment.

This model of social organisation was maintained during the process of Islamisation
that led to the Arab–Berber conquest of the Iberian Peninsula, throughout which the old
Visigothic village continued to be in use and was probably occupied by the same family
groups that adapted their socioecological systems to the new cultural and productive
dynamics introduced by the Umayyads [2,19]. This could be assumed due to the archaeo-
logical records that were found in the necropolis located to the northeast of the settlement,
where we detected the continued use of the same burial space from Late Antiquity to
Medieval Islamic times. This continuity of the cemetery, together with the fact that stable
isotope analyses carried out on individuals buried in the 7th and 9th centuries indicated
similar consumption patterns (i.e., the preferential consumption of plants without the
consumption of new crops introduced by Arab populations), demonstrated that different
generations of the same family groups had become Muslim [27]. Agricultural work con-
tinued to be based on the intensive model, but the labour investment decreased with the
installation of new hydraulic technologies that facilitated the fertilisation of the land [1].

5. Conclusions

As revealed in this paper, the investigations carried out so far on the selected areas have
allowed us to identify and analyse the spatial structures of Late Antiquity and Medieval
landscapes, including a city that functioned as the administrative head of a historical
territory for several centuries and the peripheral area where urban dynamics did not
directly influence the configuration and development of rural populations.

With regard to the settlement patterns that emerged from the 5th century, there were
certain similarities in both cases since the type of rural settlement that was predominant
from Late Antiquity was fundamentally the concentrated peasant settlement (village),
which usually developed around ancient Roman villae or directly on them. In the case of the
area near the city of TM, it seemed clear that these villages developed at the same time as
the city became an episcopal see and, therefore, the epicentre of an administrative territory;
furthermore, its occupation was dictated by the greater or lesser political importance of the
city. This was why the villages around TM were abandoned at the same time as the city
ceased to be a bishopric after the Islamic conquest and its incorporation as a territory of the
Tudmı̄r Cora. Meanwhile, in the peripheral area of Balazote, the villages were established in
ancient settlements and lasted for centuries, in more or less the same forms. The stability
and fixation on the land shown by the peripheral peasant communities seemed to be
explained by the models of agricultural exploitation that were deployed in those areas, in
addition to the very condition of the urban peripheries of the territories they occupied.

Our analyses of the detailed records of the scattered remains in the fields near the
CVS settlement in Balazote suggested the continued use of fertilisation practices related
to intensive agriculture in those plots; hence, there were concentrations of materials from
different periods that indicated the use of household waste to fertilise the fields. These
peasant groups fundamentally based their productive structures on self-consumption and
their operational structures on family labour. They deployed extraordinarily sustainable
and autonomous land-use management strategies with respect to the control of regional
or central powers, which remained stable from Roman times until at least the Middle
Ages. Most likely, the high amounts of work required to build, condition, and maintain



Land 2023, 12, 768 20 of 22

these intensive agricultural spaces could explain the multigenerational links between these
groups and certain agrosystems.

In terms of this type of long-term settlement with extraordinary political and economic
autonomy, we found evidence of the Late Antiquity and Medieval rural settlement model in
TM, as the intensive surveys we conducted around the villages of LE and LL did not reveal
any off-site records, meaning that the economies of these settlements were based mainly
on the extensive cultivation of grain, which did not need to be fertilised, and livestock.
There was also a clear fiscal and commercial relationship with the bishopric of Eio, to which
these peasant communities supplied resources, at least until the middle of the 8th century,
when they were abandoned. This also demonstrated a link to the religious power that
administered these territories until the arrival of the Arab and Berber conquerors.
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