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DiEGO ROMERO VERA — DANIEL BECERRA FERNANDEZ

MARMORA REUSED IN THE CHURCH OF SANTA MARiA
DE LA OLIVA (LEBRIJA, SEVILLE, SPAIN)

Abstract

In this paper we study ten shafts from the Roman period that were reused in the church of Santa Maria de la Oliva
(Lebrija). In particular, these spolia shed some light on public architectural programmes and on the types of ornamental
rocks used in Nabrissa Veneria.

INTRODUCTION

Lebrija is a municipality with a rich history in the south of the province of Seville (fig. 1). Called
Nabrissa in ancient times, it was a coastal town strategically located on a natural elevation (the
present-day Cerro del Castillo Hill), which dominated a large territory on the eastern shore of the
ancient Lacus Ligustinus. This area was therefore very favourable for the development of naviga-
tion and commercial contacts!, as Strabo himself indicates?, citing Nabrissa as one of those river-
side cities. Pliny notes that Nabrissa was situated between the estuaries of the river Baetis and also
indicates that the cognomen of the city was Veneria®. This has led some scholars to propose that
Nabrissa Veneria was raised to the rank of a colony by Caesar. However, there is no epigraphic
or archaeological argument to support this hypothesis, while the aforementioned epithet has been
linked to the vernacular cult of the Morning Star, associated in Roman times with Venus Marina,
protector of navigation*. However, it is most likely that this city received municipal legal status in
the Flavian period, as did most of the Hispanic civitates peregrinae’.

In recent times, especially in the last 20 years, some emergency excavations have been carried
out in Lebrija. However, these archaeological works have shed little light on the urban morphol-
ogy of the Roman city. Unfortunately, much of the information we have about Roman Lebrija
comes from decontextualised chance finds, most of which have not been preserved and of which
we have only a minimal description. These include tombs, remains of buildings, sculptures, coins,
mosaics and some column shafts and capitals®. Special mention should be made of three examples
of funerary sculptures of lions that were found in the city’. Despite all this, we know very little
about this city in Baetica, and the scarce epigraphy does not offer much information about public
life in this civic community.

The various studies on Nabrissa published to date have overlooked the architectural materials
of undoubtedly Roman manufacture that were reused as building materials in the church of Santa
Maria de la Oliva. Specifically, these are a group of ten marble shafts and an Ionic-Italic capital

Caro Bellido 1998; Garcia Vargas — Ferrer Albelda — Garcia Fernandez 2008, 262-265; Trapero Fernandez 2019.
Strab. 3, 1,9; 3, 2, 5.

Plin. nat. 3, 3, 11.

Caro Bellido 1986/1987, 66—68.

Caro Bellido 1991, 38 f.

¢ Bellido Ahumada 1985; Tomassetti Guerra 1997; Caro Bellido 1998.

7 Beltran Fortes 2000, 438 f.

[ ST
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Comveniu Caditama
p '(.m;}- ‘s

1 Geographical location of Nabrissa, the church of Santa Maria de la Oliva and the castle hill (Lebrija, Seville) (photo
and graphics: D. Romero Vera, D. Becerra Fernandez after Creative Commons content)

carved in calcarenite. This chapter will identify the ten marble shafts, but first the monument in
which these spolia were reused must be described.

THE USE OF SPOLIA IN MEDIEVAL CHURCH BUILDING

Santa Maria de la Oliva is a church in
the Mudejar style whose first phase dates
from the reign of Alfonso X. Originally,
the church had three naves supported by
double horseshoe arches which, in turn,
rest on columns attached to cruciform pil-
lars®. Curiously, Roman shafts were used
as supporting elements in the six pillars
that delimit the two bays of the nave of
the epistle. In the rest of the arcades,
bricks or fragments of limestone shafts
were used. Although it has been pointed
out that the use of Roman materials in
medieval buildings has a prestige compo-
nent and that, likewise, in the time of Al-
fonso X there was a certain appreciation

'Hiﬁ‘“\h“\\ H\ u

|
I I A

I
A

s
73: Metres

2 Location of the Roman marble shafts used in the medieval
phase of the church of Santa Maria de la Oliva (graphics:
D. Romero Vera, D. Becerra Fernandez after Coémez 2005,
40 fig. 2)

of antiquity, the fact is that in this case, there is no evidence of symbolic intentionality in their
use’. The marble shafts are not placed in the most visible area or in the most sacred part of the

church (fig. 2).

8 Barroso Vazquez 1992; Cémez Ramos 2005.

°  Comez Ramos 2012, 81 f.; Amores Carredano 2020, 65-76.
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3 Reused Roman material assemblage in the church (photos: D. Romero Vera, D. Becerra Fernandez)

The shafts show evidence of blows, possibly caused during their transport, and traces of hav-
ing been repolished, which led them to lose part of their entasis. It is also striking that several
fragments were adapted to obtain a complete shaft. Furthermore, fragments of marble and lime-
stone were fitted together to obtain a complete shaft with the desired height. These operations
reveal the effort involved in quarrying, moving and building with materials of different origins
and qualities. The search for and extraction of these pieces and, above all, their adaptation to the
new construction was necessarily a complex and costly activity'°.

From the point of view of the use of Roman material, it is noteworthy that only shafts were
used, while no bases or capitals of that chronology were reused. In fact, the new capitals are dec-
orated with Christian motifs of Romanesque and Islamic influence. This has led us to believe that
they were made in a workshop where Muslim and Christian craftsmen trained in the north of the
Iberian Peninsula worked together!'!.

ANALYSIS OF ROMAN ARCHITECTURAL MATERIALS MADE IN MARMOR

Based on the above observations, we believe that these marble materials (fig. 3) may have
belonged to buildings at Nabrissa that were located on or near the site of the medieval temple.
It is true that this theory is impossible to prove, but certain evidence supports this hypothesis.
First, we find other remains of building materials reused in the 16"-century phase of the church,
specifically certain fragmented ashlars that retain traces of the use of ferrei forfices. It is there-
fore possible that these were brought to the surface during the opening of the foundations. Fur-
thermore, in 2002, an archaeological excavation was carried out a few metres from the church
in which Roman remains were documented at a level relatively close to present ground level

10" Greenhalgh 2009; Esposito 2012, 63-75; Utrero Agudo 2020, 34-40.
" Coémez Ramos 2005, 36-38.
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(specifically, a street with a brick vaulted
sewer and the remains of several domus)'?.
However, the archaeological sound-
ings carried out inside the church did not
reach pre-foundational levels, so it is not
known what the site was used for before
the medieval Christian period or whether
there were any structures from the Roman
period®. Finally, there is evidence of the
chance discovery of other presumably Ro-
man columns in the vicinity of the church
of Santa Maria de la Oliva'.

It is very difficult to imagine the Ro-
man buildings to which these shafts orig-
inally belonged because, unfortunately, we
do not have bases and, above all, capitals
that could provide us with a stylistic anal-
ysis. On the basis of their dimensions and
raw materials, we can at least venture to
attribute these materials to public build-
ings. We must, nevertheless, be cautious
4 Baptismal font formed by a fragment of a Giallo antico about attributing these pieces to the public

shaft supporting an lonic-Italic capital made of: calca- realm because there is no general rule and

renite (photo: D. Romero Vera, D. Becerra Fernandez) .

there are many cases of large shafts being

used in private buildings. However, marble
shafts larger than 40 cm in diameter tend to belong to public buildings, while those between
30 and 40 cm are considered small and medium-sized and were usually used in peristyles and
other domestic environments'’. In terms of their dimensions, almost all the shafts analysed here
are fragments (only one of them — shaft C in figure 3 — seems to be complete, as revealed by
the presence of the sumoscape and the remains of the imoscape). However, as is well known,
in Roman times the ratio between the diameter of the shaft and its height was 1 : 8'°. Knowing
the diameter of the shaft, we can assume that we would be looking at buildings with a shaft
about 10 Roman feet high (with the exception of the two shafts of pink limestone marble
from Sintra located on the outside of the temple). There is no doubt that these are polychrome
monocylindrical shafts carved in marble of relatively good quality, mainly Marmor Numidicum
from Tunisia, fossiliferous limestone from Sintra and, to a lesser extent, in material known as
»Rodadero de los Lobos« limestone from the Sierra de Cérdoba and marble from Almadén de
la Plata'’. Therefore, although the use of these materials in a religious building would not be
unreasonable, we cannot rule out their belonging to other constructions of a public nature.

It seems clear that the shafts do not come from a single building. If we take into account vari-
ables such as raw material, typology and dimensions, we can establish as a starting hypothesis
that the material reused in the church would come from at least four public buildings in Nabrissa.
The most numerous group of shafts deserves special attention; they consist of five monocylin-
drical pieces carved in the same material, fossiliferous limestone from Sintra, which must have

12 Quirds 2006, 241-261.
Romero Vera (in press).

4 Bellido Ahumada 1985, 1-29.
15 Marquez Moreno 1998, 120 f.
16 Wilson Jones 1989, 37.

17" See below.
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5 Map showing the areas of extraction of the marmora identified in the church of Santa Maria de la Oliva (photos and
graphics: D. Romero Vera, D. Becerra Fernandez)

originally been about 10 Roman feet in height and a foot and a quarter in diameter and which
undoubtedly belonged to the same building in Nabrissa.

In the cloister, the »Patio de los Naranjos«, we find a baptismal font that reuses Roman ma-
terials (fig. 4). It consists of an Ionic-Italic capital made of calcarenite rock and a fragment of a
fluted shaft made of Giallo antico, 40 cm in diameter and which can be broadly dated to the High
Imperial period, that was used to support the baptismal font. This shaft demonstrates the use in
Nabrissa Veneria of one of the most prestigious materials in the orbis Romanus.

TYPES OF MARMORA IDENTIFIED

The macroscopic analysis of the spolia in the church of Santa Maria de la Oliva in Lebrija iden-
tified marble from Almadén de la Plata — without ruling out the possible origin of the anticline
of Estremoz — fossiliferous limestone from Sintra, also called Lumachella carnina, Giallo antico
and the ornamental rock known as »Rodaderos de los Lobos« (fig. 5, 3). Most of the marble
material present in this temple is of Hispanic origin, with the exception of one example of North
African marmor. At present, archaeometric techniques are being applied to identify the origin of
the marble used in the shaft that, to the naked eye, is made of marble from Almadén de la Plata,
together with other white marble found in the current municipality of Lebrija. In the case of the
other ornamental rocks studied, the help of archaeometry was not required, as their macroscopic
characteristics make them recognisable.

0 The marble from Almadén de la Plata (province of Seville) was a highly prized stone in
western Baetica at the end of the Augustan principate'®, partly due to the proximity of the
quarries to the navigable river Baetis, an important waterway that contributed decisively
to the distribution of this material. It is found not only in a large number of Roman cities

'8 Beltran Fortes et al. 2018.
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in the Guadalquivir Valley' and such other cities in Baetica as Baelo Claudia?, but also in
more distant areas such as Segobriga?!, the Balearic Islands®> and North Africa*. The mac-
roscopic characteristics of this material can be confused with those of the marble from the
Estremoz Anticline, although this material is less frequent in Baetica. For this reason, we
intend to carry out an archacometric study in order to be able to categorically establish its
provenance.

The Giallo antico or Marmor Numidicum comes from Chemtou, Tunisia. It is a very com-
pact, fine-grained, yellow recrystallised limestone with red and brown hues and can be easi-
ly identified®, although some varieties can be confused with local ornamental rocks such as
Santa Tecla stone, more compact and without its characteristic ribbing, or Buixcarro stone®.
The Lumachella carnina, »lioz encarnado« or fossiliferous limestone from Sintra is pink-
ish, sometimes white or reddish, etc., with pinkish, vinous and sometimes whitish veins. In
this ornamental rock we can observe many types of marine fossil remains and it is one of
the marmora from Hispania documented in Rome*, as revealed by some materials reused
in the Basilica of Sant’Agostino?” and certain columns used in the Villa Adriana. Even so,
its use was not very frequent outside the Hispanic area. This limestone comes from Sintra,
Portugal, and was extracted from a series of quarries located in the present-day »concelho«
of Sintra. It is a material that began to spread throughout the Mediterranean at the beginning
of the empire and was frequently used to make columns and floor coverings®.

The limestone known as »Rodaderos de los Lobos« has a purplish hue and was extracted
from the area known today as »Cortijo Piquing, in the vicinity of the city of Cordova®. It
was exploited from the end of the Republican period — together with the »Piedra de Mina« —
until the middle of the 3™ century AD, and later with Abd-al-Rahman TII*°. It appears con-
stantly in the pavements of Madinat al-Zahra®'. As a case in point, this stone material was
used in Italica in the mouldings of three pedestals, now preserved in situ in the gallery of the
portico of the theatre with a chronology dating from the Augustan period®, as in the case of
its use in Colonia Patricia®. Thus, the diffusion of this lapidary material is wider than ini-
tially thought, in line with other ornamental rocks from the Sierra de Cordoba; for instance,
the »Piedra de Mina« documented in different parts of Italica* or in a labrum from Baelo
Claudia which has not yet been published. These quarries and the dispersion of their mate-
rials are currently being studied within the framework of the project »Specific Archaeolog-
ical Activity of Surface Archaeological Prospection of the Roman Quarries Located in the
Southern Sector of the Ossa-Moren a Area: Sierra de Cérdoba and Sierra Norte de Sevilla,
in the Provinces of Cordova and Seville (Expte. 13558)«, led by M. L. Loza Azuaga.

19 Beltran Fortes et al. 2012.

20 Alvarez Pérez et al. 2009a; Beltran Fortes et al. 2018.

21 Alvarez Pérez et al. 2012.

2 Alvarez Pérez et al. 2012.

23 Beltran Fortes et al. 2012, 269.

% Price 2007, 90 f.

35 Alvarez Pérez et al. 2009b.

2 Belli 1842, 48.

27 Gnoli — Marchei — Sironi 2004, 240.

28 Mafias Romero — Fusco 2008, 513-515.

2 Ontiveros Ortega et al. 2021.

30 Ventura Villanueva — Gasparini 2017, 178 fig. 14.

31 Vallejo Triano 2010, 552.

32 Rodriguez Gutiérrez 2004, 51 n. 13; Loza Azuaga et al. 2021, 178 f.
3 Ventura Villanueva 2009.

3 Becerra Fernandez 2019, 690; Ontiveros Ortega et al. 2021, 948 f.
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FINAL REMARKS

According to the current state of knowledge, we can affirm that Roman marble and other elements
of architectural decoration were reused in the construction of the Mudejar church of Santa Maria
de la Oliva. This reuse in the medieval period seems to be more practical than symbolic, since the
reused marble pieces were not located in the most prominent areas of the church and had a struc-
tural function. The Roman materials documented in the interior of the church are of a size that
suggests they originally belonged to buildings with a shaft about 10 Roman feet high. Likewise,
although this is an unsettled question, we consider that these shafts could have come from at least
four public buildings in ancient Nabrissa Veneria. In this sense, the unitary group reused in the
right aisle, made up of five shafts of Lumachella carnina, stands out. According to our hypothesis,
those former buildings in Nabrissa would have been used as a quarry to obtain building materials
for use in the medieval church. These Roman materials also include a calcarenite capital reused
as the upper part of a baptismal font, which today appears to be supported by a fragment of a
grooved shaft of Giallo antico.

The vast majority of the marmora reused in the church of Santa Maria de la Oliva in Lebrija
are from southern Hispania, with the exception of the Giallo antico from North Africa, which is
the only marble material documented from outside the Iberian Peninsula. The presence of this
ornamental rock is evidence of the use in Nabrissa of one of the most important and prestigious
marmora of the empire. Fossiliferous limestone from Sintra is the most abundant material among
the shafts studied.

Finally, this study has served to analyse unpublished archaeological remains that reflect the
execution of construction projects of considerable importance in Nabrissa Veneria, in which poly-
chrome marble and white veined marbles were used. This brief study has therefore contributed to
shedding some light on the use of marble in a Roman city for which we have little archaeological
information.
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