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The identification of lead ingots from the Roman
mines of Cartagena: the réle of lead isotope analysis

P. R. Trincherini, C. Domergue, I. Manteca, A, Nesta & P. Quarati

The melallic deposils of the Tberian perimsuola were exploited very varly on and drew the
zttention of many bediterrancan peoples. As carly a2s the Branze Age. the Serra Morena
copper deposits were exploited. The ilver and copper ores af the sou th-weest {Hrotinta, Tharsis,
and 50 on} were worked by the Tarlessians (or the Fhoenicians (8th-5th . B.C) while the lead
and silver mines of the Sierra Morena and those near Carthage Nowa {artagena) were worked
by the [berians far the benefit of the Greeks and Carthagimans (5th-3rd ¢, B.C } Thus when,
folicwing the Second Pume War (218-210 B, the Romans begin bo conguer Spain, the weal'h
in metals of the peninsula was well known They ook hold of Carthage Nowr and the nearby
lead and silver mines and then extended the conquered terribory by stages, waging war against
the Lusitanians and the Celtiberians {153-133 B.C). capturing Numartia (123 B.C), Hghhing
Sertarns (E3-72 B.C, and firally under Auguctus campaigning agaimst the Ashurtans ard
Cantabrians {25-19 B.C.), all the tine undertaking o exploil Hwe countev’s resourees, especially
mireral. In he eves of Rome, Hispanta was nolhing less than an Eldorado, just as America
would be for Spain in the 16t and 17th ¢

Of the metal-bearing depasits in Spain, the silver-bearing galena mines of e Sierra
Morena in N Andzlusia and those in the vicinity of the town of {eriiege Mowa in 5E Spain
provided the conquerors with large amounts of silver and lead. Ancienl authors, especially
Polybius (10.2.20; 10.8; 10.38; 24,255, Appian (e 19 and 23), and Livy [23.459; 22217, 26 42-
2T AR; 2R.A2-3; 3226.11), spowe of these muines at the liene of 1he corquest, mentioning rtheir
extracrdinary wealth (Polyb. ep, Strabo 3.2.10: Ly 34.21.7) two other authors, [hedorus
(%.25-38} and Strabo (323, 328, 32.10-11, 3 4 6}, often tock their information from Posidonivs,
who lravelled i these regions ab Uw starl of the Lst ¢ B.C Archaeclogy shews that the period
of greatest exploitalion was between the end of the 2nd ¢ B.C. and the middle of the 1st ¢, A D.
{Doinergue 1990, 179-224), This periad nappered to be one in which Eome needed both silver,
for minting, .arge quantities af denarif, 1 standard currency, and lead, to sahsty growing
[EqUITEMENts IN 15 eCOnGMy, two seclets of which — ship-building and laying out knwns — were
particularly high consumers of lead ‘The growin of trade required increasing amounts of lead Lo
fit gut ships for the high seas, particularly for lining hulls with lead. a3 was the norm at the
end of the Repuldic 2nd beginaing of the Empire, while at the same tme Eome and the major
towng of the empire were 1N expansion mode, bulding grandiu&e public edifices (particularly
baths} and private mansions for which runrng waler was a necessity. 1f stone-bunlt aqueducts
brought water to the edges of a city, the pipes wrich distribiated the waler within e city
were made af lead. it was Spain which could meel the comprehensive reed for lead by Rome
and her empire.' Plying along the routcs of Mare Nostrum, ships loaded with the vaiuable
metal brought it from Spamn mainly to laly. Some of the ships sank, and their wrecks mark, oul
the sea routes. Hxploralion has brought ta light cargoes of lead ingols, some of them amounting
to bens of tonnes: the wreck off the island of Mal di Ventre, on the W coast of Sardinia, dating
fram the middle of the 1st ¢ 50,7 comtained aboul 15300 lead ingote from Mowe Carthage, some

45 tenmes (Salvi 1992}

These ingots bear usually the producers’ mould-marss, epigraphic study afl which may
allow one to discover the prigin of the ingots, although many are not amenable to this
approach. The analysis of lead isotopes and thejr relationships 15 a reliable and fruitful
archaeometric procedure to be used n conjunction with study of the ep15raph~f; andl the tj,,rp_u.lugy
of the ingots, macrascopic examination, and consideration of Lhe archavological eonlex: iin Lhe
case of wrecks, the composition of the rest of the cargp and the littings on board: see, eg.,
Bernard and Domergue 1991 Domergie 1994} This yiclds a more satisfactory approach to the

Al thet =ime the lead deposits of Betain, Guomany and the Balkans were nol yel under Rome’s cordrol.

s The dates of the wrecks are green accardimg to Farker 1992
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