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Introduction
Spain’s history is a tapestry woven from the remnants of mighty empires, the
convergence of diverse peoples and cultures, and the ebb and flow of wars,
migrations, and exchanges that have shaped the Iberian Peninsula for millennia. This
book, A History of Spain, offers a comprehensive narrative that traces the evolution of
Spain from its prehistoric roots to its status as a modern European nation.

The strategic location of Spain at the crossroads of Europe and Africa, and between
the Atlantic and the Mediterranean, has been both a blessing and a challenge. For
thousands of years, the peninsula has drawn a remarkable variety of settlers,
invaders, and traders—each leaving indelible marks on the land and its inhabitants.
Ancient cave paintings, enigmatic ruins, and linguistic legacies provide tantalizing
clues to the lifestyles and beliefs of prehistoric communities, even as the rise and fall
of successive civilizations—Phoenician, Greek, Carthaginian, Roman, and
Visigothic—laid the groundwork for a complex society.

Few countries have experienced such dramatic transformations as Spain did after the
Islamic conquest of the early eighth century, ushering in centuries of tolerant
multiculturalism, extraordinary intellectual achievement, and at times, bitter conflict.
The centuries-long Reconquista painted the era with a palette of both violence and
creative cohabitation, culminating in the unification of Spain under the Catholic
Monarchs—Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon. The events of 1492 would not
only change the peninsula forever but also resonate across the globe, as the voyages
of Columbus launched an era of exploration and empire that positioned Spain among
the most influential powers of the early modern world.

Yet empire brought its own set of challenges. Overextension, economic woes, and
continental rivalries led to decline and fragmentation. The peninsula’s journey through
dynastic struggles, enlightenment reforms, and the traumas of Napoleonic invasion
and loss of the Americas would set the stage for the century of conflicts and changes
that was to follow. The twentieth century, scarred by civil war and the long shadow of
dictatorship, was nonetheless ultimately characterized by resilience, transformation,
and the emergence of a democratic society.

Today, Spain is recognized for its vibrant culture, its regional diversity, and its pivotal
role within Europe and beyond. Through each era—marked by conquests, coexistence,
innovation, and reinvention—the story of Spain is one of adaptation and endurance.
This book aims to illuminate the richness and complexity of that story, providing
context and insight for readers seeking to understand how Spain’s past has shaped its
present, and continues to influence its future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Early Peoples:
Prehistory to the Bronze Age
The story of Spain unfolds upon a grand and ancient stage: the Iberian Peninsula.
Jutting out from the southwestern corner of Europe, this vast landmass is almost an
island, tethered to the continent by the formidable Pyrenees mountain range and
otherwise surrounded by the waters of the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean.
Its very shape, a near-perfect pentagon, seems to invite a sense of distinctiveness, a
unique destiny shaped by its geography as much as by the diverse peoples who would
come to call it home. This peninsula was never a mere passive backdrop to human
drama; its mountains, rivers, plains, and coastlines actively influenced migration
patterns, settlement choices, cultural development, and the very character of its
inhabitants.

Iberia is a land of dramatic contrasts. High plateaus, the mesetas, dominate its
interior, ringed and dissected by mountain ranges that create a patchwork of distinct
regions, each with its own climate and character. The Cantabrian Mountains in the
north face the often-stormy Atlantic, nurturing a green, humid landscape reminiscent
of Ireland. To the south, Andalusia basks in a Mediterranean climate, its sun-drenched
plains eventually giving way to the Sierra Nevada, home to mainland Spain’s highest
peaks. Great rivers like the Ebro, Douro, Tagus, Guadiana, and Guadalquivir carve
their paths across the land, serving as ancient highways for trade and migration, their
valleys offering fertile ground for agriculture. This geographical diversity meant that
early human groups could find niches to exploit, from coastal fishing to inland hunting
and, eventually, settled farming, but it also meant that cultural developments could
remain isolated or evolve in unique regional flavours.

The peninsula's position as a geographical fulcrum, a bridge between Africa and
Europe and a gateway between the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, has been a
defining feature of its history from the very earliest times. It was a natural corridor for
migrations, both human and animal, and a meeting point for cultural currents flowing
from different directions. Its rich mineral wealth, particularly in copper, tin, silver, and
gold, would later act as a magnet for traders and colonizers. But long before ores were
smelted or ships sailed with intent across the straits, the land itself was shaping the
lives of its first, and most enigmatic, inhabitants.

The tale of human presence in Iberia begins not with a whisper but with a startlingly
ancient footprint. In the limestone caves of the Sierra de Atapuerca, near Burgos in
northern Spain, palaeontologists have unearthed a treasure trove of hominin fossils
that push back the timeline of European occupation to astonishing depths. Here,
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evidence suggests that early humans, possibly a species dubbed Homo antecessor
("Pioneer Man"), were living and dying at least 1.2 million years ago. These were not
rustic holidaymakers but hardy individuals, likely living in small, nomadic groups,
subsisting on whatever they could hunt or scavenge in a landscape quite different
from today’s.

The remains from Atapuerca, particularly from sites like Gran Dolina and Sima del
Elefante, paint a picture of a harsh existence. Stone tools, crude but effective, tell of
butchered animals, and disconcertingly, of cannibalism, perhaps for ritualistic reasons
or simply dire necessity. These early Iberians were navigating a world populated by
mammoths, sabre-toothed cats, and giant deer, a far cry from the pastoral scenes of
later millennia. Their story is one of survival, of adaptation to a shifting climate, and of
laying the very first, almost imperceptible, foundations of human legacy on the
peninsula.

Centuries melted into millennia, and Homo antecessor gave way to other hominin
forms. Among the most significant finds at Atapuerca are those of Homo
heidelbergensis, dating back roughly 400,000 to 600,000 years. The Sima de los
Huesos ("Pit of Bones") site within Atapuerca has yielded an unprecedented
accumulation of heidelbergensis fossils, representing at least twenty-eight individuals.
The sheer concentration of remains in this single chamber has sparked debate: was it
a catastrophic event, a deliberate accumulation of bodies by their kin, or something
else entirely? One tantalising find, a single, carefully crafted hand axe made of reddish
quartzite—distinct from the local stone—found amongst the bones, has been
nicknamed "Excalibur." Some researchers romantically suggest it might be the earliest
evidence of symbolic funerary offering.

Whatever the truth of the Pit of Bones, Homo heidelbergensis represents a significant
step in human evolution. These individuals possessed larger brains than their
predecessors and crafted more sophisticated stone tools, characteristic of the
Acheulean industry, including those signature teardrop-shaped hand axes. They were
skilled hunters, capable of bringing down large game, and likely had a more complex
social structure than earlier hominins. Their presence across Iberia, from Atapuerca to
sites in modern-day Portugal and southern Spain, shows a well-established, if thinly
spread, population adapting to the diverse Iberian environments.

Then came the Neanderthals, Homo neanderthalensis. For hundreds of thousands of
years, these robust, powerfully built hominins were the undisputed masters of Ice Age
Europe, and Iberia was one of their strongholds. They thrived here from around
200,000 years ago until their relatively sudden disappearance, a topic still hotly
debated, around 30,000 to 40,000 years ago. Gibraltar, with its numerous caves like
Gorham's Cave and Vanguard Cave, has proven to be a particularly rich source of
Neanderthal remains, suggesting it may have been one of their final refuges as
modern humans expanded across the continent.
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Neanderthals were supremely adapted to the cold, fluctuating climates of the
Pleistocene epoch. Their toolkit, known as the Mousterian industry, was more refined
and varied than the Acheulean, featuring smaller, specialised flake tools for scraping
hides, cutting meat, and working wood. There is evidence that they hunted
cooperatively, targeting animals like ibex, red deer, and even marine mammals along
the coasts. They used fire systematically, not just for warmth and cooking, but likely
also for protection and tool manufacturing.

The question of Neanderthal cognitive abilities and culture remains a fascinating area
of research. While long stereotyped as brutish and unintelligent, evidence from Iberia
and elsewhere suggests a more complex picture. Some sites show evidence of
pigment use (ochre), the collection of shells and eagle talons, possibly for personal
adornment, and even deliberate burial of their dead, though the latter is still debated
in its symbolic intent. In the Cueva de Ardales in Andalusia, red ochre markings on
stalagmites have been dated to over 64,000 years ago, a time when only
Neanderthals inhabited Europe, suggesting they were capable of creating symbolic
markings, a precursor to art.

The wind of change, however, was blowing from Africa. Around 45,000 years ago,
anatomically modern humans, Homo sapiens, began to arrive in Europe, eventually
reaching Iberia. For a period, perhaps several thousand years, these newcomers
shared the peninsula with the established Neanderthal populations. The nature of their
interaction – whether it was competitive, cooperative, or largely separate – is still
unclear, as is the precise reason for the Neanderthals' eventual decline and extinction.
Did modern humans outcompete them for resources? Did they bring new diseases? Or
did climate change play a decisive role? Perhaps a combination of these factors sealed
their fate. Genetics has revealed that modern humans of non-African descent carry a
small percentage of Neanderthal DNA, tangible proof of some interbreeding between
the two groups, a final mingling on the ancient Iberian stage.

The arrival of Homo sapiens marked the beginning of the Upper Palaeolithic period in
Iberia, a time of significant technological and cultural innovation. New stone tool
industries appeared, such as the Aurignacian, Gravettian, Solutrean, and Magdalenian,
each characterized by more refined techniques and a wider array of specialized tools,
including fine blades, burins for engraving, and projectile points. Bone, antler, and
ivory were now widely used to craft tools, weapons, and personal ornaments like
beads and pendants. These hunter-gatherer societies were highly mobile, following
animal herds and exploiting seasonal resources, but they also established favoured
base camps, often in caves and rock shelters that offered protection from the
elements.

It is during this Upper Palaeolithic period, particularly in its later phases (roughly
20,000 to 12,000 years ago), that Iberia witnessed an extraordinary flourishing of
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artistic expression. The cave of Altamira in Cantabria, often dubbed the "Sistine
Chapel of Prehistoric Art," stands as a testament to the creative genius of these
ancient peoples. Discovered in the late 19th century, its stunning polychrome
paintings of bison, horses, deer, and wild boar, rendered with remarkable naturalism
and dynamism on the cave ceiling, initially met with scepticism but are now
recognized as masterpieces of Palaeolithic art. The artists used natural pigments –
ochre for reds and yellows, manganese oxide or charcoal for blacks – expertly
exploiting the natural contours of the rock to give their subjects a three-dimensional
quality.

Altamira is not an isolated phenomenon. The Franco-Cantabrian region, stretching
across northern Spain and southwestern France, is home to a dense concentration of
decorated caves. Sites like El Castillo, Tito Bustillo, and La Pasiega in Spain showcase
a rich repertoire of animal figures, abstract signs (claviforms, tectiforms, dots, and
lines), and enigmatic hand stencils. The meaning and purpose of this art remain
subjects of intense debate. Were they part of hunting magic rituals, intended to
ensure success in the chase? Were they shamanistic expressions, records of spiritual
journeys or encounters with animal spirits? Or did they serve as markers of group
identity, teaching tools, or even early forms of storytelling? Perhaps they
encompassed all these functions and more.

The Solutrean period (c. 22,000-17,000 years ago) is particularly noted for its
exquisite, pressure-flaked "laurel-leaf" and "willow-leaf" points, some so delicate they
may have been ceremonial rather than functional. The subsequent Magdalenian
period (c. 17,000-12,000 years ago) saw a peak in artistic output, not just in cave
painting but also in portable art – engraved bones, carved figurines, and decorated
tools. This was a world rich in symbolism and skilled craftsmanship, a far cry from the
rudimentary existence of the earliest hominins.

Around 12,000 years ago, the last Ice Age began to wane, heralding a significant shift
in climate and environment. Temperatures rose, glaciers retreated, and forests spread
across landscapes previously dominated by steppe and tundra. This marked the
beginning of the Mesolithic period, a transitional phase between the hunter-gatherer
economies of the Palaeolithic and the agricultural societies of the Neolithic. The large
herds of Ice Age megafauna, like mammoths and woolly rhinoceroses, disappeared,
forcing human groups to adapt their hunting strategies to smaller, more elusive game
such as red deer, roe deer, and wild boar.

This adaptation is reflected in Mesolithic toolkits, which are characterized by microliths
– small, finely worked stone flakes that were hafted onto wooden or bone shafts to
create composite tools like arrows, harpoons, and sickles. Coastal and riverine
resources, such as fish, shellfish, and waterfowl, became increasingly important,
leading to the development of new technologies for their exploitation, like fish hooks
and nets. Shell middens, large accumulations of discarded shells, are common
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features of Mesolithic coastal sites, providing valuable insights into diet and seasonal
occupation patterns.

While the grand cave art of the Franco-Cantabrian tradition largely faded with the
changing world, a new and distinct artistic style emerged in eastern Iberia, particularly
in the rock shelters of the Levant region (not to be confused with the Near Eastern
Levant). Known as Levantine rock art, these paintings, typically found on open-air rock
faces or in shallow shelters, date from the Mesolithic and continued into the early
Neolithic. They differ markedly from Palaeolithic art in both style and subject matter.
Human figures are central, often depicted in dynamic scenes of hunting, warfare,
dancing, and gathering honey. The figures are typically small, schematic, and
monochrome (usually red or black), conveying a sense of narrative and social
interaction that is largely absent in earlier cave art. These scenes offer tantalising
glimpses into the daily lives, rituals, and social dynamics of these Mesolithic
communities.

The most profound transformation in human history, the Neolithic Revolution, began
to make its way to the Iberian Peninsula around 5700 BC. This was not a sudden event
but a gradual process of diffusion, primarily along the Mediterranean coast, bringing
with it the revolutionary practices of agriculture and animal husbandry. Knowledge of
cultivating crops like wheat and barley, and domesticating animals such as sheep,
goats, cattle, and pigs, likely arrived with small groups of farming colonists from the
Near East or via cultural exchange with established Mesolithic populations. For people
accustomed to the uncertainties of hunting and gathering, the ability to produce their
own food represented a monumental shift.

The adoption of agriculture had far-reaching consequences. It allowed for, and in turn
necessitated, a more sedentary lifestyle. Communities began to establish permanent
or semi-permanent villages, initially small hamlets of simple huts. With a more reliable
food supply, populations could grow, leading to increased social complexity. The new
way of life also brought new technologies. Pottery, essential for storing and cooking
agricultural produce, made its first appearance in Iberia during this period. Early
Neolithic pottery is often decorated with impressed patterns made with shells,
particularly the Cardium (cockle) shell, leading to the term "Cardial Ware" for this
characteristic pottery style found across the western Mediterranean. Polished stone
tools, such as axes and adzes for clearing forests and working wood, also became
common.

The impact of the Neolithic transition varied across the diverse landscapes of Iberia.
The fertile coastal plains and river valleys of the Mediterranean and southern Atlantic
regions were among the first areas to adopt farming, while in the more rugged interior
and northern regions, hunting and gathering traditions persisted for longer, often
coexisting and interacting with nascent agricultural communities. This created a
mosaic of different subsistence strategies and cultural adaptations across the
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peninsula. However, the long-term trend was clear: agriculture was slowly but surely
transforming the Iberian landscape and the societies that inhabited it.

One of the most striking and enigmatic legacies of the Neolithic and subsequent
Copper Age in Iberia is the phenomenon of megalithism – the construction of
monuments using large stones (megaliths). From around the 5th millennium BC,
communities across the peninsula, particularly in the west and south, began to erect
impressive structures such as dolmens (chamber tombs made of upright stones
capped by one or more large capstones), menhirs (single standing stones), and
cromlechs (stone circles). These monuments often served as collective burial sites,
with remains of numerous individuals interred within them over generations,
sometimes accompanied by grave goods like pottery, stone tools, and personal
ornaments.

The construction of these megalithic monuments would have required considerable
communal effort, planning, and social organization. They likely served not only as
tombs but also as important ceremonial centres, territorial markers, and focal points
for community identity and ritual. The sheer scale and visibility of these structures in
the landscape suggest they held profound symbolic meaning for the societies that
built them. Famous examples include the vast dolmen complexes of Antequera in
Andalusia (such as Menga and Viera), the Almendres Cromlech in Portugal, and
countless smaller dolmens scattered across regions like Galicia, Extremadura, and
Catalonia. The tradition of megalithic construction in Iberia would endure for millennia,
evolving in form and complexity well into the Bronze Age.

By the late 4th millennium BC, another significant technological innovation began to
take hold in Iberia: metallurgy. The discovery that certain rocks, when heated, could
yield a new and versatile material – copper – ushered in the Chalcolithic, or Copper
Age. Iberia, rich in copper ores, was at the forefront of this development in Western
Europe. The ability to smelt and cast copper into tools, weapons, and ornaments
brought about further social and economic changes. Copper objects, initially rare and
prestigious, likely became symbols of status and power.

The Copper Age in Iberia saw the emergence of larger, more complex, and often
fortified settlements, suggesting increasing populations and, perhaps, rising social
tensions or inter-group competition. One of the most iconic Chalcolithic sites is Los
Millares, located in Almería, southeastern Spain. Flourishing between c. 3200 and
2200 BC, Los Millares was a substantial settlement, defended by multiple lines of
stone walls and outlying forts, with a densely packed residential area and a large
necropolis of impressive passage graves outside its walls. The inhabitants of Los
Millares practiced sophisticated copper metallurgy and engaged in extensive trade
networks, evidenced by the presence of exotic materials like ivory and ostrich
eggshells from Africa. The social organization appears to have been hierarchical, with
clear distinctions in wealth and status visible in the burial record.
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Simultaneously with, or perhaps slightly overlapping the later phases of sites like Los
Millares, another cultural phenomenon swept across much of Europe, including Iberia:
the Bell Beaker package. Named after its most characteristic artifact – a distinctive,
bell-shaped pottery beaker, often elaborately decorated with incised or impressed
geometric patterns – this "package" also included other items such as copper daggers,
stone wrist-guards (archers' bracers), and gold ornaments. The Bell Beaker
phenomenon, appearing around 2900-2500 BC and lasting for several centuries, has
puzzled archaeologists for generations. Was it the result of large-scale migrations of a
"Beaker People," or the diffusion of a fashionable set of artifacts and associated beliefs
and practices among existing populations?

In Iberia, Bell Beaker pottery and associated artifacts are found widely, from Portugal
to Catalonia, often in funerary contexts, suggesting their importance in burial rituals
and expressions of individual identity or status. Genetic studies have indicated that
the spread of Bell Beaker material in some parts of Europe was associated with
significant population movements, but the picture in Iberia is complex and still being
unraveled. Regardless of its precise mode of transmission, the Bell Beaker
phenomenon highlights the interconnectedness of different regions of Europe at this
time and represents a period of cultural dynamism and social transformation, laying
some of the groundwork for the subsequent Bronze Age.

The transition from the Copper Age to the Bronze Age in Iberia, beginning around 2200
BC, was marked by the adoption of a superior metal alloy: bronze, created by mixing
copper with tin. This technological advancement led to the production of harder, more
durable tools and weapons, further influencing warfare, craftsmanship, and social
structures. The quest for tin, a relatively scarce resource not as widely distributed as
copper, spurred the development of longer-distance trade networks and may have
contributed to increased competition and social stratification.

One of the most prominent Early Bronze Age cultures in Iberia was the El Argar
culture, which flourished in southeastern Spain (modern-day Almería, Murcia, Granada,
and Alicante) from approximately 2200 to 1550 BC. El Argar society was characterized
by hilltop settlements, distinctive unadorned pottery forms (such as carinated bowls
and tall chalices), and a unique burial rite: individual inhumations in cists (stone-lined
graves) or large ceramic urns (pithoi) beneath the floors of their houses. Grave goods,
particularly metal objects like bronze daggers, swords, axes, and silver ornaments,
reveal a highly stratified society, with a clear elite who controlled access to metal
resources and weaponry. Some "princely" burials contained elaborate diadems of
silver, suggesting a formalized system of leadership.

While El Argar dominated the southeast, other regional Bronze Age cultures developed
elsewhere in Iberia. In the southwest, the Bronze of Levante and the South-Western
Iberian Bronze cultures showed distinct characteristics, influenced by both
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Mediterranean and Atlantic traditions. Along the Atlantic facade, from Galicia and
northern Portugal up to Brittany and the British Isles, a broader "Atlantic Bronze Age"
complex emerged, characterized by its own styles of metalwork, including socketed
axes and leaf-shaped swords, and extensive maritime trade networks. These early
metalworking societies, with their burgeoning trade, developing social hierarchies, and
increasing technological prowess, set the stage for the even more complex
civilizations that would arise in Iberia during the later Bronze Age and the subsequent
Iron Age, when new peoples and influences would once again transform the peninsula.
The deep foundations of Iberian history had been laid, layer by ancient layer.
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