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Abstract

The study of the different types of Mediterranean perfume containers documented in
Iron Age contexts of the Iberian Peninsula — Phoenician “oil bottles”, Archaic Corin-
thian, eastern Greek, Naucratite and Attic vessels, as well as Mediterranean Group 1
core-formed glass vessels — indicates there was a continued demand for Mediterranean
scented substances in this area throughout that period. Despite the ebbs and flows sug-
gested by available evidence, which can be correlated to the different historical con-
texts covered by the time span considered here, this continuous demand suggests that
Mediterranean perfumes became an integral part of local social and representational
practices, which sustained demand even in the face of probable supply breaks.

1. The Introduction of Mediterranean Perfumes in the Iberian Peninsula:
A Brief Introduction

The introduction of the use of perfume and/or scented substances in the Iberian Pen-
insula seems to have taken place at the beginning of the Iron Age, and can therefore be
correlated with the advent of Phoenician colonization. Although we cannot exclude that
some natural products were used at earlier times for aromatic and/or medicinal pur-
poses, no direct evidence of systematic production, consumption and trade of perfumes
and unguents has in fact been documented for the preceding late Bronze Age.

The situation began to change with the foundation of the first Phoenician colonial
settlements and the establishment of systematic social and political relationships with
the local communities. In the framework of such relationships those communities
adopted a number of oriental prestige goods and their associated practices, adapting
and repurposing them in the context of their own social discourses.

Among these was the use in several different contexts of perfumes and unguents,
which would become part and parcel of local social and representational practices.! De-
spite the continued absence of interdisciplinary approaches to such a use, the demand
for Mediterranean perfumes and unguents can still be traced in the archaeological rec-
ord by a succession of containers, which can be related to the trade and consumption of
scented substances.
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2. Perfume Containers in the Early Iron Age of the Iberian Peninsula:
An Overview

The earliest in this series of container types are the so-called Phoenician “oil bottles”.
These vessels are present in colonial settings since the early 8" century BC, becoming
relatively common both in Phoenician and, to a less extent, in indigenous contexts from
the late 8"/early 7™ centuries BC on (figs. 1, 2); they remained the most common per-
fume containers up until the mid-6" century BC when they gradually disappear from
all Mediterranean contexts.?

The available data regarding the production centers of these containers remains
limited and a large part of the currently known containers have not been definitely as-
signed to a specific workshop. Nonetheless, the image currently available suggests that
the earliest “oil bottles” were imported from the Phoenician motherland, as was to be
expected, but also that local Iberian production started early on.?

The local Iberian production of “oil bottles” is further attested in the workshop of La
Pancha (Mélaga), dated in the late seventh and early sixth centuries BC.*
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e=Phoenician "oil bottles" e=Archaic Corinthian vessels (aryballoi, alabastrona & plastic vases)
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Fig. 1: Diachronic evolution of the trade of Mediterranean perfumes in the Iron Age Ib-
erian Peninsula (average volume per decade).
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Fig. 2: Distribution of Phoenician “oil bottles” in the Iberian Peninsula.

Products hailing from other production centers, namely in the central Mediterra-
nean, are also documented in the Iberian Peninsula, with some examples of “oil bottles”
having been attributed to Carthaginian and Sardinian workshops.’

In any case, there is a pronounced retraction in the production and circulation of “oil
bottles” starting in the second quarter of the sixth century BC (fig. 1). Meanwhile, as the
trade of these vessels was waning, other types of perfume containers were gradually
introduced.

The most common were the Corinthian aryballoi and alabastra.® Although never as
abundant as “oil bottles”, middle Corinthian and in particular late Corinthian vessels are
well documented in Iberian contexts, actually surpassing the number of “oil bottles” by
the second quarter of the 6" century BC (figs. 1, 3).

Although quantitatively residual, other Greek and Greek-type perfume containers
are also documented around this period. These include a certain number of faience
aryballoi and plastic vases, usually attributed to the workshops of Naucratis, in Egypt’
and some aryballoi attributed to eastern Greek workshops?® (fig. 3).

This relative diversity of perfume containers in the early 6™ century can be seen as
a reflection of the continued demand for scented products. No longer being fully met
by “oil bottles” and their contents, this demand seems in part to have been fulfilled by



320 Francisco B. GoMEs

g .
0 100km B d ael "Sﬂ:
1

= ﬁ‘ ‘ Corinthian
2,7 > o e 0 O
T % FaienceA
* A A
= 2000 m. S ; Eastern Greek

1500 m.
= H
1000 m. .

500 m. /_,-/'R 1 2-5>5

Fig. 3: Distribution of Archaic Corinthian, Eastern Greek and Naucratite perfumes con-
tainers in the Iberian Peninsula.

Greek products, either distributed through the Phoenician trade network or directly
through Greek, and particularly Phocaean merchants.’

In the third quarter of the 6™ century BC, however — very likely as a result of Med-
iterranean geo-political circumstances — there seems to have been a break in the supply
of perfumes to the Iberian Peninsula. This shortage only seems to have been surmounted
towards the late 6™ and particularly the 5% century BC with the introduction of two new
groups of containers.

On the one hand, in the eastern part of the Iberian Peninsula, where Greek trade
networks — with the Greek colony of Emporion in northeastern Spain as an important
hub - were gaining ground, we find a certain number of Archaic Attic Lekythoi and,
to a lesser extent, Alabastra.’® These were indeed very abundant in Emporion and its
immediate hinterland,” but remained very rare outside this properly Greek context
(figs. 1, 4), as did later Classical Attic perfume containers.*?

Beyond the limited scope of distribution of these Archaic Attic vessels and their con-
tents, the demand for Mediterranean perfumes and scented substances seems to have
been met primarily by the products transported in the core-formed glass vessels of
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Fig. 4: Distribution of Archaic Attic perfume containers in the Iberian Peninsula.

Donald Harden’s Mediterranean Group 1,'* which, from the late 6" and especially the
early 5" century on, seem to have flooded the Iberian markets* (figs. 1, 5).

The exact provenance of these vessels is still a matter of some debate, despite the
general consensus that they originate in the Greek world, possibly in the workshops
of the island of Rhodes.*” Other production centers may, however, have existed: some
vessels with a white ground and purple decorations,*® for instances, have been tenta-
tively attributed to a western workshop, possibly Emporion itself,"” although no direct
evidence for this attribution has so far been produced.

Given the very widespread distribution of these vessels, which seem to have been
incorporated in sites with very different cultural backgrounds, it is difficult to specify
the agents behind the distribution networks through which they circulated in the far
west.

However — and besides a possible Punic distribution network, which may explain
some of the examples documented in the southern and western coasts of the pen-
insula - the circulation of these vessels seems to have been intimately connected with
Greek trade. This connection may have been a direct one - as in the case of Emporion
and its hinterland, or indirect, operated through local sub-networks which redistributed
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Fig. 5: Distribution of Mediterranean Group 1 core-formed glass vessels in the Iberian
Peninsula.

Greek products to the interior of the peninsula and whose protagonists may have been
the Iberian groups of the Levant and the southeast of the peninsula.

This lends further support to the idea that these glass vessels were produced, during
this period, in essentially Greek workshops. The volume of the consumption of these
vessels and its evolution could, on the other hand, point in the same direction, as these
glass vessels seem to disappear from the archaeological record rather abruptly in the
mid-4™ century BC (fig. 1).

This seems to echo the situation of classical Attic pottery, which also disappears
rather abruptly from the generality of the western markets around 350 BC at the height
of its popularity.*®

As with later Greek/Hellenistic pottery productions, D. Harden’s Mediterranean
Group 2 vessels are very rare in the Iberian Peninsula, and show a very restricted geo-
graphical distribution, essentially confined to the Mediterranean coasts."
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3. The Trade and Consumption of Mediterranean Perfumes in the Iron Age
Iberian Peninsula: Preliminary Conclusions and Research Outlooks

The image we get from the combined analysis of the evolution in the trade and con-
sumption of these different classes of vessels is one of continued demand - and, ob-
viously, supply — of Mediterranean perfumes throughout the earlier centuries of the
first millennium BC. There are obvious ebbs and flows throughout the considered time
span, which, as briefly indicated throughout this contribution, can more or less be cor-
related to specific historical processes and conjunctures, but the image of continuity is
quite striking.

It seems therefore safe to state that these Mediterranean perfumes became an in-
tegral part of the consumption habits of the communities of the Iberian Peninsula due
to their incorporation in local regimes of value and social, ritual and representational
practices.”® Only by accepting this premise can we understand the nearly continuous
demand for these products, which to a large degree transcended specific historical con-
texts and conjunctures.

With this data in hand, the future task facing research is to break down the trade
aggregates presented here in order to better understand how the existence of different
distribution networks but also of different local/regional consumption choices shaped
the overall patterns we can glimpse from the archaeological record, thus generating a
more context-specific analysis, which will allow for a finer characterization of the uses
and social meanings of these substances.

As this brief overview attempted to demonstrate, the data from the Iberian Pen-
insula holds a great deal of potential for the study of the trade and consumption of
Mediterranean perfumes throughout this period, and can be a privileged laboratory for
the analysis of the changing faiths of different Mediterranean workshops and products,
thus contributing for an ever growing understanding of the interconnectedness of the
ancient Mediterranean world.
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