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Introduction: The Discovery of a Past

The oldest Portuguese legislation for the protec-
tion of national heritage involving Muslim evi-
dence dates back to 1721, having been enacted by
King D. João V. However, the great development
and interest in Classical Archaeology eschewed
the study of later societies, such as the Islamic
one, possibly due as much to sociopolitical issues
as perhaps to the constant threats hurled by the
“infidels” at the structures of Western power. To
D. Frei Manuel do Cenáculo, who was bishop of
Beja and archbishop of Évora, is due the acquisi-
tion and preservation of the Islamic collections,
including manuscripts, inscriptions, coins and
various artifacts in the museum he established in
the chapel of São Sisenando of that first city in
1791, called the Museo Sisenando Cenaculano
Pacence. That scholar excavated important
Muslim sites such as the Castle of Alcácer do
Sal and the fortification of Nossa Senhora da
Cola (Braga 2008: 43).

The appreciation of the evidences of that
past, as in the rest of the European countries, has

a history that dates back to the mid-nineteenth
century and early twentieth century, linked to the
romantic movement and to the “rediscovery” of
great works of the past, constituting the first sci-
entific contributions dedicated to the interpreta-
tion of Arabic texts, manuscripts, or epigraphs,
studying coins and other objects, almost always
found out of context, housed in museums or
comprising private collections. Archaeological
charting also was implemented, and given the
lengthier medieval Islamic presence in the south
of Portugal, the provinces of Alentejo and
Algarve integrated the beginnings of that investi-
gation, Muslim vestiges having been identified
in Aljezur, Bensafrim, Lagos, Silves, Faro, and
Mértola, among others (Gomes 2002b: 203–205).

A number of artifacts comprise museum col-
lections, such as the ephemeralMuseu do Algarve,
created in 1880 by Estácio da Veiga, and, notably,
what was then the Museu Etnológico Português,
founded in 1893, now the Museu Nacional de
Arqueologia, where up until 1979 there was a
permanent exhibition area titled “Arab Period.”
Various articles and notes on Islamic artifacts
and exhibits were published in the scientific
journal of that museum named O Archeologo
Português (Gomes 2002b: 204).

Other museums, municipal or district, began
to exhibit Muslim pieces, such as the Museu
Archeologico Infante D. Henrique in Faro, the
Museu Municipal de Lagos, and similarly, those
of Alcácer do Sal, Elvas, Évora, Santarém, the
Regional of Beja, or the Museu da Figueira da
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Foz (Gomes 2002b: 205, 206). Even today, the
Association of Portuguese Archaeologists still
maintains a nucleus of Islamic architectural ele-
ments and numismatics collected in the nineteenth
century, in Museu do Carmo (Lisbon).

The excavation and the publication of the
first Muslim fortification floor plan was due
to the archaeologist Abel Viana in 1959, from
the so-called Castle of Nossa Senhora da Cola
(Ourique), where he also collected diverse arti-
facts. He later conducted, alone or in collabora-
tion, the study of ceramics of that period housed in
the Museums of Beja and Lagos, and although it
does not set forth any chrono-stylistic systemati-
zation, his publication enabled them to be publi-
cized, thus calling attention to their existence
(Gomes 2002a: 206).

Archaeological excavations carried out in
medieval Islamic levels, in a systematic manner
and with proper methodologies, only began in
Portugal during the decade of the 1980s in the
last century, both urban and rural centers. They
were included in ongoing research projects with
defined objectives and, in certain cases, embedded
in academic works. Other interventions have been
carried out within the scope of major public or
private works, deemed emergencies or preventa-
tive in nature under existing legislation, and in
most cases being carried out by archaeological
companies whose technicians may not be trained
in that field.

Such labors gave rise to distinctive studies,
some of a monographic nature, but many have
come to be published in the proceedings of con-
gresses, colloquia, or in exhibition catalogues, as
well as through articles in specialty magazines,
which contribute in a different way to the under-
standing of the continued Muslim presence on the
western edge of the Gharb al-Andalus. However,
the legislation referred to requires only that
a report be made of what was carried out, not
foreseeing its complete study. At the present
time, it is found that the number of works carried
out is much higher than what has actually been
published. Furthermore, the supervisory authority
has no ongoing editorial policy whereby the
publishing of the abovementioned reports is
mandatory.

The development of this research area was
bolstered by the international conferences that
were held, such as the one that took place in
Lisbon in 1987 on “Medieval Ceramics of the
Western Mediterranean” and in Silves in 2012,
both sponsored by the Association International
pour l’Étude des Céramiques Médiévales en
Mediterranée. Of equal importance were the
forums held by the Town Hall of Tondela between
1995 and 2000 dedicated to the “Medieval and
Post-Medieval Ceramics” which fostered a fruit-
ful dialogue between distinguished researchers
devoted to that study and which were recorded
in the colloquium proceedings. These were
followed by several scientific conferences and
meetings, magazines were published, some with
Muslim titles, Xelb, al-Ulyā, al-Madam, Ibn
Marwān, Almansor, and Medieval Archaeology,
among others. Universities began integrating spe-
cific disciplines dedicated to Muslim archaeology
in their programs, giving rise to master’s and
doctoral theses covering such themes. Exhibitions
were organized, both in regional museums and
in the National Museum of Archaeology
(Lisbon), on the Islamic presence in the present-
day Portuguese territory, and among them are
“Islamic Portugal – the Last Signs of the Mediter-
ranean” in 1998, “The Almóada Palace of Silves’
Alcáçova” in 2001, and “Ribāt da Arrifana. Mate-
rial Culture and Spirituality” in 2007, which were
followed by others that contained aspects about
that continued presence, as seen in the exhibition
“Pera Guerrear- Medieval Weaponry in the Portu-
guese Space” in 2000, “Tavira: Power and Terri-
tory” in 2003, and in 2017, “Loulé. Territories,
Memories, Identities.”

In the last decades, due mainly to archaeolog-
ical research, the Portuguese territory of today has
revealed Islamic structures and materials dating
between the eighth century and the middle of the
thirteenth century, particularly the architectural
remains of religious, military, and civil character,
as well as the diverse findings (coins and
other metal objects; glassware; artifacts of stone,
bone or ivory; ceramics; and malacological
and mammalogical fauna, avifauna, botanical
remains, etc.) which provide a better understand-
ing of those times, particularly the everyday life

2 Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology



and natural environment of that time, by means
of the interaction between archaeologists and
specialists in various areas of knowledge, such
as paleoethnobotany and archaeozoology, among
others.

The development of archaeological activity
implemented the creation of new museum centers
to integrate the finds coming from those interven-
tions, among which was the Museu Municipal
de Arqueologia of Silves, inaugurated in 1990.
It was specifically built to protect and turn into
a museum object the magnificent Muslim cistern-
well, found during the archaeological works car-
ried out at the site. It also preserves a sector of the
fortified perimeter wall and an Albarrana tower of
the medina, which are adjacent to it, in addition to
housing a large collection of Islamic pieces found
in archaeological sites of that city, showcasing
finds, well-dated, from the eighth to ninth centu-
ries to the thirteenth century.

Centers containing Islamic collections were
later formed in Cerro da Vila, in Vilamoura;
Loulé; Salir, this one dedicated only to that
content; Albufeira; Aljezur; Alcoutim; Mértola;
Moura; and in Lisbon, in the Castle of São
Jorge, Rua dos Correeiros, and the Lisbon City
Museum, among others.

We present an interpretive summary of the
most significant contributions made by archaeol-
ogy towards the understanding of that period,
through the evidence obtained from both urban
and rural areas, with the goal of contributing to its
history and not merely putting together a list of
archaeologists, sites, or archaeological excava-
tions, already carried out or underway.

Urban Centers

The heavy occupation of the old Islamic citadels
and tower areas or medinas after the Christian
reconquest, as well as their reuse or the
readaptation of architectural structures existing
in them for new functions, hinders their identifi-
cation, at times impeding the archaeological work
in some areas, and as a result, the understanding of
those spaces is usually insufficient.

Silves, the last great Islamic city of Gharb
al-Andalus, represents the urban center that is
best known, thanks to the archaeological works
carried out there (Fig. 1). These have made
it possible to identify important stratigraphic
sequences, unique in the Iberian Peninsula,
confirmed through more than 30 absolute
radiocarbon-14 datings, which contributed to the
obtaining of innovative results in the scientific
field. In addition, the city underwent two Christian
conquests, one in 1189 and the final one in 1248,
which contributed to the awareness of the archi-
tectural changes as well as the material culture
between those conquests. Later, following the
Christian reconquest, much of the urban center
of the ancient medina was abandoned, as has
been proved archaeologically, preserving part of
the medieval evidences (Gomes 2011c: 302–304).

Castles

Usually built in high areas with natural protection
and surrounded by strong defensive devices, these
constitute the last stronghold of any Muslim city,
within which would reside the political and
administrative elite.

In the Castle of Silves, due to the archaeolog-
ical works that we have carried out there for more
than three decades, it has been determined that
in the final phase of the Islamic occupation,
the interior of that space was organized into four
distinct sectors. One of them, near the main
entrance door of that space, would possibly cor-
respond to a guard house that would control
the entrance to the others areas, of which remain
portions of two compartments and a sanitary
facility.

The second sector is part of the palatine area
where one-third of the main palace has already
been processed and the whole of another, built
next to the east side of the wall (Fig. 2). Both
palatine areas are separated by a street leading
from the main door of the fortress. These are the
only remains of Islamic palaces identified so far in
the present-day Portuguese territory.

The first palace, located at a higher elevation,
had a large doorway on the south side, with
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Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology, Fig. 2 Castle of Silves – view of part of the archaeologically
excavated area

Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology, Fig. 1 Castle of Silves and medina walls – northern view
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a double-entrance gate, which led to a large court-
yard with a garden and a walkway, which would
have had a porticoed area to the north preceding
a room with an alcove (Fig. 3). To the east, one
could pass through an opening to the sanitary
facilities, a complex of baths heated by means of
a hypocaust system, featuring different basins
as well as spaces for massage and leisure and
a large patio with a central garden (Gomes 2003:
88–111).

The second palace mentioned would have had
two floors and a tiled roof. It was built around two
courtyards, one semi-private and the other private,
with different compartments that included a bath
complex serviced by water tanks, hypocaust, and
sanitary facilities. The access to its interior was
through a long corridor that also allowed entry to
a rectangular tower attached to the wall outer
surface which exists there (Fig. 4). In the semi-
private courtyard, with a porticoed area featuring

three double arches, a set of stucco arcades was
recovered, rare in Portuguese archaeological con-
texts, bringing to light, in addition to polychromy,
incised motifs of a geometric and phytomorphic
nature. From this patio one could enter the main
hall with its alcove through a portico equipped
with a double arch, decorated with stuccos similar
to those mentioned above, resting on a column
with marble base, abacus, and capital, which were
recovered.

This palace was built during the Almoravid
administration, possibly between 1128 and 1139,
which corresponds to the date of the minting
of an Almoravid quirate found in the access
corridor under the pavement slabs. Although the
abovementioned coin has no indication of work-
shop or date, it bears the name of Ali ben Yusuf and
the appointment of his heir, Emir Sir, which
enables it to be dated as mentioned. The palace
must have been active until 1189, the date of the

Portuguese Medieval
Islamic Archaeology,
Fig. 3 Castle of Silves –
reconstitution of the main
palace sector
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first Christian conquest of the city of Silves. It was
later enlarged starting in 1191, after the Almohad
reconquest of the city (Gomes 2003: 53–84).

The Castle third sector, so far, includes the
evidence of two smaller houses organized around
courtyards, possibly belonging to military person-
nel or to officials working in the fortress.

The last sector corresponds to a specific area
reserved for storing two resources essential for
survival at that time – water and grains. The latter
were stored inside seven very large underground
pit structures, or silos, and the large cistern, which
continued to serve as a city water reservoir until
the twentieth century, could store more than one
million liters of that liquid. This is a specialized
space in terms of function, used to store those
resources and which, for the first time, is clearly
identified in an Islamic citadel. It reflects the care
in preparing the city in the event of a prolonged

siege, as happened during the first Christian con-
quest in 1189, when it had to surrender for lack of
water and food (Gomes 2013: 21). These silos
would have been used to store the tax (zakat) on
grains collected by the Islamic administration.
They were used as a rubbish dump during the
Christian occupation, the same occurring with
other underground structures of the same type.
Most of the silos, and in particular the large
cistern, were built from 1191 onwards after the
Muslim reconquest of Silves.

The archaeological excavations inside this
citadel also identified former palatine structures,
the oldest being a palace fortress, dating from
the eighth to the ninth centuries, with a sub-
quadrangular floor plan, which would have
coexisted with a small paleo-Christian basilica.
Sections of the outer walls, located to the east
and north, survived from it, forming a corner, as

Portuguese Medieval
Islamic Archaeology,
Fig. 4 Castle of Silves –
reconstitution of the eastern
sector of the palace
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did the bases of four of the large rectangular
columns which formed a portico surrounding
an inner patio (Fig. 5). It possibly had only one
entrance door, perhaps facing south, and would
have been protected by a tower, of which there
were remains (Gomes 2011a). Later, a residential
space was built to the south of the above-
mentioned palace fortress, which had a recogniz-
able stratigraphic sequence that allowed us to
assign it to the ninth to tenth centuries.

The destruction of the oldest palace fortress
may have occurred during the major projects car-
ried out in the tenth century with a view to regu-
larizing and enlarging the platform where the
Castle of Silves stands today, a large part of the
wall, which still conserves facing the west, being
built at that time, along with sections of new
palatine buildings. Another works project took
place in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries,
from which remain fragments of compartments
and stuccoed work, belonging to arcades, richly
decorated with architectural, phytomorphic, and
geometric motifs, found under the Almoravid and
Almohad palace already mentioned, located to the
east of the castle (Fig. 6). These are evidence of
the famous Palace of Balconies where the poet
prince Al-Mutamid would have lived (Gomes
2013: 68–75, 2017).

Archaeological works carried out in the castles
of Alcácer do Sal, Moura, Mértola, Jerumenha,
Santarém, and Lisbon revealed the remains of
sections of fortified perimeters and living spaces,

as well as a diverse artifact collection belonging
mainly to the final phase of the Islamic presence in
those urban centers (Gomes 2013: 46; Gomes and
Gaspar 2013: 400; Palma and Gómez Martínez
2013; Macias et al. 2016: 84, 87). In the case of
the last-mentioned city, sectors of the wall were
detected, relatively better preserved in the eastern
areas, and remains of houses, two of which, were
fully exposed and attributed to the eleventh cen-
tury (Gomes and Gaspar 2013). These are orga-
nized around a central patio and, in the areas
corresponding to the main room with its alcoves,
display walls decorated with red and white
painted stucco, with geometric motifs, between
them the cord of eternity.

The results of the archaeological excavations
carried out at the Castle of Mértola attributed
the tenth century dates to the base sectors of the
walls and the housing structures, which formed
a neighborhood. These are buildings that would

Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology,
Fig. 5 Castle of Silves – Islamic capital (eighth to ninth
centuries)

Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology,
Fig. 6 Castle of Silves – fragment of an arcade (eleventh
century)
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have been remodeled between the eleventh and
mid-thirteenth centuries and which, after the
Christian conquest in 1238, were abandoned and
the space later used as a necropolis. The walls
have undergone several construction projects,
organized by the Order of Santiago, which
changed their physiognomy, adapting them to
a new reality and a different means of warfare
(Palma and Gómez Martínez 2013).

In the fortress of Santarém, in the area of the
present-day Portas do Sol Garden, 26 grain pits
were identified, offering a timeline for the period
between the eighth and twelfth centuries. Those
underground structures must have been used as
garbage pits after the Christian conquest of that
location in 1147 and may correspond, as we saw
in the Castle of Silves, to a grain storage area
(Gomes 2013: 21).

Medinas

Many of the Islamic walls surrounding the
main urban centers must have reused pre-existing
ones that had Roman, late Roman, or Visigoth
forerunners, as can be seen in Coimbra, Lisbon,
Évora, or Beja, among other cases.

The earliest evidences of Islamic walls date
back to the eighth century and were identified in
Silves surrounding at least part of the ancient
medina. They were detected during the archaeo-
logical excavation of the site where the Municipal
Museum of Archaeology of that city stands today
and overlapped the stratum with materials dated
from the sixth and seventh centuries. Later, by the
end of the ninth century or the beginning of the
following century, a new defensive device has
been built. A third wall was recognized, also in
that location, which would have been erected
in the Almoravid period, preceding the existing
fortified perimeter, which the Almohads ordered
built on it (Gomes 2002a: 104, 105). This last wall
had an Albarrana tower or an advanced outer
tower. The archaeological work carried out next
to and beneath it confirmed that it had been built
between the eleventh century and the beginning of
the following century (Gomes 2006: 55–82).

Contemporaneous to the oldest town wall
we mentioned would be the fortification that
surrounded the palace fortress of the Old Castle
at Alcoutim, built in the late eighth century
or early ninth century (Catarino 2005–2006:
124–126).

Another fortified subrectangular structure with
attached half-circular towers and direct main entry
defended by two towers, identified through the
archaeology of architecture, currently comprises
part of the today Paço das Escolas in Coimbra
University (Gomes 2013: 44).

Certainly, many urban centers in central and
northern Portugal would have been fortified, as
they are in border areas between Muslims and
Christians, in the so-called Lower March.

Archaeological projects undertaken outside
the walls of Tavira uncovered a barbican or
countermure, attributed to the final phase of the
Islamic occupation, which would have served to
protect the base of the fortified perimeter of that
urban center.

The archaeological excavation that took place
in the urban area of Silves enabled the identifica-
tion of a section of the fortified perimeter, percep-
tible between the wall of the fortress and that of
the medina which would have divided the urban
space into two distinct zones. Of these, the highest
and closest to the fortress would have been occu-
pied by political, administrative, and religious
elites, thus distinguishing itself from the other
suburbs, which were located in the lower areas
and closer to the River Arade, but still within the
walls (Gomes 2011c: 328–330).

Also, in Silves, the evidence of an old door in
the medina was identified, facing east or the Porta
do Sol (Gate of the Sun), with a surviving stone
commemorating its construction in 1227 (Gomes
2006: 23, 24).

The main mosque serves as a point of reference
for any medina. The best-preserved evidence of
this type of temple is in Mértola, currently inte-
grated into the church consecrated to Our Lady of
the Annunciation. Still visible today in the inte-
rior, which had a quadrangular floor plan and five
naves, is the qibla, where the mirhāb opens up,
with a polygonal floor plan, bordered on the inside
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by polylobate arches of stucco decorated with
phytomorphic motifs and topped by a double
cord of eternity. Archaeological excavations car-
ried out both inside and outside the temple led to
the conclusion that this was a building with sev-
eral construction phases and different alterations,
which were carried out from the ninth century to
the last works project in the second half of the
twelfth century (Macias et al. 2018: 72–74).

Archaeological work developed in Rua da
Azóia, in Silves, revealed the remains of the
qibla and the mihrāb of the main mosque of that
city, canonically oriented to the southeast, next to
the place where, some years ago, a monolithic
brim of a cistern was identified, decorated with
profuse iconography of a religious nature, where
prophylactic and apotropaic motifs are recog-
nized, which would have included a madraza
(Gomes and Gomes 2000: 332, 333).

A small mosque was discovered in Old Castle
at Alcoutim, embedded in a fortified enclosure,
frequented between the eighth century and the
beginning of the twelfth century. It has a sub-
rectangular floor plan, with the main entrance
opening in the wall of the qibla, as it often hap-
pens (Catarino 2005–2006: 125, Figs. 3 and 4).

Public baths were an important social feature
of Islamic cities. After the Christian conquest,
these would have been readapted to new purposes,
which led to their deactivation, transformation, or
even destruction. The best-preserved bath com-
plex known to us was identified in Silves through
architectural archaeology, the rooms of which
were transformed into shops in the nineteenth
century. It consisted of eight high spaces, with
a rectangular floor plan, attached to the medina’s
inner fortified perimeter, near one of its most
important gates and not far from the enormous
cistern-well that supplied it (Gomes 2011c:
336–339). Recently, a bathing complex was exca-
vated under a modern building, located inside the
walls of the Loulé medina. Of this hamman, attrib-
uted to the twelfth to thirteenth centuries, rooms
are still being excavated (Luzia and Pires 2017:
473–475).

Sectors of Islamic quarters have also been
archaeologically documented inside the ancient
medinas, namely, in Santarém, Lisbon, Alcácer

do Sal, Mértola, Beja, Évora, Silves, Faro, Tavira,
and Cacela (Bugalhão and Folgado 2001:
114–122; Covaneiro and Cavaco 2005; Filipe
2013; Garcia 2016: 91–101; Gomes 2006,
2011c: 340–342, 2013: 21, 22; Macias 1996).
These are residential spaces that were organized
around courtyards, with dimensions that varied
according to the economic power of their owners,
some of them having gardens that, besides func-
tioning as a space for distribution and circulation
of the people in the house or for connecting, also
assumed the role of center or axial reference of
those houses, aiding the lighting and ventilation of
the rooms that communicated with them. Inside
those spaces it was possible to prepare meals and
consume them, as well as to undertake different
artisanal activities (Gomes and Gomes 2015a).

Water is fundamental for human survival and
a precious resource during prolonged sieges, in
addition to its use in religious (purification of
believers) and profane (bath complexes) rituals.
From these times remain large water tanks in the
medinas of Mértola and Silves and, in this last
city, a magnificent Islamic cistern-well. This mon-
ument, currently part of the Silves Municipal
Archaeology Museum, consists of a central well
and staircase that surrounds it, allowing access to
water that could also overflow through three large
windows, opened and spaced on the walls. It was
built at the same time as a medina’s Albarrana
tower erected near and given its importance as
a large water reservoir. It remained in operation
until the sixteenth century (Gomes 2006: 29–39).
The cistern of Mértola has a rectangular structure
and was built near the medina wall, between two
rectangular towers set addorsed (Macias 1996:
52–55). Both the Silves cistern-well and the
Mértola cistern would have been built at the
same time as the walls, from the twelfth to thir-
teenth centuries, surrounding the respective
medinas. The windows found in the two water
tanks allowed the liquid stored there to be aerated.

Besides the main fortified urban centers, with
well-protected castles and medinas, there have
been other smaller ones, where archaeological
projects have been carried out, from which there
are still evidences of sectors of defensive struc-
tures, housing spaces, warehouses and grain pits,
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with time frames between the ninth and thirteenth
centuries, such as in Sintra, Aljezur, Bensafrim,
Albufeira, Loulé, Salir, Paderne, Cacela, and
Castro Marim (Catarino 2017; Catarino and
Inácio 2006; Garcia 2016; Silva and Gomes
2002). Archaeological excavations carried out
in that last urban center revealed sections of the
wall which, during the Almoravid/Second Taifas
occupation, would have had direct entrance doors,
but later, during the Almohad/Third Taifas admin-
istration, the entrance was rebuilt at an angle
(Almeida et al. 2013: 736, 737).

The dynamics of today occupation in the urban
centers is very intense, making it difficult to carry
out archaeological excavations in continuity and,
in some areas, hindering or preventing their study.

Outskirts

Outside the urban centers, near the walls or sur-
rounding them, different structures have been
identified, duly separated from each other, such
as neighborhoods, necropolises, and, likewise,
kilns for ceramic production, or in specific cases
shipyards.

Thanks to archaeology, there have now been
identified zones of neighborhoods located in the
western area of Santarém, near the Alcácer do Sal
harbor, outside the walls of Lisbon, in the current
Praça da Figueira, and east of the Castle of Silves
(Gomes 2013: 21; Silva et al. 2011). The research
carried out in the last two archaeological sites
suggest they were purposefully planned, from
which there are still evidences of housing spaces,
almost all organized around small courtyards and,
in some cases, having a water supply system.
These were inhabited until the definitive conquest
by Christians of the cities mentioned and even
later. It is possible that the residents of the periph-
eral neighborhoods were refugees, coming from
northern areas, threatened by the Christian
advance following the conquest of Coimbra and
later of Lisbon, where a sector of one of these
neighborhoods was excavated (Fig. 7).

Ceramic production kilns have been identified
in Lisbon, attributed to the tenth to twelfth centu-
ries and which would have fired, besides common

ware, pieces with enameled surfaces (Bugalhão
and Folgado 2001: 114–122). These were traded
in different regions, as confirmed by the analyses
of pastes already carried out on fragments found
in Silves (Ferreira et al. 2016).

Islamic necropolises corresponding to urban
areas have been excavated in Santarém, Sintra,
Lisbon, Beja, Mértola, Loulé, and Silves (Luzia
and Pires 2017). These were burials in a pit, with
the bodies deposited in lateral decubitus, the faces
turned towards Mecca. The grave would have
been marked by stones or tiles and rarely would
have tombstones with epigraphs, some of which
were found to have been reused in later construc-
tions (Barroca 2000). Besides references to the
deceased, they display Koranic passages, and
there are some examples dated from the eleventh
to the fourteenth centuries. With the expansion of
many Islamic urban centers, the necropolises can
be found in the heart of those areas, as seen in
Silves, where a cemetery was discovered outside
the main entrance gate to that city.

Rural Centers

These were organized into different categories
according to the activities carried out. Thus, we
have spaces of faith, and different types of agri-
cultural properties, ranging from estates, with
aristocratic-type residences (al-munias), to small
family farms. This model, which must have
spanned the entire period of Islamic administra-
tion, depended on geographical, administrative,
economic, cultural, and political factors.

One of the most important Muslim evidences,
identified outside the urban centers, is the Ribāt
of Arrifana, dated from the first half of the
twelfth century (Gomes and Gomes 2007, 2015b).
Archaeological excavations that we have carried
out there made it possible to uncover the remains
of nine mosques with different composition and
form, but all with the qibla and respective mihrāb
irreproachably oriented towards Mecca, such as
minaret ruins, later transformed into a watchtower
and generating the micro-toponym for which the
site is actually known (Ponta da Atalaia), as well
as a madraza, a room for the preparation of the
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dead (bayt al-janaez) and a necropolis. Historical
information indicates that the Ribāt of Arrifana
was built or strongly re-established by Ibn Qāsi
near an important village around 525 H (1130)
and abandoned in 546 H (1151), at the time of the
murder of the Sufimaster, undoubtedly after many
expansion and restoration projects. This timeline
corresponds to that of almost all the archaeologi-
cal materials unearthed there, which include, as
one would expect, pieces that testify to the religi-
osity of the murābitūn residing there (Fig. 8).

The Ribāt of Arrifana was the most impressive
and important religious complex in the far west of
Gharb al-Andalus. The spatial and architectural
analysis allowed for an understanding of the struc-
turing of that building complex and an identifica-
tion of three major construction phases. The oldest
corresponds to the “wall of prayers” or musallā,
which stood at the end of Ponta da Atalaia,
followed by another that would encompass five

small mosques, with mihrābs of a square or rect-
angular outline and its various annexes, reflecting
a period of great religious affirmation. Finally, the
third phase included expansion or renovation
works, as illustrated by the large mosque, fitted
with a mihrāb with a half-circular outer contour
and which was attached to one of the aforemen-
tioned small temples.

The remains of buildings discovered indicate
a strong hierarchization of the Ribāt space, from
the wall that bounded it to the east, inside which
there were the installations linked to the initiates
and the possible madraza, three small mosques,
but also the necropolis constituting the area geo-
graphically closest to the profane world. From
there one reached an area densely built with
mosques, oratories, and cells of the murābitūn,
which enclosed a space corresponding to half of
the peninsula where the Ribāt is located. Then,
towards the west, are found small mosques in

Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology, Fig. 7 Praça da Figueira – Excaveted area and reconstruction of the
Islamic neighborhood
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detached places, the path and the spatial hierarchy
of that cape ending abruptly over the sea, at the
spot where the “wall of prayers,” the minaret, and
the mosque where probably the master stood
(Gomes and Gomes 2011).

In the Ribāt of Arrifana, not only was there
discovered a room for washing and purifying
the dead bodies (bayt al-janaez), before they
were buried, but also about 70 graves, marked
by tumuli, built with rough stones, accompanied
by small stelae which best highlighted them, two
of which show epigraphs and were found in situ,
which is an important rarity in the Iberian pano-
rama (Gomes and Gomes 2015b).

The defensive mechanisms that existed outside
urban centers, given their importance for the con-
trolling of vast territories, have in most cases been
reused over time, not without changes that some-
times were related to new warcraft or simply

readapted to different purposes. Of these, only a
small specimen is known to date, at the place
called Mesa dos Castelinhos, in the municipality
of Almodôvar. It is a fortification that, built on
protohistoric and Roman structures, features an
oval-shaped floor plan, defended by a moat and
massive rectangular towers, dated, through
the typology of the artifacts found there, from
the period between the eighth and twelfth
centuries. It protected the route between the
current Baixo Alentejo and the Algarve (Fabião
and Guerra 2008).

The tower that we have excavated near
Odeceixe (Aljezur) consists of a cylindrical bas-
tion and a walled space annexed to it to the west,
with a subcircular layout, containing a central
patio and six compartments around it (Fig. 9). It
is built of stone from the region, with the double
purpose of serving as a barn and, given its loca-
tion, allowing for the control of one of the main
accesses to the Algarve along the coast. It reflects
the grain production of the nearby floodplain,
having been dated in the second half of the twelfth
century or the beginning of the following century.
This kind of structure, unique in the Gharb, has
parallels in the North of Africa (Gomes and
Gomes 2013b).

Some watchtowers, given their strategic
importance, were reused during the Modern
Age, such as the Bias Tower in Olhão, as archae-
ologically documented. In recent years, agricul-
tural settlements have been investigated, and in
some cases, continuity has been established
between the late Roman and Islamic periods,
although in different ways, as can be seen in
Milreu (Faro) and Cerro da Vila (Loulé) (Gomes
2002b: 212). In both archaeological sites, the
Muslim presence was recorded between the
eighth and eleventh centuries, namely, through
the existence of storage pits containing varied
finds. In the Montinho das Laranjeiras
(Alcoutim), the Muslim artifacts were attributed
to the tenth to eleventh centuries, indicating an
occupational gap between the late Roman times
and the Muslims, an aspect that seems to have no
archaeological correspondence through the level
of abandonment of the site.

Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology,
Fig. 8 Ribāt da Arrifana – Excavated area and view
from one of the mosques
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Another of these archaeological sites is Alcaria
Longa (Mértola), which was occupied between
the tenth and twelfth centuries, fromwhich remain
three residential clusters as well as an enclosure
and an agricultural area (Boone 1996).

The archaeological projects carried out in the
rural settlements are not very numerous, and
among those, we should mention the Alcarias de
Odeleite (Castro Marim), where nine houses were
excavated, three of them only partially, as well as
enclosures and spaces dedicated to agricultural
activities. It is a settlement that would have been
active between the eleventh century and the
beginning of the next century. A similar timeline

can be accepted for Alcaria de Arge (Portimão),
where two houses were uncovered (Gomes
2011b: 101–104). In the settlement of Quinta do
Lago (Loulé), both the housing area and the
necropolis were identified (Arruda 2017).

The last archaeological sites referred to reflect
a settlement dedicated to harnessing both marine
and land resources existing in those territories,
gradually abandoned, due to the instability caused
by the Christian conquest, by their occupants,
who sometimes settled inside fortified urban cen-
ters or emigrated in order to guarantee their own
safety.

Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology, Fig. 9 Torre de Odeceixe (Aljezur) – Excavated area
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They possibly belonged to Islamic settlements,
structures that, besides featuring a housing sector,
also include a mosque, as was seen in the Alcaria
do Alto da Queimada, in Palmela, dated between
the eighth and early tenth centuries (Fernandes
2009: 400, 401). At Alto da Vigia, in Sintra, it is
possible that there was a small mosque from
which there are still some remnants of a mihrāb
and annexed quarters, attributed to the period
between the eighth and twelfth centuries. The
same occurs in Cerro da Mina, in Almodôvar,
where a small mosque was identified, thought to
be an oratory, and other quarters that would con-
stitute an Islamic alqueria, possibly related to
mining activities (Henriques et al. 2016: 65, 72,
74).

There is only one known fortified residence,
surrounded by a symbolic moat, located next
to the extensive farm and the alqueria, in the
so-called Castelo Belinho, in Morgado do
Reguengo (Portimão). There we identified,
through archaeological excavations, a construc-
tion built of military rammed earth with a rectan-
gular layout and south-facing entrance, in which
there also remain sectors of interior compart-
ments. The artifacts, mainly ceramics, were attrib-
uted to the middle of the twelfth century (Gomes
and Gomes 2013a).

The exploration of marine resources is, for the
moment, only documented in the archaeological
excavation carried out at Ponta do Castelo
(Carrapateira, Aljezur) where some 15 small

rectangular housing structures from the twelfth
century or the beginning of the thirteenth century
were identified, showing organic growth, that is,
unplanned, and simple architecture (Fig. 10). On
the outside of one of the houses we found a
cobbled floor for drying fish and, next to other
houses, the remains of three small ovens for bak-
ing bread (tannur). Among the materials col-
lected, in addition to ceramics for common use,
there were hooks, harpoons, net weights, and the
remains of marine fauna. Its construction on
a high cliff overlooking the sea, as well as the
unearthed artifacts, indicates a summer settle-
ment, dedicated to the exploitation of marine
resources (fishing, whale hunting, and shellfish
gathering). The community installed there would
have had an agro-maritime economy combining
the two activities, depending on the time of the
year (Gomes 2011b: 99–116).

Collections

A diverse collection of Islamic artifacts survives
in theGharb al-Andalus, reflecting aspects related
to the activities carried out by mediaeval Muslim
communities. Thus, in the archaeological projects
carried out in the current Portuguese territory, as
previously mentioned, coins have been found, the
most frequent ones being minted during the
administration of the Maghreb empires. Glass
artifacts such as beads, goblets, bottles, and flasks,

Portuguese Medieval Islamic Archaeology, Fig. 10 Ponta do Castelo (Carrapateira, Aljezur) – Excavated area and
view from one of the small houses
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some of them associated with cosmetic, are not
uncommon in urban contexts. Metallic objects
made of iron, copper alloy, gold, or silver being
rare, such as earrings, rings, bracelets, hairpins,
tongs, and also loom spindles, were found, and we
can link them to the female world (Gomes 2011c:
400–403). However, other types of items may be
associated with different economic activities, such
as hooks, net weights for river and sea fishing,
artifacts for use in field work and with animal
hardware, and also objects connected with hunt-
ing or warfare, such as bows or crossbow pieces
and arrows, chainmail fragments, daggers, and
axes, but also metal oil lamps, decorative ele-
ments for furniture, buckles, etc.

Ceramics are not only the most numerous arti-
facts but also the most published, given they make
it possible to establish technical, formal, and dec-
orative changes, as well as to identify variants in
function and artistic taste, just as they reflect the
influences brought about by sociopolitical and
religious changes. In fact, when the Islamic archi-
tectural evidences were greatly destroyed due to
subsequent occupations, ceramics made it possi-
ble to attribute chronology, as was verified in
the Castle of Palmela, whose materials were
dated between the eighth and twelfth centuries
(Fernandes and Carvalho 1997). Sometimes it is
only through fragments of ceramics that the likely
Muslim presence is documented, as observed in
the Castles of Belmonte, Trancoso, Serpa, or
Montemor-o-Novo, with chronologies attributed
to the tenth to twelfth centuries.

However, there are few systematic studies on
the totality of the data recovered in archaeological
interventions, integrating them with their respec-
tive contexts, so that they can be properly
interpreted.

The oldest proposal for a chrono-stylistic evo-
lution of Islamic ceramics was published in 1988,
and later, in 2011, a more thorough model was
presented, based on materials from the archaeo-
logical excavations carried out in Silves (Gomes
1988, 2011c: 370–400). Both works had the pecu-
liarity, still unique today, of having been elabo-
rated from ceramics found in well-dated contexts
and levels, stratigraphically documented, and
confirmed through radiocarbon absolute dating.

Recently, a group of several researchers revisited
this theme, publishing proposals that include not
only pieces found in archaeological contexts but
also others. The majority of which were found
devoid of reliable chronologies and cultural con-
texts and, therefore, made impressionistically and
subjectively, had no scientific interest, setting the
research back to prescientific levels, killing the
discipline propers (Gómez Martínez et al. 2016:
19–50).

Muslim numismatics originating from well-
dated archaeological contexts constitutes a small
percentage, many of which are only inventoried.
However, samples from the archaeological exca-
vations carried out in Lisbon, Mértola, and Silves
have been studied. The same occurs in relation to
other artifacts and in particular to glass artifacts
and different metallic objects that are sometimes
only photographed, but very rarely, truly studied
and appropriately published.

The faunistic and floristic studies were
advanced by means of samples recovered in dif-
ferent archaeological excavations of sites with
Islamic occupation, in order to recreate the natural
environment, as well as aspects related to food
diets, economy, or even religious ideology itself.

Conclusions

Although the interest in Islamic evidences dates
back to the eighteenth century in Portugal, archae-
ological work with appropriate methodologies
only took place in the third quarter of the twentieth
century, although with significant gaps, such as
the absence of absolute dating and other analyses.
Architectural evidence was identified (mosques,
coenobitic groups, fortifications, towers, palaces,
houses, neighborhoods, bath complexes, wells,
silos, etc.), chronologies were attributed to forti-
fied perimeter, and in particular, a variety of
artifacts were collected, which reflect the distinct
daily lives of the communities that, for about
500 years, lived in the current Portuguese
territory.

Archaeological excavations in Islamic con-
texts take place in central and southern Portugal,
but the current legislation, by not requiring the
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publication of the results obtained in those works,
neglects their disclosure and dissemination of
knowledge. In fact, if we compare the archaeolog-
ical operations carried out with the works already
published, it can be seen that much has been
excavated and very little published, and often
poorly, not valuing the relationship between the
structures identified and the connected artifacts
or human behavior.

New technologies, and in particular radiocar-
bon absolute dating with dendrochronological
correction, are still little used in such contexts.
This is, in our opinion, essential information for
historical reconstruction and contributes to a more
precise knowledge about the material culture
of the communities that produced them, allowing
researchers to not apply cultural chronological
attributions by intuition or resort to distant and
decontextualized parallels, without scientific
methodology.

Silves, the last great Islamic city of the
Peninsular West, is the one that, thanks to archae-
ological works in the area and in relative
continuity, has offered the best evidences for
understanding the medieval Islamic urban centers,
as well as in regard to the material culture of
that period and the lives of its inhabitants.

However, Muslim archaeology is gradually
acquiring its own status, with the organization of
conferences, exhibitions, the publication of spe-
cialist journals, or integration in the university
courses curricula, both in the context of bache-
lor’s and master’s degrees, but also with the prep-
aration of doctoral theses in that area. However,
there is again little interest in financing continuous
projects related to theMuslim presence inWestern
Europe. This may reflect the worldwide present
religious and political radicalization of certain
Muslim communities, making it difficult to appre-
ciate such cultural contributions and identities
evidences in the Western World, even in a period
of globalization.
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