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A  NECROPOLIS….

This visit will lead you to study the world of death in the Roman times: 

you will learn which were their funerals rites, and the way they buried 
people depending on their social status.
Since you are about to go into a 1700-year-old cementery, you must 

be very respectful of it. In fact, it is a place where our ancestors rest and it 

is known for its historical interest.

This is the best preserved necropolis in the Western Mediterranean Sea, dated 

from the III to the V century BC. Therefore, you are in front of an 

outstanding excavation, discovered during the years 1926 and 1931, when 

the cigarette factory was built. 

What are we going to see?  

Some of the objects found in the necropolis, which will show us how the most 

influential figures of Tarragona prepared their death, even though they 

underwent a severe economic decline.

Burials of the first Christian inhabitants of Tarragona, together with non-

Christian people, who still practised old Roman traditions. 

Images of the excavation process during the 1920s, as well as drawings and plans. 
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LAST WILL ANT TESTAMENT
I, Lucius hucretius Nicephorus, a resident of Tarraco. and iugustal 
sevir, thank the gods who let me live in an honest and fair way. Being 
at the end of my life, at deathcs door, I leave my last will to my 
relatives so that I can have a dignified burial and I am not condemned 
to wander like a lost soul.
When death comes to me, you my son –as an adult–will breath my last 
breath with a kiss; you will shut my eyes and call my name. Remember 
to put a coin under my tongue to pay Charon so that I can cross the 
rivers of the Underworld conveyed by his boat. You will command the 
women and slaves of the house to wash, perfume and adorn me, to 
dress me with a tunic and a toga to be exhibited on a deathbed among 
flowers and garlands placed in the atrium. You will order a slave to 
make my death mask with wax, and you will turn off the lights as a 
sign of mourning. You will hire musicians and mourners who will play 
funeral music, and you will walk alongside my clients taking bundles, 
axes and ancestor masks. You will carry me on stretchers along the 
streets of the city, followed by my relatives and friends to the Forum 
where you will pray in my memory. At the end, you will take my body 
to the pyre, where my mortal remains will be burned among perfumes 
and gifts. You will collect my ashes and my charred bones to wash 
them with wine and to put them into an urn which will be placed in my 
last dwelling, far from thieves and profaners. You will do it outside the 
wall in the lands I own, as provided by the law, between Earth and 
Heaven close to the eternal sea and next to a path where pedestrians 
and sailors will honour me and remind my virtues and deeds. 

Remember to purify our home celebrating a funeral banquet with my 
relatives, the last pleasure to enjoy in my second life. Place my statue 
in a visible part of the house, in a wooden niche together with the ones 
of my well-beloved relatives to celebrate my death in the future by 
offering wine, milk and honey in my memory. Make sure that no 
foreigner gets closer to my tomb. 

May Attis protect me in these final hours full of sadness and 
solitude, hopefully expecting this moment will end up with a 
successful awakening.

Camp d’Aprenentatge de la ciutat de Tarragona 
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Once you have read the text about Lucius Lucretius Nicephorus, put 

the pictures below in the correct order, according to the ritual 

described in his will.
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The picture below represents a normal day in some street in Tarraco.       

Match each character with its corresponding text.

I never thought that, 
after almost 20 

years serving in the 
7th Legion, I would 

be buried in a 
wooden coffin in a 

foreign land!

Family, remember the 
instructions of my will. I   
have already arranged 
the construction of a 
funeral tower where 
the ashes of all of us 

will rest.

Julia, the Emperor has 
just named me major 

of the 7th Legion. 

Now we can be sure 
that we will be buried 
in a great mausoleum.

Like every child, I will 
be buried into some 

fragments of an 
amphora and that’s 

all!
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My business thrives, 
so I have ordered a 
marble sarcophagus 
from Rome that costs 

an arm and a leg!

We, all the potters, 
have agreed to pay for 
the construction of a 
columbarium where 
our ashes will rest 

when the time comes.

I have never had 
anything in my whole 
poor life, but nobody 
will be able to deny 

me a hole in the 
ground.

If I am buried in the 
ground just covered 
by four tiles, I will be 

left satisfied!
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             INCINERATION or cremation of the body on a pyre  

         URN 
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deceased are kept. The urn could be buried in the ground or 
placed in a funeral monument. 

Here lies...
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The Romans who could not afford the cost of an individual burial 
joined funeral associations that guaranteed them a ceremony 
and a place to be left.
It was a building with different rooms which had holes on their 
walls where the urns of the associate members were placed. 
There was a marble plaque with information about the deceased.

Here lies...

It was a monument where the urns of a whole family were kept.
The buildings could either be underground (crypts) or have the 
shape of a house or a tower.
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             INCINERATION or cremation of the body on a pyre  

BOX Made of wood: they are difficult to find because the wood 
rots and the boxes can only be identified in the 
excavations by the iron nails left. 
Made of lead: similar to a shoe box. 

Here lies...

AMPHORA 

TILES Burials done with building materials, specially with 
They used to have a gable rood, resembling a tent. 

Here lies...

made of stone. Depending on the economic status,SARCOPHAGUS The best type of individual burial. They were usually

they could be decorated with relieves (from one of 
the faces of the sarcophagus 
to all of them). 
Here lies...

Poor people were simply buried in the ground 

or thrown into a well.

Here lies...

GRAVE 

It was a monument where several sarcophagi were 
kept. The size and the wealth of the mausoleum agreed 
with the family economic status. Inside the mausoleum, 
the relatives worshipped their ancestors and celebrated 
annual ceremonies.

Here lies...

  MAUSOLEUM In addition, these tombs 
were placed next to the 
roads, so they were seen 
by a greater number of 
pedestrians.   

Modest cover, wrapped up with a cap of clay.

This type was widely used to bury dead children. 

Here lies...

All the burial places were 
marked with a stone: stele, 
altar...
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There have been found very few offerings in the necropolis, since burying people 

with valuable objects was forbidden. In the cabinet you can see the most valuable 

and well-known item: the ivory articulated puppet.

Look at the puppet and point at its articulated parts: those which can be moved.

Can you describe its hairstyle?

Think about the puppets of these days and explain which features have 

changed and which ones remain the same over the years. Talk both about 

their shape and about the way they are and were used.

 Similarities... Differences...

FUNERARY OFFERINGS  
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FUNERARY ALTAR  

A funeral altar is a monument in memory of the dead. They usually bear 
inscriptions with data on the deceased. 

Look at the funerary altar below and identify the place where the urn was kept.

Which was the name of the deceased?

……………………………………………………………………………………
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THE SARCOPHAGUS 

Look for this image in the room's sarcophagi.  

The following chart represents a sarcophagus. Mark the part in which the 

image is placed.

Identify the master and explain what he is doing: ......................……………………...

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

How many pupils has he got? ……………………….....

Pay attention to the proportions, i.e. the way the sizes of the figures are related. 

Do you think that any part of the body is too big? Mark the one on the image. 

Why do you think those are bigger?……………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Look for the sarcophagus with this element on it: 

Mark the part of the sarcophagus in which the image is placed.

Here you have a brief description of the central figure. 
Cross out the false information.

The figure in the centre of the sarcophagus represents a young/old man/ 

woman. He/She has got long/ short, tied-back/flowing hair. His/Her skin is 

smooth/wrinkled. 

Which material is it made of?  …………………………………………………………
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A tombstone is used to cover a tomb, made up with a mosaic. 

Look at this figure and answer these questions: what is he doing with his right hand?
………………………..………………………………....……………………………

• And with his left hand? ……………………………

• What is the name of the deceased?……………

• What did he do for a living? ………………………

• Which was his religion?...........................................

• Observe and complete:............................................

The colour around the figure is ………………… 

and it is made up with a………………………..        

He is wearing a…………………… coloured  tunic 

with………………. stripes. He is covered by a 

……………… toga.

Draw the decorative border of the tombstone.

TOMBSTONE 
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Look for Ampelius tombstone. 

Draw the flowers coming out of the vase:

You can see an animal in the tombstone. Which animal do you think it is……………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………
If you were asked to make a mosaic with tiles, which colours would you need?
Circle them.

Yellow Blue Orange Maroon Green 

Khaki Beige Brown Black

Light  blue White Pink Violet Red 

Which colours are the natural stone-like? …………………………………………….

Which colours look they are made of glass paste?……………………………….……

Colour this decorative border, or indicate the colour of each part (and finish it at school).

Grey 
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We have found both Christian and Roman religion tombs during the utilization of the 

necropolis, for more than 400 years. There are lots of Christian symbols in the 

sarcophagi and in the tombs.

Here you can see some examples. Mark with a cross the symbols shown in

the tombs.

FISH LOAVES AND FISHES       ANCHOR

AGNUS DEI       THE GOOD SHEPHER    PALM TREE 

      CHRISMON  BIRDS      TREE OF LIFE 

CHRISTIAN SYMBOLS
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GLOSSARY 

ANCESTOR: A relative from whom one is descended.

FUNERARY ALTAR: An altar for offerings. 

ATIS: Shepherd from Phrygia who was in love with Cybelem, and was punished for 

betraying her. This myth is used as funerary symbol. 

ATRIUM:  Central courtyard of a wealthy house, and the rooms were located around it. 

CHARON: Ferryman who carried the soul of the deceased (if he was well paid) to the 

other side of the Acheron river. He was paid with an obolus (a coin) placed into the 

mouth of the deceased in the burial ceremony.

CRYPT: Underground construction, usually used to keep a tomb. 

STELE: Piece of stone arranged in vertical that had inscriptions in memory of the 

deceased. 

DEED:  Heroic action. 

DSECRATOR:  Person who broke into burials with the aim of stealing. MAUSOLEUM: 
Monumental tomb. 

NECROPOLIS: Prehistoric or ancient cemeteries. In Greek, it means "city of the dead".  

MOURNERS: People who were hired to attend a funeral to make a public showing of 

grief. 

RITUAL: Rules and regulations to be followed in every religious celebration.

SEVIR: Roman priest who worked workshipping the Emperor. 

URN: A glass made of different materials and shapes used to keep the ashes of a 

deceased.
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