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Fig#1 Amphitheater of Merida, UN            Fig#2 The Alhambra, UN (NY) 
(NY) Scott 785                                            Scott 784, issued Oct 6,2000. 

Browsing through the first day covers 
of the United Nations, I am always 
struck by the elegance and beauty of 
the Granada – Merida World 
Heritage Site stamps. Both are a 
display of ancient architecture at its 
finest, and both have beauty that 
explains why we study and enjoy 
archaeology in the first place. 

 
Alhambra is the newer and better preserved site on this first day cover. It is located in Granada, Andalusia, Spain. It was 
constructed in AD89 where Roman fortifications had been as a small fortress. It gradually withered in to a state of decay 
and disrepair.   However, in the mid-13th century, the Moorish emir Mohammed ben Al-Ahmar built Alhambra as a 
palace, and in 1333 it became the Royal Palace for the Sultan of Granada. 
 
After Ferdinand and Isabella had successfully recaptured all of Spain for Christendom, Alhambra became the royal court. 
This palace is actually where Christopher Columbus received his royal endorsement for his voyages. 

 

       
Fig#1, First Day Cover Cancellation of UN (NY) 784-785      Fig#4, View of the Alhambra 
 

Why does Alhambra matter? Because it is considered to be one of the finest examples of Islamic architecture, especially in 
its final European stages. Alhambra is one of the few places that have no Byzantine influences in its Moorish architecture. 
It is characterized by palace buildings that are quadrangular, an open-air court, and the liberal use of gardens and flowing 
water. 
 

Alhambra was designed to be a “paradise on earth”, and its reflecting pools and arcades were designed to enhance this 
feeling. As with most arabesque architecture, the sun was allowed to freely illuminate the gardens creating an illusion of an 
oasis.  The focus of Alhambra was on the interior of the palace and that oasis; as a result, the exterior of Alhambra is 
actually plain and drab.  However, what makes Alhambra even more distinct is the fact that it has had several revisions. 
After the Christians took over, they began to alter Alhambra. Much of the furniture with arabesque artwork was 
destroyed, the paintings were removed, and any fresco depictions were whitewashed. 
 

(cont’d pg 7) 
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Fig#5, The Court Of Charles V in the Alhambra                                                                Fig#6, Murqarnas, (stalactite) ceiling                                                                  
a                                                                                                                                          decorations in the Alhambra. 
 

However, much remains. The Muqarnas (stalactite) ceiling decorations are still very visible as well as the arabesque designs 
around the Windows. The court of the lions, remained relatively unchanged is an excellent example of Moorish 
architecture and garden design. 
 

             
Fig#7, Overview diagram of the Roman          Fig#8, the Palace of Generalife  
Amphitheater of Merida                                   at the Alhambra 

 

 
One of the outlying buildings is called 
the Palacio de Generalife, which is 
loosely translated to the  “Garden of  the 
architect”. This villa was built at the 
beginning of the 14th century. It is on a 
little pathway called the Villa of the 
Martyrs, so named for the Christian 
slaves were forced to build the Alhambra 
and the Palacio de Generalife.  These 
slaves were confined in subterranean 
cells underneath this palace. At least 200 
at a time could be housed. Several 
Roman tombs have been found 
underneath Generalife as well. 

 
 

 
Fig#9, A stunning view of the Merida Amphitheater 
 

Alhambra is certainly one of the most impressive 
archaeological and historical sites in all of Spain. But if it 
has a rival, it would have to be the Roman colony of 
Emirita Augusta, in present day Merida. This ancient city 
includes the Roman amphitheater that is seen on the stamp 
as well as aqueducts, bridges, a temple of Diana, the so-
called Trajan arch, and a whole host of other buildings 
from Roman times. 

Emirita Augusta was founded in 25 BC by the Emperor Augustus. It was used to settle emeriti soldiers who were 
discharged from the Roman army in good standing. Then, as now, taking care of veteran soldiers was considered an 
honorable act to do.  Besides, having experienced warriors with time on their hands was considered a potentially 
dangerous situation. For both reasons, providing a good and comfortable life for these soldiers was a top priority for the 
emperor. 

(cont’d pg 8) 
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The amphitheater itself was used for gladiator fights as 
well as combats between animals or men and animals 
called venationes.  It had an elliptical shape, with the 
major axis of 413 feet and the minor axis of 335 feet. The 
inner arena, the so-called stage, was 210 by hundred and 
35 feet. 
 
The structure was very much like a modern coliseum:   the 
Romans even had a special spectator podium for the elite.  
They built three levels of seating: the Ima Cavea, the 
Media Cavea, and the Summa Cavea (inner, middle and 
upper seating).  Underneath the arena was a fossa 
bestiaria, where the Romans housed animals housed 
before being put on stage.  Leading to the fossa bestiaria 
were two separate passageways:  the porta libitinensis and 
the porta triumphalis.  Just like with any arena this day, the 
best seats were in front, and a certain amount, usually 
around 10% of the best seats, were reserved for the elite. 

 

 
Fig#10, The Puente Romano of Merida, Spain 

 
 

 
Fig#11, The Temple of Diana of Merida, Spain 

 

At its prime, the amphitheater could seat 15,000 people. Unfortunately, 
after Roman influence waned, the upper two levels were dismantled 
brick-by-brick over time so that townspeople could use them to build 
their own structures. To this day, many older structures in Merida have 
the same rock composition as the amphitheater nearby. 
 

As discussed above, a larger Roman complex surrounded the 
amphitheater. The Roman circus, the track used for chariot race, was 
also built during this time.   It had seating for 30,000 people, and is 
very well preserved to this day.   Another popular tourist attraction, the 
Roman Bridge, or the Puente Romano, is considered to be one of the 
focal spots of Merida to this day. The Puente Romano is actually over 
2000 feet long with 62 spans and is still in use for pedestrians. 

 

          
Fig#12, Trajan Arch of Merida, Spain                              Fig#13, The Roman Circus of Merida, Spain 
 

(cont’d pg 9) 
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Finally, the temple of Diana is still partially preserved. Despite its name, the temple is actually dedicated to the imperial 
cult, i.e., worship of the emperors. However, in early Christian antiquity many assumed it to be a temple of Diana, so the 
name stuck. The same can be said for the Trajan arch, located in the middle of Merida.  An arch of 14 m high, it was 
assumed to be dedicated to Trajan, although even the ancients acknowledged this as a guess. Whoever this arch was 
dedicated to has been lost as the usual Latin inscription for such an arch is nowhere to be found. 

 
Fig#14, Or First-Day Cover of Alhambra and Merida, Spain, UN(NY)- 784-85. 
 

 
 
The United Nations issued this 
stamp in 2000.  As part of an 
ongoing series of World 
Heritage Sites. The series span 
the globe raising aware-ness for 
impor-tant archaeo-ogical site.  
Nowhere is there more beauty 
in this series than our two 
Spanish stamps of Alhambra 
and Merida. 
 

 

New Digs 

     
Ghana - 2013 Imperforated Valid for Postage. Between 50 and 100 of each exist. Sc.# 2765-6  UNESCO World Heritage Sites Imperf 
Sheetlet of 4 and Imperf Souvenir Sheet.  (There must be a market out there for World Heritage Sites.  Ed.) 

 

 

<< Serbia, Europa theme this year is Think Green, stamp shown left is the 
common design.  Some of the countries issued their own design as a 
second stamp.  Serbia’s choice is the development of homo-sapiens.  
Issued May 9, 2016, designed by Sebian artist Jaksa Vlahovic.   

There will be other issues from the Europa series this year depicting the evolution of man. 
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