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post-dated the invasion and may have occurred 
much later as the city was being improved from its 
initial build.

The western lighthouse is even less well-known, 
undoubtedly because it is now largely invisible on 
the surface. Curiously, there was a time in the 16th 
and 17th centuries when it attracted more attention 
than its sibling because, from the sea, it stood out 
in the landscape more clearly because the eastern 
tower had been rendered less obvious by the heavy 
fortifications in which it had become absorbed.

Unfortunately, the western tower received little 
or no protection over the centuries, whereupon 
various decay processes caused it to be almost 
eliminated from the landscape. Remains of the 
foundations do still exist, identifiable as the 
Bredenstone situated inside the Western Redoubt, 
which has recently been closed to the public. 
Careful local examination shows another octagonal 
structure with the same dimensions in plan. It 
is therefore natural to conclude that the two 
lighthouses were built to the same design.

It has often been suggested that there was 
an architectural relationship between the Dover 
towers and the Tour d’Ordre, and in many ways this 
remains a matter for debate since so little precise 
information exists. Certainly, cursory inspection of 

the images we have and the diminishing octagonal 
cross-section with height does indicate a similarity. 

One could further comment that the designs 
have diverged from the typical Roman format for 
a harbour lighthouse. There could be a number of 
reasons for this. Here, at the extreme edge of the 
Roman empire, there may have been new ideas 
in play from a different school of architecture. 
Hague speculates that the lighting of a fire atop 
the towers must have been done on a fire-proof 
platform, perhaps having stone slabs laid on the 
wooden floor of the lantern level. Fuel for the 
fire may have been lifted by means of some kind 
of crane to the level below the lantern, but the 
length of its jib must have been long enough to 
accommodate the projecting base. It would also 
have been necessary to move the crane around the 
tower to deal with the different wind conditions 
and the smoke coming from the fire.9

Debate continues about how long the Pharos 
continued to be used as a lighthouse. This is 
discussed further below (see p79). Suffice to say 
here that I believe it was not lit long after Roman 
times and, as the fort surrounding it was expanded, 
there was no need for resources to be used to light 
it since the fort would have been clearly visible 
from the sea at night.

Above: The Dover castle known as the Western Redoubt houses the small remains of the western Roman 
pharos. Sadly, it has been closed to the public.
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The Tower of Hercules

There are many names that have been given to 
this lighthouse, the Torre de Hercules, probably 

as a result of the very dramati c locati on.10 The 
region in the far northwest corner of Spain was 
once thought by Romans to be the end of the world 
and it was consequently called Finisterra.11 The 
ruggedness of the coastline and the ferocity of the 
Atlanti c Ocean have been the cause of innumerable 
shipwrecks so another name has been the Coast of 
Death. The locati on at a highly strategic place on 
the western conti nent had almost certainly been 
fi rst identi fi ed by the Phoenicians who would have 
used a fi re beacon to enable its identi fi cati on from 
the sea. The Romans, of course, did sail beyond this 
point to northern Europe, but they established a 
base at this strategic locati on and called it Julio Briga
or Briganti um. Probably under Emperor Trajan (98-
117) and pre-dati ng the Dover Pharos, they also built 
one of their fi nest lighthouses on the highest point 
of land, 50 m above sea level at a place today called 
La Coruña, so the lighthouse was known in previous 
centuries as Farum Briganti um. The original tower 
of 34 m (112 ft ) height has stood there ever since, 

although it was strengthened and raised by 21 m 
(69 ft ) in 1791-4 when a fourth storey was added 
to the three Roman levels. From the perspecti ve 
of this book, the structure is considered an ancient 
lighthouse and is a contender to be the world’s oldest 
lighthouse, but its extensive 18th c. re-modelling 
disguises its true origins. It is claimed that the tower 
has been in conti nuous use since its constructi on.12

We must take that remarkable statement at face 
value for that singular achievement covers a great 
many centuries, beati ng the Pharos of Alexandria 
which suff ered from violent att acks by men and 
earthquakes. An academic study of the lighthouse 
reports that a handwritt en entry on a map drawn 
in 1086 by Burgo de Osma identi fi es it as Faro von 
Gallecia.13 There are indeed other instances where 
a much simplifi ed image of the lighthouse appears 
throughout the medieval period, but that is not 
proof of it actually being lit. However, logic possibly 
gives the likelihood of a light being shown here even 
with some years of darkness, as bett er than 50%. 
Certainly no statements have been found that the 
light was NOT lit at any point. The fi nal form shown 
on the facing page was not created unti l a major 
redevelopment in 1788.14

Above Left: The tower in its original form of the Roman period.
Above Right: An 18th century illustrati on.
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The Tower of Hercules at La Coruña 
in northwest Spain in 2004
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Conclusions

So what is the answer to the original question 
that asks for the identity of the world’s 

oldest lighthouse? Much of this discussion 
has already taken place in detail in Volume 
1. However, as an opening salvo for a deep 
study of medieval lighthouses it is important 
to outline the basics of the starting position. 
We will constantly find that considerations of 
this kind find us trapped inside semantics.

In my opinion, open fires on elevated 
platforms are not lighthouses, although 
they are lightstructures and lighted aids to 
navigation. Since it is almost impossible to 
make any definition fit every circumstance, I 
must concede that in these ancient cases, the 
definition may not always work. I believe the 
problem can be solved by applying the term 
‘historic lighthouse.’

Further discussion will be made in later 
chapters about the function of the light. In 
particular, does a  light necessarily become 
a navigational aid when it  was originally not 
intended to be one? The fact that mariners 
make use of lights to assist in their navigation 
does not make it a historic lighthouse if it was 
originally not intended to be so. We shall see 
how this especially applies to Ecclesiastical 
lights and in the Dark Ages (see p44).

There is no doubt that the Pharos of 
Alexandria was the oldest and first 
lighthouse in a form that we recognise 
today. Sadly, it no longer exists.

There is growing evidence that lights were 
shown  on purpose-built stone structures in 
the time of Ancient Greece and prior to the 
building of the Pharos but no consensus exists 
to take precedence over the Alexandrian 
structure.

The Pharos at Dover is a candidate for 
the oldest lighthouse that still exists 
and retains a fair proportion and 
representation of its original form.

The Torre de Hercules is a contender 
for the oldest lighthouse. It still exists, 
although its much modified structure 
might disqualify it in some eyes.


