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172): 1) the use of cremation ritual; 2) tombs with urns in graves, sometimes with small 

protective rocks and occasionally with stelae (Las Cogotas), and in small burial mounds 

weighted down with stone (La Osera, La Coraja); 3) the location of cemeteries opposite to and 

near the settlement gates (150-300 meters); 4) cemetery proximity to streams; 5) concentrations 

of graves in well-marked areas with empty spaces between them (four in Las Cogotas and six in 

La Osera), which have been interpreted as the mortuary plots of family or kin-groups. As far as 

we know, there are no cemeteries at the westernmost tip of the Vetton territory, perhaps because 

they have not yet been discovered, or more probably because they may have shared the same 

funeral customs as the areas throughout the Atlantic coast and the northwestern area of the 

peninsula that have not produced any evidence for cemetery areas and whose mortuary rituals 

have left no recognizable archaeological trace (Ruiz Zapatero and Lorrio 1995).  

Analyses of the grave goods from 

between the fifth and second centuries BC 

have enabled us to reconstruct a picture of 

Vetton communities. The cemetery at Las 

Cogotas provides a good illustration of the 

model of society derived from mortuary 

evidence (Fig. 29). Of the 1,447 tombs 

recovered, only 224 contained grave goods, 

15.5% of the total. The social ranks or 

categories identified were as follows (Martín 

Valls 1986-87: 75-76): 1) Warriors with 

sumptuous offerings, weapons and horse 

harnesses. Different levels of 'wealth' can be 

discerned, and these make up just over 18% of 

the tombs containing grave goods. Among the 

weapons were antenna swords with sheaths 

decorated with silver niello inlay, some long 

swords from La Tène I, a few falcata (the 

famous Iberian sword with a curved blade), so-called frontón and bi-globular daggers, shield 

umbos and braces, and spearheads. 2) Artisans, buried with gravers and other tools, represent 

 
Figure 29.  Distribution of social categories according to grave 
goods at the cemeteries of Las Cogotas and La Osera (Zone 
VI): A= warriors, B= craftsmen, C= women, D= others and E= 
tombs without goods (After Álvarez-Sanchís 2001).  
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around 5% of the total. 3) Women, in general buried with spindle whorls and small adornments 

(bracelets, rings, fibulae), make up nearly 20%. 4) Individuals not linked to any specific category 

make up the vast majority, 57.5% of all tombs containing grave goods, in general ceramic vases 

and a few simple adornments. Finally, the tombs without grave goods presumably represent 

simple country folk and perhaps also non-free individuals or slaves; these represent 84.5% of the 

total number of tombs recovered. 

Verracos are the typical Vetton 

sculptures of pigs and bulls (Fig. 30), carved 

in blocks of granite, which always represented 

the entire body of the animals on pedestals 

(Álvarez-Sanchís 1999: 215-294; López 

Monteagudo 1989; Martín Valls 1974). The 

size varied from just under a meter in length 

and a meter high, to extremely large pieces 

over two and a half meters in size. Within the 

general scheme in which they were sculptured, anatomical details such as well-defined sexual 

organs were sometimes added. The statues were always male animals. We currently know of 

nearly 400 such sculptures from sites throughout the western Meseta, Extremadura and the 

Portuguese region of Tras-os-Montes (Álvarez-Sanchís 1999: 224-226). This exhibition of 

Vetton culture is unparalleled in other Peninsular Celtic groups. The chronology of the verracos, 

which are almost always found outside well-defined archaeological contexts, is difficult to 

establish. In general, their presence in non-Romanized hill-forts allows us to date them between 

the fourth and first centuries BC, since the Roman conquest led to the abandonment of these 

castros (Álvarez-Sanchís 1999: 277). The Latin inscriptions found on some of the sculptures date 

to the first and second centuries AD, which would seem to indicate that this indigenous rite 

survived and was still practiced in the Roman era. It is even possible that these were much later 

inscriptions, tacked on to pre-Roman sculptures.  

The significance of these enigmatic sculptures is controversial. The first interpretations, 

based on the verracos that appeared in a few hill-forts or close to their gates, considered their 

role to be magical or religious, related to the protection and fertility of the cattle, the main source 

of wealth for these people. In the Roman period, a few verracos were used as cupae, covering 

Figure 30.  Stone sculpture of a typical verraco from Ulaca, 
at Solosancho village (Ávila) (Photo: G. Ruiz Zapatero).  
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graves, as was the case with those excavated in Martiherrero (Ávila) (Martín Valls and Pérez 

Herrero 1976). However, those that have Latin inscriptions must have had a role in funeral 

customs, since they carry epigraphs with the names of the deceased and his or her kin. However, 

there are very few sculptures that support both interpretations. Most of the pieces appear in rich 

lush fields and pasture land, close to sources of water and several kilometers away from the 

settlements. We believe that these specimens may have been used as landmarks or visual aids in 

the countryside to signal pasture areas, and vital resources for the cattle during the summer 

months or periods of drought (Álvarez-Sanchís 1994). The settlement elite would have 

controlled access to such areas and resources. This new hypothesis is strongly supported by 

analyses of locations and visibility in regions such as the Amblés Valley (Álvarez-Sanchís and 

Ruiz Zapatero 1999). Thus the sculptures appear to have been used by the Vetton cattle-farming 

communities mainly as a means of organizing and exploiting land. 

The notion that the verracos were used to define areas of property or control fits in well 

with the image of the hierarchical society revealed by the Vetton cemeteries. The wealth of the 

aristocracy was probably determined in part by the possession of large numbers of cattle. The 

exploitation of the land, access to pasture lands and control of agricultural resources must have 

been the pillars of power of this social elite during the Second Iron Age (Álvarez-Sanchís 2003: 

55-63).  

6.3.  The Vaccean group 
According to Poseidonius, the Vaccaei were one of the most 'civilized' populi of the 

Meseta region (Sanz Mínguez and Martín Valls 2001). They inhabited the sedimentary plains of 

the central Douro Valley (Fig. 31) (Delibes et al. 1995; Romero et al. 1993), and they were 

mentioned in the sources as early as 220 BC owing to Hannibal's campaign through the inland 

territories of Iberia. Previously, this region had been inhabited by the Soto de Medinilla group 

(ca. 800-400 BC), which defined the Early Iron Age. The main characteristics of the Soto people 

were as follows: they created the first stable settlements, where they lived for long periods of 

time and in which they constructed round houses from wood and adobe; they developed an 

intensive cereal economy on the fertile soil of the valley bottoms; and they shared a fairly 

homogeneous material culture (they had highly standardized ceramic traditions and in their 

metallurgy the earlier use of bronze was later replaced by iron). We do not know about the  



 
 
 
 

218   Lorrio and Ruiz Zapatero 

 

 
Figure 31.  The territory of the Vacceans and the distribution of their main settlements in the Middle Douro Valley (After Sanz 
Mínguez and Velasco 2003).  
 

funeral rituals of the Soto people, which apparently rules out the existence of cremation 

cemeteries, even though this possibility is hinted at on occasions (Ruiz Zapatero and Lorrio 

1995). The origins of the Soto culture in the Middle Douro are controversial (Romero and 

Ramírez 2001). Some have highlighted the lack of continuity between the Soto and the Late 

Bronze Age tradition (Cogotas I), whereas others have sought links with the Urnfield cultures of 

the Ebro Valley, in particular with Cortes de Navarra. Although this would enable us to trace the 

Soto Celtic substratum, some of the most typical Soto characteristics also show southern 

influences. Certainly, the Soto communities maintained strong identity traits until the late fifth 

and early fourth centuries BC, a period that witnessed the phenomenon of effective Celticization 

and the formation of the Vaccean group. 

The emergence of the Vaccean culture was marked by the appearance of the first 
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cremation cemeteries (which had not previously existed), a settlement pattern based on the 

oppida (true cities on a grand scale), and the widespread use of iron metallurgy and ceramics 

decorated on a potter's wheel. Unlike their Celtiberian neighbours, they did not have an 

indigenous epigraphy, nor did they mint coins. 

Vaccean settlement was concentrated around large urban nuclei, which were usually 

between 15 and 20 hectares in size (Wattemberg 1959). These nuclei were located far apart, and 

there was no hierarchical organization (Sacristán 1989; Sacristan et al. 1995). The largest 

Vaccean oppida had a population of a few thousand inhabitants, substantially more than the 

previous modest communities of the Soto people. The Vaccean city walls were made out of 

adobe and wood, and had defensive ditches. There were large residential areas and the outskirts 

were situated outside the city walls. There were areas for depositing rubbish, and also for the 

production of craftwork, such as at Carralaceña in Pintia, which had potter's wheels and large 

ceramics kilns (Sanz Mínguez and Velasco 2003). The streets were fairly regular, and divided up  

the housing into blocks, made up of rectangular houses. Unfortunately we know very little about 

Vaccean urbanism and the internal organization of domestic units and other areas, although 

excavations such as those of Pintia are 

providing a great deal of information (Fig. 

32). These urban centers really were city-

states. The sources highlight the importance 

of the Vaccean oppida when they indicate 

that Roman campaigns were launched 

against specific cities, or when they mention 

councils of elders or assemblies which had 

the capacity to choose leaders and make 

declarations of war (González-Cobos 1989). 

Cremation cemeteries characterized Vaccean mortuary ritual. Regrettably, we only know 

of around six of these, and of these six, the one at Las Ruedas (Pintia) is practically the only one 

that has been properly excavated and studied. Around 70 tombs (not all of them 'complete') have 

been examined in Las Ruedas (Sanz Mínguez 1998). The community buried there reveals an 

extensive chronology from the beginning of the fourth century BC to the late first century AD 

and there is evidence for a clear pattern of social differentiation. At the pinnacle of the social  

Figure 32.  Reconstruction of furnaces and a loom area in a house 
at Pintia (After Sanz Mínguez and Velasco 2003).  
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scale were the equestrian elites, exemplified by 

Tomb 75, that of a Vaccean chieftain or leader 

buried with 25 grave good items (Fig. 33) (Sanz 

Mínguez et al. 2003): highly valuable metal objects 

including a dagger with damascene work, a caetra 

shield, two spearheads, a knife, a highly 

sophisticated saddle, and a decorated bone handle. 

The rest were ceramic containers, and there were 

also some animal offerings (Sanz Mínguez et al. 

2003). Below this social stratum, two additional 

ranks of 'wealthy' tombs have been identified. 

These graves contained numerous objects, imported 

items and symbols of authority, in particular 

weapons (Fig. 34). Most of the burials, over 80%, 

have grave goods composed of simple weapons, 

ceramics and glass adornments (Fig. 35). Members 

of the lowest rank were buried without grave goods; the cremated remains were buried directly 

in dug-out graves. Furthermore, the cemetery must also have been a place of worship for the  

living, as we have deduced from the external 

markers for the graves, and the fact that they did 

not bury one on top of the other. The identification 

of a horizontal stratigraphy indicates that the 

cemetery was plotted according to a radial model. 

 We also know of two other rituals: firstly, 

the burial of infants (under one year of age) under 

the floors of houses, which is linked with funeral 

practices of the Ebro Valley, and the 

Mediterranean area; and secondly, the practice of 

leaving the bodies of warriors who had fallen on 

the battlefield to be devoured by vultures, which is 

well documented in texts about Celtiberians and  

Figure 33.  Artistic recreation of the warrior in Tomb 
75 at Las Ruedas, Pintia (After Sanz Mínguez and 
Velasco 2003).  

Figure 34.  Grave goods in Tomb 28 at Las Ruedas, 
Pintia (After Sanz Mínguez 1998 modified). 
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iconography (Lorrio 1997a: 

345, Fig. 129; Sopeña 1995: 

210-212, Fig. 44, 53, 54). 

Hence, on the whole, the 

Vaccean funeral culture leads 

us back to the mortuary 

traditions of the Celtiberian 

zone. This supports the idea of 

a process of acculturation that 

spread outward from the 

eastern areas of the Meseta.  

6.4.  The Castro Culture in northwestern Iberia  
At the end of the nineteenth century, the link between northwestern Iberia and Celtic 

settlement at the end of the Iron Age was established. However, this link has been critically 

analyzed only in the last few years and interpretations have diverged from this traditional view 

(Calo 1997; Carballo 1996; González Ruibal 2003; Hidalgo 1996; Parcero 2000, 2002; Romero 

Masía 1976; Silva 1986, 2001). The issue can be summed up as follows: The Castro Culture has 

its origins in the Late Bronze Age, and there is evidence for continuity and an indigenous 

evolution throughout the Early Iron Age. The Celtic elements are later in date and are limited to 

linguistic information (toponyms and anthroponyms), certain divinities, references to Celtic 

peoples in Classical sources, and some archaeological findings (such as torques, a few helmets, 

and elements pertaining to the 'warrior sculptures'), all of which brings us to the end of the Iron 

Age (Lorrio 1991). In other words, the Castro Culture of the northwest can be explained in 

indigenous terms beginning in the Late Bronze Age, and only from the Late Iron Age on can 

Celtic elements be found. Moreover, the links with the Meseta throughout the Iron Age are weak 

and limited to the eastern areas of the northwest, without penetrating further inland towards the 

coastal areas. This makes it difficult to affirm that the Celticization of the northwest was a result 

of the same process of Celticization of the western Iberian Peninsula originating in the nucleus 

area of Celtiberia. Hence the different interpretations regarding the Celtic issue in the northwest 

are understandable: 1) Almagro-Gorbea (1992, 2001: 100-101) has attempted to demonstrate that 

in these Atlantic regions, a 'proto-Celtic' substratum must have existed from the Late Bronze Age 

 
Figure 35.  Vaccean pottery from Tomb 37 at Las Ruedas, Pintia. Third to second 
centuries BC (After Sanz Mínguez and Martín Valls 2001).  
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on; 2) most Galician archaeologists have emphatically rejected the notion of Celts in that region, 

unless a detailed explanation of what is understood by this ethnic category in archaeological 

terms is provided beforehand (Peña Santos 1992); and 3) ancient and religious historians defend 

the use of Celtic models and the existence of a Celtic society (Brañas 1995, 2000; Garcia 

Quintela 2002).  

Archaeological analysis of the first millennium BC in the northwest has uncovered some 

vital clues regarding the Celtic question, following the recent study by González Ruibal (2003), 

who provides the best and most up-to-date theory. Around the tenth and ninth centuries BC (Late 

Bronze Age II/III), the first hill-forts appear in northwest Portugal and southwestern Galicia. 

These were the most dynamic and active areas at that time and throughout the entire millennium 

(although a few open villages still remained), and various archaeological and environmental 

indicators point to demographic growth and a greater tie of the people to their lands. The first 

hill-forts were built and settled at high altitudes with fairly substantial defenses, round cabins and 

a few prestige elements, such as bronze and gold. The communities that lived there were 

beginning to develop a hierarchical social system that was based neither on kinship nor on the 

ownership of prestige but rather on land ownership. During the late ninth and early eighth 

centuries BC, the open villages were abandoned, and the defense systems of some hill forts were 

reinforced. Also at this time, the Atlantic exchange system began to unravel - deposits of bronze 

items in rivers, lakes and bogs became rarer - and the first Phoenician elements, which followed 

the Portuguese Atlantic coast up from the South-West of Iberia, finally reached the beaches of 

northern Portugal and southern Galicia. Between 800 and 400 BC (the Early Iron Age), the  

Castro Culture communities further developed the 

tendencies of the previous period: they lived almost 

exclusively in formidable hill-forts (the focal point of 

each community), always located in areas that jutted 

out of the landscape with good visual control of the 

surrounding area. The round house is the standard 

dwelling type, following the tradition of the Late 

Bronze Age and providing the base of more complex 

Late Iron Age dwellings (Fig. 36). Bronze hoards had 

disappeared forever, and control of land became the 

 
Figure 36.  Dwellings and domestic structures 
of the Late Iron Age in northwest Iberia (After 
Fernández-Posse 1998).  



 
 
 
 

   The Celts in Iberia: An Overview   223  
 

 

primary means of accumulating wealth. 

The Late Iron Age (400-100 BC) witnessed the emergence of more unequal and complex 

societies, the regional compartmentalization of land and a strong differentiation of material 

culture (González Ruibal 2003: 384 ff.). In fact, more than likely different types of society co-

existed in the different regions of the northwest (Fernández-Posse and Sánchez Palencia 1998). 

From the mid second century BC on, the presence of the Romans in the areas surrounding the 

northwest meant the beginning of a series of disturbances that would culminate in Roman 

conquest and domination, and the appearance of cities in the southwest of the region (125 BC - 

AD 50) (Sastre 2002). Finally, we can talk about a Gallaecian-Roman culture (see Tranoy 1981). 

Around 400 BC, the hill forts that 

had been previously built were either 

abandoned or remodelled (Fig. 37). They 

were spread throughout the valleys, at the 

lowest points, close to well-irrigated 

lands, and with uniform visibility of all 

the surrounding area. The population was 

growing substantially, since the number 

of hill forts doubled or trebled in many 

areas. This was doubtless the result of 

agrarian intensification, as indicated by 

storage structures (made of interlocking 

wood and in pits), and the increase of 

farming implements (mainly hoes and 

sickles). In material culture, ceramic 

traditions underwent important changes, 

as did adornments and clothing, especially 

brooches. Smaller hill forts (between one 

and two hectares) increased their 

defensive features, had more elaborate 

gates, and frequently had numerous ramparts.  

 

 

Figure 37.  Oppida and hillforts of the Late Iron Age in northwest 
Iberia (After González Ruibal 2003).  
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Around the end of the 

second century BC, oppida began 

to emerge in southwestern Galicia 

and northwestern Portugal (Fig. 

38). These were large urban 

nuclei with a few thousand 

inhabitants, with substantial 

public structures such as urban 

sanctuaries, cisterns, cobbled 

streets and water pipes. The 

origins of the oppida were 

unequivocally indigenous, even 

though they reached their zenith during the first century BC. According to González Ruibal 

(2003: 320), these great agglomerations were "key places for conducting business and displaying 

wealth". 

Two typical elements of the Castro Culture of the northwest are the "Gallaecian 

Warriors", stone sculptures believed to depict 'chieftains' (Calo 1994), and the sauna baths, with 

monumental entrances, often decorated slabs, like the pedra formosa at Briteiros (Almagro- 

Gorbea and Álvarez-Sanchís 1993; Silva 1986: 53-60). Interestingly, 

both phenomena have been attributed to Celtic traditions. The 

Gallaecian or Lusitanian-Gallaecian Warriors20 are full-body 

sculptures (Fig. 39) that in general lack archaeological contexts, 

although in Citania de Sanfins one of these monuments towered above 

the main gate to the town (Silva 2003: 47). A late date range in the 

first century AD is generally accepted for these statues, suggesting 

links with Roman sculptures, although it seems more likely that they 

were linked to the warrior stelae documented in the west of the 

Peninsula from the Bronze Age on (Almagro-Gorbea and Lorrio 

1992: 418; Lorrio 1991: 31-32). Some of these warriors bear Latin 

inscriptions, confirming their late date, although the onomastics they 

display are clearly indigenous, from the area of Gallaecia/Lusitania, 

 

Figure 38.  Aerial view of the oppidum of Sanfins (Paços de Ferreira) (After 
Silva 2001).   

Figure 39. Stone sculpture 
of "Lusitanian warrior" from 
Lezenho (Portugal). (After 
Almagro-Gorbea 1991a.  
Photo: Palazzo Grassi). 
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which in general is considered Celtic. Given their location in towns, they have been interpreted 

as heroic representations of important elders, probably local chieftains, sculpted for the purpose 

of reinforcing the position of the elite, although they may also have had a role as protectors of 

the community. Just like the Lusitani, they carry a caetra (a round shield that is concave on the 

outside), which covers the abdominal area, and a dagger. The dagger is always sheathed and held 

by the warrior in his hand, something which makes it difficult to identify, although the 

characteristics of the sheaths and the shapes of the handles enable us to identify them as one of 

the most characteristic Celtiberian weapons, the bi-globular dagger. Some of the warrior statues 

also hold an unsheathed sword, and in rare cases have helmets, such as the warrior at Sanfins, 

who wears a Celtic-Italic Montefortino type of helmet, or a model derived from that helmet type. 

They wear short tunics, sometimes decorated, fit to the body with a belt. Sometimes they appear 

barefooted, sometimes wearing greaves or gaiters. They also wear torques and viriae or bracelets 

on their forearms, a custom generally considered typically Celtic. 

The excavations of Santa Maria 

de Galegos in Barcelos, Silva (1986: 53-

60) confirmed that the pedras formosas 

were saunas or baths (Fig. 40), although 

the ritualistic nature of these 

constructions was not entirely clear. 

However, they have been linked to 

initiation rituals of young warriors by 

Almagro-Gorbea and Álvarez-Sanchís 

(1993; for an opposing viewpoint, see 

Ríos González 2000). Their origins are unquestionably native (Almagro-Gorbea and Álvarez-

Sanchís 1993); they could hardly be indigenous imitations of Roman baths, since the oldest baths 

in the northwest are from the first century BC, and there are no parallels outside this region, 

although there is an example among the Vettones. The appearance of Roman tegula tiles in some 

of these baths does not necessarily mean that they correspond to the date the baths themselves 

were founded. There were two types of sauna. One was a smaller type, without a cool room, and 

without flagstone entrance. This type is found dotted throughout northwestern Galicia and 

eastern Asturias. The other type is bigger, and has flagstones that separate the cool room from 

 
Figure 40. "Sauna" at Sanfins (Paços de Ferreira, Portugal. Photo: A.J. 
Lorrio).   
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the warm room. In the earlier sauna these stones are rough, and in the later sauna they are much 

more elaborate. This second type can be found in the area around Braga. They carry engravings 

which further attest to the local character of these baths, whose themes correspond to those found 

on the stone warriors. 

In short, the strong continuity evident in the Castro Culture leaves few openings for 

external influences originating in the Meseta, the area from which, presumably, the Celtic 

elements would have arrived. The architecture in certain regions in eastern Galicia and the 

mountains of León, with angular designs and straight roads, could be linked to influences from 

the Meseta. The same could be said of some fibulae, for example, certain symmetrical types like 

the torrecilla or the horse brooches, as well as certain silver torques. However, no ceramics from 

Celtiberia or the Meseta are found in this region. It is true that in addition to these elements, over  

120 gold and bronze torques (Fig. 41) could also be 

classified as belonging to a Celtic tradition (Castro 

Pérez 1990, 1998). Examples of these torques are 

also found on the Lusitanian-Gallaecian warrior 

sculptures, as well as the viriae or bracelets on their 

forearms, a few helmets from the La Tène culture, 

the small circular shields, and daggers and short 

swords, which could be linked with the weapons in 

the Meseta burial sites. These objects may have 

arrived via the Lusitanian culture rather than the northwestern sector of the Meseta. In any case, 

the idea of a Celtiberian model of society with warrior elites, organized according to the 

clientship model, with abundant weapons and horses as status symbols, meets with serious 

difficulties in the northwest (González Ruibal 2003: 335-336). Here, until a very late date, the 

warriors only possessed spears and daggers, and lacked the prestigious weaponry typical of the 

Meseta. They practised a form of 'group battle' and it seems that the figure of the aristocratic 

warrior did not exist. Horses were also not widely present, although it is true that we do not have 

evidence such as the saddles and harnesses found in the tombs of the Meseta, since we do not 

know how the peoples of the northwest conducted their burials, which in any case would not 

have been like the cremation cemeteries of the Celtiberians, Vettones and Vaccaeai. 

Furthermore, as we have seen, there were hardly any horse collars, and equestrian iconography 

 

Figure 41. Gold torque from Burela (Lugo). (After 
Almagro-Gorbea 1991a. Photo: Palazzo Grassi). 
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was similarly rare. In other words, Celtic archaeological elements in the northwest are in the 

minority, late in date, and must be set against the background of societies that had strong local 

roots and their own evolutionary process that started in the Late Bronze Age. Leaving migrations 

to one side, although they are referred to by some Classical texts, it seems most reasonable to 

conclude that the gradual Celticization of the western areas of Iberia was above all the result of a 

peculiar acculturation process. We still do not have the keys to explaining this process. 

The problem with existing interpretations regarding Celticism in the northwest might be 

due to the fact that research is approached from two radically opposed standpoints that do not 

admit critical debate: one perspective only wishes to discuss Galician archaeological data 

without contrasting it with information from Classical sources, paleolinguistics, religion or 

ideology, while the other strand of research constructs a discourse in which Classical references, 

archaeological, linguistic, ideological, religious and even ethnographical data are blended in a 

strange amalgam that makes it difficult to sustain a cohesive historical argument. This situation 

stigmatizes the issue of Celticization as a legitimate subject of academic research, making 

matters worse by leaving it wide open to manipulation in the hands of pseudo-researchers and 

Celtophiles with more enthusiasm than intelligence or scholarly training. 

6.5.  The Astures and the Cantabri 
The Astures are closely related to Gallaecian peoples of the northwest and also to the 

northern Cantabri, which did not go unnoticed by Strabo (III, 3, 7) when he stated that all aspects 

of the lifestyle of these three cultures were similar (de Blas and Villa 2002; Esparza 2001; 

Fernández-Posse 2001). Their individuality was well defined by the absence of urban and 

civilized practices. Their lands stretched from the Galician region to the Sella Valley to the east, 

whilst to the south they occupied the northwest corner of the Meseta up to the Esla River that 

bordered the Vaccean territory. They were also neighbours of the Vettones. However, we cannot 

be sure how closely the indigenous communities prior to the Roman Conquest matched the 

boundaries defined by the Roman administration. 

If we simplify the situation, the groups to the north of the Cantabrian Mountains, between 

Navia and Sella, can be distinguished from the inland groups around the mountains of León, El 

Bierzo and the Zamora mountains, who spread very slightly out toward the plains of the Douro 

River (Fanjul and Menéndez 2004; Camino Mayor 1995). The Asturian castros (Berrocal-Rangel 

et al. 2002; Maya 1988, 1989; Maya and Cuesta 2001; Ríos and García de Castro 1998) as for  
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example Campa Torres, San Chuís, 

Morrión, Caravia, Llagú and many others, 

shared a few common features with the 

Galician hill forts further west and the 

Cantabrians toward the east (Peralta 2000). 

The Meseta castros, on the other hand, had 

more affinities with the Vaccean region. A 

similar phenomenon occurred in Cantabria, 

as attested by the famous hill fort and 

cemetery at Monte Bernorio (Palencia) 

(Esparza 1982), on the northern borders of the northern Meseta (Fig. 42). An archaeological 

culture has been named after this settlement, Miraveche-Monte Bernorio, which also takes its 

name from a cemetery in Burgos. A few elements from this culture are sufficiently well known 

and understood so as to differentiate this area from the region located to the north of the 

Cantabrian Mountains (Torres Martínez 2003). However, the link between this region and the 

Vaccean and Celtiberian areas in particular remains clear, and is attested by funeral rituals such  

as cremation, although the typology of their 

spectacular grave goods allows a certain degree of  

indivualization in that respect (Fig. 43). Unfortunately, 

we have no information on the burials of the Astures; 

undoubtedly they were funeral rituals that, as in the 

entire northwest of the Iberian Peninsula, have left no 

archaeological traces (Ruiz Zapatero and Lorrio 1995). 

One element that particularly stands out is their 

precious metalwork, with extraordinary pieces such as 

gold torques from Cangas de Onís and Langreo, and 

the diadem from Moñes (Fig. 44) (Eluère 1986-87; 

Marco 1994, 1996), whose iconography is closely 

linked with Celtic mythology. The techniques of 

crafting such pieces and the stylistic details link such 

precious metalwork with the traditions of the Castro 

 
Figure 42.  Aerial view of the oppidum of Monte Bernorio 
(Palencia). (After Peralta  2000).

 
Figure 43.  Celtic "warriors" from northwestern and 
northern Iberia. A: with spears and "Monte 
Bernorio-type" dagger, gold torque, fibulae, caetra, 
and bronze belt plate. Details for the boots have 
been taken from a ceramic votive piece. B: with 
spear, bi-globular dagger and caetra (small round 
shield). Adornments are taken from warrior stone 
sculptures. (After Álvarez Peña 2002). 
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Culture of the northwest. Other silver objects found to the south of the Asturian region, however, 

have links with Celtiberian precious metal work, such as the exceptional treasure of Arrabalde 1 

(Fig. 45) (Delibes et al. 1996). 

Figure 44.  Gold diadem from Moñes (Asturias). (After Perea 1995). 
 

 

Figure 45.  "Arrabalde 1" treasure (Zamora). 
(After Fernández-Posse et al. 2002. Photo: 
Museo de Zamora). 

The origins of the oldest Asturian and Cantabrian castros are controversial, since the pre-

Roman and Roman periods for fortified settlements have not always been properly differentiated 

and dated. It appears that the oldest forts could date back to the Early Iron Age. However, the 

fort settlements of the cultures in the north of the Iberian Peninsula have traditionally been linked 

to the final phase of the Roman conquest of Iberia, and consequently, research has revolved more 

around ancient history than archaeology. The final stand of the Cantabri and Astures, which was 

widely documented in the chronicles of Roman writers, was brought to an end by the Romans in 

the wars that took place between 29 and 19 BC (González Echegaray 1999; Peralta 2000: 259-

282; Sánchez Palencia and Mangas 2000). This victory ushered in an era of total Roman Imperial 

control of the Iberian Peninsula. 

6.6.  Celts in the southwest 
As we saw previously, the presence of Celtici in southwestern Iberia is well documented 

in literary sources. Perhaps the most frequently quoted reference is from Pliny, who, writing in 

the mid-first century AD, stated that these Celtici were "descended from the Celtiberians and 

came from Lusitania, as proven by their practices of worship, their language and the names of 

their towns..." (Nat. Hist. 3, 13-14). Archaeological research has shown that Pliny's text was 

simply a Roman interpretatio of a far more complex indigenous reality whose roots are to be 

found at the end of the fifth century BC (Berrocal-Rangel 1992, 2001; Velázquez and Enríquez 
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1995).  

From the fourth century BC on, in the areas of Alentejo, in Portugal, and in the 

Extremadura stretching down to the north of Huelva, a series of important changes came about 

(Berrocal-Rangel 2003: 211): firstly, the appearance of fortified settlements (riverside forts and 

small oppida with stone walls and barriers made by sinking stones into the ground), such as 

Mértola, Capote, Pasada del Abad and Mesas do Castelhino; secondly, handmade ceramics that 

developed out of prototypes from Meseta. The imprinted designs were made both with fine line 

incisions and excision techniques; there were also fibulae typical of La Tène I and II; and finally, 

antennae-hilted sword of "Alcacer" type (Fig. 46) and a few other elements that are linked to  

cultures from the Late Iron Age in 

Meseta. We have practically no 

knowledge of the funeral rituals of 

the southwestern Celts, but we do 

have good documentation on 

aspects of their religious rituals, 

such as the repository for votive 

offerings at the shrine in Capote (Fig. 47) (Berrocal-Rangel 1994). Here we know that the sacred 

ceremony included a great community banquet and sacrifices. Many aspects of the southwestern 

Celtici still need further research. However, they undoubtedly provide a good example of how an 

intrusive Celtic group can be identified archaeologically. There are a few elements which are  

probably Celtiberian in origin: the La Tène swords and antennae-hilted "Atance" type swords;  

the horse brooches from the burial 

site in Herdade das Casas, Alentejo, 

approximately dated to the third or 

second century BC; or the bi-globular 

dagger from Capote, dated to the 

second century BC. There is also 

further anthroponymical evidence, 

especially certain toponyms such as 

Nertobriga, Arcobriga or Segida, 

elements that date back to the second 

 

Figure 46.  Antennae-hilted sword ("Alcacer" type) from Alcacer do Sal 
cemetery (Portugal). (After Almagro-Gorbea 1991a. Photo: Palazzo Grassi). 
 

Figure 47.  Shrine at Capote (Badajoz). (Photo: A.J.  Lorrio).    
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century BC, or perhaps even later (Berrocal-Rangel 2003: 210-213). The origin of these 

influences, which according to Pliny came from ex Lusitania, are verified in the location of the 

Celtiberian mint at Tamusia in the castro at Villasviejas del Tamuja (Botija, Cáceres) in the west 

of Lusitania (Hernández et al. 1989). Here, the most recent cemetery is dated to the second 

century BC, and confirms the presence of elements that clearly originated in Meseta, such as the 

bi-globular daggers (Hernández and Galán 1996). Even the name of the stream itself, the 

Tamuja, which flows to the base of the oppidum, confirms this identification. 

In short, it would seem that the process of Celticization of the indigenous substratum in 

the southwest was not uniform, but arose as a consequence of gradual demographic contributions 

from small groups of Meseta cultures, who had a familial social structure, spoke a Celtic 

language and whose economy was based on cattle farming, which was adapted to the rich 

pastureland of the region between the Tagus and the Guadiana rivers. 

 
7.   The Iberian Celts from a European perspective 

Even though we recognize that there are many unresolved problems and issues regarding 

the Iberian Celts and their links with the Celts from the other side of the Pyrenees, we believe 

that it is possible to establish a series of firm and interesting conclusions: 

1. It is absolutely essential to abandon once and for all the traditional interpretation that 
links the Peninsular Celts with the La Tène culture, a fact that has been used for 
decades as the criteria to exclude Iberia from the Celtic world, or at best refer to it as 
the setting for a strange and atypical regional group, the Celtiberians. Some European 
theories now explicitly recognize this fact, and admit the existence of a group with its 
own identity that emerged before the migratory movements of the La Tène culture. 
This has also happened in interpretations relating to other European regions, as is the 
case with the Lepontic language and the Golasecca culture in northern Italy. 

 
2. The emergence of the Celtiberian culture in the sixth century BC has created a new 

paradigm to understand the process of Celticization of the Iberian Peninsula. It has 
also forced scholars to construct scenarios to explain the complex relationship 
between the Celtic language, ethnicity and material culture. We do not have all the 
answers, but we have managed to create some different frameworks to think about the 
Celtic question, and suggestive hypotheses are emerging that can be compared with 
each other. 

 
Whereas the Iberian Celts were previously considered as something peripheral to 

continental Celtica, the shattering of the classic paradigm, the need to rethink the "language-

ethnicity-material culture" contents and the possibility to do this from new standpoints, places 
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the Iberian Peninsula in an advantageous position. We can use European Celtic worlds in a 

fruitful comparative analysis (Alberro 2003). We should not forget that the evidence of Celtic 

languages in Iberia (especially Celtiberian where discoveries are constantly being made that 

increase the number of available texts and inscriptions) is among the richest of Celtic Europe. 

Furthermore, the information on Peninsular Celts contained in Classical sources is also much 

more extensive than that of other European regions, with the exception perhaps of Gaul, and the 

need to consider differentiated material cultures in the different Peninsular Celtic groups 

provides an impetus to rethink the significance of material culture itself. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that studies of Iberian Celtic culture in the last fifteen years can be considered the 

most ground breaking of all Celtic Europe. We would even go as far as to suggest the Iberian 

Peninsula provides a vantage point for a renewed vision of the European Celtic world, since we 

are convinced that currently the views of archaeological Celticism are strongly conditioned by 

two factors: the geographical-cultural perspective from which analysis is carried out, and the 

theoretical position of authors. Celts are seen differently in Germany, the United Kingdom or 

Spain, and in turn, the historical-cultural, processual or radical post-processual paradigms impose 

different filters for approaching the Celts as a subject of study.  
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Endnotes
                                                 
1 Recently, Lenerz-de Wilde (2000-2001) has returned to this question, and has suggested that the 
formation of the Celtiberian Culture could be related to the migration of a Celtic population that had links 
to La Tène culture, as the finds of swords and brooches demonstrate. Nevertheless, the formation of the 
Celtiberians did not occur owing to mass immigration in the fifth century. The flourishing of the 
Celtiberian culture in the fifth and fourth centuries was rooted in migratory movement - although small in 
terms of actual numbers - which led to the formation of a new elite (Lenerz-de Wilde 2000-2001: 347). 
  
2 Recently, other authors have re-visited this question with variable results. Manyanós (1999-2000) 
looked at the question of Peninsular Celticization, and interpreted it as a double process that was focused 
on the west in relation to the Atlantic Bronze Age, and also on the eastern Meseta, in relation to the 
infiltration of the Urnfield Cultures, which would then go on to form part of the Celtiberian culture. In 
this way, Manyanós attempted to harmonize Almagro-Gorbea's theories with those offered by others, 
including our own, although with slight variations. Arenas (2001-2002) has also broached the issue of the 
origins of the Celtiberian world, and tried to explain its genesis and evolution in relation to the 
Mediterranean world.  
 
3 For more on the information provided by Greek and Roman authors about Hispanic Celts, see Tovar 
(1977) and Koch (1979). A general overview of the literary sources on the Celts can be found in Rankin 
(1987), Dobesch (1991) and Freeman (1996). 
 
4 See Polybius 3, 37, 8-9 and 3, 39, 2; Poseidonius, in Diodorus 5, 35; Strabo 3, 1, 3; 3, 2, 11; 3, 4, 8; 3, 4, 
10; 3, 4, 11. 
 
5 See the aforementioned bibliography of Burillo (1998) and Lorrio (1997a, 2000) for information 
regarding the definition of Celtiberia and Celtiberians according to literary sources.  
 
6 See Schulten (1952: 139-140); Tovar (1976: 194-195); Maia (1985: 172-176); Pérez Vilatela (1989, 1990, 
2000); Berrocal-Rangel (1992); Capalvo (1996: 117-123); etc. for further information about the Celtici of 
the southwest and south in general. 
 
 7 Pérez Vilatela (1989, 1990, 1993, 2000) has identified the Lusitanians who participated in the wars of the 
second century BC as being those who lived to the south of the Tagus River, along with Celtic populations 
of the southwest, which would explain the almost total lack of references to this people in sources from this 
period.  
 
 8 For information about the geographical boundaries of Celtic Baeturia and the list of cities identified by 
Pliny, see García Iglesias (1971), Tovar (1962: 363 ff.), Berrocal-Rangel (1992: 29-72).  
 
 9 The cognomina "Iulia" of some of these peoples reflects, according to Berrocal-Rangel (1992: 36, 50), 
that the definitive integration of these oppida into the Roman legal system must have occured during 
Caesar's reign. 
 
10 However, Untermann (1985a: footnote 15; 2001: 205) has expressed serious doubts about the Celtic 
nature of this toponym, proposing that it might be a non-Indo-European toponym from the Basti or Urci 
form. 
 
11 See Tranoy (1981: 41), Tovar (1989: 124, 136-141), etc. for more on the Celtic character of the 
populations mentioned by literary sources, and their geographical location. 
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12 A general overview, with a wealth of bibliographical references, can be found in works by Villar (1991: 
443-466), de Hoz (1993a) and Gorrochategui (1993). 
 
13 See Untermann (1983, 1995a-b), de Hoz (1986, 1995), de Bernardo (2002), Jordán (1998), etc. 
 
14 See de Hoz (1993a: 366-369), for onomastic evidence with full bibliography. 
 
15 A general overview can be found in Albertos (1983) and Abascal (1994), where the essential 
bibliography is listed. Also see Albertos (1985, 1987), Villar (1994) or Untermann’s study (1996: 121-180) 
of the onomastics of the Botorrita third Bronze (225 different names in total). 
 
16 It has been suggested that the names of certain indigenous deities such as Bandue, Reue, Quangelus, 
Trebaruna, Nabia, Arentius and Arantia are specifically Lusitanian, and could be used to define the 
boundaries with other populi (Olivares 2000-2001). 
 
17 Recently, Almagro-Gorbea (2002 and forthcoming) claimed to have identified the oldest Celtic theonym 
currently known to us in a graffito found on a piece of pottery dating back to the second quarter of the sixth 
century BC discovered in Huelva. This would confirm the presence of the Celts in Tartessos. 
 
18 However, the limited information available on the end of the Bronze Age in the eastern Meseta makes it 
difficult to assess the influence of this substratum in the formation of the Celtiberian world. Arenas (1999: 
246) does not believe that the complex Cogotas population, a characteristic culture of the Late Bronze 
Age of the Meseta (Fernández-Posse 1986; Castro et al. 1995), or other related cultures, should be placed 
at the beginning of the Proto-Historical sequence proposed for several parts of Celtiberia, although certain 
evidence confirms the continuity of these settlements in at least some areas (Lorrio 1997a: 260, Fig. 110). 
 
19 Nevertheless, Almagro-Gorbea refers to "new people who came from a certain 'cultural off-shoot' of the 
Urnfield people that stretched to the Ebro valley, who gradually settled in this area in around the ninth or 
eighth century BC. They formed small groups of farmers whose burial methods are still unknown to us, 
which prevents us from including them with the Urnfield Cultures or with the Atlantic traditions" (2001: 
102). 
 
20 According to Strabo (3, 4, 3), the lands occupied by the Lusitani were bordered by the Atlantic to the 
west and north, the Tagus River to the south, and the Carpetani (?), Vettones, Vaccaei and Callaeci to the 
east. Some authors group the Callaeci in with the Lusitani. 
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