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Abstract 

The interpretation of the archaeological record of the Later Prehistory in the NW Iberian 

Peninsula in terms of social and political complexity has witnessed a significant leap in 

the recent years. As in many other parts of Western Europe, two particular topics have 



been at the centre of the discussion: the relevance of the notions of social resistance and 

resilience and the incorporation of a finer grained view about the different historical 

trajectories within the region. As is common in archaeological research, the 

incorporation and/or critical review of the empirical evidence quite often forces us to 

reconsider the existing ideas, and this case is no exception. In the recent years, the 

hypothesis that the transition between the Late Bronze Age - Early Iron Age in this 

region can be interpreted in terms of a reaction against trends towards social division 

has gained a widespread popularity. At the same time, the archaeological record 

documented has increased exponentially, being contract archaeology a major 

responsible for that. This paper explores to what extent the results of these new forms of 

archaeological fieldwork are challenging our assumed knowledge. Our aim is to discuss 

and further refine the initial hypothesis, which will also help to get some insights into 

the subsequent trajectories of human communities in this region. 
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Introduction: re-rethinking the Iron Age in the NW Iberian Peninsula 

The archaeology of the NW Iberian Peninsula has been often overshadowed by the 

bright light of the remarkable monuments and historical processes of the southern and 

eastern regions (Armada and Grau Mira 2018). Perhaps with the sole exception of the 

Megalithic period, most of the Prehistory of that NW region was considered for a long 

time as marginal and of little relevance. Archaeological research was largely regional in 

scope and appeal, and poorly known beyond the region itself (González-Ruibal 2006-7). 

The Iron Age was no exception to that; until the 1980s, cultural-historical approaches 

were largely dominant in the interpretation of the period (Fernández-Posse 1998) and 

even in the 1990s just very few publications on the matter were available for an 

international audience, mostly from Portuguese authors (Martins 1997; Queiroga 1992; 

Silva 1995). 

However, in the last few decades things have changed substantially. The relevance of 

the analysis of this “peripheral” region has been reclaimed by a long list of approaches, 

projects and researchers that have given a strong impetus to the field (Armada and 

García-Vuelta 2018; Ayán Vila 2012; Bettencourt 2010; Fernández Calo 2017; 

Fernández-Posse and Sánchez-Palencia 1998; González García 2017; González García 

et al. 2011; González-Ruibal 2006, 2006-7; Marín Suárez 2011; Parcero-Oubiña 2003; 

Rodríguez-Corral 2012; Sastre 2002, 2008; Sastre et al. 2011). This increasing interest 

came in parallel with renewed theoretical frameworks, where interpretations in terms of 

social and political complexity played a major role. Claims about the importance of 

social processes occurring at peripheral and marginal areas (e.g. Scott 2010) have found 

a notable echo here. As has been the case in many other parts of Western Europe in the 

last 10-15 years, notions such as social resistance and resilience have been at the centre 

of the discussion (González García et al. 2011; Parcero-Oubiña 2003; Parcero-Oubiña 

and Criado-Boado 2013; Sastre 2002, 2008; Sastre and Sánchez-Palencia 2013).  

In parallel to that, and again as elsewhere in Europe, the archaeological record 

documented for that period has increased exponentially in the last years. Contract 

archaeology has been perhaps the main responsible for that, with a range of new sites 

surveyed and excavated that are beginning to change the older picture quite 



substantially (Bradley 2007 is usually quoted as a good example; see also Bradley et al. 

2016). A couple of examples can give a good illustration of the scale of this change. A 

paper published 6 years ago (Teira Brión and Abad Vidal 2012) summarized the 

available data about excavation projects carried out in Iron Age and Roman period 

hillforts (castros) in Galicia. Out of a total of 498 excavations in 147 sites between 

1860-2010, 189 (ca. 38%) corresponded to the 20-year period 1990-2010 (117 of them 

between 2000-2010, ca. 25%). The figures might be even more significant if the last 6 

years were included and the extent of the excavated areas was taken into account, not to 

mention the improvements in methodology and data collection. Although no 

comparable studies exist for the Bronze Age sites, the impact of the recent fieldwork is 

even more relevant in this case, which traditionally attracted far less interest due to their 

lack of surface structures and their invisibility. A recent research (González Insua 2017) 

gathered a total of 90 Bronze Age sites with domestic structures documented to some 

extent through excavation; back in 1991 a detailed synthesis mentioned only 1 

settlement (Portocelo) for the Late Bronze Age in Galicia (Meijide Cameselle 1991). 

Six years later, in 1997, a shorter overview paper mentioned less than 5 excavated 

settlements for the whole Bronze Age in this area (Suárez Otero 1997).  

Besides the increase in the number and variety of sites documented, the adoption of new 

methodological and analytical approaches has also contributed to the construction of a 

finer grained record both in temporal and spatial terms. Contributions from other 

disciplines have also become more common and relevant, and their impact in the 

archaeological research has increased: environmental change (Kaal et al. 2011; 

Martínez-Cortizas et al. 2009), palaeopollution (Martínez-Cortizas et al. 2016; 

Pontevedra-Pombal et al. 2013) or archaeobotany (Tereso et al. 2016), to name a few. 

The aim of this contribution is to make a preliminary attempt to assess the impact of 

that new evidence available on the abovementioned theoretical proposals. Can we refine 

our theoretical models under this new empirical light? Are concepts as change, 

resistance and resilience still valid to understand the new evidence?  We will be 

focusing in one of the contexts that is of especial interest for us, the Late Bronze Age – 

Early Iron Age transition.  



The picture. Bronze Age-Iron Age transition in NW Iberia 

We will begin by briefly summarizing the main characteristics of the archaeological 

record of the period of interest, with an especial focus in those aspects that have been 

more commonly used to explain the process of change between these two contexts. 

Before beginning, it must be said that, as elsewhere, both similarities and differences 

exist between the archaeological record of the Late Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age, 

and it would be quite difficult to draw a sharp division. This has led to some 

disagreement on how to properly define both periods. Some authors have relied mostly 

on a chronological approach, trying to find a temporal line when visible differences in 

the typology of different material elements (pottery, metalwork, architecture…) can be 

detected across the whole region (Bettencourt 2005). Others however have given 

preference to a definition based on the changes identified in a few key elements of the 

archaeological record, for which a deeper social and cultural meaning can be argued 

(González-Ruibal 2006-7: 71-73; Parcero-Oubiña 2000). The latter approach neither 

gives the same weight to all dimensions of material culture, nor sees chronology as a 

primary element in the definition of the periods, since those changes happen at different 

times across the region, as we will explore in further detail in this paper. Without 

getting into greater detail (something that would exceed the scope and limits of this 

publication), we will consider here that the emergence of a model of fortified settlement 

is the characteristic that best represents and summarizes the new features in the material 

record that substantiate the idea of the Iron Age (Parcero-Oubiña and Criado-Boado 

2013). 

 Late Bronze Age Early Iron Age 

Settlements Open, semi-permanent  Fortified, permanent  

Architecture Timber construction Timber and stone construction 

Settlement location Lowland areas, productive soils Inaccessible and prominent positions 

Land use Extensive land exploitation A contradictory pattern of land use? 

Metalwork Major production and circulation 

of varied objects: weapons, tools, 

banquet items, adornments 

Predominance of hoards of as-cast 

objects (mainly axes) with little 

traces of actual use 

Table 1. The most characteristic features of the record of the Late Bronze Age and 

Early Iron Age in NW Iberia 



In any case, the archaeological record of this extended period (ca. 1200 – 500 BC) is 

known with varying degrees of detail across the region. Although recent work has 

improved our database, especially for the Late Bronze Age, a large proportion of those 

new data still need to be explored in full detail. In the next few paragraphs, we will 

briefly review what are considered the most characteristic features of the record of both 

periods, as summarized in Table 1. 

The Late Bronze Age 

Late Bronze Age settlement areas are still not very well known. Where documented, 

they consist of open settlements with timber architecture, for which a periodical 

reoccupation has been suggested, following the temporal cycles of long fallow 

cultivation (González Insua 2017; Méndez Fernández 1994). Settlements are 

characterized for their weak delimitation, through shallow linear ditches at best. Until 

recently, most of those settlements consisted only of disconnected and partial remains of 

domestic constructions, but very few houses had been fully documented. The 

documentation of complete, or almost complete, examples of houses from this period 

has been one of the main new contributions of contract archaeology in the last years. 

Among them, for the first time in this region some examples of “long houses” have 

been uncovered in at least seven sites (Figure 1). 



 

Figure 1. Longhouses recently documented in different settlements (after Vázquez-Liz et 

al. 2015) (see original source for details) 

A second major novelty in the last years has been the identification, also for the first 

time here, of a few sites with a likely ceremonial function: Ventosiños (Lugo) and A 

Roda (Barreiros, Lugo). The former, which has been published in greater detail, consists 

of an enclosure surrounded by some linear features and a large number of pits with 

different deposits inside (Piay Augusto et al. 2015). The chemical analysis of deposits 

recovered inside some of those pits and inside some pottery vessels show unusually 

high levels of phosphates (especially in those located inside the enclosure) which might 

suggest a funerary use (Tallón Armada et al. 2015). 

Settlement pattern is characterized by diversity, with two basic types of locations 

(Bettencourt 2013; González Insua 2017). Most sites seem to be located on lowland 

positions, in close association with potentially high productive soils. The existence of 

large storage facilities in some of those sites has been considered quite characteristic of 

this period, since evidence for that in the earlier Bronze Age is debatable (Fábregas 

Valcarce et al. 2003; Tereso et al. 2016). In contrast with that, hilltop settlements 

become also common in the region, again especially in some areas. Many of these 

hilltop settlements will later be fortified and become the first hillforts in the region 

(González-Ruibal 2006-7), also the earliest hillforts in the whole Iberian Peninsula 

(Parcero-Oubiña et al. 2017). 



Land use and production activities are best known through their effect on the 

environmental record. Agriculture was based on what has been called a “functional 

diversity”, with the first evidences of the cultivation of a spring cereal (millet) (Tereso 

et al. 2016). Rates of soil erosion and deforestation increase significantly, despite the 

existence of better climatic conditions (Fábregas Valcarce et al. 2003), which strongly 

suggests an increase in human impact on the environment, being fire a primary factor in 

the management of the environment (Kaal et al. 2011; López-Merino et al. 2012). This 

increasing impact is also visible in the first significant evidences of pollution related to 

mining and metallurgical activity (Martínez-Cortizas et al. 2009; Martínez-Cortizas et 

al. 2016; Pontevedra-Pombal et al. 2013). 

In effect, the production and circulation of bronze objects are said to have witnessed a 

major shift in this moment, as in other parts of Atlantic Europe (Comendador Rey 

1999). Most metal objects have been documented in hoards, which show two regional 

trends: towards the north of the region, they are composed mainly or only of axes, while 

in the south they co-exist with others consisting of a variety of fully functional objects 

(palstaves, weapons and banquet items being the most frequent). 

The Early Iron Age 

In its turn, the Early Iron Age, as defined here, is characterized by the emergence of 

fortified settlements that will become the only type of settlement in the region. These 

first castros are always of small size (less than 1 Ha.), scattered and dispersed across the 

landscape (González-Ruibal 2006-7; Parcero-Oubiña 2002). They have been 

characterized as placed on isolated and poorly accessible positions, where defensive 

criteria seem to have been prevalent. This implies that they are no longer close to the 

best agricultural terrains, but to light and shallow soils (Parcero-Oubiña 2000). 

Permanent large storage facilities are not known in these fortified sites (Ayán Vila and 

Parcero Oubiña 2009).  

Although the soils around the settlements are now too light to support a permanent 

cultivation, the carpological and environmental record shows that agriculture is now 

even more diversified than before, with the spreading of the spring cereal across the 

region (Tereso et al. 2016). The temporal resolution of the environmental records is still 

too coarse to find any significant differences in this fuzzy time period, but both soil 



erosion, deforestation and atmospheric pollution seem to keep slowly increasing (Kaal 

et al. 2011; Pontevedra-Pombal et al. 2013). 

However, metal production changes quite radically, and a dual pattern is documented 

now: in settlements small personal items become predominant, while large hoards 

continue to exist, but they are now only composed of axes with no functional properties 

(high amounts of lead and/or preserving the casting jet) and apparently unused (as-cast) 

(Galán 2005). These large as-cast axe hoards are also found during this period in other 

areas of Atlantic Europe, such as Brittany and Southern England (Roberts et al. 2015), 

although they are mostly composed of socketed axes, whereas in NW Iberia palstaves 

continue to be the dominant type of bronze axe (Delibes et al. 2016).  

Interpreting the archaeological record. Linking space and time 

As was mentioned in the introduction, the change between these two archaeological 

contexts was reinterpreted some years ago by challenging the traditional, linear 

evolutionary interpretations and proposing an alternate model where the ideas of 

resistance against social complexity played a major role (Armada 2013; González 

García et al. 2011; González-Ruibal 2006-7; Parcero-Oubiña 2000, 2002; Parcero-

Oubiña and Criado-Boado 2013). Just a few selected quotations will provide a good 

summary of those proposals: 

“From our perspective, the beginning of the Iron Age involves, at the same time, one 

step back in the trends towards social division documented through the Late Bronze 

Age, and two steps forward towards the social acceptance of what will become two 

basic conditions [productive diversification and fortification] upon which the definitive 

social division will later come out” (González García et al. 2011: 298). 

 “the pattern of subsistence acted as a strategy of resistance to division, because it 

compelled the mobility of the settlement and the impossibility of maintaining large 

groups (…) the promotion of conflict between groups and individuals could have 

initially had the opposite function (…) of avoiding the consolidation of larger political 

units and permanent or virulent chiefdoms” (Parcero-Oubiña and Criado-Boado 2013: 

262). 



“[Across the Atlantic Iberia] the response to the collapse of the Late Bronze Age social 

formations varied in accordance with the starting situation and their degree of 

interaction with the Phoenician colonial system. While the southwest turned toward (…) 

the consolidation of inequality trends, the northwest moved to the isolation experienced 

in a final attempt to avoid them” (Armada 2013: 285). 

Those quotations quickly summarize the main argument of the re-interpretation of the 

emergence of the Iron Age in this region: rather than seeing it as a period of further 

social complexity and inequality (Alarção 1992; Martins 1997), the contrasting 

characteristics of the archaeological record were interpreted as the reflection of a 

successful attempt to alleviate the trends towards them. Other authors have agreed on 

viewing the emergence of the Iron Age in these terms, although some have argued that 

this largely egalitarian scheme should be extended to the whole Iron Age, until the 

Roman conquest (Sastre 2002, 2008; Sastre et al. 2011). Both the initial proposal and 

the successive discussion were kept for a long time within little geographical nuances, 

suggesting (implicitly most often than explicitly) that the models proposed should be 

understood as a grand narrative equally valid for the whole NW corner of the Iberian 

Peninsula.  

González-Ruibal (2006-7) proposed that the historical trajectories of the Iron Age 

communities in the region might have been more heterogeneous than assumed. He 

suggested the existence of three large areas where historical processes would have 

followed different pathways. In particular, he proposed that three different models of 

communities might have existed in the region, that he described as “house societies”, 

“heroic societies” and “deep rurals” (González-Ruibal 2011). However, he rather 

focused on the transformations in the Later Iron Age, since for the emergence of the 

Early Iron Age the process is described again in general terms for the whole region. 

Despite that, his proposal proves that, at that moment, drawing a rather uniform picture 

for the whole region was not a matter of theoretical perspective, but probably an effect 

of the low resolution of the archaeological evidence.  

We may ask now if the new evidence available allows us to test the validity of the 

existing interpretations for the emergence of the Iron Age. Besides its relevance for the 

interpretation of this specific context, this poses an interesting cognitive problem: when 

should we rethink our theoretical proposals in the light of the new data? Is the new 



evidence new enough to imply a change in our paradigms? To what extent are the 

“new” forms of archaeological fieldwork (contract archaeology, that takes place where 

development happens and not where archaeologists would have preferred) contributing 

to renovate the picture? 

In the specific terms of our case study here, the question we want to explore can be 

expressed as follows: if the emergence of the Early Iron Age is interpreted as a general 

process of reaction against social complexity, where are those divergent historical 

trajectories of the Later Iron Age rooted? Do they relate with any background processes 

or are they the result of changes occurred later in time? 

In order to explore those questions, we will focus on tracing the temporal and spatial 

patterns of emergence / change / development of a few key issues that have been 

playing a primary role in the interpretation of this historical process:  

1. The emergence of settlement fortification. 

2. Differences in function and structure of the sites. 

3. Changes in the circulation and deposition of metal objects.  

Our aim will be to check to what extent these bodies of evidence, that have been 

building blocks of the reinterpretation of the period, can be equally found in the whole 

region at the same, or similar, time. Given the limitation of space, this will only be a 

preliminary approach, based on a general overview of a large amount of evidence that, 

in many cases, still needs to be analysed in further detail. 

The emergence of settlement fortification 

The question of the emergence of settlement fortification can be first approached by 

relying on radiocarbon dating. Figure 2 shows all the fortified settlements in the NW 

Iberia for which radiocarbon dates exist, according to the database recently compiled by 

A. Gilman and published in the IDEArq website 1 (Uriarte González et al. 2017), 

complemented by two synthesis papers (Jordá Pardo et al. 2009; Picón Platas 2008). 

The number of dated sites is quite large and, despite a higher density in some areas, they 

are distributed across the whole region.  

                                                 
1 www.idearqueologia.org 



 

Figure 2. Hillforts with C-14 dates  

Only some of those sites have provided absolute dates before the 5th century BC, a date 

that is typically assumed as a reference for a relevant change in the archaeological 

sequence of the region, understood either as the beginning of the Later Iron Age 

(González-Ruibal 2006-7; Parcero-Oubiña 2000) or just as the beginning of the Iron 

Age itself (Bettencourt 2005). Regardless of how it is labelled, the existence of a 

noticeable change towards the 5th century has been long acknowledged by most authors 

in the region (e.g. Carballo Arceo 1990; Maluquer de Motes 1975; Peña Santos 1992, 

among many others). Figure 3 shows only those sites where the first fortification has 

been dated before the 5th century BC. As has often been said, the earliest fortified 

settlements occur in northern Portugal, and then in western Galicia and western 

Asturias. It is only between the 7th-5th centuries that we have the first fortified sites in 

most of the inland area, and by now we still do not have any castro dated before the 5th 

century BC in a large portion of the region. 



 

Figure 3. Hillforts with C-14 dates before the V century BC 

In a paper from 2009, Jordá Pardo and colleagues approached the analysis of the 

chronology of the Iron Age in the region by establishing a discrete set of 8 areas, based 

on their understanding of the differences in the archaeological record (Jordá Pardo et al. 

2009). Using the available C-14 data for settlements within each area, they 

“transformed the Gaussian distributions of the uncalibrated dates into equiprobability 

curves. This allows the visualization of the chronometric trends and the evaluation of 

the synchrony and diachrony of individual and separate sites” (Jordá Pardo et al. 2009: 

87). In other words, they estimated the changing probability of concurrent activity in 

each area. Despite some problems that the authors themselves acknowledge, this 

approach is useful as long as it helps visualize for each area the periods of maximum 

documented activity and, especially for our purposes here, the moment when the 

construction of the earliest fortified settlements can be established by now (Figure 4).  



 

Figure 4. Time span (sum of probability of C-14 dates) of the fortified settlement across 

the NW Iberia (modified and redrawn after Jordá Pardo et al. (2009)) 

Again, some differences and trends are discernible here, but they will be even more 

informative if we find a way to properly map them through a surface that extends to the 

whole region. We have attempted to do that by creating a series of continuous maps 

from an Inverse Distance Weighted interpolation of the values of probability shown in 

Figure 4. Something similar was done by Jordá Pardo and colleagues (see Fig. 8 in their 

paper), but in our case we have treated separately the probability values for some 

specific dates (1000, 800 and 900 BC). The results (Figure 5) provide a clearer 

illustration of how settlement fortification emerged across time and space in the region. 

It is worth noting that, with the data currently available, inland regions 1 and 2 show 

always a very low probability of including any fortified settlement in these early 

centuries. 



 

Figure 5. Interpolation of the probability of occurrence of fortified settlements across 

the region in three moments in time (1000, 900 and 800 BC) 

As was abovementioned, many of those earliest fortified settlements were founded on 

hilltops where earlier forms of settlement existed; quite often, they resulted in the 

artificial fortification of already existing settlements in places with good natural 

defensive conditions (Bettencourt 2013). It should be not surprise that the distribution 

of the earliest fortified settlements coincide with those areas where hilltop settlements 

developed during the Later Bronze Age (Figure 6). 



 

Figure 6. Hillltop settlements in the Late Bronze Age (modified after González-Ruibal 

(2006-7)) 

Settlements and “special places” in the landscape 

If we look now at the distribution of some particular features in the Late Bronze Age 

sites, again a noticeable pattern seems to emerge, although in this case the total number 

of sites is still too low to reach a solid conclusion (Figure 7). Bronze Age settlements 

with large-scale storage seem to be distributed in those same areas where the earliest 

castros will emerge, something that had already been observed for a long time (e.g. 

Bettencourt 2008). This is in sharp contrast with the distribution of the sites where 

longhouses have begun to be documented in the last years: while their interpretation in 

terms of social organization is still unclear, they are distributed across a different area. 

The same applies to those Bronze Age ceremonial sites that were mentioned before: 

while only two cases are known so far -too few to draw any solid conclusion-, it is 

worth plotting their spatial location to see that both are located towards the northern part 

of the region. 



 

Figure 7. Distribution of “special places” in the Late Bronze Age: settlements with 

large storage facilities, settlements with long houses and ceremonial enclosures 

Circulation and deposition of metalwork 

The circulation of metal objects is the third aspect we will explore. Figure 8 shows a 

broad-brush image of the density of the distribution of metal findings from the Late 

Bronze Age, with data extracted from the Atlantic Europe in the Metal Ages (Aemap) 

project website (www.aemap.ac.uk). Although not complete, it provides an overview of 

the general occurrence and density of objects, with a higher number again in the coastal 

areas to the south and west. The pattern becomes even more clear if we complement it 

with a map of the places where gold objects were documented in the Late Bronze Age 

(¡Error! No se encuentra el origen de la referencia.). 



 

Figure 8. Distribution of Late Bronze Age metal objects (with data from 

www.aemap.ac.uk) 

http://www.aemap.ac.uk/


 

Figure 9. Distribution of Bronze Age gold objects (with data from www.aemap.ac.uk) 

In the Early Iron Age the bulk of the metal production consisted of bronze axes whose 

general distribution is not very different to that of the Late Bronze Age objects. In fact, 

the distinction between the axe hoards of these two periods is quite difficult to draw 

because palstaves continued to be the main type of axe in a time period, the Early Iron 

Age, in which the socketed axes prevail in the rest of Atlantic Europe. 

Despite the continuity in the basic shape of the axes documented in NW Iberia, it can be 

established that a number of axe hoards belong to the final stages of the Late Bronze 

Age or the Early Iron Age by a combination of two arguments. Firstly, as already said, 

these large as-cast axe hoards occur in other areas of Atlantic Europe at this moment. 

Secondly, the types represented in the NW Iberian hoards also appear in the hillforts 

dated to this period (Neixón Pequeno, Torroso…). 

The axes usually attributed to the Late Bronze - Early Iron Age transition belong to two 

basic types: the Samieira type and the axes that preserved the casting jet at the butt end. 

Both of them usually contain a high amount of lead (often higher than 20%) and their 

http://www.aemap.ac.uk/


distribution broadly coincides with that of the earliest fortified settlements, although 

with some nuances: axes with casting jet concentrate between the rivers Cávado and 

Miño, whereas the Samieira type spread to the north of the Miño but once again with a 

concentration in the SW of Galicia (Figure 10) (Galán 2005; Monteagudo 1977). 

 

Figure 10. Comparative distribution of Bronze Age axes: palstave axes with casting jet 

vs. Samieira type, redrawn after (Galán 2005) 

This coastal distribution was interpreted by Galán (2005) as a result of the involvement 

of the local communities in the Phoenician trade networks. According to him, this 

would have implied a growing flow of metal objects from the inland to the coastal 

regions, through local exchange networks. Eventually, this process would explain the 

higher density of metal objects around the coast, not all of them necessarily produced 

and consumed there. However, recent discoveries place in doubt that hypothesis: lead 

isotope analyses suggest that the leaded axes from NW Iberia were produced with metal 

(perhaps Cu-Pb ingots) brought from the south of Iberia (preliminary results in 

(Montero-Ruiz et al. 2014), thus making unfeasible the interpretation of these hoards as 

stocks of metal for being exported. Quite on the contrary, this seems to support again 

the idea that the differential degree of production and circulation of metalwork in this 



period is a reflection of economic, social and/or cultural differences among 

communities across the region. 

Concluding remarks 

The preliminary approach that we have presented here by taking new data into account 

and adopting a more nuanced stance towards the evidence suggests that the story of the 

emergence of the Iron Age in the NW Iberian Peninsula might involve some subtleties 

that the existing narratives, including our own, have not considered appropriately. In our 

view, the relevance of that is not only limited to the interpretation of the specific 

process of transition between the Bronze – Iron Age, but also to the subsequent 

historical processes in the region across the whole Iron Age. Even if our argument here 

is based on a highly summarized presentation of the available evidence, and if some of 

that evidence is still too limited and/or still needs to be further analysed in full detail, we 

believe that seeing the new data under a different light opens the way for a critical 

rethinking of some of the interpretative models developed in the last decades.  

The main point of the paper has been to show that the elements used to propose an 

increasing complexity in the Late Bronze Age are rather unevenly distributed across the 

NW Iberian Peninsula. Strong metal production, large storage facilities, development of 

hilltop settlements… are clearly concentrated in some specific areas of the region where 

other relevant elements (longhouses, ceremonial sites) seem to be absent. 

Similarly, the emergence of the main characteristics of the Early Iron Age, as we have 

defined it here, is also very uneven in space and time: fortified settlements seem to 

develop much earlier in some areas than in others, where they might be even completely 

absent before the 5th century BC. This is coincident with the development of new 

patterns of metal production and deposition, which suggest that the areas that were more 

active and complex in the Late Bronze Age continue to be regularly open to long 

distance trade, although they are using now its products in a rather different way, one 

that seems to prevent their individual appropriation. 

As we have shown, the interpretation of the transition between the Late Bronze Age - 

Early Iron Age in this region in terms of a reaction against trends towards social 

division gained a widespread popularity. However, we suggest now that this should be 

qualified: although this theoretical model might still apply to some parts of this region, 



it is maybe not adequate for some others, where things might just have happened in a 

different way. In other words, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to propose a reaction 

against inequality and complexity for those areas where trends towards a higher 

inequality and complexity are actually not clearly visible in the Bronze Age. The 

material evidence that can support such claims seems to be found along the coastal and 

southernmost parts of the region. Needless to say, this must not be understood in terms 

of a rule and some exceptions, but in terms of different historical processes across a 

large region that was maybe not so uniform as we liked to believe some years ago. 

 

Figure 11. The economy of power in the Late Iron Age in northwestern Iberia, 

according to González-Ruibal (redrawn from 2011: 255) 

On a more provocative sense, if we stick to a definition of the emergence of the Early 

Iron Age in such terms, as a reaction against the consolidation of inequality and social 

complexity, one might even wonder if there was ever an Early Iron Age in those areas 

where such a reaction made no sense. That might have been the case of the most inland 

and mountainous regions, where the earliest fortification doesn’t seem to occur before 

the 5th century BC, or even later. According to the proposal of González-Ruibal, the 

groups that inhabited those inland regions during the Late Iron Age can be described as 



deep rural societies, who “live in the outskirts of states and are characterized by cultural 

conservatism, the prevalence of a strong moral economy and the refusal to interact with 

strangers, especially powerful ones” (González-Ruibal 2011: 261). Quite on the 

contrary, many other areas in the region would have witnessed the development of more 

complex forms of social and political organization in the Late Iron Age, other forms of 

political economy (heroic societies and house societies, if we follow González-Ruibal, 

Figure 11). That change has been interpreted as a result of the failure, in the long term, 

of the Early Iron Age reaction (Parcero-Oubiña and Criado-Boado 2013; Parcero-

Oubiña 2003). Later in time, from the 2nd century BC onwards, the dialectics between 

individuals, domestic units and communities will come to a dramatic change that is 

visible in different parts of the material record: the development of larger concentrations 

of population in oppida-like sites, an abrupt increase in the flow of imported items, the 

development of sophisticated architectural and artistic styles or the production of an 

impressive gold jewellery, among others. But, again, all those things have an uneven 

spatial distribution, with those more clearly related with a higher inequality 

concentrated in the same coastal and southern parts of the region where, as we have 

seen, large storage, hilltop settlements, more metallurgy… had been documented in the 

Late Bronze Age. 

Even in the assumption that the emergence of those new forms of materiality in the Late 

Iron Age is only, or basically, a result of the influence of the expansion of Rome across 

the Iberian Peninsula (Currás Refojos 2014), it is tempting to see a connection between 

the different forms of reaction to that influence and the diverging historical trajectories 

within this region. Perhaps looking at the historical background will help to understand 

why the negotiation of conflict, power and dominion between Rome and the local 

communities produced different types of reaction and hybrid outcomes. 
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