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Inscribing Identity: A case study of symbolic communication from the 

Iron Age Castro Culture of northwestern Iberia 
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The guiding question of my dissertation research is: how did the symbols saturating 

the material culture of the Castro people serve a social and political, as well as 

decorative, role during the Late Bronze and Iron Ages of northwestern Iberia? 

Throughout the material remains of the Castro Culture a suite of symbolic motifs was 

repeatedly inscribed. Such motifs have traditionally been seen as solely decorative, and 

their social function has never been explored. However the insistent appearance of 

particular designs on so many material mediums has led me to hypothesize that these 

symbols served the Castro people as non-vocal communicators of identity and belonging. 

In a broad sense I ask: who were the Castro people speaking to through these symbols 

and what were they talking about? To attempt to access these questions and better 

understand the role of symbolic motifs in Castro society I ask more specifically: in what 

contexts are these motifs found? To answer these questions this dissertation project will 

trace the presence of the Castro motifs across various mediums: ceramics, domestic and 

communal architecture, and items of personal adornment. In doing so, I will examine the 

context, frequency, and presence/absence of each motif and begin to build a picture of 

how the Castro people were employing these motifs not only as ornament but as 

representations of themselves and their communities.  
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“I have not been inordinately materialistic, but I am attached to my house, to my 

inherited belongings, and to the things that I have chosen for myself. All these objects 
add complexity to my emotional ties to the people with whom I have shared, and share, 

my life, and to my aspirations for myself.” (Truitt 1986) 
 
 

“…what is seen is the visible knot which ties together an invisible skein of relations, 
fanning out into social space and social time.” (Gell 1998: 62) 

 
“Boundaries keep all eyes turned back, inwards toward the centre” (Helms 1988: 28)
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
 The Castro Culture of Iberia was a Late Bronze and Iron Age society occupying 

the northwestern corner of the Peninsula, spanning the modern territories of northern 

Portugal and Spanish Galicia. The Castro Culture is characterized by hillfort settlements 

located on prominent points in the landscape, dark, highly micaceous pottery, the 

presence of ritual bath structures at several settlements, and statues of warriors standing 

guard over the walls of communities. A striking feature defining the Castro Culture is the 

inscription of a suite of symbolic motifs repeated across major material mediums, 

including ceramics, architecture, the ritual baths, warrior statues, and items of personal 

adornment. My research question asks: what social roles did these symbolic motifs serve 

in the lives of the Castro people? My hypothesis is that they functioned to signal 

inclusion within social spheres and communities that were wary of outsiders, and marked 

spaces and people as belonging to a familiar and trusted network of relationships and 

alliances.  

 Evidence for the Castro Culture extends from approximately 1200 B.C.E-200 

C.E., from the Late Bronze Age until the consolidation of Roman power within the 

region, following campaigns by Decimo Iunius Brutus and Julius Caesar to subdue the 

indigenous populace in the aftermath of the Second Punic War that raged across Iberia 

from 217-201 B.C.E. Ancient Greek and Roman authors wrote about the people of the 

northwest, characterizing them as Celtic barbarians who drank beer instead of wine and 

used butter, not olive oil. The opinions of these ancient authors regarding the people of 

the Iberian northwest have coloured scholarly interpretations of the Castro Culture from 

the beginning of archaeological investigation in the late 19th and early 20th centuries by 

archaeologists such as Francisco Martins Sarmento, J. Leite de Vasconcelos, António 

Mendes Corrêa, Rui de Serpa Pinto, and Florentino López Cuevillas. Due to the ancient 

authors’ characterization of the Castro peoples as Celtic, as well as some linguistic 

evidence that the people of the northwest may have spoken a form of ancient Celtic 

(Lorrio 2005; Luján Martínez 2006), and various similarities in material culture to other 

societies considered “Celtic” across Europe, there has been debate amongst 
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archaeologists about the cultural affiliation of the Castro people, with some asserting 

Celtic heritage, and others vehemently denying any Celtic affiliation and insisting on 

indigenous origin (López Jiménez 1999; Armada 2002; Díaz Santana 2002, among 

others).  The ways in which scholars have positioned the Castro Culture as a Celtic or 

non-Celtic society have, I believe, prevented us from examining Castro identity as Castro 

people themselves may have constructed it. Rather than focusing on the 

Celtic/Indigenous debate, we should direct our attention to the patterns of identification 

left behind by the Castro people. 

 In what follows I will provide a brief general background of the Castro Culture in 

Chapter 2, including information regarding chronology, landscape, environment, 

settlement structure, subsistence and economy, social structure, and religious practice. 

Chapter 3 will outline the materials and methods included and undertaken in this project, 

detailing the use of excavations, museum collections, and published materials for 

inclusion in this project, as well as my custom typology. Chapter 4 will include an 

ethnohistorical analysis of the ancient sources, including backgrounds of the ancient 

authors, their opinions of the geography and resources of the Iberian Peninsula, their 

discussions of the named cultural groups inhabiting the northwest, and their customs, 

habits, and material culture, as well as some cautionary notes regarding the usefulness of 

these ancient sources. Chapter 5 will discuss the results of the analysis of decorated 

ceramics from six sites: Bagunte, Frijão, Castro Maxímo, Monte Padrão, Sam Paio, and 

Terroso. Chapter 6 will discuss the results of architectural analysis of four major sites, 

including Briteiros, Sanfins, Âncora, and Sabroso, as well as other sites. Chapter 7 will 

explore the decoration found on the pedras formosas or “beautiful stones” of the ritual 

bath structures from the sites of Briteiros, Sanfins, Tongobriga, Castro de Galegos, Alto 

das Quintãs, Castro de Eiras, and Alto das Eiras. Chapter 8 will outline the main features 

of various warrior statues found within the Castro region. Chapter 9 will detail the 

different categories of personal adornment of the Castro Culture, including beads, 

buckles, buttons, appliqués, fibulae, pins, earrings, bracelets, rings, spirals, pendants, 

diadems, lunulae, necklaces, and torques. Finally Chapter 10 will draw together these 

different lines of evidence to argue for the social function of symbols within the Castro 

Culture.  A map of sites mentioned in the text is located in the Appendix.  
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  In the following work, I use the term ‘Castro’ in reference to the cultural group as 

a whole, while using the Portuguese word ‘castro’ (translating to ‘fort’) in reference to 

the hillfort settlements occupied by the people of the Castro Culture. Additionally, the 

term ‘Castreja’ is used specifically when referencing ceramics made within the Castro 

area before the Roman occupation. Unless otherwise noted, all photos, charts, and tables 

were taken or created by me.  
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“The northwest of Portugal is a region where natural resources are plentiful and the 
climate mild. Some valleys and slopes may have had their own particular microclimates 
and environments, being protected from the dominant winds and blessed by plenty of 
sunshine. These milder climatic conditions greatly improved agricultural productivity” 
(Queiroga 2003: 20). 
 

 
 
 

“Now of Iberia the larger part affords but poor means of livelihood; for most of the 
inhabited country consists of mountains, forests, and plains whose soil is thin — and even 

that not uniformly well-watered. And Northern Iberia, in addition to its ruggedness, not 
only is extremely cold, but lies next to the ocean” (Strabo 3.1.2).
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Chapter 2: Background 

 

 The Cultura Castreja or Castro Culture is generally understood as an Iron Age 

cultural group inhabiting the northwest of the Iberian Peninsula. It has been characterized 

archaeologically by a settlement pattern focused on the occupation of hillforts (castro 

means fort in Portuguese), the use of black, micaceous pottery, the building of ritual 

baths or saunas, and the presence of life-sized statues of warriors standing guard over 

their communities.  

 Elements of the Castro Culture have been known to local Spanish and Portuguese 

communities for centuries, but its recognition as a cohesive cultural group was brought 

about by the work of Francisco Martins Sarmento in the 1870s (Sarmento 1880, 1906-

09). Sarmento was a pioneering archaeologist of the 19th century, cut from the same cloth 

as his contemporaries Howard Carter and Heinrich Schliemann. He excavated 

extensively on his own land, uncovering the site of the Citânia de Briteiros, which has 

become a major touchstone of Castro archaeology. Others who contributed greatly to the 

establishment of the Castro Culture as a recognizable entity were J. Leite de Vasconcelos, 

Mendes Corrêa, Rui de Serpa Pinto, and Florentino López Cuevillas (Silva 1983/84). 

 Though initially perceived as a monolithic cultural entity, the Castro Culture has 

recently been increasingly characterized as an umbrella term encompassing regional sub-

cultures, with the biggest distinctions occurring between the northern and southern areas 

of the Castro region (Queiroga 2003). Lemos et. al. urge the recognition that the Castro 

Culture “is characterized by a very complex archaeological reality, with a high degree of 

cultural and regional diversity” (2011: 189). For example, the distribution of pedras 

formosas related to the ritual baths is limited to the southern part of the Castro area 

(García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015), as is the distribution of warrior statues 

(Queiroga 2003). Interestingly the border between these northern and southern groupings 

appears to be the Minho River, which also acts as the current border between Spanish 

Galicia and northern Portugal. Due to these regional differences, as well as limitations of 
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time and accessibility of resources, I have chosen to focus my research on the southern 

are of the Castro Culture, within the borders of modern Portugal.  

 In what follows I will give a general background to the chronology, area 

description, settlement structure, subsistence and economy, social organization, and 

religious practices of the Castro Culture.  

CHRONOLOGY: 
 There are several chronologies for the Castro area, with various proposed dates 

for when the Castro Culture emerged as a recognizable group, and different ways of 

dividing up periods within the span of its existence. Armando Coelho Ferreira da Silva’s 

narrative for Castro chronology is the most widely cited (Silva 2007a). He proposes three 

phases, subdivided into different periods (see Table 2.1 below). Some authors extend the 

beginnings of the Castro Culture as early as 1200 B.C.E (Queiroga 2003; González-

Ruibal 2004), though others limit it to the ninth century B.C.E. (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas 

Fernández 2004) or even the sixth century B.C.E. (Ferreira de Almeida 1983). However 

everyone agrees that the Castro Culture ceased to exist as a distinct social and material 

entity around the Flavian period, when the area fell securely under Roman control 

(Ferreira de Almeida 1983; Queiroga 2003; González-Ruibal 2004; Parcero Oubiña & 

Cobas Fernández 2004; Silva 2007a).  
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Time Period Phase Description 

1000-700 B.C.E. IA Habitation traced to Late Bronze Age, development related 

to increase in bronze metallurgy in region  

700-500 B.C.E. IB Influx of southern influences stemming from settlement of 

Tartessos 

500-200 B.C.E. IIA Expedition of the Turduli, mentioned by Strabo III 3.5, 

expands southern influence 

200- 125 B.C.E. IIB Campaign of D. Iunius Brutus (138-136 B.C.E.) and first 

direct contact between Romans and Castro people 

125-0 B.C.E.  IIIA Peninsular conquest by Romans resulted in changes in 

spatial organization, with surge of new proto-urban 

settlements, concentration of defensive, politico-

administrative, economic and religious functions in central 

settlements 

0-175 B.C.E. IIIB Generally considered apogee of Castro Culture, ending with 

Flavian reforms and provincialisation of Iberian Peninsula.  

Table 2.1 (Castro Culture chronology based on Silva 2007a). 

AREA DESCRIPTION: 
 As with any society, the Castro Culture was fundamentally shaped by the 

landscape from which it grew. There is no complete consensus regarding the boundaries 

of the Castro region on the eastern and southern sides, however the Atlantic Ocean 

provides a definitive boundary to the north and west. Francisco Queiroga proposes the 

Chaves-Verin geological fault as an eastern boundary, and he agrees with Florentino 

López Cuevillas that the Vouga River provides a southern boundary (Queiroga 2003).  
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Image 2.1 (Area of Castro Culture. From Queiroga 2003) 

 This area is characterized by a riverine landscape carved out of granitic bedrock, 

with pockets of schist and quartzite, and veins of tin, silver, and gold (Queiroga 2003; 

Lemos et. al. 2011). Though the coastal area is flat, the majority of the Castro region is 

dominated by hills and valleys created by the many rivers of the area, some of which are 

auriferous (Silva 2007a). The soils of the region are fairly consistent, being mostly humic 

cambisols resulting from igneous rocks and schists, while luvisols occur in some coastal 

areas and rankers dominate in mountainous areas (Queiroga 2003). Though there is 
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currently insufficient data to confirm this hypothesis, it appears that substantial soil 

erosion began during in the Late Bronze Age (Queiroga 2003). Unfortunately the acidity 

of the soil and granitic substrate of the region severely limit the preservation of organic 

material, posing numerous problems of interpretation due to lack of evidence for burials, 

food, clothing, and other objects made of perishable materials (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas 

Fernández 2004). 

 

 

Image 2.2 (Main watercourses of northwest Portugal. Latin names in italics, Portuguese 
names in brackets. From Queiroga 2003) 

 Around 600 B.C.E. the climate of the region shifted from the relatively dry, high 

temperatures of the Sub-Boreal period to the Sub-Atlantic period, (600 B.C.E. to the 

present), which has seen a decrease in average temperatures, with some phases of higher 

rainfall (Queiroga 2003). Today the area of the Castro region, particularly the Entre-

Douro-e-Minho region (the zone between the Douro and Minho rivers), experiences cool 

autumns and springs alternating between rain and sun, with moderate average summer 
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temperatures and little rain, and cold rainy winters (Queiroga 2003). The mountainous 

areas receive high snowfall in the winters, and have short, cold, dry summers (Queiroga 

2003). 

 It seems that over the course of the Bronze Age throughout the Iron Age the local 

vegetation shifted from deciduous forests to open ground (Queiroga 2003). Common 

vegetation, particularly closer to the beginning of the Bronze Age, included two species 

of oak, hazel, mountain-ash, hawthorn, holly, chestnut, yew, willow, scott’s pine, ash, 

poplar, alder, ivy, and walnut (Queiroga 2003). With expanded settlements soil erosion 

and progressive denudation of vegetation seems to have occurred, with broom, fern, 

heather, box, and strawberry tree becoming more common, which is significant because 

they are low bushes and readily colonizes open ground (Queiroga 2003). 

SETTLEMENT STRUCTURE: 
 The Castro Culture is, by its very name, defined by the settlements in which its 

people lived. As Silva writes, the archaeology of the region is  

 

[f]undamentally characterized by the peculiar habitation in fortifications on elevated 
positions commonly known as castros, where they occupy a unique place in 
Peninsular pre-history and are undoubtedly one of the most significant manifestations 
of the personality of the region. (Silva 1983/1984; 121) 

 

Castros are fortified settlements, generally less than two hectares, though increasing in 

size up to 40 hectares by the end of the Castro period into large oppidum (sing. oppida, 

the Latin word for a large fortified settlement or administrative centre), located on the 

tops and slopes of hills (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). The 

development of castros as the dominant form of settlement signaled the final transition to 

a sedentary lifestyle in the region (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004), and was 

likely the result of serious social and economic changes for the people of the area (Silva 

1983/84).  

 Approximately 500 castros have been identified in the area from the Atlantic 

Ocean to the Tamega and Corgo rivers, and between the Minho and Vouga rivers, the 

majority situated on hills between 200-500 metres in elevation (Silva 1983/84). These 

castros are also generally situated near the coast or the basins of major rivers, enabling 
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them to utilize both maritime or riverine resources, and to engage in agro-pastoral 

activities (Silva 1983/84).  

 

 

Image 2.3 (Distribution of known castros in northwestern Iberia. From Cunliffe 2001) 

 An important aspect of the placement of castros close to rivers is the use and 

control of waterways (Silva 1983/84; Lemos et. al. 2011). In the age before the Roman 

road system traversed the Peninsula, the rivers and waterways of Iberia served as the 

major routes of travel, trade, and communication (Silva 1983/84; Queiroga 2003; Lemos 

et. al. 2011). Additionally, the natural harbours along the coast north of the Douro river, 

vital in a treacherous maritime landscape such as the Atlantic, opened up the northwest to 

the wider Mediterranean and Atlantic worlds (Lemos et. al. 2011). 
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Image 2.4 (Map of rivers, mountains, and valleys providing access to interior regions of 
the Iberian northwest, focused on Portugal. From Queiroga 2003).  

 The earliest castros likely replaced open valley settlements featuring perishable 

structures and large storage pits (García et. al, 2011). These early castros were probably 

also made of perishable materials, replaced eventually with stone, including clay floors 

and thatched roofs (Silva 1983/84; Queiroga 2003). In the Early Iron Age it was common 

for earthworks to circumscribe the settlement area, with fairly rudimentary stone 
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alignments serving as walls (Silva 1983/84; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). 

The structures within each castro do not appear to have had defined functions, and were 

generally organized around communal spaces, and settlements lacked large scale storage 

facilities (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). However it is difficult to know 

much about the internal organization of these earlier castros, because many of them were 

re-organized and built over during the Augustan period (Queiroga 2003). During this 

earlier period castros were usually situated in prominent locations with good visibility for 

long distances, but not necessarily close to agriculturally productive soils (Parcero 

Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; García et. al, 2011). 

 During the Late Iron Age the defensive structures of castros changed from ditches 

and terraces to ramparts with low walls, generally with two parallel walls filled at 

intervals with earth (Silva 1983/84; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). The 

interior organisation of the settlements became more fragmented and haphazard, with 

domestic spaces crammed closer together, and each unit isolated from the others with 

entries facing away from communal spaces (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas 

Fernández 2004). The use of plaster and saibro argamassa (mortar made of decomposed 

granite) is prevalent, and it is possible that plastered surfaces such as walls and floors 

may have been painted (Queiroga 2003). There also began to be more differentiated use 

of space, with storage facilities built high off the ground to prevent the infiltration of 

damp, associated with individual domestic units rather than the entire community,  

(Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Settlements were located in 

less visible areas, but closer to more fertile agricultural soil (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas 

Fernández 2004; Sastre 2011). At this time settlement size also became more stratified, 

with larger oppida-style settlements emerging, often built on top of Early Iron Age 

settlements (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; Lemos et. al. 

2011; Sastre 2011).  

 Eventually, with Roman control of the territory and the establishment of the 

administrative districts of Lucensem and Bracarum in the northwest, settlements 

underwent profound structural change, with various castella (settlement groupings based 

on kinship and political ties) designated, supported by smaller surrounding castros, 

though there is debate about whether a single castella involved more than one settlement 
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(Lemos et. al. 2011). Defensive structures included single walls averaging 1.5 metres in 

thickness, usually with two parallel facings filled with rubble (Silva 1983/84). Castros 

began to be built or re-organised according to principles of Roman urban development, 

including the implementation of rectangular quarters cross-cut by major roads and 

thoroughfares, as can be seen at sites like Sanfins (Queiroga 2003). Vestibules 

resembling crab-like pincers began to appear around the doorways to circular structures, 

while rectangular buildings and tiled roofs became more common during the first century 

C.E. (Queiroga 2003). Silva argues that the centralization of residential, defensive, 

economic, ritual, and administrative functions within the larger settlements can be seen 

territorially in that the major castros of the time period, such as Sanfins and Briteiros, 

Monte Mozinho and Alvarelhos etc. all average a distance of 25-30 km from each other, 

roughly a day’s journey (1983/84). Silva believes this reflects the extent of the territorial 

influence of each major site, providing a catchment area from within which the larger 

sites drew resources (1983/84).  

 Over time, as Roman control and influence within the region grew, castros were 

abandoned, and with them a recognizable Castro identity. However as Lemos et. al. point 

out, though the castros were empty they remained focal points for memory, and often 

small chapels were built on their remains, the sites of continued processions and rituals 

(2011).  

SUBSISTENCE AND ECONOMY: 
 It appears that the Castro people relied on a subsistence economy of agro-

pastoralism while also trading in metals throughout most of the Iron Age, and each 

settlement seems to have been relatively self-sufficient. Cereal cultivation was the 

prominent form of agricultural production, with evidence of millet, barley, and wheat 

spanning the duration of the Castro period, though wheat assumed more prominence 

during the Roman occupation, and pulses were also utilized (Queiroga 2003; Parcero 

Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; García et. al, 2011). During the Early Iron Age 

agricultural production seems to have occurred throughout the year and was well 

balanced, without a large amount of surplus, utilizing hoes rather than ploughs (Queiroga 

2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; García et. al, 2011). In the Late Iron 
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Age land use became more intensive, with more evidence of the use of ploughs, and 

likely with crop rotation and alternation of cereals and legumes, leading to increased 

surplus, which can also be seen in the appearance of storage facilities associated with 

domestic units, discussed above (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 

2004). The use of cereals and pulses was also likely supplemented with walnuts, cherries, 

pears, plums, and acorns (Queiroga 2003). Acorns in particular held an important 

supplementary place in the Castro diet until at least the turn of the millennium, when the 

transition to a Romanized wheat-based diet can be seen in the replacement of saddle-

querns with rotary querns (Queiroga 2003). In fact, up until very recently acorns were 

still used as a famine food in Iberia (Pereira & García 2002).  

 The Castro people also relied on herd animals for meat and secondary products 

such as milk, butter, cheese, wool, and leather, as well as for labour. There is evidence for 

sheep, goats, pigs, and bovids, however though the Classical sources reference the 

presence of horses in the region, there is no archaeological evidence for them (Queiroga 

2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Ovicaprids were the most common 

herd species, and along with pigs they display a younger age profile than bovids, 

suggesting that bovids were used for milk and traction as well as meat, while ovicaprids 

and pigs were kept primarily for meat (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas 

Fernández 2004). It has been suggested that larger animals such as bovids were kept in 

communal pastures within the walls of the settlement, while smaller animals like goats or 

pigs could have been kept within domestic enclosures (Queiroga 2003). There is possible 

evidence for this based on the stone rings which were inset into walls or pavements in 

domestic compounds, which could have been used as animal hitches (Queiroga 2003).   

 Many castros also utilized maritime and riverine resources, whether they were 

situated directly on the coast, such as sites like Sam Paio, or traveled or traded from 

further inland. It seems that fishing, both off-shore and deep-sea, was an important 

economic and subsistence activity, as was harvesting shellfish (Queiroga 2003), activities 

which remain important to the local economy today. In addition, the processing and trade 

of sea salt would have contributed to economic and subsistence strategies of coastal 

castros (Queiroga 2003).  
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 In addition to subsistence strategies, castro communities undertook various other 

economic activities. Despite references by ancient authors to the production of fine linen 

in the northwest of Iberia, there is no archaeological evidence of flax being present in the 

region (Queiroga 2003). However there is ample evidence of spindle whorls for the 

spinning of thread, though recognizable loom weights are absent until the Roman period 

(Queiroga 2003). The manufacture of cloth can be inferred, however, from the presence 

of decorated tunics depicted on the warrior statues of the region. 

 It is likely that each castro, and possibly each domestic unit, produced its own 

ceramics, which have become an archaeological hallmark of the Castro Culture (Little 

1990; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Generally Castro (or Castreja as they 

are referred to in the literature) ceramics fall into three temporal categories (Martins 

1987; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). The first period corresponds to the Late 

Bronze Age and Early Iron Age, and vessels are generally coiled, characterized by the 

minimal presence of mica, are well fired in a reduced environment (possibly in a pit or 

oven though there is no direct evidence from this period), dark in colour, smoothed, and 

often polished (Martins 1987; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). The second 

period, with production throughout the Iron Age, is marked by a high amount of mica in 

the paste, but poorly fired, smoothed vessels, made from clay blocks, and generally dark 

in colour (Martins 1987; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). The third phase, 

beginning in the Late Iron Age and extending through the turn of the millennium, harkens 

back to the first period, with small amounts of mica, well fired, smoothed and sometimes 

polished vessels, which were almost always wheel-made, and lighter and usually reddish 

in colour (Martins 1987; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Martins however 

points out the difficulty in determining whether vessels were made by hand or using the 

wheel (1987), and it is equally possible that a slow wheel may have been in use before 

the arrival of the Romans, who are generally credited with introducing wheel and kiln 

technology to the region (Queiroga 2003). By the Roman period, local production centres 

seem to have developed, with potter’s marks signaling the presence of specialized 

workshops (Silva 1983/84). 

 The other major element of local production, and one that likely had a profound 

influence in shaping the Castro Culture as a whole, was the exploitation of the region’s 
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metallic resources. During the Bronze Age trade in metals created networks across the 

ancient world, linking people and places from the Mediterranean, across Europe, to the 

Atlantic Isles, driving local economies and shaping cultures (Kristiansen & Larsson 

2005). Gold, tin, copper, and iron were important metal resources found in the Castro 

area (Queiroga 2003). There was substantial bronze production in the Castro region 

during the Late Bronze Age, as is evident from finds such as slag and crucibles (Queiroga 

2003: Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). However during the Early Iron Age 

production of metals seems to lag, and there is lack of evidence of bronze or gold hoards, 

though there was an apparent increase in small personal items made of bronze, as well as 

socketed bronze axes and riveted bronze cauldrons (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 

2004; García et. al, 2011). Bronze remained the most utilized metal until the Roman 

period, when there was an increase in the use of iron (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & 

Cobas Fernández 2004).  

 

Image 2.5 (Sources of copper, tin, silver, and gold from the Iberian Peninsula. From 
Bartleheim 2007) 
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 It is likely that each castro gathered and processed its own ores, represented in 

finds such as slag, crucibles, moulds, and tongs (Queiroga 2003). This may have begun 

with the discovery of ores occurring naturally near the ground surface, or in rivers, which 

could have been harvested relatively easily, and perhaps seasonally by non-specialists 

(Queiroga 2003). As the production of metallic objects increased, mining activities would 

also likewise have intensified, until the arrival of the Romans escalated the process into a 

large-scale economic endeavour (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 

2004). It is currently unknown whether each site was involved in the production of 

metallic objects beyond the processing of raw materials, or whether certain sites 

monopolized the production of finer-quality pieces such as weapons, armour, and items 

of personal adornment, or alternatively if there were itinerant craftspeople who travelled 

through the region (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Bronze 

was used mostly for utilitarian objects, weapons, and fibula, while gold and silver were 

used for personal adornment such as necklaces, earrings and torques (Parcero Oubiña & 

Cobas Fernández 2004). As will be seen in later chapters, it is clear that the goldsmiths of 

the Castro Culture achieved high levels of technical skill, and produced some of the finest 

metallic objects to be found during that time anywhere in the ancient world. 

 The production of metals in the Castro region was likely a driving force of trade 

within the Castro area and beyond. As previously noted, the Bronze Age saw the 

proliferation of trade in metals and other goods throughout Europe and the 

Mediterranean, but during the Early Iron Age there appears to have been a reduction in 

the number of imported goods in the Castro area, perhaps signaling a period of increased 

isolation for the northwest, with local economies focused more on subsistence than trade 

(Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). With the Late Iron age, and 

the growing specialization of production, the Castro people again began to import foreign 

goods, including Punic, Iberian, and Attic ceramics (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 

2004). While initially this importation was focused on luxury items such as wine, terra 

sigillata, and items of personal adornment, with the continued presence of the Romans in 

the Peninsula and the eventual occupation of the region, Roman commonware and other 

utilitarian items became increasingly in demand (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 

2004). Trade routes likely followed major watercourses, and so the ability to control 
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strategic points along them was no doubt of political and economic importance (Queiroga 

2003; Lemos et. al. 2011). An underwater survey of the river Lima produced two canoes 

with accessories of Mediterranean influence dating to 200 B.C.E. (Lemos et. al. 2011), 

further bolstering the notion of waterways as significant trade routes. As Lemos et. al. 

point out, major sites such as the Citânia de S. Julião and Citânia de Briteiros are situated 

at points of control both for rivers and terrestrial routes, and they argue that the main 

function of such castros was as trading sites, controlling interaction between the coast 

and the interior (Lemos et. al. 2011).  

SOCIAL STRUCTURE: 
 Though many perceive the Castro Culture as a warrior society thriving on 

conflict, fragmented and isolated from surrounding groups, the reality was complex. As 

mentioned in the previous section, the Bronze Age saw the movement of people, goods, 

and ideas across Europe and the Mediterranean, bringing about intricate networks of 

cultural contact between distant groups (Queiroga 2003; Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). 

The people of the Castro region participated in these networks, and control and access to 

them must have had a vital influence on social relationships (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas 

Fernández 2004). As mentioned above, major castros are often situated at strategic points 

of control for the flow of people and goods, which likely benefited those who exercised 

that control. But how did the inhabitants of those settlements relate to one another?  

 It has been suggested that the core component of the Castro Culture was the kin 

group, spread between a number of domestic compounds comprised of extended nuclear 

family units (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; Sastre 2011). 

The kin groups residing within these domestic units are thought to have been almost 

completely self-sufficient, able to produce all the necessary subsistence goods except 

metals, which would have to come from an outside source (Sastre 2011). The elders of 

these lineages may have formed a council or governing body, as related by Strabo (3.3.7), 

gathering in communal structures with interior benches like the one found at the Citânia 

de Briteiros. The next stratum of social organization would then have been the 

community or settlement, in which the members of kin groups residing within each 

castro worked cooperatively for the continued success of the community (Queiroga 2003; 
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Sastre 2011). During the Early Iron Age it seems that castro communities were relatively 

egalitarian, without evidence for stratification such as the elaboration of some domestic 

units, obvious control over resources by specific groups, or consumption of elaborate 

prestige goods (Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; Sastre 2011). 

During this time, the energy of the communities was devoted to the building and 

maintenance of settlement fortifications, visible symbols of the power and cohesion of 

the community (Sastre 2011). At this time, Sastre argues, people invested heavily in their 

identity as members of a community, and this communal identity would have been 

oppositional to those of surrounding communities (2011).  

 The egalitarianism of Castro society seems to have lasted until the Late Iron Age, 

when certain markers of social stratification began to appear, such as storage facilities for 

surplus agricultural production within domestic units, the proliferation of elaborate 

jewelry, and the increased importation of exotic goods from distant places (Queiroga 

2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; Sastre 2011). With the arrival of the 

Romans and a monetized economy, the hierarchization of Castro society became well 

established (Queiroga 2003). As Queiroga points out, the Romans likely selected already 

prominent local leaders to administer their new territories, and thus were more successful 

in gaining control over the region than they may otherwise have been (2003).  

 However during the Late Iron Age castro communities also began to produce 

more elaborate communal monumental sculpture, such as the ritual baths or saunas with 

their pedras formosas, discussed below, and the statues of warriors guarding the 

entrances of settlements, also discussed below. Parcero Oubiña and Cobas Fernández 

argue that the social dynamics of the Castro people went through periods of stasis 

followed by increasing social complexity, fueled by tensions between kin groups and 

their communities, leading eventually to the hierarchization of Castro society (2004).  

 One of the mechanisms which has been proposed for the management of social 

tension within castro communities was the practice of raiding and warfare (Queiroga 

2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004; Sastre 2011). The ancient sources 

characterize the people of the Iberian northwest as warlike and socially fragmented, 

however there is little direct evidence for open warfare until the arrival of the Romans, 

when there is a layer of burning attributed to the campaigns of D. Iunius Brutus at 
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Terroso  (Queiroga 2003; Flores Gomes & Carneiro 2005). It has been suggested that, 

rather than being consumed with outright warfare, castro communities practiced raiding 

activities focused outside of the Castro area (Queiroga 2003). This would have provided a 

mechanism to vent social tensions within communities, while also contributing to a social 

system that valued a warrior ideal, as seems to be the case with the Castro Culture. This, 

along with the reinvestment of surplus into community labour devoted to building and 

maintaining settlements, fostered egalitarianism within Castro communities for a 

prolonged period, while ultimately sowing the seeds for hierarchization, such as prestige 

gained through raiding and warrior status, and the control of surplus and resources 

(García et. al, 2011). 

 The emphasis on conflict, or at least the imminent threat of conflict, within the 

Castro Culture would have engendered the necessity of creating safe or neutral social 

spaces in which participants would have been safeguarded from animosity or violence. 

Lemos et. al. propose that such neutral spaces existed on the borders and liminal places of 

castro territories, likely in the form of religious sanctuaries or sacred places (Lemos et. 

al. 2011). These neutral zones would have played an important role for social interaction, 

particularly between antagonistic groups, for solving conflict and creating new social 

relationships (Lemos et. al. 2011). During the Roman period we have evidence that such 

peaceable relations were formed, in the pactus or treaties between groups which would 

initially have been agreed upon orally, but eventually were recorded on bronze plaques 

(Lemos et. al. 2011). Throughout the ancient world, the idea and pledge of hospitality 

was an essential social mechanism that allowed people to move through hostile territories 

(Marco Simón 2005). The Castro social system would have been composed of a network 

of alliances and trade agreements which allowed the safe passage of people and goods 

across the landscape. Though a community may have been in conflict with some of its 

neighbours, it would equally have been in alliance with other neighbouring settlements, 

depending on ties of kinship, clientship, and mutual advantage. These social ties could 

have been actively demonstrated by gift-giving rituals of prestige items such as torques or 

other jewelry, which may explain the presence of some pieces outside the area of their 

manufacture (Armbruster et. al. 1993). 
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 Other than the potter’s marks from the Roman period, there is little direct 

evidence for groups of craftspeople specializing in different types of production. 

However I believe that there must have been certain groups, whether they were organized 

via kinship, religious orders, or apprenticeship for the talented, who specialized in 

particular crafts such as smithing, masonry, and weaving, especially towards the end of 

the Castro period. The level of technical mastery exemplified in certain pieces of jewelry 

from the Castro area would have required years of training and practice to accomplish, 

and the same can be said for the dressing and decoration of the granite used to construct 

the majority of the structures of each settlement. Granite is a dense and difficult stone to 

work, and the knowledge of how to utilize such a material for building, let alone to create 

the complex designs found on pedras formosas and other architectural features, would 

have presented immense difficulties for a layperson. The same can be said for the skilled 

weaving attested to by the ancient sources, though due to the poor preservation conditions 

no cloth has survived. However hints of the importance of textiles within the Castro 

Culture can be seen via other sources, such as the depiction of decorated tunics on 

warrior statues, and the numerous design elements on various materials mimicking 

cordage or woven patterns, which will be discussed in more detail in the following 

chapters.  

 As mentioned previously, social organization likely took place along kinship lines 

within communities, an idea borne out in the epigraphic evidence, which appears to 

reference local family names (Queiroga 2003; Redentor 2008). These connected kin 

groups living within settlements are thought to have comprised a castellum, the Roman 

designation for a castro or possibly a group of castros connected by kinship or clientship 

to the territory of a chief or governing body (Queiroga 2003; Lemos et. al. 2011). A 

populus would have designated an ethnic group or social super-structure that may have 

connected multiple castros (Queiroga 2003; Lemos et. al. 2011). Within these kinship 

systems Queiroga believes the social structure would have been patriarchal, presumably 

because the epigraphic evidence references paternal relationships (Redentor 2008), and 

the cultural emphasis on warriors assumes a male warrior as default. However it is worth 

noting that the ancient authors reference the women of the northwest taking up arms and 

fighting alongside the men during conflicts with Roman forces (Strabo 72.304-306), and 
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the same ancient sources also discuss the ownership and agricultural development of the 

land by the women of the region (Silius Italicus 3.346-356). There is no evidence beyond 

this that labour or social roles were divided by gender among the Castro people, except of 

course for the fact that the warrior statues appear to be exclusively depicted as male, as 

discussed below. Therefore I choose, wherever appropriate, to use gender-neutral 

language such as they/them when referring to the production and social roles of Castro 

people.  

RELIGIOUS PRACTICE: 
 Most of the evidence we currently have for the religious beliefs and practices of 

the Castro people comes from the time of Roman occupation, and is therefore from a 

period during which the Castro Culture was undergoing profound social and political 

change. Additionally, the Roman practice of interpretatio, or the identification of a 

foreign deity with a member of the Roman pantheon (Ando 2005), while preserving some 

characteristics of the indigenous deity, necessarily also alters the understanding of it to fit 

with Roman ideals and beliefs.  

 In part due to the poor preservation conditions of the soil in the Castro region, 

cited above, there is very little evidence of funerary practices from the Castro period 

(Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). However since there is some burial evidence 

from both the preceding periods in terms of Neolithic dolmens or cyst graves, and from 

Roman cremation, such as the necropolis at Caxinas, disposal methods for bodies must 

have been such that they have left no archaeological trace. This may perhaps have 

included deposition in rivers, lakes, or the ocean, or possibly cremation with the disposal 

of ashes across the landscape or in bodies of water (Marco Simón 2005). Regardless, this 

absence of evidence for funerary practices during this period creates difficulties in 

understanding how the Castro people thought about death and the possibility of an 

afterlife, and consequently in understanding what their religious beliefs may have been.  

 There are inscriptions from the Roman period however, which provide some 

insight into the deities of the Castro world. These inscriptions suggest that there were two 

forms of deity: descriptive (those related to qualities and characteristics), and toponymic 

(those related places) (Marco Simón 2005). Common deities referred to in inscriptions 
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from the Castro area are: Nabia, associated with water, valleys, and slopes, 

Reus/Reua/Reue, associated with the personification of flowing water, Laroucus 

associated with Monte Larouco on the border between Galicia and Portugal, Bandua, 

associated with deals and oaths, Cosus, linguistically associated with the French Mars, 

Epane, known elsewhere as Epona, goddess of horses, Lugus the bright or shining one, 

also god of oaths, and the Matres, triadic goddesses associated with fertility and 

abundance (Marco Simón 2005). Many of these names are linked to deities found across 

Western Europe and are considered part of the “Celtic” pantheon (Marco Simón 2005). 

 It should be noted that the associations of many of the abovementioned deities 

have to do with water, suggesting the symbolic importance of this element in Castro 

society. In many cultures water is linked to passage to other worlds, and the important 

role rivers and watercourses played in the transmission of goods and people in the Castro 

world would further support its significance as a mode of communication or conveyance 

to otherworldly states of being (Marco Simón 2005).  There is evidence of votive 

deposits in watery locations during the Castro period, and furthermore, one of the most 

characteristic aspects of the Castro Culture, the ritual baths or saunas, are fundamentally 

connected to the use of water in ritual.  

 These monumental constructions are generally located in liminal areas of 

settlements close to streams or springs (Silva 2007a, Silva 2007b, García Quintela & 

Santos-Estévez 2015). They are usually semi-subterranean, with channels for water and 

evidence of burning, to create heat and presumably steam, hence why they are often 

referred to as saunas (Silva 1983/84; Silva 2007a, 2007b, García Quintela & Santos-

Estévez 2015). Each of the structures excavated to date is composed of one or more 

enclosed chambers, often with an elaborately decorated stone known in Portuguese as a 

pedra formosa or beautiful stone, which has a small opening likely used as an entrance to 

an interior chamber (Silva 2007a, Silva 2007b, García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015). 

Though their purpose has historically been debated, the general consensus now is that 

they were used for rituals (Silva 2007a, Silva 2007b, García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 

2015). Given the apparent significance of water in Castro life and belief systems, it does 

not seem unlikely that these structures were used for life cycle rites during particular 
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points of a person’s life journey, perhaps signifying ritual passage or rebirth from one 

stage to another (Silva 2007b).  

 Other areas that appear to have been important for the observance of ritual in the 

Castro Culture are open natural spaces such as rocky outcrops, springs and lakes, and 

possibly clearings and caves (Marco Simón 2005).  Certain rocky areas, such as the 

sanctuary of Panóias, dedicated to the “severe gods” and likely in use during the pre-

Roman period, were the location of animal sacrifices, which appear to have played an 

important role in religious practice, at least after the arrival of the Romans and possibly 

before (Marco Simón 2005; Lemos et. al. 2011). As suggested above, these sacred spaces 

may have also served as neutral ground for the congregation of different groups, and the 

locations of oaths and pacts (Lemos et. al. 2011). Many of these sacred places may have 

been transformed after the arrival of the Romans and the eventual adoption of 

Christianity into Christian shrines and chapels (Lemos et. al. 2011). As Lemos et. al. 

point out, the persecution of pagans well into the Middle Ages in Braga suggests the 

persistence of older beliefs in the area for quite some time (2011).  

 As can be seen from the preceding description, the Castro Culture likely consisted 

of independent polities without a formal centralized authority, connected by trade 

networks of metals and other goods to areas of Europe and the Mediterranean, and 

relying on an agro-pastoral subsistence economy without the production of significant 

surplus or craft specialization until close to the time of Roman occupation, which also 

saw increasing social hierarchization. It is likely that the Castro people worshipped a 

pantheon of deities, spirits, or otherworldly forces in natural spaces, and that warfare and 

raiding served as mechanisms for venting social tensions, and that there was a 

considerable investment of communal labour and resources in the construction and 

maintenance of defensive structures for each settlement. However there is no solid 

evidence for large-scale conflict until the Roman period, suggesting that the role of the 

warrior served an ideological, rather than practical, function in Castro society for an 

extended period of time.  
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Chapter 3: Materials & Methods  

 

In conducting the research for this dissertation, I employed several approaches to 

the materials under study. A significant portion of the Castro material remains poorly or 

completely unprovenienced, and so I attempted to find creative solutions in the study of 

these artefacts. My work with Castro materials began with excavations at the Cividade de 

Bagunte, and continued through the study of museum collections and the use of published 

materials to supplement the data from excavation and collections. In order to do this, I 

constructed a personal database using Filemaker Pro software to record and process the 

information I gathered. I also formulated my own typology to classify and deconstruct the 

symbolic repertoire of the Castro people and highlight which elements may have been 

significant to them. Finally, I analysed the data I gathered by noting context, frequency, 

and association of motifs and assessing relative percentages and presence/absence of 

motifs from different contexts. 

EXCAVATION:  

Excavations were conducted within the township of Vila do Conde, which covers 

a comparatively large area to the north of the city of Porto, in northern Portugal. Vila do 

Conde is an ideal location for such research due to the presence of many data-rich sites 

which have been identified and partially documented, but which have not been 

thoroughly excavated up to this point. In addition, the township of Vila do Conde has an 

extremely well-staffed lab facility which is home to one of Portugal’s premier 

conservationists and experts in restoration, Ana Valentim, as well as extensive artefact 

collections from sites across the township, including a horde of unique silver torques 

from the site of the Cividade de Bagunte. Bagunte is the largest castro site known to date 

in the township of Vila do Conde, and was the main focus of excavations. 

 The site of Bagunte covers approximately 325x150 metres, within at least five 

coursings of defensive walls on top of Bagunte, a granitic hill located approximately 
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eight kilometres inland from the Atlantic Ocean, and 206 km above sea level (Lourido 

1994; Ladra 2001). The University of Texas has a cooperative agreement with the 

Township of Vila do Conde to excavate on Bagunte. With occupation likely dating back 

to the Late Bronze Age, Bagunte presents an important opportunity to develop a secure 

chronology based on careful stratigraphic excavations linked to radiocarbon dating, 

which is currently lacking for many other castros. The site of the Cividade de Bagunte 

was first documented in the 18th century in Corografia Portuguesa by Carvalho da Costa, 

in which he writes that along the river above the Ponte de Arcos are the remains of 

fortifications, which were at that time still referred to as a Cividade (Lourido 1994). The 

site was also recognized by Martins Saremento and Leite de Vasconcelos in the 19th 

Century (Lourido 1994). The Cividade de Bagunte was made into a National Monument 

in 1910, and has been the subject of several seasons of excavations, including those led 

by Ricardo Severo and Mário Cardoso in the late 19th century, and Fernando Russel 

Cortez over three seasons between 1944-1946 (Lourido 1994; Ladra 2001; Costa Pinto et. 

al. 2009). The materials from these excavations are now housed at the Mendes Corrêa 

Archaeology and Pre-History Room in the Museum of Natural History of the University 

of Porto, but little has been published on them, or the findings of those excavations 

(Lourido 1994; Ladra 2001). The majority of the materials correspond to the Late Iron 

Age, and while Cortez believed it was occupied possibly until the fourth century C.E., 

Lourido disagrees, believing the site was abandoned around the second century C.E. 

(Lourido 1994; Ladra 2001). The materials from these early excavations include 

numerous fragments of wheel-made ceramics, remains of tegulae and imbrices, spindle 

whorls, grinding stones, a type 20C Monteagudo axe, a small ceramic jug dating from 

between 137 B.C.E. – 97 C.E., slag from metallurgical activities, a crucible, and various 

coins from the fourth century C.E., and fragments of late terra sigillata (Ladra 2001). 

The materials all appear to be from domestic contexts, and span from the Late Bronze 

Age to the Roman period, with the most intense occupation appearing to be during the 

late first century B.C.E. to the first century C.E. (Ladra 2001). 
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Image 3.1 (Map of the location of the Cividade de Bagunte within Vila do Conde county. 

Image credit: Gabinete de Arqueologia de Vila do Conde) 
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The current excavations by the University of Texas at Austin at the site of the 

Cividade de Bagunte have been ongoing since 2008. In 2009, 2011, 2013 and 2015 these 

excavations were run as a field school of approximately twelve students and four staff 

members. The excavations have focused on the area to the east of the previously 

excavated acropolis.  In 2008 preliminary survey and mapping, as well as the excavation 

of a test trench on the eastern slope, were conducted approximately 45 metres from the 

excavated area of the acropolis. In 2009 a magnetometer was brought in to survey the 

acropolis and some surrounding areas, however the results of this survey were 

inconclusive. Additionally in 2009, a Real Time Kinematic (RTK) GPS unit was used to 

map the exposed structures of the acropolis, and a Total Data Station (TDS) survey was 

done to map the topography of the excavated area.  

To date, a portion of a stone-paved patio and the remains of at least one circular 

structure have been uncovered in the area east of the previously excavated acropolis. 

Based on the materials uncovered to date, it appears that this area of the site may have 

been an outdoor mixed-use space. The ceramics recovered thus far are largely a mix of 

Roman forms constructed of local materials, and more traditional local Castreja 

ceramics, along with a few possibly imported vessel fragments. The majority of vessel 

forms appear to be associated with utilitarian cooking or storage functions.  

We have also recovered three glass shards, one that is likely the rim of a bowl, the 

other two of indeterminate form. Two of those shards were submitted for Inductively 

Coupled Plasma - Mass Spectrometer (ICP-MS) analysis. The results of those analyses 

indicate that the glass was produced in the Syro-Palestinian area, between the eighth 

century B.C.E. and the eight century C.E., with one of the fragments likely made after the 

third century C.E., based on a higher percentage of manganese (Dussubieux 2015), and 

thus were imported to the site. The presence of an eastern cult sanctuary at Panóias 

indicates the likelihood of influences from the far reaches of the Roman empire, perhaps 

brought to Iberia by Roman soldiers or mercenaries.  The function of the glass fragments 

are not known.  

We have also recovered some evidence of metalworking in the form of metallic 

slag, though no centre of production has as yet been located. Additionally several lithic 

manuports (small to mid-sized smooth pebbles, both rounded and oval in shape, likely 
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carried to the site from the coast or nearby rivers), have been recovered from various 

areas of the site, the function of which is currently unknown, though they may have been 

used as polishers, or loom or net weights. Several carbonized seeds have been recovered, 

and await analysis. Three radiocarbon dates were obtained for the site, all of which date 

to between the third and fourth centuries C.E. These dates may correspond to the final 

occupation of the site, as Cortez believed. Alternatively they may be the result of 

bioturbation due to the presence of the root systems of the many eucalyptus trees that 

once covered the site.  

At this level of the site it seems clear that the occupants had been exposed to and 

adopted some elements of Roman influence. How far this influence extended is unknown. 

However the abundant presence of Roman ceramic forms, and glass from the eastern part 

of the Roman Empire suggests that the Castro people had incorporated a significant 

amount of Roman goods and/or customs into their daily lives. It is possible that this was 

the result of the occupation of the site by Roman soldiers, either by force or perhaps 

intermarriage. It is also possible that there was no direct Roman presence on Bagunte 

itself, but that Roman goods and practices were adopted through repeated exposure by 

trade and in the administration of the territory by Roman officials. These elements, in 

addition to the radiocarbon dates of the third to fourth centuries C.E., would suggest that 

this level of the site correlates with the final period of the Castro Culture. However 

preliminary evidence from lower levels of the site indicate that there was an earlier 

occupation of this area of the site, but further excavation is needed to understand the 

extent and nature of that occupation. Based on the absence of artefacts associated with 

Roman influence, it is likely that this earlier occupation phase was pre-Roman.  

I have analyzed all of the decorated ceramics from our excavations of Bagunte 

from 2009-2013, as well as all of the decorated pieces that were part of surface 

collections during the years 1994-2001. From our excavations I have 46 decorated pieces, 

and 103 pieces from the surface collections, totaling 149 ceramic fragments from 

Bagunte at this time. 
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Image 3.2 (Map of the excavated acropolis of the Cividade de Bagunte. Image credit: 

Shawn Marceaux & Nadya Prociuk)
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MUSEUM COLLECTIONS: 

 I chose to utilize museum collection in my research for two reasons. One reason 

was pragmatic: the excavations at Bagunte have not produced enough material to support 

this project on its own. In order to have a large enough sample size, I needed to look 

farther afield for material. This was also an important element in my research question, to 

attempt to understand the differences, if any, between castro settlements in how people 

were utilizing symbols in their communications of identity. To do that I could not look at 

only one site, and since excavating multiple sites was not possible due to limited time and 

resources, turning to collections from neighbouring sites was the best alternative 

available to me. In addition, one of the criticisms of archaeological practice in recent 

years has been the privileging of new excavations above attempting to gain information 

from materials that have already been collected. Returning to previously excavated 

materials offers both challenges and advantages. Many materials excavated in the first 

half of the 20th century and before have uncertain, if any, provenience, thus limiting 

contextual analyses. Access to collections can also be challenging, particularly in cases 

where artefacts have not been stored in ideal conditions. However, collections also 

provide an opportunity to revisit the findings of previous researchers, and perhaps to note 

details unnoticed or uninteresting to those who went before. Finding ways to use old 

collections also mitigates the need to conduct new excavations, which are inherently 

damaging to the archaeological resources available for the future.  

For these reasons, conducting a portion of my research using museum collections 

was an appealing option to me. Therefore I examined the collections of decorated 

ceramics from five sites: Terroso, Monte Padrao, Sam Paio, Máximo, and Frijão. For 

each collection I recorded information on ceramic form, composition, and decoration, 

including specifics on motif type and sequence, as outlined in the typology portion of this 

chapter. Each sherd was both sketched and photographed, and drawing numbers were 

used as unique identifiers to cross-reference photographs and sketches in the Filemaker 
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database. Each photograph was labeled with a unique number, the available provenience 

information and the drawing number of the sherd, and separate digital files for each site 

collection were kept and backed up on two external hard drives, one belonging to the 

University of Texas Bagunte Project and one belonging to me. Provenience information 

was also recorded for each sketch, and the sketches were scanned and saved digitally as 

pdfs, and were also backed up to external hard drives.   

PUBLISHED MATERIAL: 

 Due to constraints on time, funding, and access, it was not possible to directly 

analyse many significant artefacts that bear symbolic decoration. Therefore it was 

necessary to find alternative ways of including the material in my study. By utilizing 

publicly available resources, such as site reports, dissertations, books, and online 

databases, I have gathered information on a number of artefacts that are important to the 

study of symbolic decoration in the Castro Culture.  

 One of my primary resources for the analysis of artefacts was the online 

MatrizNet database (http://www.matriznet.dgpc.pt/MatrizNet/Home.aspx), which brings 

together information for individual artefacts housed in the majority of the publicly funded  

museums in Portugal. The quality and detail of each record is variable, but where 

available I recorded information regarding location (i.e. museum), inventory number, 

period of artefact manufacture or use, material, dimensions, artefact description, images, 

and provenience information in my Filemaker database. I also recorded the artefact 

specific MatrizNet URL for each record.  

 I also utilized published materials, in particular Francisco Calo Lourido’s two 

volume work A Plástica da Cultura Castrexa Galego-Portuguesa (1994). In his books 

Lourido provides provenience and site information, as well as dimensions and material 

composition for a comprehensive array of sculptural artwork from Galicia and northern 

Portugal, including warrior statues, architectural features, and pedras formosas. I also 

used Armando Coelho Ferreira da Silva’s massive compendium of Castro archeology A 

Cultura Castreja no Noroeste de Portugal to supplement this information. However I 
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chose to limit my dataset primarily to the materials available on MatrizNet, particularly 

for items of personal adornment, in order to ensure I would be able to thoroughly analyse 

all materials in the time frame allotted to producing a dissertation.  

FILEMAKER DATABASE: 

I used Filemaker Pro software in order to construct a personal database in which I 

recorded information on the artefact classes under study. I used the Filemaker database to 

record information on the following classes of artefacts; ceramics, architecture, and 

personal adornment.  

For ceramics, the following categories were examined and recorded: provenience, 

ware type, form, firing conditions, thickness, diameter, Munsell number, mica inclusions, 

part of vessel, diagnostic elements, surface treatment, and motif information, including 

the type of decoration, sequence of presentation of motifs, and classification of motifs 

according to the typology discussed below. Photo and drawing numbers were also 

recorded for each sherd.  

 For architecture the following categories where recorded: site, artefact type (e.g. 

warrior statue, pedra formosa etc.), museum, year discovered, inventory number, 

provenience comments, MatrizNet location, type of material, dimensions of the piece, 

drawing and picture numbers, attributed time period, comments, classification of motifs, 

and sequence of motifs. Recorded information for items of personal adornment followed 

the same categories as for architecture.   

TYPOLOGY: 

 In order to conduct my research I designed a customized typology to classify and 

record the motifs I studied. When motifs were mentioned at all, the previously available 

typologies were not detailed enough for me to be able to break down the motifs into their 

various components, but instead provided a listing of the motifs found at certain sites 

rather than a catalogue of their basic elements (Martins 1987; Little 1990; Silva 1997; 

Silva 2007a). Therefore I undertook the work of deconstructing the motif repertoire into 
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its component parts. This typology is as comprehensive as possible while avoiding an 

unduly detailed listing of minute variables and atypical designs (Adams & Adams 1991). 

My goal was to find a quick method of sorting motifs on the fly as I worked through the 

material analysis, without getting bogged down in minutiae. It developed as I progressed 

through my analysis, with additions and modifications to various categories. What 

follows is a detailed description of each motif category and its variants.  

Lines: 

  

Image 3.3 (Illustration of line typology) 
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 Line patterns are generally incised, though they are also sometimes raised into 

ridges using appliqué techniques, particularly on ceramics. Line patterns range from 

simple single incisions to plaques of complex woven lattice. Simple lines typically occur 

on horizontal planes, either singularly, or in groups of two, three, or more (L1, L2, L3, 

L3+), though more occasionally lines are repeated vertically (L8). Incised lattice patterns 

are also present on some materials, sometimes as simple horizontal or slanted cross-

hatching (L4, L4c), though also in a more complex woven pattern (L4m) that gives a 

more three-dimensional appearance to the motif. There are also a few isolated examples 

of a type of lattice pattern formed by overlapping circles (L4n). Simple incised repetition 

of short, slanted lines (L6, L6b, L6c) is another very common motif, though sometimes it 

is found as a series of raised lines rather than incised (L6a). I refer to these as simple cord 

patterns, because as demonstrated below, they appear to be a schematized or simplified 

version of more complex S-patterns. The same is true for herringbone cord patterns, 

which appear to be a mirrored version of the cord pattern, transposing the short slanted 

lines of the cord pattern in a mirror image, forming repeated V-shaped patterns (L5) 

which are sometimes raised using appliqué (L5a) and sometimes have a horizontal line 

running between the slanted lines (L5d). Line patterns sometimes appear in wavy or 

curved form (L10, L10c), and are sometimes made by burnishing instead of incision. 

There are also a limited number of examples of X-shaped line patterns (L9). 
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Triangles: 

 

Image 3.4 (Illustration of triangle typology) 

 Triangle patterns are usually either incised or stamped, and are repetitive in 

nature, with bands of triangles linked together, sometimes forming larger patterns such as 

zig-zags or diamonds. However the most basic element of this design is the simple 
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triangle repeated in a horizontal row, usually connected by a line at the base that may 

either be upright (T2) or inverted (T1). These single rows of linked triangles sometimes 

have hatch-marks running diagonally across the centre of the triangles, which I refer to as 

lined triangles (T1c, T2c). Zig-zags are formed when lines run across both the tops and 

bottoms of the triangles (T3), and these can sometimes be formed using lines of small 

dots instead of incised lines (T3e). There is a more complex form of zig-zag which 

consists of an inverted row of triangles superimposed above an upright row, with the tips 

staggered so that they fit into the spaces between the opposing triangles, with a gap left 

between them forming the zig-zag shape (T4). These more complicated zig-zags often 

also contain lined triangles. There are also diamond patterns, which consist of a row of 

inverted triangles mirroring a row of upright triangles with the tips connecting, forming 

the diamond pattern across the centre (T5, T5e). These are usually formed using hatched 

triangles (T5), though sometimes the horizontal lines bracketing the rows of triangles are 

not present, leaving only the central diamond pattern, which is usually hatched (T5c). 

This hatched diamond pattern occurs much more infrequently, which is why I think it is a 

variant of the diamond pattern made using triangles, and not the other way around.  

 There are also a series of stamped triangular shapes, many of which differ slightly 

but retain the same basic form. This differentiation most likely comes from the use of 

particular stamps by individual artisans or workshops, though there also appears to be a 

few basic patterns that are widespread across the Castro area. Stamped motifs tend to 

either be rounded or pointed, and often contain additional patterns within the triangle. For 

example one common motif has rounded sides and a pointed tip, with a line down the 

centre, which has the appearance of a stylized leaf (T6). Some have the same exterior 

outline but cross-hatching in the centre (T6c), or are more ovular with two lines down the 

center (T6d). Another variation is slightly rounded on the sides and tip, with no 

decoration in the centre (T7). There are also a few examples of upright series of triangles 

which are formed using burnished or incised lines, with two or more lines running 

vertically through the central portion (T8, T8c). Also common are the stamped, inverted 

triangles which I refer to as nested, because they have one or more smaller triangles 
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repeated within the original outline (T9, T9c). Some of these nested patterns have 

rounded sides with pointed tips, while the interior triangles are pointed, with a line down 

the centre of each (T9d). Another common variant are stamps with rounded or pointed 

sides, the interior of which are filled with dots, usually either three or six in number (T10, 

T10c). There are also a few examples of triangles formed by a cluster of three dots with 

no exterior lines (T10d). In addition, there are some examples of stamped diamonds 

(T13), which are sometimes also filled with dots (T11), or with smaller diamonds (T12c). 

There are also examples of a series of unconnected nested triangles, both upright and 

inverted (T12, T12b), though these are less common than the connected versions. There 

are also some examples of rows of diamond patterns in which the diamonds composing 

the motif are nested in a similar way to those mentioned above (T5d).  

Circles: 

 

Image 3.5 (Illustration of circle typology)  
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 Similar to triangles, circles and their variants are almost always stamped. The 

most common circular motifs consist of either a single circle (C1) or a series of two, 

three, or more concentric circles (C2, C3, C3+). Sometimes these stamped circles are 

connected by a curved (though occasionally straight) diagonal line, which occurs most 

often in the version with two or three concentric circles (C2c, C3c). Also common are 

rows of dots (C4) or dashed dots resembling commas (C5). There is a type of stamp 

which I include within the circle category that upon close examination has more of a 

rough diamond shape than a circular one, but from a distance looks like small dots (C6). 

Crescents and half-circles are also represented (C7, C8). Sometimes the half-circles are 

nested in a similar way to the full circles (C8c). There are also motifs that I refer to as 

quartered circles, which should perhaps be classified under triangles, as the component 

parts are generally more triangular than circular, but the overall effect is more of a circle 

or perhaps diamond shape (C9). These quartered circles have a thick, raised cross in the 

centre of the motif, splitting it into four quarters. There are also split circles, which have a 

line down the centre, sometimes giving the appearance of two connected ovals, similar to 

a fortune cookie (C10). There is also a version of the split circle that has V-shaped lines 

running vertically through the centre (C10c). Finally, there are a small number of 

examples of a petal-like motif, composed of ovals with pointed ends connected to one 

another on alternating diagonal planes (C11).  
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SSS:  

 

Image 3.6 (Image of S-motif typology) 

 This motif has several complex variations, and as mentioned above is related to 

the cord line pattern, which is a simplified version of the SSS. The SSS or S-pattern 

occurs in incised, raised, and stamped forms. The simplest is the repeated S, consisting of 

a series of curved or S-shaped slanted lines, generally in a horizontal series, which are 

sometimes connected but most often separated by a small distance, and created using a 

thin incision (S1). Similar to the repeated S is the S-cord pattern, which is generally more 

tightly connected, slanted, more curved, and using a deeper, wider incision or stamp than 

the simple S (S2). A more elaborate variation on the S-cord patterning is the herringbone 

cord, which, like the herringbone line pattern consists of a mirrored S-cord pattern, 

sometimes with a line running horizontally down the centre between the two rows of cord 

(S3, S3c). This motif often resembles braiding and often gives the appearance of three-
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dimensionality. Another variant of the S-cord that is usually stamped has two lines 

bracketing the S shape, creating a thicker pattern that also has more depth and 

dimensionality than the simple S or S-cord motifs (S2c).  

 In addition to the simple S motifs, there are more complex S-patterns which often 

form plaques or panels and are generally incised. One of the most common is the S-

pattern pointed plaque or panel, which has the S shape as its basic element, which is 

mirrored or alternates in direction, connected by a diamond or pointed lanceolate form 

(S4k). Another variation of the S-pattern plaque is generally found on a vertical plane, 

and is a more elaborate version of the S-cord motif, with two rows of S-cord mirroring 

each other, often with a line down the centre of the S shape so that it is created with three 

lines instead of the usual one or two (S4l). Sometimes there is a dot repeated in the space 

between the two rows of S-patterns. It appears to me that the S-pattern plaque and the S-

pattern pointed plaque are variations on the same theme, with one version more rounded 

and usually on a vertical plane, while the other is more angular and generally on a 

horizontal plane. In addition to these is a pointed S-pattern, which is generally similar to 

the S-pattern cord, but instead of rounded curves consists of pointed angles, which have a 

three-dimensional appearance similar to the S-pattern cord, and sometimes forming a 

lattice (S5, S5o). There are also a few examples of meanders that resemble the traditional 

Greek forms (S6c) and those that are more curved (S6). One motif that occurs rarely is 

the single S or figure eight, which usually has 3 lines forming the motif, similar to the S-

pattern plaque (S8).  
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Wheels: 

 

Image 3.7 (Image of wheel typology) 

 Wheel motifs are generally incised, and while there are several variations, they 

can be divided into three basic forms that can have different numbers of spokes. I refer to 

these motifs as wheels rather than triskeles in part due to the variable number of spokes, 

but also in an attempt at neutrality, to avoid an association with “Celtic” themes that may 

be misleading. As mentioned, there are three basic types of wheels, those with straight 

spokes (W1e), those with curving spokes (W1f), and those which have S-shaped spokes 

(W1g). Wheels with straight or curved spokes are surrounded by a circle, and the spokes 

meet in the centre and radiate outward, usually touching the exterior circle. The S-shaped 

spokes, which are the variant most similar to the “Celtic” version of the motif, also 
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generally have a circle encompassing the central spokes, but this is not always the case. 

The spokes of S-shaped wheels are connected but do not meet at a central point the way 

the other variants do, instead forming a blank space at the centre of the wheel around 

which the spokes connect, as though individual S motifs were linked together in a circle. 

As mentioned, these wheel motifs can have a minimum of three spokes, but I have not 

encountered an example with more than six spokes. There are a few examples of wheel 

motifs in granite that have been carved so that the negative space between the spokes has 

been removed, either completely, or so that the spokes and circle are in bas-relief. I have 

also included some of the shields from the warrior statues, which have a central umbo or 

raised boss and a design surrounding it which is divided into four sections, giving the 

appearance of spokes on a wheel. In addition to these more standard motifs there is an 

infrequently occurring design which is composed of petal-shaped ovals arranged in a 

radiating circle, which I have called a rosette (W6).  

Brackets: 

 

Image 3.8 (Image of bracket typology) 

 There are very few examples of this motif type, but they are pronounced when 

they do appear. There are three types of bracket motif: everted (B1), inverted (B2), and 

knotted or circular (B3), which are all incised. Everted brackets consist of two vertical 

lines that curl outwards at the top and bottom, mirroring each other. Inverted brackets 

also consist of two vertical lines, but where the tops and bottoms begin to curl, they turn 

inwards towards the centre of the motif rather than outwards as with everted brackets, 

forming a restricted spiral inwards, again mirror images of their opposites. Knotted or 

circular brackets appear to be a more elaborate version of the everted motif, in which two 
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vertical lines appear on each side instead of one, and which curl outward and around until 

they meet the central lines, giving the impression of a woven or knotted design.  

Cruciforms: 

 

Image 3.9 (Image of cruciform typology) 

 There are several variations of the cross motif, which either stand alone or are 

surrounded by a circle. One example is the cross pattée or the footed cross (X1, X1n), 

which consists of four bars of equal length that have a wide base which narrows towards 

the centre of the motif, where the bars meet. There is also the very simple vertical cross 

(X2, X2n), which is composed of two straight lines of equal length intersecting at their 

centre points. The horizontal cross (X3, X3n) is nearly identical to the vertical cross 

except that the axis is flipped so that the motif resembles an X. I distinguish between 

cruciform and four-spoked wheel motifs in that cruciform motifs which are surrounded 

by a circle typically do not connect the interior cross with the exterior circle.  

Spirals: 

 

Image 3.10 (Image of spiral typology) 
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 As with brackets, these motifs are uncommon. There are two types, one that is a 

straightforward spiral (D2), and one which has a tail that separates from the main circular 

curve of the spiral (D1).  

ANALYSES: CONTEXT AND FREQUENCY 

Finding a way to make sense of the data I have gathered has been a challenging 

part of this project. I have chosen two related categories to help define the ways symbolic 

motifs were being used by the Castro people. These categories are: context and 

frequency. By tallying the number of motifs present on each type of material under study, 

and then comparing relative percentages and presence/absence of motifs in the different 

categories, I will begin to draw a picture of symbolic use in the Castro world.  

 As in all aspects of archaeology, context is a key factor in determining our 

understanding of an object or event. An object that stands in isolation has limited value 

when it comes to adding to our knowledge of the past. Within the parameters of this 

project, context refers to the physical and social location most often occupied by an 

object bearing symbolic decoration. This context would affect how a person would 

perceive the symbols most often encountered in those settings. Repeated exposure to 

motifs in specific settings would build an association between that setting and the 

symbol, and the meanings associated with that symbol. To interact with a symbol in a 

domestic setting would have different implications than interacting with it in broader 

social contexts. Domestic settings might reinforce connections to kin groups and smaller 

communities, to a more local understanding of identity and belonging, whereas the 

presence of a symbol in contexts where interaction with the wider community, or those 

outside the community, is more common, would reinforce other kinds of connections and 

understandings of place.   

 It is likely that an artefact such as a utilitarian cooking or storage vessel would 

most often be used and interacted with in a domestic context. Utilitarian ceramics serve a 

different function than the types of serving vessels which may have been used in 

commensal contexts of social interaction. The type of symbols reflected on a utilitarian 
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vessel may differ from those considered appropriate or desirable for interactions of the 

domestic sphere with outside participants. Likewise, the types of symbols used to adorn 

domestic architecture would reflect a dual purpose, both being a part of a structure 

inhabited on a regular or semi-regular basis by a certain set of people associated with that 

space, and also a structure which represents those people in certain ways to the 

community around them, and was likely to be seen on a regular basis by them. Such 

symbols may have had an inner and outer face, so to speak. 

 The frequency with which a symbol appears would also have an impact on how it 

was perceived and understood by those interacting with it. A symbol that is pervasive in 

all contexts and on all materials is more likely to represent a broad and basic concept 

which is deemed appropriate to all settings than a symbol which is restricted in use and 

material. Likewise, the absence of a motif in different contexts and at different sites is 

important in understanding the function of symbols and the role they played in 

communicating social messages. The absence of a particular symbol may have indicated 

the lesser importance of that symbolic concept in the worldview of a community or 

household, or it may have been deemed unsuitable for use by a particular group or in a 

specific place.  

Visibility and scale are other important concepts that are less quantifiable than the 

others listed. The scale at which a person perceives a symbol influences the way he or she 

might interact with it. For instance, motifs on a torque or other object of personal 

adornment would not be immediately visible to a person or large group of people 

standing at a distance from the wearer. Those symbols exist in a more intimate space of 

personal interaction, and their significance may lie in the proximity of the person to the 

motif, signaling individual connection and belonging.  In closed domestic settings such as 

those that appear to be in evidence in castro settlements, the visibility of a symbol on 

utilitarian ceramics would likewise exist in a space which did not include the majority of 

the community, but only a select group who were allowed access to that space. In 

contrast, the symbols on display on the exterior of buildings, on doorways, walls, or 

baths, would have had a presence in the material world of the entire community, as well 
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as for those entering that community from outside. In particular the presence of symbols 

on the warrior statues would have marked the community it stood guard over, particularly 

if the hypothesis is correct that they stood on the walls or gateways of settlements. The 

scale of the symbolic display seems likely to indicate how important it was for the 

inscriber or bearer to broadcast their meaning to an audience. The significance of 

symbols on jewelry or tattoos that were tucked away out of sight of others would have 

been different than those displayed prominently for all to see.  

ARTEFACT CATEGORIES: 
 

 As mentioned previously, the artefact categories I have analysed include: 

ceramics, architecture, pedras formosas, warrior statues, and items of personal 

adornment. Following a discussion of the relevant ethnohistorical sources regarding the 

region I will provide a description for each category of the types of materials used, where 

they are found, their function, and how they are discussed in the literature. I will also 

delve into a more detailed discussion of the distribution of motifs across categories and 

sites. However I will reserve interpretation for the final chapter, as the goal of the 

following section is to provide only the basics of motif distribution and artefact details for 

the purpose of building a larger picture. As with any archaeological investigation, 

sampling bias must be taken into account when considering the statistical analyses of the 

materials. For all of the sites studied, excavations occurred over multiple years and often 

over multiple centuries, with different research agendas and sampling strategies in play 

for each excavation director and excavator. Though in my selection of artefacts to be 

studied I tried to be as thorough and complete as possible, the artefacts analysed in each 

of these categories are the result of a long history of use and discard, site formation 

processes, archaeological excavation, curation, and preservation which by nature and 

necessity does not reflect the entirety of what was once present at each site. However for 

each site and artefact category I did endeavour to analyse as complete a sample as was 

available to me, and time permitted.   
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Chapter 4: Ethnohistorical Analysis 

 

BACKGROUND: 
 One of the difficulties of studying prehistoric cultures is the lack of narrative 

documentation for the behaviours and thought-processes of the people we study. 

However, documentation does not always illuminate the past as clearly as we might wish.  

The necessity of critically interrogating written sources is a subject that has been 

thoroughly discussed by historical archaeologists (Majewski & Gaimster 2009; Moreland 

2001; Andrén 1998), and is the reason archaeology can be such a useful complement to 

history.  

 In the case of the Castro Culture, we do have historical sources that describe the 

area under study. Greek and Roman authors such as Strabo, Appian, Diodorus Siculus, 

Polybius, Silius Italicus, Pliny the Elder, and Pomponius Mela all wrote about the 

barbarian fringes of their civilised world. Modern scholars have eagerly seized these 

sources to better envision the cultural dynamics of the Castro people, and to provide a 

framework defining the field of possibility in terms of economic, political, and social life. 

However, the gaps and discordances between what the Classical Mediterranean authors 

wrote and the material record of the Castro Culture have not always been critically 

interrogated, nor the motivations of the authors questioned. Though it is apparent that 

some of the descriptions written by the ancient authors are reflected in the material 

record, there is no simple one-to-one relationship between what was written and what 

occurred. 

ANCIENT AUTHORS: 
 For a society with no written language, the Castro Culture has a surprising amount 

of documentation surrounding it. Several ancient authors wrote about both the geography 

and the inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula. By at least the eighth century B.C.E. the 

people in the heart of the Mediterranean were aware of the existence of Iberia. Voyages 
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of trade and exploration brought people into contact with the far reaches of their known 

worlds and opened up new economic and social possibilities for all they touched. The 

Phoenicians were the first to develop this ephemeral contact into something more 

substantial, establishing the trading colony of Tartessos on the southern shores of the 

peninsula near the strait of Gibraltar (Dietler 2009). It is very unlikely that this was the 

only contact which the inhabitants of Iberia had with outside groups, but the presence of 

written sources privileges these connections above those which left no documentary 

traces.  

 Strabo’s Geography is perhaps the most well-known and often cited work 

concerning Iberia. Most likely finished in the year seven B.C.E (Jones 1917: xxvii), the 

Geography sprawls across the entire world as it was then recognized by the societies of 

the Mediterranean. Strabo writes of his project: “[f]or it, too, is a colossal work, in that it 

deals with the facts about large things only, and wholes” (1.1.23). Strabo devotes 

considerable space to the description of the Iberian Peninsula, both in terms of its 

geography and its inhabitants.  

 Appian of Alexandria also provides a lengthy commentary on the Iberian 

Peninsula. His life’s work, written in the second century C.E., was to chronicle the wars 

of the Romans, and he breaks up his Iberike into three sections. The first is dedicated to 

the portion of the war between Rome and Carthage that took place on Iberian soil; the 

second section deals with the Lusitanian wars, and the third section outlines the wars 

against the Celtiberians (Richardson 2000). The wars against the Lusitanians concern us 

the most, as they were fought against tribes of the northwest, and people of the Castro 

Culture very likely participated in them. Appian used Strabo as a source for his history, 

so much of their information is similar.  

 Diodorus Siculus was a Greek historian who compiled his Historical Library 

sometime between 60-30 B.C.E. Like Strabo’s Geography, the Historical Library 

attempts to encompass the known world of the ancient Mediterranean. However the 

entire History has not survived, and some books remain only as fragments. Nevertheless, 

Diodorus provides us with a fair amount of information regarding Iberia and its peoples.  
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 The Histories of Polybius, written sometime around 146 B.C.E., (Wallbank 1962) 

comes to us in large part as fragments recorded by other writers, but it is the basis for 

many later authors such as Strabo and Appian. Polybius was a friend of Scipio 

Aemilianus, a Roman general and major player in the Punic wars, and is said to have 

travelled to Iberia with Scipio, making him one of the few authors writing about the 

Peninsula to have actually been there (Grant 1992).  

 Silius Italicus is another ancient author who touches upon the people of the 

Iberian Peninsula while describing the war between the Romans and Carthaginians, 

writing in the first century C.E. As J.D. Duff, translator of Silius’s epic poem, Punica, 

comments: “There is no doubt about the verdict pronounced by modern critics and 

historians of Roman literature. They say very little about Silius, but they are all of one 

opinion—that he was a dull man who wrote a bad poem.” (1927: xii).  Punica may be 

lacking as a poetic endeavour, but it does discuss the Iberian Peninsula and its inhabitants 

with some detail.  

 Pliny the Elder was a Roman author and military man who likely held a position 

as procurator in Hispania, thus placing him close to the source for the material he wrote 

about the Peninsula (Beagon 1992). Completing his Natural Histories around 77 C.E., 

Pliny offers substantial descriptions regarding Iberia and its people during the time of 

Roman expansion and occupation in the Peninsula.  

 Very little is known about Pomponius Mela other than what he himself records in 

his Chorography. He writes that he is from Tingentera, a town in Hispania Baetica (2.96), 

and that during the time of writing a great princeps was returning to Rome in order to 

celebrate a triumph for the conquest of Britain (3.49). F.E. Romer suggests this princeps 

was Claudius, which therefore places the time of writing late in 43 C.E. or early 44 C.E. 

(1998:3). Other than those fragments of information, Mela is a mysterious figure in the 

history of Roman intellectuals. His Chorography does, however, provide us with some 

information regarding the geography and peoples of Iberia, which is interesting coming 

from the perspective of someone who was born and probably raised there.  
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 The Second Punic War (218-201 B.C.E.) loomed large in the cultural foundation 

and imagination of ancient Rome, and became a prime subject for historians, poets, and 

moralists. It brought Iberia into the fore of Mediterranean consciousness, causing it to 

become the subject of military, economic, and intellectual interest in a much more 

substantial way than it had been before. Therefore much of our information about Iberia 

as relayed by the ancient sources relates somehow to this conflict. The major action of the 

Second Punic War which took place on Iberian soil occurred mostly in the eastern and 

southern portions of the Peninsula, focusing on the siege of Saguntum (now called 

Sagunto) and the port of Gades (modern Cadiz). Therefore there is a relative wealth of 

information in the ancient sources on those places and the people inhabiting them. 

However, where possible in this chapter I focus my analysis on the portions of the 

writings regarding the northwest of the peninsula, as my concern is to gain a better 

understanding of the inhabitants of that region. 

 I have retained the Latin spellings of group names where possible, in order to 

preserve the possibility of distinguishing between different groups with similar names. 

For instance some editions translate Callaici/o as Galician (e.g. Duff 1927), whereas 

Pliny lists the Callaeci and Gallaeci as separate tribes within the same region (3.3.28; 

4.20.110-111). Since one of the aims of this chapter is to better grasp which groups may 

correspond to the Castro Culture, such distinctions are important to maintain.  

GEOGRAPHY & RESOURCES: 
 The authors discuss the Iberian Peninsula with varying degrees of geographical 

accuracy. Appian particularly struggled with correct distances and proper placement of 

geographical landmarks (Richardson 2000). For example, Appian misplaces the Pyrennes 

in his Iberike, citing that they run north-south and divide the Gauls from the Celtiberians 

(1.1), and in the third book of his Geography, Strabo names Iberia as the first part of 

Europe to the west (3.1.2), and also claims that the Pyrenees run north-south, dividing 

Celtica from Iberia (3.1.3). Pomponius Mela writes with more accuracy that the peninsula  
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actually is girt by the sea except where it is contiguous with Gaul, and it is 
especially narrow at the places of contact. Spain extends gradually into Our Sea 
and Ocean, and becoming increasingly wider the farther west it goes, it becomes 
widest right there. (2.86) 

 

In general Strabo appears to have no great opinion of the productivity of the Iberian 

landscape. He writes:  

 

Now of Iberia the larger part affords but poor means of livelihood; for most of the 
inhabited country consists of mountains, forests, and plains whose soil is thin — 
and even that not uniformly well-watered. And Northern Iberia, in addition to its 
ruggedness, not only is extremely cold, but lies next to the ocean (3.1.2). 

 

Though the eastern and southern parts of Iberia would have had a Mediterranean climate 

familiar to the ancient authors, the western and northern portions of the Peninsula could 

have seemed harsh and inhospitable to those used to warmer climates and tamer seas. 

However, in contrast to Strabo, Polybius writes:  

 

In the sea off Lusitania acorn-bearing oaks grow, upon which the tunnies feed and 
fatten themselves, which may, therefore, well be called sea-hogs, as they feed like 
hogs on acorns. These acorns are sometimes carried by the tide as far as the coast 
of Latium, unless they may be thought to be the produce of Sardinia or 
neighbouring islands. . . .In Lusitania both animals and man are extraordinarily 
productive, owing to the excellent temperature of the air; the fruits never wither; 
there is not more than three months in the year in which roses, white violets (or 
gilly-flowers), and asparagus do not grow; while the fish caught in its sea is far 
superior to what is found in our waters for quantity, quality, and beauty. (34.8) 

 

So it appears that the ancient authors disagreed as to the productivity and general 

inhabitability of the Iberian Peninsula, and in fact most other accounts disagree with 

Strabo’s assessment. Silius adds to the impression of the fertility of Iberian soil, writing 

“Spain is not unfit for corn-crops nor unfriendly to the vine; and there is no land in which 

the tree of Pallas rises higher” (1.238). Mela goes even further, stating, “Spain also is 

teeming with men, horses, iron, lead, copper, silver, and gold, and it is so fertile that 
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wherever it changes and is barren for lack of water, it still supports flax or esparto.” 

(2.86).  

 Strabo does concede that the area along the western coast up to the cape of 

Nerium (modern Cape Finisterra in Galicia) was fertile and laced with westward flowing 

rivers (3.3.4). He describes the western face of the peninsula: 

 

Now the length of Lusitania to cape Nerium is three thousand stadia 
[approximately 555 km], but its breadth, which is formed between its eastern side 
and the coast-line that lies opposite thereto, is much less. The eastern side is high 
and rough, but the country that lies below is all plain even to the sea, except a few 
mountains of no great magnitude. (3.3.3) 

 

Polybius claims that from the Pyrenees to the Pillars of Hercules (Strait of Gibraltar) is 

eight thousand stadia (34.8). 

 The most positive aspect of Iberia identified by Strabo is the abundance of metal 

resources, which is echoed strongly by Diodorus Siculus.  “For the whole country of the 

Iberians is full of metal”, (3.2.8) writes Strabo, and according to Diodorus “this land 

possesses, we may venture to say, the most abundant and most excellent known sources 

of silver” (35.1).  Polybius also mentions the silver mines of Iberia, writing that “there are 

very large silver mines about twenty stades from New Carthage, extending to a circuit of 

four hundred stades” (34.9). Not only silver, but gold, copper, lead, iron, muscovite, and 

tin could be found in Iberia (Diodorus Siculus, 5.36.1; Pliny the Elder 3.3.30; Pomponius 

Mela 2.86). 

 

Tin also occurs in many regions of Iberia, not found, however, on the surface of 
the earth, as certain writers continually repeat in their histories, but dug out of the 
ground and smelted in the same manner as silver and gold. For there are many 
mines of tin in the country above Lusitania and on the islets which lie off Iberia 
out in the ocean and are called because of that fact the Cassiterides (Diodorus 
Siculus, 3.38.4) 
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The actual location of the Cassiterides is a matter of debate, but it has been established 

that Iberia was a major source of tin for the Greeks and Romans (Penhallurick 1986). Tin 

is an essential element in the creation of bronze alloys, making it a valuable resource. 

Therefore control or access to the tin trade was a vital concern for inhabitants of the 

ancient world. 

 Silius’s Punica also contains a passage regarding the metal resources of Iberia. He 

writes, rather dramatically: 

 

All metals are found here: there are veins of electrum [a mixture of gold and 
silver], whose yellow hue shows their double origin, and the rugged soil feeds the 
black crop of iron. Heaven covered up the incentives to crime; but the covetous 
Asturian plunges deep into the bowels of the mangled earth, and the wretch 
returns with a face as yellow as the gold he has dug out. (1.220-238) 

 

As we can see, all of the ancient authors write about the metal resources and mines of 

Iberia as a significant element worthy of note for their readers.  

 Strabo gives a long list of Iberian rivers, which provides not only geographical 

information but also good reference points for identifying the territory of Iberian tribes.  

He writes: 

 

Best known of the rivers immediately after the Tagus are the Mundas, which 
offers short voyages inland, and likewise the Vacua. After these two is the Durius, 
which, coming from afar, flows by Numantia and many other settlements of the 
Celtiberians and Vaccaenas, and is navigable for large boats for a distance of 
about eight hundred stadia inland. Then come other rivers. And after these the 
River of Lethe, which by some persons is called Limaeas, but by others Belion; 
and this river, too, rises in the country of the Celtiberians and the Vaccaenas, as 
also does the river that comes after it, namely the Baenis (others say "Minius"), 
which is by far the greatest of the rivers in Lusitania — itself, also, being 
navigable inland for eight hundred stadia. (3.3.4) 
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NAMED PEOPLES OF IBERIA:  

 

 

Image 4.1 (Indigenous groups of the Iberian Peninsula before the Carthaginian conquests. 
From Luís Fraga da Silva) 

 

 The question of which groups occupied which territory is tangled at best. It is 

complicated by imperfect knowledge of geography, time periods, and group affiliation on 

the part of the ancient authors. There is conflicting information about the spatial 

distribution of different groups, which changes through time and according to different 

writers. Attempting to sort out who was where, and when, is therefore a tricky 

undertaking.  
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 I will begin with Strabo’s account of the Iberian tribes, focusing on those in the 

centre, west, and north of the Peninsula as being the most likely to have often been in 

contact with or influencing the Castro people. Some of the tribes listed may even have 

been the ancient names of the people inhabiting the castros under study. I will then 

compare Strabo’s placement and naming of tribes with those of Polybius, Diodorus, 

Silius, Appian, Pliny, and Mela and attempt to parse out the relationship of those tribes to 

the Castro people.  

 According to Strabo, the Oretanians lived in the south of the Peninsula, inland but 

with access to the coast to the east of the Strait of Gibraltar (3.3.2). The Vettonians 

occupied part of the interior of the Peninsula, and shared a southern border with the 

Oretanians (3.3.2). North of the Vettonians were the Vaccaeans, and as a geographical 

marker Strabo comments that the Durius (Douro) river flowed through Vaccaean territory 

and that one of their cities, Acutia, was located on its banks (3.3.2). To the north of these 

groups are the Callaicans, “who occupy a very considerable part of the mountainous 

country” (3.3.2), presumably north and perhaps west of the Vaccaeans.  

 Strabo devotes more space to describing Lusitania, which according to him “is the 

greatest of the Iberian nations” (3.3.3). Strabo asserts that the Lusitanian territory is north 

of the Tagus (Tejo) river, and bordered by the ocean to the west and north, and shares 

borders with the Carpetanians, Vettonians, Vaccaeans and Callaicans to the east (3.3.3). 

Strabo also claims that there are numerous smaller tribes in the area of the Lusitanians 

who are not as well known, but that some call these smaller tribes Lusitanians as well 

(3.3.3). To complicate matters, Strabo also says that the Lusitanians came to be called 

Callaicans because they were defeated by that group in battle (3.3.3). 

 Strabo goes on to write that to the east of the Callaicans are the Asturians and the 

Celtiberians (3.3.3). The Celtiberian territory according to Strabo also borders the 

Carpetanians, Vettonians and Vaccaeans to the east, though this point is unclear: “These 

four peoples, in the eastern part of their countries, have common boundaries, thus: the 

Callaicans, with the tribe of the Asturians and with the Celtiberians, but the others with 
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only the Celtiberians” (3.3.3). On the northern coast were the populous cities of the 

Artabrians, who were later called the Arotrebians by the Romans (3.3.5). 

 As a primary source for many other histories, it should be no surprise that 

Polybius also mentions a number of Iberian tribes. Of more significance is that Polybius 

himself travelled to Iberia with Scipio Aemilianus and spoke firsthand with witnesses of 

major events (Wallbank 1962: viii). If anyone is likely to have recorded accurate names 

and locations for Iberian tribes, it is Polybius. He writes that the Turduli live immediately 

north of the Turdetani (34.9), and that “[t]he fertility of their country has had a civilising 

influence on the Turditani and on their Celtic kinsfolk, and taught them the art of social 

life” (Polybius 34.9). Polybius also writes that the general M. Claudius conquered the 

Lusitanian city of Nercobrica (34.9). Polybius states that the Belli and Titthi were allies 

of Rome during the war with Hannibal, but that the Arevacae (Arevaci) allied with the 

Carthaginians (35.2). In addition, he writes of an attack on the Carthaginian forces by the 

Carpesii, known as “the strongest tribe in these parts, who were joined also by 

neighboring tribes, incited principally by refugees of the Olcades” who were a tribe 

earlier subdued by Hannibal (3.14). 

 Diodorus gives an account of the combination of the Celts with the Iberians that 

resulted in the formation of the group known as the Celtiberians. Diodorus writes: 

 

Now that we have spoken at sufficient length about the Celts we shall turn our 
history to the Celtiberians who are their neighbours. In ancient times these two 
peoples, namely, the Iberians and the Celts, kept warring among themselves over 
the land, but when later they arranged their differences and settled upon the land 
altogether, and when they went further and agreed to intermarriage with each 
other, because of such intermixture the two peoples received the appellation given 
above.  (5.33.1)  

 

Neighbours to the Celtiberians are the Vaccaei (Vaccaeans), who Diodorus notes are the 

“most advanced” tribe due to their equal division of labour and resources and the heavy 

punishment meted out to those who attempt to keep more than their share (34.3).  “The 
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most valiant among the Iberians are those who are known as Lusitanians” notes Diodorus 

(5.34.4).  

 Silius Italicus describes some of the Iberian peoples involved in the Punic wars, 

though does not go into detail regarding their locations. He mentions the Vettones (3.379-

381), Vascones (3.357-363), Asturians (1.220-238), Cantabrians (3.325-339), 

Celtiberians (3.340-343), and the Lusitanians (3.356). Silius also lists other tribes not 

present in the previous authors discussed, such as the Cerretani, Ilerda, and Gravii (3.357-

363). One of the lengthiest descriptions Silius provides is of the Callaici 1. Silius places 

the Callaici as living next to the Ocean (Atlantic) (2.395), and therefore further west than 

Strabo places the Callaicans. Silius also claims that the Callaici were led by Viriathus, 

and were therefore allies of the Lusitanians (3.356). 

 As mentioned above, Appian was not a strong geographer. Like Strabo and 

Diodorus, Appian references the Vaccaei (51.215), Arevaci, Belli, Titthi (48.204), and 

Vettones (58.244), as well as the Carpetani (51.216), Caucaei (51.217), Numantines 

(46.188), Lusitanians (56.234), and Callaeci (70.300). Appian is less clear on the exact 

locations of these groups, but appears to place them in relatively similar locations to 

those Strabo gives. Appian also refers to tribes not mentioned by Strabo, such as the 

Nergobriges (48.200) of the north-east, and the Bracari (72.305) of the north-west.  

 Pliny the Elder also offers a list of Iberian tribes and their locations, and goes 

further than the other authors by providing a more detailed account of the number of 

settlements and their political relationships to Rome. Pliny gives an account, taken from 

Marcus Varro, of the invasion of Iberia by outside peoples such as the “Hiberi, Perians, 

Phoenicians, Celts and Carthaginians” (3.1.8). The Celtici, who live in Baeturia, which is 

the region between the Guadalquivir and Guadiana rivers, are neighbours to the 

Lusitanians (3.1.13). Importantly for our purposes, Pliny goes on to mention details of the 

                                                
1 Note on translation: though Duff translates this as Gallicians (139), the original text uses the terms 
Callaici and Callaecia to describe the people and region (3.345 & 3.353). 
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northwest of Iberia, including areas which are central to the archaeological distribution of 

the Castro Culture: 

The old shape of Hither Spain has been considerably altered, as has been that of 
several provinces, in as much as Pompey the Great on his trophies which he set up 
in the Pyrenees testified that he had brought into subjection 876 towns between 
the Alps and the borders of Further Spain. Today the whole province is divided 
into seven jurisdictions, namely those of Cartagena, Tarragon, Saragossa, Clunia, 
Astorga, Lugo (Lucensem), Braga (Bracarum). …the province itself contains, 
besides 293 states dependent on others, 189 towns, of which 12 are colonies, 13 
are towns of Roman citizens, 18 have the old Latin rights, one is a treaty town and 
135 are tributary. (3.3.18) 

 

Pliny acknowledges the changes in the political landscape that occurred since the Romans 

took possession of the peninsula, recognizing that it no longer reflects the way the 

previous inhabitants organized themselves. Pliny gives further details:  

The jurisdiction of Lucus contains 15 peoples, unimportant and bearing 
outlandish names, excepting the Celtici and Lemavi, but with a free population 
amounting to about 166,000…In a similar way the twenty-four states of Braga 
contain 285,000 persons, of whom besides the Bracari themselves may be 
mentioned, without wearying the reader, the Biballi, Coelerni, Callaeci, Equaesi, 
Limici and Querquerni. (3.3.28) 

 

How accurate this estimation of population may be is uncertain, but any details can be 

helpful. Pliny also mentions the Minho River, along the banks of which live the Leuni 

and Seurbi, and where the Bracari have a town named Augusta (modern Braga) 

(4.20.111). It is the Bracari who later gave their name to the Roman municipum Bracara 

Augusta (Richardson 2000: 163), located in what is now the Portuguese city of Braga. 

Above the Bracari2 is Gallaecia (4.20.111), the territory of the Gallaeci, though Pliny 

later goes on to say that the River Douro separates the Gallaeci from Lusitania, and the 

Turduli from the Bracari (4.20.112). This places the Turduli farther north and west than 

                                                
2 Note on translation: Rackham (1938) translates Bracarum as Bracae, meaning breeches, which is not 
found in other authors, and he elsewhere refers to the Bracari as an indigenous tribe. Therefore I believe his 
translation of Bracae is an error and should be read as Bracari, which simplifies the reading and does not 
create two similar sounding tribes where there was probably only one, the Bracari. 
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other sources, which highlights an inconsistency among the ancient authors, and within 

the writings of Pliny himself.  

 Initially Pliny states that the Turduli live with the Bastuli beyond the Guadiana, 

facing the Atlantic (3.1.8). Later however, Pliny writes that the Turduli are neighbours to 

the Celtici (4.22.116) and that they border Lusitania and Tarragon (3.1.13), which shifts 

them farther inland and perhaps slightly northwards as well.  Polybius puts the Turduli 

north of the Turdetani and the tribes of Boetica (34.8), and Strabo, using Polybius as a 

source, writes that the Turduli and the Turdetani are now considered the same people, and 

places them in the south of the Peninsula (3.3.6). All of this information leads the reader 

to position the Turduli in the southeast of Iberia, either close to the coast or farther inland. 

However Pomponius Mela states that the Turduli are located near the Munda (Mondego) 

River in the north (3.8), and as shown above Pliny contradicts his earlier writings by 

placing the Turduli to the northeast of Lusitania, neighbouring the Bracari (4.20.112).  

 A possible explanation for this inconsistency may be found with Strabo, who puts 

the Turduli in yet another location, in the territory around the Cape of Nerium (34.8). 

Strabo writes that the Turduli, along with kinsmen of groups living by the Anas River 

(perhaps the Celtici, see below), travelled up to the northwest, where, due to infighting 

and the death of their chieftain, they decided to settle (3.3.5). Both Pliny and Mela refer 

to the people who dwell in the northwest as the “Old Turduli” (Pliny 4.21.113; Mela 3.8-

9), which may indicate that these were a remnant of the original Turduli located in the 

south. Understanding the geographical relationships of the Turduli is significant for our 

purposes because either they were neighbours of the Castro people, or their territory was 

far enough away that they would have had little interaction with them.  

 The Celtici too seem to occupy radically different territory according to different 

authors. Some, such as Strabo, place them in the southwest, while Pliny (3.3.28) and 

Pomponius Mela (3.7-9) have them in the northwest, along the Galician coast. If they are 

the group that Strabo links to the migration of the Turduli, then their location in the 

northwest would make sense. And also like the Turduli, determining their location on the 
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Peninsula is important to our understanding of which groups may correspond to the 

Castro people.  

 The task is now to untangle this dense knot of tribal names and locations and 

attempt to match the archaeological locations of castro settlements with the historical 

sources. It appears the Romans often used the name of one tribe to signify many tribes in 

the same area, which may be explained a number of ways. It is possible that the Romans 

chose the group best known to them as shorthand for all of the groups in the area, a 

possibility due to their apparent disdain for the sound of ‘barbarian’ words (Pliny 3.3.28). 

Strabo writes, as noted above: “it is not worth-while to name the rest, because of their 

smallness and lack of repute. Contrary to the men of to day, however, some call also 

these peoples Lusitanians.” (3.3.3). It is also possible that due to a settlement or group 

hierarchy system smaller or less powerful groups were classed under the name and 

protection of the dominant group. Or perhaps local groups participated in a confederation 

whereby they ascribed to a communal identifier that signalled which entity they belonged 

to. Whatever the case may be, it appears that based on the writings of the ancient authors 

there are a few possibilities for the tribe or tribes most closely connected with the 

archaeological Castro Culture.  

 Both Appian and Pliny note that the Callaeci and Bracari are northern neighbours 

to the Lusitanians, occupying territory close to the coast. If the northern boundary of 

Lusitania is the Douro River, as most of the ancient authors agreed that it was, then the 

territory of the Bracari and Callaeci map well onto the archaeological area of the Castro 

Culture, the southern border of which is agreed by modern scholars to be the Vouga 

River. Pliny also mentions the Gallaeci, who lived. .above the Bracari (4.20.111), likely 

in the area of modern Galicia, in Spain. This difference in territory between the Bracari 

and the Gallaeci appears to corresponds to an archaeological difference within the 

material culture of the Castro people, between the northern and southern areas, marked 

by typological differences in ritual bathing structures, jewelry, and warrior statues 

(González-Ruibal 2004). This difference also corresponds to the administrative districts 

of Lugo (Lucensem) and Braga (Bracarum) mentioned by Pliny (3.3.18), which are likely 
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to have derived from preexisting distinctions among the indigenous groups (Queiroga 

2003).  

 Through time there appears to be a shift in focus among the authors from the 

Callaici to the Bracari, possibly suggesting a change in the power dynamics of the 

northwest. Earlier authors like Strabo make few references to the northwest at all, 

focusing instead on the Lusitanians, and the tribes to the south and east. Strabo mentions 

that the Callaicans defeated the Lusitanians in battle (3.3.3), and if this account is true 

there must have been a time when the Callaicans had some political or military clout. 

Pliny writes about both administrative regions in the northwest, Lugo and Braga, and it is 

clear that Braga contains the larger number of states and people. Pliny goes to the trouble 

of listing some of the groups, as shown above, and among them are the Callaeci, though 

they are of lesser importance than “the Bracari themselves” (3.3.28). In fact, the naming 

of a Roman administrative region after the Bracari (Conventus Bracarensis) signals their 

importance in the area, at least in terms of Roman relationships with the indigenous 

people.  

 Pliny wrote at the end of the first century C.E. during the later part of the Roman 

occupation of the Peninsula, when Roman control of the area was solidified and power 

structures had shifted from indigenous to imperial, but also when Roman knowledge of 

indigenous groups would have been more concrete and firsthand. Therefore Pliny may be 

able to offer us a more detailed insight into the rather occluded group dynamics of the 

northwest than other authors, at least as they existed close to the time of his writing. It is 

also possible that the Romans were more familiar with the southern Bracari simply due to 

their proximity, while the Gallaeci remained more isolated, and therefore poorly 

understood, in the north.  

 Based on the ethnographic information provided by the ancient authors, the group 

most likely to represent the archaeological Castro Culture in the modern area of 

northwest Portugal, where I have focused my research, is the Bracari. The Bracari, in 

giving their name to the Conventus Bracarensis, appear to be the most influential group 

in the area, with less powerful groups, such as those mentioned by Pliny (3.3.28; 
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4.20.111), operating under the mantel of the Bracari in different areas of the conventus. 

The Biballi and Limici have been associated with the territory of the rivers Búbal and 

Limia (Luján Martinez 2006), the Coelerni with Coeliobriga, now Castromao in Galicia, 

(Comité Español 1991), and the Leuni and Seurbi lived close to the River Minho (Pliny 

4.20.111). It is possible that during earlier periods prior to the time of intense Roman 

contact of the first century C.E. the Callaici were the ascendant power in the region, 

which would explain why previous authors mentioned only them when discussing the 

northwest of the Peninsula. By the time of sustained contact with the Romans however, 

the Bracari appear to have gained primacy in the region. The nature of group organization 

and power structures within the Castro Culture is discussed in a different chapter.  

 It is important to consider the possibility of close connections between groups that 

the Classical authors deemed separate. In particular the Lusitanians, Callaicans, and 

Asturians are likely to have shared a number of common traits, even if the members of 

those groups considered themselves to be ethnically or culturally distinct from their 

neighbours. For instance, there is linguistic and epigraphic evidence that Lusitania and 

the northwest shared common deities (Marco Simón 2005, Luján Martínez 2006), and 

that Callaican and Asturian personal names shared close linguistic traits (Luján Martínez 

2006). It is likely that the borders between groups as defined by the Mediterranean 

writers were permeable and not necessarily as distinct as they appear on paper. The 

exchange of goods, information, and people across these borders would have facilitated 

the blending and reshaping of behaviour on both sides. 
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Image 4.2 (Populi and civitates of northwest Iberia. From González Ruibal 2003) 

CUSTOMS & HABITS: 
 The ancient authors have a fair amount to say about the habits of the Iberians, as 

well as providing commentary on the types of material possessions the Iberians favoured. 

Strabo devotes long passages to describing how the people of Iberia differ in behaviour 

from the Romans, paying particular attention to their weaponry and fighting styles. 

Outlining the martial aspects of the different Iberian tribes was a preoccupation of the 

ancient authors, and is no surprise given the long history of warfare between the Romans 

and native Iberians. Of the Celtiberians, Diodorus writes that they “provide for warfare 

not only excellent cavalry but also foot-soldiers who excel in prowess and endurance” 

(5.33.3). He goes on to note: “Able as they are to fight in two styles, they first carry on 
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the contest on horseback, and when they have defeated the cavalry they dismount, and 

assuming the rôle of foot-soldiers they put up marvelous battles” (Diodorus Siculus, 

5.33.5). Strabo writes that the Lusitanians “hold contests, for light-armed and heavy-

armed soldiers and cavalry, in boxing, in running, in skirmishing, and in fighting by 

squads” (3.3.7). Strabo also comments that “the Lusitanians, it is said, are given to laying 

ambush, given to spying out, are quick, nimble, and good at deploying troops” (3.3.6). 

Diodorus notes that the Lusitanians  

hurl the javelin with good effect, even over a long distance, and, in fine, are 
doughty in dealing their blows. Since they are nimble and wear light arms, they 
are swift both in flight and in pursuit, but when it comes to enduring the hardships 
of a stiff fight they are far inferior to the Celtiberians. In time of peace they 
practise a kind of elfin dance which requires great nimbleness of limb, and in their 
wars they march into battle with even step and raise a battle-song as they charge 
upon the foe. (5.34.5.) 

 

Diodorus goes on to describe what he terms a ‘peculiar’ practice of the Lusitanians, 

which is that when entering manhood those young warriors who are especially poor but 

brave “equip themselves with no more than valour and arms” and join forces in mountain 

strongholds, from which they raid surrounding settlements (5.34.4-7). “And this 

brigandage they continually practise in a spirit of complete disdain; for using as they do 

light arms and being altogether nimble and swift, they are a most difficult people for 

other men to subdue” (5.34.6-7). 

 Appian has less to say explicitly about the customs and habits of the Iberian 

tribes, despite devoting considerable space to describing their wars with the Romans. He 

provides a brief description of the way in which the Lusitanians shouted and made loud 

noises when approaching their enemies in battle, shaking their long hair (67.284).  In 

describing the funeral rites of Viriathus, the famed Lusitanian warrior, Appian writes that  

 

[t]hey dressed Viriathus in splendid garments and burned him on a high pyre, and 
made many sacrifices on his behalf. The infantry and the cavalry in their 
squadrons ran around him in full armor in the barbarian fashion and recited 
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praises of him, and they all sat around him until the pyre burnt down. When the 
funeral rites were over, they conducted gladiatorial games by the tomb. (75.317) 

 

If there is truth in this account, it appears that part of the funerary rites for Iberian, or at 

least Lusitanian warriors included ritual sacrifices, vigils, contests of skill, and orations in 

praise of the dead. However, it is also possible Appian borrowed common elements of 

Greek and Roman funeral traditions that would have been familiar to his readers to 

embellish the tale of a fallen barbarian.  

 Silius Italicus writes more about the ethos of war and death characterizing the 

‘uncivilized’ Iberians. Silius tells the reader of the Celtiberian belief that death on the 

battlefield is glorious and that the body of such a warrior must not be burned, “for they 

believe that the soul goes up to the gods in heaven, if the body is devoured on the field by 

the hungry vulture” (3.340-343). In describing a battle between the Punic and Roman 

armies, Silius writes: 

 

Moreover, all the West with its remote nations was present too. First of all were 
the Cantabrians, proof against cold and heat and hunger, and victorious over every 
hardship. This people, when disabled by white old age, find a strange pleasure in 
cutting short the years of weakness by an instant death, and they refuse life except 
in arms. For war is their only reason for living, and they scorn a peaceful 
existence. (3.325-339) 

 

Silius’s tone seems tinged with admiration when describing the willing death of Iberian 

warriors and their disdain for old age (1.220-225), which is particularly interesting given 

the nature of his own death by self-starvation in the face of an incurable tumour (Duff 

1927).  

 Though in the scope of his entire work Appian devotes surprisingly little space to 

the battles of the Romans in northwest Iberia, he does write of the campaign of Sextus 

Iunius Brutus (who according to Strabo is given the surname Callaicus (3.3.1), probably 

because of his victories there) against the Lusitanians around 146 B.C.E.. Specifically he 

describes the Bracari: 
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Having crossed the Durius, he overran a great area in the course of the fighting 
and, having demanded many hostages from those who surrendered to him, 
reached the Lethes, being the first Roman to contemplate going across the river. 
Having crossed this and advanced to the Nimis, another river, he marched against 
the Bracari, who had plundered supplies as they were being brought to him. They 
are a most warlike people, and fight with their women alongside them in full 
armor and died willingly, not one of them turning or showing his back or uttering 
a cry. Of the women who were taken, some killed themselves and some murdered 
their children with their own hands, preferring death to slavery. Some of the 
towns which surrendered to Brutus at this time, revolted not long afterwards, and 
Brutus subdued them a second time. (72.304-306) 

 

We have established above that the Bracari and those surrounding them are the group 

most likely to correspond to the Castro Culture, so this description by Appian is pertinent 

to our understanding of their cultural norms, at least as perceived by Appian. Appian 

paints them as bellicose and courageous, a tribe of noble barbarians who would rather 

sacrifice their own lives than their freedom, thus embodying the perfect opposition to the 

strength and civilizing influence of Rome. Particularly interesting is Appian’s notice of 

the women of the Bracari participating in the conflict, and their willingness to die 

alongside the men, though this may be an embellishment on Appian’s part for dramatic 

effect.  

 Silius however seems to contradict Appian, when he writes of the Callaeci: 

All other labour is done by the women: the men think it unmanly to throw seed 
into the furrow and turn the soil by pressure of the plough; but the wife of the 
Gallician (Callaeci) is never still and performs every task but that of stern war. 
(3.346-356) 

 

Perhaps the events Appian referred to were sufficiently dire to warrant the women taking 

up arms to defend themselves and their children. In times of lesser strife however, it 

seems that the women of the Callaeci were perceived as those who performed the 

majority of the agricultural labour and other daily tasks. Strabo also notes that “among 

the Artabrians, who live farthest on the north-west of Lusitania” it is the women who 
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collect the abundant precious metals of the region by using shovels and basket-like sieves 

to wash the sediment from auriferous streams (3.1.9).  

 Earlier in the above passage Silius remarks that the men of “rich Callaecia… have 

knowledge concerning the entrails of beasts, the flight of birds, and the lightenings of 

heaven” (3.344-5). This implies that the Callaeci practiced divination and perhaps other 

rituals to access supernatural powers. Strabo notes a similar practice among the 

Lusitanians, claiming that along with inspecting the vital organs of their sacrifices, “they 

also inspect the veins on the side of the victim; and they divine by the tokens of touch, 

too” (3.3.6). According to Strabo the Lusitanians did not only use animals for this type of 

sacrifice and prophecy, but also prisoners of war, “whom they first cover with coarse 

cloaks, and then, when the victim has been struck beneath the vitals by the diviners, they 

draw their first auguries from the fall of the victim. And they cut off the right hands of 

their captives and set them up as an offering to the gods” (3.3.6). Ritual divination and 

sacrifice of this type was not uncommon among other European peoples of the time, and 

Julius Caesar describes the human sacrifices performed by the Druids in Gaul (6.16.5). 

Silius also says of the Callaeci that “they delight, at one time, to chant rude songs of their 

native tongue, at another to stamp the ground in the dance and clash their noisy shields in 

time to the music.” (3.345-7). This further supports the ritual and probably religious 

nature of some customs of the Callaeci, tying them to the practice of warfare.  

 An interesting detail Strabo provides about the dining habits of the mountain 

groups of the northwest is that they have seats or benches built around the walls of a 

room, and that “they seat themselves according to age and rank” and pass the food 

around, “and amid their cups they dance to flute and trumpet, dancing in chorus, but also 

leaping up and crouching low” (3.3.7). It seems that the groups of the northwest also 

practiced some types of dance and musical performance during feasting or other events of 

communal consumption, perhaps also linked to ritual or religious practice as seems to be 

the case in Silius’s description. At several major castro sites, including Briteiros and San 

Lourenço, round structures with stone benches circling the interior have been excavated. 

The structure at Briteiros is particularly large and could have seated upwards of twenty 
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people, which is perhaps indicative of the population size and importance of that 

settlement, or may indicate that it was a meeting place for several groups from the 

surrounding area. 

 Strabo offers further details of the lifestyle of the people who live in the northwest 

mountains. He writes of the mountaineers who live near the Douro that they “lead a 

simple life, are water-drinkers, sleep on the ground, and let their hair fall down in thick 

masses after the manner of women, though before going into battle they bind their hair 

about the forehead.” (3.3.7). To drink plain water and sleep on the ground, presumably 

like animals “on beds of litter” (3.3.7), demonstrated how different and uncivilized the 

mountain people were according to the norms of Roman society. To compare their 

appearance to women, implying both vanity and weakness, showed the inferiority of the 

Iberian men in contrast to the virtues of the Roman ideal of manhood. The markedly 

simple life led by the mountaineers also indicates that they were closer to a state of 

nature, playing into the trope of the noble but savage foreigners so favoured by the 

Romans when describing people they were intent on conquering.  

 Strabo further demonstrates this disdain when he tells the reader that “those 

whose boundaries mark off the northern side of Iberia, namely, the Callaicans, the 

Asturians, and the Cantabrians, as far as the Vasconians and the Pyrenees” are all the 

same, and all live in the same way (3.3.7). He continues: 

 

I shrink from giving too many of the names, shunning the unpleasant task of 
writing them down — unless it comports with the pleasure of some one to hear 
‘Pleutaurans,’ ‘Bardyetans,’ ‘Allotrigans,’ and other names still less pleasing and 
of less significance than these. (3.3.7) 

 

Dismissing the people of the northwest because of the unpleaseant sound of their names 

demonstrates the ethnocentric bias of so many ancient authors. However, despite this 

condescending attitude the Classical writers do offer us intriguing insights into the social 

and material world of the inhabitants of Iberia.  
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MATERIAL CULTURE: 
 

  

Image 4.3 (Hypothetical appearance of Castro warriors. From Álvarez Peña 2002)                  

 

 In addition to discussing the strange and often ‘barbarous’ behaviour of the 

Iberians, the Classical authors provide a fair amount of detail regarding their 

understanding of Iberian material culture. Strabo describes the small (two foot diameter), 

concave shields of the Lusitanians, which are worn suspended from the shoulder and 

accompanied by a dirk or long knife similar to those used by butchers (3.3.6). According 

to Strabo the Lusitanians also wore linen cuirasses (a form of armour combining breast 

and back plates), though occasionally their cuirasses were made with chains, and though 

some wore helmets (presumably made of metal) with three crests, most wore helmets 

made of sinew (3.3.6). The foot-soldiers also wore greaves, and each had javelins while 

some also bore bronze-headed spears (3.3.6) 
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 Diodorus both corroborates and adds to this description of Lusitanian armour and 

weaponry, stating that they carried “very small shields” which were reinforced 

(interwoven) with sinew that made them particularly tough, effective, and easily 

maneuverable (5.34.4). Diodorus also adds that their javelins were barbed and “made 

entirely of iron” (though it is difficult to picture a javelin made of solid iron being an 

effective projectile weapon, so I interpret his meaning to be that the tip was iron while the 

rest was likely wooden), and that they wore “helmets and swords very much like those of 

the Celtiberians” (5.34.4).  

 Of the Celtiberians Diodorus writes: 

  

They wear rough black cloaks, the wool of which resembles the hair of goats. As 
for their arms, certain of the Celtiberians, carry light shields like those of the 
Gauls, and certain carry circular wicker shields as large as an aspis, and about 
their shins and calves they wind greaves made of hair and on their heads they 
wear bronze helmets adorned with purple crests. The swords they wear are two-
edged and wrought of excellent iron, and they also have dirks a span in length 
which they use in fighting at close quarters. (5.33.3) 

 

It is possible that the cloaks resembling the hair of goats may actually have been made 

from goat hair, as the presence of goats is attested in the archaeological remains of the 

Castro Culture (Queiroga 2003, Vasquez Varela 1977), and Strabo notes that the 

mountaineers ate mostly goat meat (3.3.7). The dirks, greaves (3.3.6), and black cloaks 

(3.3.7) are also mentioned by Strabo, though Diorodrus adds the detail of the greaves 

being wrapped and made of hair. What type of hair Diodorus meant is puzzling. Perhaps 

these were leather greaves with the animal hair still present, or woven of horsehair? The 

round shields are also mentioned by Livy, when he discusses the Iberian troops Hannibal 

sent to Africa. Livy writes that “Hannibal sent to Africa 13, 850 infantry armed with 

caetra” (21.21). Caetra are small, easily maneuverable round shields considered typical of 

the Iberian region (Queiroga 2003). The warrior statues of the Castro Culture depict 

slightly concave, often decorated shields with a central umbo which match the description 
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of the shields given by the ancient authors, though no intact caetra has been excavated in 

the region (Queiroga 2003).  

 Silius gives a lengthy description of a set of armour which Callaician craftsmen, 

allied with the Carthaginians, made for Hannibal, including a shield bearing a depiction 

of the founding of Carthage, a helmet, sword, spear, and cuirass, all made of bronze and 

steel, decorated with gold from the Tagus River (2.395-405). Later, in describing the 

defeat of Saguntum, under siege by Carthaginian forces, Silius describes the Sagunites 

desperate destruction of their own wealth, rather than seeing it fall into Carthaginian 

hands. “Hither they dragged or carried the wealth of a long peace, the prizes won by 

valour, robes embroidered with Gallician (Callaico) gold by their matrons (2.601).” 

Polybius also describes the “Iberians with their short linen tunics bordered with purple 

stripes (3.114).” We can glean from this that the Callaici were well known for the gold 

and metalworking of their region, and that the Iberians generally were known for their 

short, decorated tunics. However in contrast to the sombre black cloaks of the men, 

Strabo records that the mountain women “always go clad in long mantles and gay-

coloured gowns” (3.3.7).  

 Polybius also describes “one of the Iberian kings” who “had such a magnificent 

and richly furnished palace, that he rivaled the luxury of the Phaeacians, except that the 

vessels standing in the interior of the house, though made of gold and silver, were full of 

barley-wine (34.9)”. This passage highlights one of the chief differences the Romans saw 

between themselves and the Iberians, or those they considered primitive. The practice of 

drinking wine was seen as a sign of civilization in the Mediterranean world, which meant 

that consuming mead or beer marked one as Other. Despite the wealth and luxury of the 

Iberian king described by Polybius, the ancient reader would have understood the cultural 

cues indicating the barbarity of the foreign royal.  

 Strabo provides further descriptions of the lifestyle of the mountain groups, 

writing: 

And the mountaineers, for two-thirds of the year, eat acorns, which they have first 
dried and crushed, and then ground up and made into a bread that may be stored 
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away for a long time. They also drink beer; but they are scarce of wine, and what 
wine they have made they speedily drink up in merry feastings with their 
kinsfolk; and instead of olive-oil they use butter. (3.3.7) 

 

Here Strabo reinforces the idea that the mountain groups not only drink beer but when 

wine is available, they do not know how to properly appreciate or consume it, instead 

guzzling it in drunken revels.  Another mark of barbarity is the use of butter rather than 

olive oil, a staple among Mediterranean societies but not readily available in the 

northwest of Iberia. The use of acorns as a famine food has been attested to in Portugal 

even in modern times (Pereira & García 2002). Strabo also remarks that those who live 

near the Douro only eat one meal a day, “and that in a cleanly and simple way” (3.3.6).  

 Strabo mentions the use of a barter system in the interior of the Peninsula, 

indicating that instead of minted coins the most isolated people either traded goods or 

used units of beaten silver as currency (3.3.7). The Iberians also used boats of tanned 

leather in order to navigate shoals and tidal floods, though according to Strabo by the 

time of Sextus Iunius Brutus this was a rare practice, as was the use of dugout canoes 

(3.3.7). Strabo also writes that they used wooden vessels3, similar to the Celts (3.3.7).  

 One of the most interesting mentions of material and habit among the people of the 

northwest is the reference by Strabo to the people who live near the Douro, who use 

“anointing-rooms twice a day” and take “baths in vapours that rise from heated stones, 

bathing in cold water” (3.3.6). The presence of structures that have been interpreted as 

saunas or bath houses is considered a hallmark of the Castro Culture, and these structures 

have been found at several sites throughout the Castro regions (Silva 2004).  

Though scattered throughout, the texts of the Classical authors contain a sizable number 

of references to the material culture of the Iberian Peninsula. Now our task is to attempt 

                                                
3 There are two possible translations of the word used to describe the material these vessels were made of. 
H.C. Hamilton translates it as “wooden” (1903) whereas H. L. Jones translates it as “waxen” (Strabo 1917). 
The difference between translations is considerable in terms of our understanding of Iberian material 
culture. From a practical standpoint, I believe the translation of the word as “wooden” is correct, as the 
evidence for wax vessels is slim (Jones 1917), and wooden vessels are not uncommon in the archaeological 
and ethnographic record in many parts of the world.  
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to sift through the biases of the ancient writers and decipher how much we can accurately 

determine about the Castro Culture based on their assessments.  

CAUTIONARY NOTES: 
 As we can see, though fragmentary, there is an ample amount of information to be 

found in the Classical sources regarding the Iberian Peninsula in general and the 

northwest in particular. This information does not come free of bias, however. As is 

readily apparent in some of the passages quoted above, the Mediterranean authors often 

had specific motivations for writing about the far reaches of their known world. 

Influenced by the political, economic, and moral concerns of the growing Roman Empire, 

our geographers, historians, and poets were complicit in the task of building the Empire 

within the minds of their readers.  

 To begin with, the perspective of those writing about the Iberian Peninsula is 

necessarily influenced by their own connections to Rome. Polybius and Appian, though 

not Roman themselves, chose to record the history of the Empire in order to help those 

engulfed by it make sense of the power and influence it had come to wield (Grant 1992; 

Wallbank 1962). Many of the authors also had influential patrons who occupied 

important positions in the power structures of the Empire, necessitating a favourable 

portrayal of Rome and its key players. Many writers also considered their works moral 

enterprises, influencing new generations of Roman leaders and intellectuals in the correct 

operation of the Empire. Therefore writers such as Strabo, Diodorus, and Pliny made it a 

point to emphasize the morally superior traits of the Roman protagonists of their works.  

 It served the interests of the Roman Empire to portray the people of foreign lands 

as undeveloped and uncouth, so preoccupied with infighting that they were unable to take 

advantage of the natural resources available to them. Strabo exemplifies this mindset 

best, stating: 

 

although the country was blest in fruits, in cattle, and in the abundance of its gold 
and silver and similar metals, still, most of the people had ceased to gain their 
livelihood from the earth, and were spending their time in brigandage and in 
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continuous warfare with each other and with their neighbours across the Tagus, 
until they were stopped by the Romans, who humbled them and reduced most of 
their cities to mere villages, though they improved some of their cities by adding 
colonies thereto. (3.1.5) 

 

By portraying the native Iberians as unable or unwilling to cultivate their land, the 

ancient authors undermined the claims of the Iberians to the resources of the Peninsula, 

thereby justifying the Romans as occupiers. Iberia was a particularly ripe pick for any of 

the Mediterranean powers, rich as it was in metal resources, and partially controlling 

trade routes through the Strait of Gibraltar. As can be seen from previous passages, the 

authors spend significant time detailing the abundance of precious metals, and the control 

of those resources was an important source of wealth flowing toward Rome.  

 In thinking about the perspective of the Classical writers towards the Iberian 

Peninsula, particularly for our purposes regarding the Castro Culture, it is important to 

remember that the authors were observing a region in flux. Beyond their own conflicts 

amongst the groups of the Peninsula, the Iberians now had to contend with increasingly 

hostile foreign colonisers. Old power structures would have been shifting with the 

introduction of new players, and networks of alliance and trade would have been open to 

disruption and transformation. The Iberian Peninsula that the Mediterranean writers were 

observing had already altered in substantial ways by the time these texts were written, 

making it difficult to use them as indicators of pre-contact social structures. Also 

important to remember is the reality that with the exception of Polybius, most of the 

writers were not first-hand observers of the events they recorded. With distorted or 

broken streams of information flowing to the intellectual circles of Rome, the reliability 

of the sources they drew from must be questioned.  

 In short, the ancient writers were motivated by economic, political, and moral 

considerations while writing their texts, while also being subject to the vagaries of time 

and distance in relation to their sources. With all of these caveats, what is the ultimate 

usefulness of the Classical sources in regards to improving our understanding of the 

Castro Culture? 



 78 

A CLASSICAL PORTRAIT: 
 As is clear from the preceding sections, it is not realistic to assume the ancient 

writings clearly reflect the social and material realities of the Castro people. Distorted by 

political and cultural bias, the information the ancient sources impart must be interpreted 

critically. That point made, it would also be foolish to throw the baby out with the 

bathwater and assume there is nothing to be gained from the Classical texts.  

  For instance, the consumption of acorns is archaeologically documented in Iberia 

(Pereira Seiso 2002). Also documented in the northwest are Roman mines such as 

Tresminas in the Trás-os-Montes region of Portugal and Las Médulas in Léon, Spain, that 

were likely developed on the site of earlier indigenous mining operations. In fact, mining 

of the auriferous vein in the area of Tresminas continued until the end of the 20th 

century, and numerous ore deposits have been documented around the Peninsula, 

supporting the ancient claims of the metallic abundance of the region. It should also be 

noted that despite the lack of sourcing analyses for the numerous hoards of silver and 

gold objects (including torques and other jewelry) unearthed in the northwest, the 

presence of such caches lends additional weight to evidence of the metalworking 

capabilities of the craftspeople of the region (Alfayé 2007; Lorrio & Zapatero 2005; 

González-Ruibal 2004).  

 Despite the Roman aversion to the sound of native Iberian languages, there is 

little reason to assume that they recorded them inaccurately. Allowing for the 

Latinization of group and personal names, it seems reasonable to believe that the majority 

of groups listed did exist, particularly in cases where there is also epigraphic and 

toponymic evidence, such as for the Bracari (Luján Martínez 2006). Based on this 

evidence, and as discussed above, I believe we can reasonably place the Castro Culture 

among the settlements of the Bracari and Callaici in the southern portion of the region, 

and the Gallaeci in the north. These appear to be the major players of the northwest, 

flanked by the Lusitanians to the south, the Old Turduli to the southeast, and the Asturi to 

the northeast. The prominence of different Castro groups likely changed through time, as 

evidenced by the shifting pattern of reference among the ancient texts from the Callaici to 
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the Bracari in the southern part of the region. Smaller tribes such as the Leuni, Limici, 

Artabri, and Nerii, not considered as worthy of note by the Romans, are nevertheless 

documented, and also had their place in the fabric of the Castro landscape.  

 The dominant impression the Castro groups made on the Mediterranean powers 

was of their warlike nature, unsurprising given their primary relationship with Rome was 

comprised almost entirely of conflict. Their character as warriors and brigands is 

established in the Classical texts through descriptions of their fighting styles, weaponry, 

and armour. Adept at close fighting, both on horse and on foot, the Iberians exemplify the 

warrior ethos of single combat. Often portrayed as brigands and raiders, it is necessary to 

interpret this behaviour through the lens of Roman bias, but also to consider the 

possibility that this type of behaviour had real cultural significance. It is very likely that 

raiding and warfare activities, particularly the practice of single combat, was a method of 

gaining social prestige and wealth for Iberian groups, particularly among the marauding 

mountaineers mentioned by Strabo, who correspond to Castro groups and their 

neighbours.  

 We can picture the Castro warrior without much difficulty with the help of the 

ancient descriptions and the warrior statues (Image 4.3). Armed with a caetra, leather 

cuirass, greaves, and helmet, carrying a bronze dirk and short sword, in addition to an 

iron javelin and spear, the Castro fighter would have been a quick and agile opponent. 

Taking part in chants, songs, and dancing as part of ritual events related to warfare, 

perhaps at feasts honouring fallen or victorious warriors, the Castro people organized 

themselves according to age and rank when sharing meals composed of acorn bread, goat 

meat, butter, beer, and sometimes wine, perhaps served in wooden vessels and certainly 

in large ceramic containers. Some of these warriors may have been female, and it appears 

the women had the lion’s share of everyday tasks if they were not participating in 

warfare. When not attired for war, men wore their hair long, with decorated linen tunics 

and long black cloaks, while women wore more colourful garments presumably also 

made of linen. Ritual divination was practiced using sacrificial animals and perhaps 

sometimes people, and some type of ceremonial or ritual cleansing took place in 
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designated spaces marked by decorated stone structures.  Mining and metalworking was 

likely a significant part of the economy of the region, often taking the form of barter or 

exchange of services or goods for currency of beaten silver. Movement of goods and 

people was either over land or by boat along the coasts and rivers, by method of leather-

bound boats or dugout canoes.  

 Though far from complete, an image begins to emerge of the Castro people based 

on the descriptions of the Classical authors in combination with material evidence from 

excavations throughout the area. As with most ethnographic sources, these texts provide a 

spark for the imagination when attempting to construct a picture of how ancient 

populations lived from the dry bones of archaeological evidence. Though not infallible, 

the Classical sources allow us to develop more insight into the customs and material 

culture of the Castro People, bringing them to vivid life in the annals of conquest and 

rebellion that marked Iberia during the Iron Age.
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Chapter 5: Ceramics  

  

 Establishing a solid chronology for Castro (or Castreja) ceramics has been 

difficult, due in part to the use of museum collections and lack of secure stratigraphic 

contexts (Martins 1987; Little 1990; Queiroga 2003). There do seems to be some 

common trends which occurred over time however. From the Late Bronze Age to the 

Early Iron Age temper changed from primarily feldspar and quartz to highly micaceous, 

with a return to quartz and feldspar during the Roman period (Martins 1987; Queiroga 

2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Vessel manufacture appears to have 

been localized within each community, using local clay, with low firing temperatures 

until the Roman period (Martins 1987; Little 1990; Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & 

Cobas Fernández 2004). Likewise, there is no secure evidence of the use of the potter’s 

wheel until the Roman period or shortly before, and vessels were coiled or hand-modeled 

previous to that (Martins 1987; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Mends to 

vessels are not uncommon, suggesting their prolonged use, and the general use of imports 

is not seen until the Roman period (Queiroga 2003).  

 In terms of vessel form, the transition from the Bronze Age sees the change from 

vessels with rounded bases that were set in the embers of hearths for cooking, to vessels 

with flat bases that sat on hearths surrounded by embers (Queiroga 2003). Another 

common form was a large flat pan with interior handles used to suspend the vessel for 

cooking above the fire, which would have been useful for prolonged simmering of the 

contents, and suggests that food was being prepared for larger groups rather than 

individual consumption (Queiroga 2003). There is also evidence of sieves or strainers 

that were likely used for making cheese (Queiroga 2003). Variations on an S-curved 

vessel form were very common for cooking, storage, and serving vessels, though the S-
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shape storage vessel was replaced by dolia during the Roman period (Martins 1987; 

Little 1990; Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). 

 In terms of decoration, that of the Early Iron Age was mostly composed of fine 

incisions, grooving, and stamping of repeated, symmetrical geometric designs with little 

variability, usually around the neck (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). Vessels 

of this period were generally dark or black in colour, with reddish pastes (Parcero Oubiña 

& Cobas Fernández 2004). During the Late Iron Age there was an increase in stamped 

decoration and burnishing, with multiple motifs and an increase in curved lines, but still 

relatively simple and symmetrical decoration (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). 

Vessels of this period continued to be mostly black in colour (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas 

Fernández 2004). During the Roman period simple continuous line motifs and garlands 

appeared, as did very elaborate symmetrical combinations of multiple motifs. Vessels 

were generally more reddish in colour, though with abundant clouding, and wheel marks 

were more common (Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). During this period 

evidence of craft specialization in the form of potter’s marks also appeared, which 

coincided with mass production of ceramics and importation of foreign commonware 

(Queiroga 2003; Parcero Oubiña & Cobas Fernández 2004). 

 The most distinctive aspect of Castreja ceramics is the abundance of mica, which 

makes it instantly recognizable as being from the Castro period. This elevated presence of 

mica is difficult to explain functionally, because it reduced the breakage strength of 

vessels, as well as their thermal resistance (Queiroga 2003). Even though mica is 

naturally present in most areas of the northwest of Iberia and may have been naturally 

occurring in most clay sources, it is highly likely that additional mica was selectively 

added to the paste, particularly because of its very low presence in the paste of vessels in 

the periods immediately before and after the fluorescence of the Castro Culture. 
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Image 5.1 (Common vessel forms from the first, second, and third phases of the site of S. 

Julião. From Martins 1987) 
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 As previously discussed, for this work I analysed only the decorated ceramic 

assemblages from a total of six different Castro sites: Bagunte, Terroso, Maxímo, Frijão, 

S. Paio, and Monte Padrão. The techniques used for my analysis are detailed in the 

Materials and Methods chapter of this dissertation. In what follows I will outline the 

results of that analysis, giving a brief overview of the total percentages of different motifs 

found on the ceramic assemblages, followed by a breakdown by site of the percentages of 

motifs found on different types of ceramics from different periods.  

 In my analysis I distinguish between cooking and storage vessels, commonware, 

and fineware. These are my own categories, and as with most categorizations the 

boundaries between each are fluid. I define cooking and storage vessels as large, thick-

walled, porous, usually with large coarse visible inclusions of quartz, feldspar, and 

organic material in the temper, and include Roman forms such as dolia and amphorae in 

this category. I define commonware as vessels of medium wall thickness, usually fired at 

medium temperatures and with variable density, with visible inclusions of mica, quartz, 

or feldspar, in forms conducive to serving and consuming comestibles such as plates, 

bowls, dishes, and cups. Fineware is defined as thin-walled, compact, well-fired, with 

few visible inclusions of finely ground mica, feldspar or quartz, also in forms used for 

serving or consumption similar to commonware. The difference between each of these 

ware categories is one of degree rather than kind, as all forms and manufacturing 

techniques are relatively similar across the spectrum of known examples.  

 

For the Castro period, the overall motif percentages are as follows: 
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Motifs Percentages 

803/1176 = lines 68% 

273/1176 = cord 23% 

134/1176 = triangles 11% 

102/1176 = circles 9% 

84/1176 = dots 7% 

76/1176 = herringbone 6% 

65/1176 = beveled ridge 6% 

47/1176 = zig-zag 4% 

39/1176 = dashes 3% 

19/1176 = S-pattern 2% 

23/1176 = diamond 2% 

9/1176 = lattice 0.80% 

8/1176 = SSS 0.70% 

6/1176 = commas 0.50% 

1/1176 = cross 0.09% 

0/1176 = wheel 0% 

0/1176 = brackets 0% 

0/1176 = meander 0% 

0/1176 = spiral 0% 

0/1176 = rosette 0% 

Table 5.1 (Overall list of motif percentages for the Castro period) 

 Overall, there were a total of 811 sherds from the Castreja period, and 365 sherds 

from the Roman period. For the Castreja period there were a total of 199 cooking and 

storage vessel sherds represented, 517 commonware sherds, and 95 fineware sherds. For 

the Roman period there were 191 cooking and storage sherds, 139 commonware sherds, 

30 fineware sherds, and five sherds that were mostly likely imported from other areas. 
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During the analysis there were occasions in which a sherd would exhibit characteristics 

of two different ware categories. For example, there were a certain number of sherds that 

were very finely made with dense/compact but very thin walls and careful decoration, 

that also showed evidence of being exposed to fire after the initial vessel firing, with 

thick residue on the exterior, suggesting use in cooking activities. These vessels could be 

classed as either cooking/storage or fineware, so to avoid repetition I chose in each case 

to class them under fineware, particularly because examples of this type are far less 

common than cooking or storage vessels and I wanted to ensure they were not subsumed 

into the larger categories.  

 Below is a breakdown of the total numbers of each ware type from both Castreja 

and Roman periods.  

 

 Castreja Roman Period 

Cooking/storage 199 191 

Common 517 139 

Fine 95 30 

Import 0 5 

Total = 811 365 

Table 5.2 (Total numbers of ware types for Castreja and Roman periods) 
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Chart 5.1 (Breakdown of motifs on cooking/storage vessels for the Castreja period. This 
and the following charts which break down motifs by ware type do so by 
using the total numbers for all motifs by category rather than the number of 
sherds in each category, which slightly inflates the numbers.) 

As can be seen in Chart 5.1, lines make up the largest motif category for cooking and 

storage vessels, occurring on 143 sherds or 72% of vessels from that category. The next 

largest motif category is cord, which appears on 80 sherds from the Castreja period, or 

40% of the sample from that category. Triangles and circles trail behind cord, each 

occurring on 28 sherds or 14% of the sample.  
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Chart 5.2 (Breakdown of motifs on commonware vessels for the Castreja period) 

 For commonware from the Castreja period lines again dominate the motif 

categories, this time occurring on 369 sherds or 71% of the total number of sherds from 

this ware type. The second most common motif is again cord, at 23% of the total number 

of commonware sherds. Triangles are the third most common motif, occurring on 15% of 

commonware sherds.  

 Similar to cooking/storage and commonware, the most common motif category 

for fineware during the Castreja period is the line, occurring on 49 of 95 sherds, or 52% 

of the total sample. In contrast to the previous two ware categories however, lines make 

up a much smaller relative percentage on fineware than they do on cooking/storage and 

commonware, occurring on just 52% of sherds rather than 72% and 71% respectively. 
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Cord motifs come in a relatively close second, occurring on 43 sherds, or 45% of the 

Castreja period fineware, which is similar to the percentage of cord motifs on 

cooking/storage vessels (40%), though both numbers are higher than on commonware, 

which only occurs on 20% of Castreja period vessels. Dot motifs come in a distant third, 

occurring on 11 sherds or 12% of the sample.  

 Line motifs are again the most common on Roman period vessels. For cooking 

and storage, they appear on 91 sherds out of a total sample of 191, or 48%. The second 

most common motif for cooking/storage vessels during the Roman period is cord, on 29 

sherds or 15% of the sample. The third most common motif are circles, occurring on 11 

sherds or 6% of the cooking/storage vessels from the Roman period.   

 For commonware vessels, line motifs occur on the lion’s share of vessels from the 

Roman period, appearing on 136 sherds, or 98% of the sample. Cord motifs are the 

second most common motif on Roman period commonware, occurring on 29 sherds, or 

21% of the sample. In contrast to other ware types and periods, the third most common 

motif on commonware during the Roman period is the beveled ridge, appearing on 28 

sherds, or 20% of the sample, nearly tying it with cord.  

 Fineware during the Roman period is again dominated by line motifs, occurring 

on 19 of 30 sherds, or 63% of the sample. Cord again takes second place, appearing on 12 

sherds or 40% of the sample. Dot motifs occur on 10 fineware sherds, or 33% of the 

sample, again placing dots in third place for fineware during both Castreja and Roman 

periods, though dots only occurred on 12% of the Castreja fineware sherds.  
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BAGUNTE: 

At the site of Bagunte, the overall motif distributions are as follows: 

Motif Percentage 

129/148 = lines 87.20% 

10/148 = triangle 6.80% 

6/148 = dots 4.10% 

5/148 = circle 3.40% 

4/148 = herringbone 2.70% 

2/148 = S-pattern 1.40% 

1/148 = cord 0.70% 

1/148 = SSS 0.70% 

1/148 = diamond 0.70% 

1/148 = zig-zag 0.70% 

0/148 = wheel 0% 

0/148 = brackets 0% 

0/148 = meander 0% 

0/148 = cross 0% 

0/148 = lattice 0% 

0/148 = spiral 0% 

0/148 = rosette 0% 

0/148 = beveled ridge 0% 

0/148 = dashes 0% 

0/148 = commas 0% 

Table 5.3 (Overall motif distributions for the site of Bagunte) 

 The following breakdown represents the numbers of different ware types across 

the Castreja and Roman periods: 
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 Castreja Roman Period 

cooking/storage 30 48 

common 6 55 

fine 3 6 

Total = 39 109 

Table 5.4 (Numbers of ware type by period for the site of Bagunte) 

 

Chart 5.3 (Breakdown of ware type during the Castreja period for the site of Bagunte) 

 

Chart 5.4 (Breakdown of ware type during the Roman period for the site of Bagunte) 
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 During the Castreja period, lines were the most common motif on cooking/storage 

vessels, occurring on 26 sherds, or 87% of the sample. Cord was the second most 

common motif type, occurring on 8 sherds, or 27% of the sample. Triangles were the 

third most common motif, appearing on 4 sherds, or 13% of the sample.  

 On commonware during the Castreja period, line motifs appeared on 6 sherds, or 

100% of the sample. Triangles were the second most common motif represented, 

appearing on 2 sherds, or 33% of the sample. Dots are the only other type of motif 

represented on commonware during the Castro period, though they only occur on 1 sherd, 

or 17% of the sample.  

 Only two types of motifs are found on fineware during the Castreja period at 

Bagunte, and they occur in equal numbers. Both lines and cord appear on 2 sherds, or on 

67% of the sample.  

 During the Roman period lines are the most frequent motif to appear on 

cooking/storage vessels, occurring on 42 sherds, or 88% of the sample. Cord is the 

second most common motif to appear, showing up on 5 sherds, or 10% of the sample. 

Triangles and circles are represented equally, appearing on 2 sherds each, or 4% of the 

sample.  

 For commonware during the Roman period, lines are again most common, 

appearing on 48 sherds, or 87% of the sample. Cord is the second most common motif, 

occurring on 5 sherds, or 9% of the sample. Herringbone cord is the third most common 

motif type, appearing on 3 sherds, or 6% of the sample.  

 At Bagunte during the Roman period, lines again dominate the fineware, 

occurring on 5 sherds, or 83% of the total sample. Lines are followed by cord in 

frequency, which occurs on 2 sherds, or 33% of the sample. Dots and SSS patterns are 

tied for third place, each occurring on 1 sherd, or 17% of the sample.  

FRIJÃO: 

Not much is known about the site of Frijão, as it was excavated as part of a rescue 

operation during building construction for a railroad and has since been destroyed 
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(Martín-Seijo et.al. 2015). Unlike many other sites in the area, Frijão was located at the 

base of a hill rather than higher on the slopes (Martín-Seijo et.al. 2015). Structures at the 

site were made of perishable materials, and may have contained decorated clay floors, 

though evidence for this was found out of context (Martín-Seijo et.al. 2015). In addition, 

many of the materials found at the site, including numerous fragments of a bronze 

cauldron, as well as pieces of vessels with interior handles, discussed above, and 

carbonised fragments of acorn, wheat, emmer, and millet, and burnt animal bones, would 

seem to suggest that this site may have had specialized functions relating to episodes of 

communal consumption such as feasting, and perhaps ritual (Martín-Seijo et.al. 2015). I 

was able to analyse 61 sherds from Frijão. 
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Motif Percentage 

46/61 = lines 75.40% 

16/61 = triangle 26.20% 

12/61 = cord 19.70% 

10/61 = zig-zag 16.40% 

6/61 = diamond 9.80% 

4/61 = herringbone 6.60% 

4/61 = circle 6.60% 

3/61 = dashes 4.90% 

1/61 = S-pattern  1.60% 

1/61 = dots 1.60% 

0/61 = SSS 0% 

0/61 = wheel 0% 

0/61 = bracket 0% 

0/61 = meander 0% 

0/61 = cross 0% 

0/61 = lattice 0% 

0/61 = spiral 0% 

0/61 = rosettes 0% 

0/61 = beveled ridge 0% 

0/61 = commas 0% 

Table 5.5 (Overall motif distributions for the site of Frijão) 

 The following breakdown represents the numbers of different ware types across 

the Castreja and Roman periods: 
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  Castreja Roman Period 

cooking/storage 17 0 

common 38 5 

fine 1 0 

Total = 56 5 

Table 5.6 (Numbers of ware type by period for the site of Frijão) 

 

Chart 5.5 (Breakdown of ware type during the Castreja period at the site of Frijão) 

 

Chart 5.6 (Breakdown of ware type during the Roman periodat the site of Frijão) 
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 On cooking/storage vessels during the Castreja period lines are the most common 

motif category, appearing on 12 sherds, or 71% of the sample. Interestingly, zig-zags are 

the second most common motif type, occurring on 7 sherds, or 41% of the sample. Cord 

occurs on 3 sherds, or 18% of the sample.  

 In terms of commonware during the Castreja period lines are again the most 

common motif, occurring on 28 sherds or 74% of the sample. Triangles are the second 

most common, appearing on 12 sherds or 32% of the sample. Cord is the third most 

common motif, occurring on 9 sherds or 24% of the sample.  

 On fineware during the Castreja period there are four motifs which each appear 

only once, all on the same sherd. Those motifs are: lines, triangles, dots, and S-patterns, 

and they each appear on 100% of the sample.  

 During the Roman period at Frijão the only ware type represented is 

commonware, and unsurprisingly it is dominated by line motifs, which occur on 5 sherds, 

or 100% of the sample. Triangles, dashes, and circles each appear on one sherd, or 20% 

of the sample.  

CASTRO MAXÍMO: 

Castro Máximo was part of another rescue excavation in the modern town of 

Braga, to make room for the new football stadium constructed at the site. Approximately 

28 km from Bagunte, Máximo was located on a site that later (and perhaps during the 

site’s occupation) became a quarry, and was within the district which eventually became 

the seat of Roman, and later Christian authority in the region. It was known in Roman 

times as Bracara Augusta, and from the Middle Ages until the present as the archdiocese 

of Braga, one of the oldest in Europe. Unfortunately poorly documented, the excavations 

at Máximo nevertheless yielded an abundance of material, including the single preserved 

decorated clay floor mentioned above. Along with ceramics, items of personal adornment 

including fibulae and a belt buckle that matches the design motifs of a helmet that was 

found at the neighbouring site of Castro de Lanhoso, discussed below. Though the 

documentation of the site is poor, the stylistic elaboration of the Máximo ceramics, the 
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decorated floor, in addition to the personal decorative items, as well as the site’s location 

in an area which has been at least since Roman times (and likely before) the seat of major 

political and religious power in the north of Portugal, make Castro Máximo an important 

addition to the comparative study of identity and symbolic expression in the Castro 

Culture. The Castro Máximo collection is housed at the D. Diogo de Sousa Museum in 

Braga, where I analysed 536 ceramics.  

Motif Percentage 

421/535 = lines 78.70% 

118/535 = cord 22.10% 

78/535 = triangles 14.60% 

67/535 = circles 12.50% 

56/535 = dots 10.50% 

53/535 = herringbone 9.90% 

32/535 = dashes  6.0% 

23/535 = zig-zag 4.30% 

13/535 = diamond 2.40% 

11/535 = S-pattern 2.10% 

7/535 = SSS 1.30% 

6/535 = commas 1.10% 

4/535 = beveled ridge 0.70% 

3/535 = lattice 0.60% 

1/535 = cross 0.20% 

0/535 = wheels 0% 

0/535 = brackets 0% 

0/535 = meander 0% 

0/535 = spiral 0% 

0/535 = rosette 0% 

Table 5.7 (Overall motif distributions for the site of Castro Maxímo) 
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 The following breakdown represents the numbers of different ware types across 

the Castreja and Roman periods: 

 

 Castreja Roman Period 

cooking/storage 102 14 

common 326 37 

fine 47 8 

unknown 0 1 

Total =  475 60 

Table 5.8 (Numbers of ware type by period for the site  of Castro Maxímo) 

 

Chart 5.7 (Breakdown of ware type during the Castreja period at the site of Castro 

Maxímo) 
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Chart 5.8 (Breakdown of ware type during the Roman period for the site of Castro 

Maxímo) 

 For the Castreja period lines were the most common motif on cooking and storage 

vessels, represented on 78 sherds or 76% of the sample. The second most common motif 

is cord, on 38 sherds or 37% of the sample. Herringbone cord is the third most common 

motif, found on 19 sherds or 19% of the sample.  

 For commonware vessels during the Castreja period at Maxímo lines are by far 

the most common motif, occurring on 263 sherds, or 81% of the sample. Cord is again 

the second most common motif, found on 59 sherds, or 18% of the sample. Triangles are 

the third most common motif, occurring on 48 sherds or 15% of the sample.  

 During the Castreja period, lines were the most common motif appearing on 

fineware, occurring on 32 sherds, or 68% of the sample. Cord is the second most 

common, appearing on 20 sherds or 43% of the sample. Dots are the third most common, 

appearing on 9 sherds, or 19% of the sample.  

 For the Roman period, lines were the most common motif on cooking/storage 

vessels at Maxímo, found on 12 sherds, or 86% of the sample. Cord was the second most 

common motif, occurring on 4 sherds or 29% of the sample. Triangles were the third 

most common, appearing on 3 sherds or 21% of the sample.  
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 For commonware vessels during the Roman period, lines are again the most 

represented motif, appearing on 29 sherds, or 78% of the sample. The second most 

common motif are dots, occurring on 8 sherds or 22% of the sample. Cord and triangles 

are tied for the third most common motif, each represented on 5 sherds, or 14% of the 

sample.  

 For fineware during the Roman period, lines are the most common motif, 

occurring on 7 sherds, or 89% of the sample. Dots are again the second most common, 

appearing on 6 sherds or 75% of the sample. Dashes are the third most common motif, 

appearing on 3 sherds or 38% of the sample.  

MONTE PADRÃO: 

The site of Monte Padrão is another major castro site occupied from the Late 

Bronze Age until the Middle Ages. Approximately 19 km inland from Bagunte, on a spur 

of the River Leça, Monte Padrão is naturally defensible on three sides due to steep 

topography, and is defended on the southern side by settlement walls and ramparts 

(Moreira 2005). The structural typology appears to follow that of Terroso, with structures 

initially built of perishable material in the Bronze Age, followed by circular stone 

construction in the Iron Age and finally a Roman occupation characterised by rectangular 

structures (Moreira 2005). In the site’s terminal period it was occupied by a medieval 

chapel and monastery with an accompanying cemetery (Moreira 2005). The site also 

provides some evidence of trade in items such as bronze axes and fibula, which 

unfortunately I was unable to study.  

Monte Padrão was first excavated in the 1950s, and again from the 1980s onward. 

The collections from all periods of excavation at the site are housed at the interpretive 

centre, and as at Terroso the stratigraphic context is most secure from the later period of 

excavation. Therefore I focused my analysis on the materials excavated from 1990 to the 

present. The ceramic collection from Monte Padrão is housed in the visitor centre on site, 

and there I analysed 144 decorated sherds. 
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Motif Percentage 

85/144 = lines 58.30% 

58/144 = cord 40.30% 

21/144 = circles 14.60% 

12/144 = dots 8.30% 

11/144 = herringbone 7.60% 

8/144 = triangles 5.60% 

5/144 = zig-zag 3.50% 

2/144 = beveled ridge 1.40% 

2/144 = lattice 1.40% 

1/144 = diamond 0.70% 

0/144 = S-pattern  0% 

0/144 = SSS 0% 

0/144 = wheel 0% 

0/144 = brackets 0% 

0/144 = meander 0% 

0/144 = rosettes 0% 

0/144 = dashes 0% 

0/144 = commas 0% 

0/144 = spirals 0% 

Table 5.9 (Overall motif distributions for the site of Monte Padrão) 

 The following breakdown represents the numbers of different ware types across 

the Castreja and Roman periods: 
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 Castreja Roman Period 

cooking/storage  41 43 

common  13 23 

fine  12 10 

import 0 1 

possible piece of floor 1 0 

Total = 66 76 

Table 5.10 (Numbers of ware type by period for the site of Monte Padrão) 

 

Chart 5.9 (Breakdown of ware type during the Castreja period for the site of Monte 

Padrão) 
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Chart 5.10 (Breakdown of ware type for the Roman period for the site of Monte Padrão) 

 Interestingly line and cord motifs are tied for most common motif found on 

Castreja period cooking and storage vessels. Each motif type occurs on 26 sherds, or 63% 

of the sample. The second most common motif type are circles, which appear on 8 

sherds, or 20% of the sample. The third most common motifs are also tied, between dots 

and herringbone cord, each appearing on 4 sherds, or 10% of the sample.  

 For commonware during the Castreja period at Monte Padrão lines are the most 

common motif, occurring on 7 sherds, or 54% of the sample. Circles are the second most 

common motif, appearing on 4 sherds, or 31% of the sample. Triangles are the third most 

common motif, appearing on 2 sherds, or 15% of the sample.  

 For fineware during the Castreja period cord is actually the most common motif, 

appearing on 8 sherds, or 67% of the sample. Lines are the second most common, 

occurring on 6 sherds, or 50% of the sample. The third most common motif is circles, 

appearing on 4 sherds, or 33% of the sample.  

 During the Roman period lines are the most dominant motif type for 

cooking/storage vessels, found on 26 sherds, or 60% of the sample. Cord is the second 

most common motif, found on 19 sherds, or 44% of the sample. Circles are in third place, 

appearing on 7 sherds, or 16% of the sample.  



 104 

 For commonware during the Roman period lines are once again the most common 

motif, appearing on 19 sherds, or 83% of the sample. Dots are the second most common 

motif, occurring on 4 sherds, or 17% of the sample. Cord is the third most common motif, 

appearing on 3 sherds or 13% of the sample.  

 Interestingly, on Roman period fineware cord is the dominant motif type, 

appearing on 8 sherds, or 80% of the sample. Lines are the second most common motif, 

represented on 5 sherds, or 50% of the sample. The only other motif represented on 

fineware sherds for the Roman period is dots occurring on only 1 sherd, or 10% of the 

sample.  

SAM PAIO: 

The coastal site of Sam Paio is approximately 10 km from Bagunte and located 

directly on the Atlantic coast. With no visible defensive walls the residents of Sam Paio 

likely derived their subsistence from the sea, as evidenced by shell middens, fish hooks, 

and weights for fishing nets, and they may also have engaged in the salt trade. Less is 

known about the castro of Sam Paio than the sites mentioned previously due to its being 

the subject of a rescue excavation in the mid-1990s, when a car park was planned to be 

built over-top of the site. Coastal erosion has also impacted the site. The collections from 

Sam Paio are housed in the lab facility of Vila do Conde, which is also the home base for 

the University of Texas’s field operations.  In addition, I have identified portions of 

decorated clay flooring, which was presumed destroyed during excavation. Such floor 

decorations are known from other major sites such as Briteiros and San Lourenço, but are 

rare and only one example is preserved at the Don Diogo de Sousa Museum in Braga. 

The Sam Paio collections are kept in the archaeological laboratory of the township of 

Vila do Conde, where I was able to analyse 41 sherds. 
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Motif Percentage 

27/31 = lines  87.10% 

6/31 = cord 19.40% 

3/31 = circles 9.70% 

3/31 = dots 9.70% 

3/31 = dashes 9.70% 

2/31 = lattice 6.50% 

1/31 = herringbone 3.20% 

1/31 = triangle 3.20% 

0/31 = S-pattern 0% 

0/31 = SSS 0% 

0/31 = wheel  0% 

0/31 = brackets 0% 

0/31 = meander 0% 

0/31 = cross 0% 

0/31 = spiral 0% 

0/31 = diamond 0% 

0/31 = zig-zag 0% 

0/31 = rosette 0% 

0/31 = beveled ridges 0% 

0/31 = commas 0% 

Table 5.11 (Overall motif distributions for the site of Sam Paio) 

 The following breakdown represents the numbers of different ware types across 

the Castreja and Roman periods: 
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 Castreja Roman Period 

cooking/storage 2 10 

common  3 12 

fine 2 2 

Total = 7 24 

Table 5.12 (Numbers of ware type by period for the site of Sam Paio) 

 

Chart 5.11 (Breakdown of ware type during the Castreja period for the site of Sam Paio) 

 

Chart 5.12 (Breakdown of ware type during the Roman period for the site of Sam Paio) 
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 During the Castreja period at Sam Paio, there are only two motifs represented on 

cooking and storage vessels: lines and cord. Each motif appears on 1 sherd, or 50% of the 

sample.  

 On commonware during the Castreja period lines are the most represented, found 

on 3 sherds, or 100% of the sample. Cord, dots, and dashes are equally represented on 1 

sherd each, or 33% of the sample.  

 For fineware during the Castreja period lines are the most frequently found motif, 

appearing on 2 sherds, or 100% of the sample. Cord is the only other motif represented, 

and appears on 1 sherd, or 50% of the sample.  

 During the Roman period at Sam Paio lines are the most common motif found on 

cooking and storage vessels, appearing on 9 sherds, or 90% of the sample. Lattice is the 

second most frequent motif, appearing on 2 sherds, or 20% of the sample. Cord, circles, 

and dashes are tied for third place, each appearing on 1 sherd, or 10% of the sample.  

 For commonware during the Roman period lines are the dominant motif, 

occurring on 10 sherds, or 83% of the sample. Cord, circles, and dots are tied for second 

place, each appearing on 2 sherds or 17% of the sample. Dashes, herringbone cord, and 

triangles are tied for third place, each appearing on 1 sherd, or 8% of the sample.  

 On Roman period fineware at Sam Paio lines are the only motif represented, 

occurring on 2 sherds, or 100% of the sample.  

TERROSO: 

The first collection I examined was from the site of the Cividade de Terroso, 

which is located approximately 6.5 km from Bagunte, and provides a good point of 

comparison. First occupied during the Bronze Age (approximately 800-900 BCE) it 

remained an important castro until its eventual abandonment under Roman occupation in 

the first century C.E. (Flores Gomes & Carneiro 2005). Over the course of the site’s 

history three successive rings of defensive walls were built, and there appear to have been 

three main occupation phases (Flores Gomes & Carneiro 2005). The first, during the Late 

Bronze Age, was characterised by structures built of perishable materials, which appears 
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to have been the norm for many castros of the early period (Flores Gomes & Carneiro 

2005). The second occupation phase, during the Iron Age, (beginning approximately in 

the sixth century B.C.E.), is characterised by stone architecture and round structures 

(Flores Gomes & Carneiro 2005). The third phase, ushered in by the Roman occupation 

of the area in the first century C.E., demonstrates a shift from round to rectangular 

structures and the increased use of Roman-style roofing tiles instead of thatch (Flores 

Gomes & Carneiro 2005). With a subsistence base of agriculture and marine resources 

(as with Bagunte, the Atlantic Ocean is visible from the site), Terroso also engaged in 

metallurgy and trade (Flores Gomes & Carneiro 2005). As a neighbour to Bagunte, and it 

seems very likely that the two sites engaged in trade, and perhaps other social activities 

and bonds as well, including political cooperation, marriage partnerships, and defensive 

alliances. Alternatively, the proximity of the two sites may have made them candidates 

for the raiding activities discussed previously. 

Like many other castro sites, Terroso was initially excavated in the early and mid 

20th century, and again beginning in the 1980s, with excavations ongoing. In terms of 

materials, Terroso has a large collection of ceramics from its many decades of 

excavation. However, I focused only on material excavated since the 1980s, as the 

stratigraphic context is more secure from that period onwards. The ceramic collection 

from the site of Terroso is housed at the Museu de Etnografia e História in Póvoa de 

Varzim. From Terroso I analysed 260 decorated ceramic fragments. 
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Motif Percentage 

95/260 = lines 36.50% 

78/260 = cord 30.00% 

59/260 = beveled ridges 23% 

21/260 = triangles 8.10% 

12/260 = n/a 5% 

8/260 = zig-zag 3% 

6/260 = dots 2% 

5/260 = S-pattern 1.90% 

3/260 = herringbone 1.20% 

2/260 = circles 1.20% 

2/260 = lattice 1% 

2/260 = diamond 1% 

1/260 = dashes 0% 

0/260 = wheel 0% 

0/260 = brackets 0% 

0/260 = meander 0% 

0/260 = cross 0% 

0/260 = spiral 0% 

0/260 = rosettes 0% 

0/260 = commas 0% 

Table 5.13 (Overall motif distributions for the site of Terroso) 

 The following breakdown represents the numbers of different ware types across 

the Castreja and Roman periods: 
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 Castreja Roman Period 

Cooking/storage 7 7 

Common 131 76 

Fine  30 4 

Sigillata 0 1 

Import 0 3 

Total = 168 91 

Table 5.14 (Numbers of ware type by period for the site of Terroso) 

 

Chart 5.13 (Breakdown of ware type during the Castreja period at the site of Terroso) 

 

Chart 5.14 (Breakdown of ware type during the Roman period for the site of Terroso) 



 111 

 Interestingly, for cooking and storage vessels from the Castreja period at Terroso 

cord and triangles are tied for most common motif, each occurring on 3 sherds, or 43% of 

the sample. The only other motif represented is dots, which only appears on 1 sherd, or 

14% of the sample.  

 Lines are most frequent on commonware vessels during the Castreja period, 

appearing on 62 sherds, or 47% of the sample. Cord is the second most common motif, 

occurring on 48 sherds, or 37% of the sample. Beveled ridges are the third most common 

motif type, appearing on 17 sherds, or 13% of the sample.  

 For fineware during the Castreja period cord is actually the most frequently found 

motif, appearing on 12 sherds, or 40% of the sample. Beveled ridges are the second most 

common motif, appearing on 7 sherds, or 23% of the sample. Lines are the third most 

common motif type, occurring on 6 sherds, or 20% of the sample.  

 During the Roman period beveled ridges are surprisingly the most common motif 

on cooking and storage vessels, appearing on 4 sherds, or 57% of the sample. Lines are 

the second most common motif, occurring on 2 sherds, or 29% of the sample. Triangles 

come in third place, appearing on 1 sherd, or 14% of the sample.  

 On commonware from the Roman period beveled ridges are again the most 

common motif, appearing on 27 sherds, or 36% of the sample. Lines are the second most 

common motif, occurring on 25 sherds, or 33% of the sample. Cord is the third most 

common motif, appearing on 14 sherds, or 18% of the sample.  

 Beveled ridges once again take the top spot for Roman period fineware, appearing 

on 4 sherds, or 100% of the sample. Dots are the second most common motif, appearing 

on 2 sherds, or 50% of the sample. Cord comes in third place, occurring on 1 sherd, or 

25% of the sample.  

DISCUSSION: 

 It is important to note the small sample size for particular sites during some 

periods, which will affect the relative proportion of certain motifs by inflating their 

numbers. In addition, these numbers do not reflect the overall distribution of ware types 
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at these sites, as I did not analyze their complete collections, but only those pieces with 

decoration. That being said, the following are some observations on the nature of the 

ware type and motif distribution of decorated vessels across the sites under study.  

 While there does not appear to be an obvious increase in a specific ware type 

from one period to another, there are some interesting patterns to take note of. At 

Bagunte during the Castreja period decorated cooking and storage vessels are most 

common, however there is a large increase in commonware in the Roman period, 

growing from 15% of the sample in the Castreja period to 50% percent of the sample in 

the Roman period. Fineware decreases slightly from 8% to 6%. At Monte Padrão cooking 

and storage vessels also dominate during both periods, though commonware does 

increase from 19% to 30% during the Roman period. As at Bagunte, fineware also 

decreases slightly, from 18% to 13%.  

 At Frijão commonware is dominant at 68% of the sample during the Castreja 

period, with cooking and storage vessels at 30% and one fineware sherd representing 2% 

of the sample. However during the Roman period the only ware type represented is 

commonware, with fineware and cooking and storage vessels disappearing from the 

sample. It is worth noting that there are only five Roman period sherds from Frijão, so the 

sample pool is quite limited, whereas there are 38 sherds from the Castreja period.  

 The sample size is also small for Sam Paio during the Castreja period. However 

within that sample fineware and cooking and storage vessels from the Castreja period are 

represented in roughly equal proportion (29% each), while commonware represents 43% 

of the sample. During the Roman period there is an increase in cooking and storage 

vessels and commonware, while fineware decreases.  

 At Castro Maxímo the overall relative percentages for all ware types are similar. 

There is a slight decrease in commonware from the Castreja period to the Roman period, 

from 69% of the sample to 62%, and an increase in cooking and storage vessels from 

21% to 23% of the sample, and fineware from 10% to 13%. There is also the addition of 

an apparently imported ware type, which comprises 2% of the sample during the Roman 

period.   
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 At Terroso there is an increase in commonware from 78% to 84% from the 

Castreja period to the Roman period. There is also an increase in cooking and storage 

vessels represented in the sample for the Roman period, while fineware decreases from 

18% to just 4%. As at Maxímo, during the Roman period an apparent import is also 

present, contributing to 3% of the sample.  

 Overall it appears that in terms of ware types Bagunte and Monte Padrão have a 

greater proportion of cooking and storage vessels than the other sites, though this changes 

for Bagunte during the Roman period, whereas commonware possesses the majority at 

Frijão, Sam Paio, Maxímo, and Terroso. Interestingly, though Bagunte and Terroso are 

close in terms of distance (approximately 6.35km) the ware distribution at each site is 

distinctly different, with cooking and storage vessels comprising the majority at Bagunte 

during the Castreja period, while at Terroso commonware was the most represented at the 

site. In fact, Bagunte bears more similarity to Monte Padrão in terms of ware distribution 

than any of the sites nearer to it. Similarly, Terroso and Maxímo reflect the most similar 

ware distributions, with commonware in the majority across both Castreja and Roman 

periods, and the appearance of imported vessels during the Roman period.  

 In terms of motif distribution, it is clear that lines are in general the most 

represented motif during both the Castreja and Roman periods, across all sites. Lines are 

the most common motif for both periods across all ware types at three sites: Bagunte, 

Frijão, and Sam Paio. Lines are also tied for most common motif in the Castreja period at 

Monte Padrão and Sam Paio on cooking and storage vessels. When they are not the most 

common, lines appear as the second most common motif, except on Roman fineware 

from Terroso, where they are not represented in the top three motifs at all. Lines are not 

represented in the top three motifs for cooking and storage vessels during the Castreja 

period from Terroso either. Overall during the Castreja period line motifs appear on an 

average of 65% of all ware types, and during the Roman period they appear on an 

average of 70% of all vessels. Broken down by ware, line motifs actually decline on 

cooking and storage vessels (from 72% to 48%), but increase on commonware (from 

71% to 98%) and fineware (from 52% to 63%).  
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 Cord is the second most common motif overall, however the distribution 

breakdown is not as straightforward as with line motifs. During the Castreja period, cord 

motifs are most common on fineware from Monte Padrão and Terroso. Also during the 

Castreja period cord motifs are tied with lines as most common on cooking and storage 

vessels at Monte Padrão and Sam Paio, and tied with triangles as most common on 

cooking and storage at Terroso. On average during the Castreja period cord appears on 

36% of the sample, and during the Roman period it is represented on 25% of the sample. 

Cord motifs decrease slightly during the Roman period on common (23% to 21%) and 

finewares (45% to 40%), but more markedly on cooking and storage vessels (40% to 

15%). Given how popular cord motifs seemed to be on cooking and storage vessels 

during the Castreja period, the sharp decrease during the Roman period is interesting.  

 Triangles are another commonly used motif, though their appearance is less 

consistent than either lines or cord. During the Castreja period triangles tend to appear on 

both commonware and cooking and storage vessels, but not at all on fineware except at 

Frijão, where the sample only consists of one sherd. Triangles continue to appear during 

the Roman period on commonware and cooking and storage vessels, though again not on 

fineware, and generally in smaller numbers. Triangles appear most frequently on cooking 

and storage vessels at Maxímo, Terroso, and Bagunte, and on commonware vessels at 

Maxímo, Frijão, and Sam Paio.  

 Overall, between the Castreja period and the Roman period the most common and 

second most common motif types are consistent: lines and cord. Some change occurs in 

third place for cooking and storage vessels and commonware, where triangles are 

replaced by circles and beveled ridges, respectively, during the Roman period. However 

the motifs appearing on fineware are consistent from the Castreja to the Roman periods, 

though the relative percentages fluctuate, only slightly in the case of lines and cord, but 

with a more drastic increase from 12% to 33% for dots.  
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Chapter 6: Architecture 

 

 The settlement structure of the Castro Culture has already been discussed, but it is 

worth noting that we have very little information regarding the context of the decorated 

architectural features examined in this section. Though some features appear to have been 

used as doorframes, such as the examples from Âncora, and the singular wheel motifs 

may have been used as insets within the walls of domestic compounds, the placement of 

others is unknown. In order to be able to tell whether they were ornaments for private 

spaces or for communal buildings we will have to wait for more excavations with better 

context control. There is of course also the possibility that architectural features bore 

more decorative elements than we are currently aware of, because they were made of 

material that did not preserve, such as paint, plaster, or wood. 

MOTIF BREAKDOWN 

 For the Castro area I was able to include a total of 80 pieces of architectural 

material from thirteen sites. 19 of those 80 pieces bore more than one type of motif, and 

61 had only one motif type. The total motif breakdown is as follows: 
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Motifs Percentage 

23/80 = S-pattern  28.40% 

21/80 = wheel 25.90% 

20/80 = herringbone 25.00% 

10/80 = line 12.50% 

6/80 = circles 7.50% 

5/80 = crosses 6.30% 

4/80 = cord 5.00% 

4/80 = brackets 5.00% 

3/80 = crescents 3.80% 

3/80 = S-lattice 3.80% 

2/80 = triangles  3.00% 

2/80 = meander 3.00% 

2/80 = spiral 3.00% 

1/80 = pentagram 1.30% 

0/80 = diamonds 0% 

Table 6.1 (Overall percentage of motif types on architectural features) 

 As can be seen in Table 6.1, the three most common motif types overall are the S-

pattern, wheel, and herringbone cord. On architecture, unlike ceramics, lines are on 

average only half as common as these other motif types, and triangles make up a fraction 

of the motif corpus, appearing only twice, in contrast to their relative popularity on 

ceramics. As with the previous section, I will now proceed to a breakdown of the 

distribution of motif by site, including, where possible, the type of architectural features 

where motifs are present.  
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Briteiros: 

 

Chart 6.1 (Number of instances per motif at Briteiros) 

 As the flagship site of the Castro area it is unsurprising that Briteiros has 

produced the greatest variety of motif occurrences, which may be attributed to the 

extensive nature of excavation over the years, and not necessarily a lack of motif 

diversity at other sites. The majority of motifs from Briteiros are inscribed on granite 

blocks that were likely used as wall insets, including one example of the type of loop 

thought to have been used as an animal hitch (Queiroga 2003). There is also at least one 

partial piece of a doorframe. A few of the motifs appear to have been incorporated into 

new use contexts, including stelae.  

 In a sample of 42 architectural pieces from Briteiros, S-patterns, wheels, and 

herringbone cord are the three most common motif types represented at the site, as can be 

seen in Chart 6.1. S-patterns appear 17 times within the sample, which is by far the 

highest occurrence of this pattern at any site, considering the next highest occurrence rate 

is only twice per site at Sabroso and Sanfins. The same is true for wheel motifs, which 
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occur 14 times at Briteiros, whereas they only appear twice at Âncora, and once at all 

other sites where they appear at all. Herringbone cord, the third most common motif at 

Briteiros, appears nine times, though the difference between Briteiros and Sabroso, where 

it appears six times, is not as pronounced.   

 

Image 6.1 (Assortment of wheel motifs from Briteiros) 

 Another motif worth noting at Briteiros is brackets. Though the numbers are not 

high (only three occurrences), the only other site where brackets appear on architectural 

features is at Sanfins, which has only one example of the motif. There is also an example 

of a pentagram, which I have not found anywhere else in the motif corpus of the Castro 

region. The pentagram appears on one end of a long, rectangular granite block, and is 

much smaller and less well defined than the other two motifs that also appear on the 

block. On the opposite end of the block is a cross pattée, and roughly in the centre is a 

three-spoked curved wheel, each of which are well designed and executed, deeply incised 

into the granite. However the pentagram does not appear to have been part of the original 

design, and was likely not placed there by the same hand that engraved the other two 

motifs, which leads me to suppose that it is a later addition to the stone, and therefore not 

reflective of the motif corpus of the Castro world.   
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Image 6.2 (Architectural feature with pentagon, spoked-wheel, and cross pattée from 

Briteiros) 

Sanfins: 

 

Chart 6.2 (Number of instances per motif at Sanfins) 

 Sanfins presents the second most diverse motif corpus, appearing on seven 

architectural pieces. Like Briteiros, the pieces from Sanfins appear to be mostly wall 

inserts, though there are also two pieces of what may be door or window frames. The 
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most common motif is herringbone, which occurs three times. Tied for second most 

common motif are S-patterns and circles, each occurring twice. Wheel, bracket, spiral, 

cross, and dots all appear once each. As noted above, Sanfins is the only other site aside 

from Briteiros where the bracket motif occurs on an architectural feature. It is also the 

only site, again other than Briteiros, where a spiral appears on architecture. 

Âncora: 

 

 

Chart 6.3 (Number of instances per motif at Âncora) 

 Less diverse in terms of motifs than Briteiros or Sanfins, Âncora nevertheless 

presents some interesting information. With eight pieces included in the sample, cord is 

the most common motif, occurring three times. The wheel, S-lattice, and cross are tied for 

the second most common motifs, occurring twice each, while S-pattern and circles each 

occur only once. Though the sample from this site is small, it does provide one of the 

only nearly complete examples of an intricately decorated doorframe available in the 

region, as well as a relatively atypical cruciform motif (Images 6.3 & 6.4).  
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Image 6.3 (Decorated doorframe from Âncora) 

 

Image 6.4 (Atypical cruciform motif) 
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Sabroso: 

 

Chart 6.4 (Number of instances per motif at Sabroso) 

 Like Âncora, Sabroso has eight pieces included in its sample, but an even less 

diverse motif distribution. Herringbone is the most common motif type, occurring six 

times within the sample of eight pieces. The S-pattern occurs twice, and wheel and 

triangles each appear once. Aside from Bagunte, Sabroso is the only site where triangles 

appear on an architectural feature, and in this case they are not true triangles, but a 

variation on the motif, T9d as listed above, which more closely resembles concentric 

ovals than triangles.  
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Image 6.5 (Architectural feature with variation of triangle motif from Sabroso) 

Other Sites:  

 The remaining sites of Maxímo, Vermoim, Monte de Santo Ovidío, Castro de 

Vilar, Bagunte, Cendufe, Sam Paio, and Monte Padrão each have a very limited number 

of pieces included in their samples, and low motif diversity and occurrence. However a 

few important things should be noted.  

 The first is that Castro Maxímo, also one of the sites from which I analysed a 

portion of the ceramic assemblage, has produced the only intact decorated floor preserved 

in the Castro region. This floor is now displayed at the Museu D. Diogo de Sousa in 

Braga. The surface of the floor appears to be composed of clay on a backing of 

construction material known in Portuguese as argamassa, though to my knowledge no 

chemical or material testing has been performed on the floor. The preserved portion of 

the floor is roughly rectangular, though the edges and corners have been eroded. The 

surface is mostly even in colour, roughly a 10YR 5/3 (brown) on the Munsell chart, with 

some darker, charcoal-coloured areas, which have the appearance of soot stains and may 

have been caused by burning, either when the floor was created, or during later use or 

post-abandonment.  
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Image 6.6 (Decorated clay floor in situ at Castro Maxímo. Image reproduced with kind 

permission of Museu D. Diogo de Sousa) 

 The decorative scheme of the floor is framed by a rectangular field delimited by 

herringbone cord, with herringbone dashes surrounding the cord and partially missing 

around the edges. The rectangular field is divided into four quadrants, horizontally by one 

row of vertical lines, and vertically by four rows of alternating lines forming triangle or 

zig-zag patterns, and divided in the centre by one row of horizontal lines. There is a 

different design in each quadrant. In the top left quadrant there are rows of overlapping 

circles. In the bottom left are rows of circles with dots in the centre of each. In the bottom 
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right are alternating rows of circles with dots in the centre and crescents, each row of 

which alternates in direction. In the top right quadrant are alternating rows of crescents.  

 

 

Image 6.7 (Illustration of decorated clay floor from Castro Maxímo. Image reproduced 

with kind permission of Museu D. Diogo de Sousa) 

 It seems clear that the designs of each quadrant are logically related or a variant 

on the theme of the adjoining quadrant. The motifs in the quadrants are stamped, while 

the surrounding motifs of the rectangular field are incised, and likely to have been drawn 

freehand. The entire design is not symmetrical, but the design elements are consistent and 

clearly intentionally located in a scheme that was likely of some significance. The creator 
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of the floor was not able to reproduce the type of virtuosity of design and execution often 

found in the masonry of Castro buildings, and was clearly not an expert craftsperson, but 

perhaps an occupant of the structure or a person of social or religious significance to the 

community.  

 

 

Image 6.8 (Illustration of decorated clay floor from Castro Maxímo. Image reproduced 

with kind permission of Museu D. Diogo de Sousa) 

 As mentioned above, the piece from Maxímo is the only intact example of a 

decorated floor in the Castro region. However, it is very likely that other sites also 

participated in this practice, but without clear evidence being preserved. While I was 

conducting my analysis of the ceramic collection from Sam Paio, I identified seven 

pieces that I believe were once part of such a floor. Though they had been classed as 

ceramic fragments the pieces from Sam Paio had an average thickness of 2.2 cm, much 

thicker than storage vessels typically found at Castro sites. I thought perhaps the pieces 
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may have been fragments of roof or flooring tiles from the Roman period, but they were 

too porous and had too many mica and quartz inclusions, as well as having one surface 

that, in addition to bearing impressions of cordage and a series of vertical lines, appeared 

to have been specially prepared, while the opposite surface was rough, uneven, less 

compact, and usually of a slightly different colour.  

 I also identified one fragment from the Monte Padrão assemblage that I believe to 

have been part of a decorated floor. Similar to the pieces from Sam Paio, what appears to 

be a prepared surface on one side of the piece bears the impressions of cordage and 

incised lines, is tempered with mica and sand or quartz, and is 2.5 cm thick.  

 From Bagunte is a fragment of a granite block 19 cm in length, 26 cm in width, 

and 48 cm in height, incised with interlocking triangles that form six-spoked wheels. This 

is a very atypical design, not found in many other contexts, though as Lourido points out 

variants of it are found on one of the pedras formosas at Briteiros, and on a stela from 

Santa Trega, and at Monte Mozinho, which leads him to discount the idea that it is from a 

later date than the Castro period (1994: 112). As far as I am aware, this piece is the only 

piece of decorated architecture so far uncovered at Bagunte. Given that it has parallels 

with the pedra formosa from Briteiros, I wonder if it may itself be part of a pedra 

formosa located somewhere at Bagunte? Unfortunately nothing is known of the 

provenience of this piece, other than that it is from Bagunte.  

 A plaque, large and very well made, comes from the site of Vermoim. Carved into 

a granite block approximately 20 cm in length, 122 cm in width, and 135 cm in height, 

and partially reconstructed, this piece possibly dates to 500-300 BCE (Lourido 1994: 

631). The motif pattern represented on this block is a woven S-pattern plaque, and gives a 

distinct impression of mimicking the woven patterns of textile or basketry. Also, as 

Lourido points out: “this type of decorative grammar appears with some frequency, not in 

stone, but in jewelry and weapons, however the size of this piece has rendered it 

something singular.” (Lourido 1994: 631). Given the large dimensions of this piece, I 

wonder what its intended use context would have been. Wear to the surface appears to be 

minimal, making it unlikely to have been used as flooring. It may have been part of a 
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wall, or perhaps it was part of a pedra formosa, though the shape is atypical in 

comparison to existing examples. Alternately, it may perhaps have been used as part of 

the roof of a bath structure similar to the one at Briteiros, with the decorated side facing 

down towards the interior chamber, which would explain the lack of wear. Unfortunately, 

as at Bagunte, the provenience of this piece is unknown, though it was likely found by 

Martins Sarmento, who excavated the site of Vermoim around the turn of the last century 

(Lourido 1994).  

 

 

Image 6.9 (Granite panel with woven lattice motif from Vermoim) 
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Image 6.10 (Roof of interior chamber of the Briteiros bath structure) 

 From Cendufe comes an unusual rectangular granite pillar 55 cm tall, with two 

opposing sides 25 cm in width, and the other two opposing sides 29 cm in width, 

decorated on all sides with different motifs.  One face is decorated with a Greek meander 

motif, another has herringbone cord, the third has a connected S-pattern, and the fourth 

has circles or perhaps a faded S-pattern, which Lourido believes resemble enchained 

“99”s (1994: 220). As Lourido also points out, the motifs in and of themselves are not 

uncommon in the Castro repertoire, with the exception of the meander, but what is unique 

is the appearance of them together on four faces of the stone (1994: 220), though a 

parallel can be found in the pedra formosa from Castro de Galegos, discussed in Chapter 

7. 
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 From the final site, Monte de Santo Ovidío, is a four-spoked curved wheel motif 

carved in relief. The motif is carved in granite, and is 19 cm in length, 42 cm in width, 

and 35 cm in height.  

DISCUSSION: 

 Unfortunately, unlike ceramics, the architectural features studied here do not 

provide a clear chronology, which makes it difficult to understand how motif use changed 

through time. Below is a comparative representation of the number of motif occurrences 

from each site.  

 

Chart 6.5 (Motif distribution across sites) 

 As mentioned above, it is clear that S-patterns, wheels, and herringbone are the 

most common motifs, however there do not seem to be any similarities in terms of motif 

distribution across sites. The wheel motif appears at seven different sites, giving it the 

most varied distribution. S-patterns and herringbone each appear at five different sites, 
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while lines and circles each appear at four separate sites. Interestingly bracket motifs only 

appear at two sites; Briteiros and Sanfins. Brackets are not found on any other material 

categories, such as ceramics or personal adornment, except for one pedra formosa from 

Briteiros, where the majority of the other bracket motifs were also found, which makes 

the potential significance of this motif intriguing.  

 Though the sample is limited, the decorated floors do hint at an interesting 

pattern. The intact floor from Maxímo is decorated with variations on circular motifs, and 

cord patterns. One of the pieces from Sam Paio which I examined (Image 6.13) also 

shows evidence of stamped circles, and the impressed image of an actual cord. In 

addition, the possible piece of floor from Monte Padrão bears both a circle and an 

impressed image of an actual piece of cord as well (Images 6.11 & 6.12). The other floor 

pieces from Sam Paio are more difficult to categorize, due to the lack of a recognizable 

motif or pattern. All that can be discerned are a series of parallel lines, which look like 

they may have been made using a comb or similar instrument. Without a larger intact 

section of floor, or connecting pieces, it is impossible to tell what the larger design may 

have been. Nevertheless, the fact that both circles and simple cord motifs are relatively 

poorly represented on architectural features rendered in granite makes their use on floors 

interesting to make note of.  
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Image 6.11 (Possible fragment of decorated clay floors from Monte Padrão) 

 

Image 6.12 (Possible fragment of decorated clay floors from Monte Padrão) 
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Image 6.13 (Possible fragment of decorated clay floor from Sam Paio)  
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Chapter 7: Baths 

BACKGROUND: 

  

 

Image 7.1 (Distribution of bath structures in the Iberian northwest. From Queiroga 2003). 

 The structures known today as monumentos com forno, or buildings/monuments 

with an oven, are confined to a limited territory within the northwest of the Iberian 
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peninsula (Queiroga 2003; Silva 2007b; García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015).  The 

origin and use of these structures has for many years been debated in the scholarly 

community, but recently it has been accepted that they were likely used for purposes of 

ritual purification (hence I will refer to them as ritual baths), and that they pre-date the 

arrival of Romans on the Peninsula (García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015).  Generally 

the appearance of these ritual baths is restricted to two regions in the northwest of Iberia: 

the area between the Douro and Minho rivers in Portugal, and Cantabria in Spain 

(Queiroga 2003; Silva 2007b; García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015). Interestingly, the 

bath structures with large decorated stones, known as pedras formosas, are confined to 

the southwestern Douro-Minho region, and none have been found to date in the Galician 

region. I have limited the baths under study in this work to those found within Portugal, 

which also fits the area of the distribution of decorated stones.  

 Within this region baths with decorated stones have been found at seven castros, 

including Sanfins, Tongobriga (also known in the literature as Freixo), Castro de 

Galegos, Alto das Quintãs, Castro de Eiras, Alto das Eiras, and two stones from Briteiros. 

Generally these ritual baths are located in marginal areas of the site, set apart from dense 

habitation, usually within the settlement walls (though the structure at Sanfins is an 

exception to this) (García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015). They are always located in 

an area of the site that has access to water, and often with a commanding view (Queiroga 

2003; Silva 2007b; García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015).  
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Image 7.2 (Typical layouts of bath structures in the Douro-Minho region. A. Briteiros. B. 
Alto das Eiras. C. Santo Maria de Galegos. D. Monte da Saia. From: 
García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015) 

 

 The structure of the baths located in the Douro-Minho region follows a general 

plan. The outer chamber or atrium tends to be largest and most open, with areas where 

water is channeled into small cisterns, followed by a smaller antechamber, possibly 

enclosed, which often has evidence of benches along the walls, and is separated from the 

enclosed inner chamber by a large stone slab or the pedra formosa, when it is present. At 

one of the Briteiros baths this interior chamber was covered by large granite slabs 

forming a peaked roof, but it is also possible that these chambers were covered by timber 

or other organic material. All of the preceding rooms are roughly rectangular, while the 

innermost chamber, located behind the enclosed interior chamber behind the pedra 

formosa is smaller, rounded or oval, and inaccessible except from the interior chamber. 

These smaller alcoves display evidence of fire or burning, thus giving these structures the 

name monumentos com forno, and were likely used to heat water and perhaps create 

steam for purification purposes (Silva 2007b; García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015).  

In general the baths were built using granite blocks and existing bedrock, and are sunk 

into the ground, which would have created a low profile for the structure when viewed 

from the exterior (Silva 2007b; García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015). This, in 
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addition to the enclosed inner chambers and the channeling of water sources through or 

into the building, may have furthered the impression of a cave-like entrance to the 

underworld, or connection to chthonic powers or deities.  

SITE BREAKDOWN: 

 As mentioned above, there are seven castro sites where pedras formosas have 

been found, including two from Briteiros, giving a total of eight pieces available for 

study. Of those eight pedras formosas, only two have a single motif, while six stones 

have more than one motif. The breakdown of motifs per stone is as follows: 

 

Motifs Percentage 

6/8 = cord 75.0% 

5/8 = S-Pattern 62.50% 

4/8 = lines 50.0% 

4/8 = herringbone 50.0% 

3/8 = wheel 37.50% 

3/8 = circles 37.50% 

2/8 = crosses 25.0% 

1/8 = diamonds 12.50% 

1/8 = brackets 12.50% 

0/8 = triangles 0.0% 

0/8 = spirals 0.0% 

0/8 = meanders 0.0% 

Table 7.1 (Overall breakdown of motifs on pedras formosas) 

 As can be seen above, cord is the most popular motif on pedras formosas, 

appearing on 75% of the sample.  S-pattern is the second most common, appearing on 

62.5% of the sample, while lines and herringbone tie for third most popular, each 
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appearing on 50% of the sample. Unlike ceramics and architecture, triangles do not 

appear at all on pedras formosas, and neither do spirals or meanders. In the following 

section I will provide more detailed description and analysis of each stone. 

Briteiros: 

Stone #1: 

 As mentioned above, there are two decorated stones from the site of Briteiros. 

The first was known to the people living around Briteiros, who called it a pedra formosa, 

or beautiful stone, as early as the 18th century, when it was written about by Jerónimo 

Contador de Argote (1676-1749) (García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015). According to 

Argote, the locals described the stone as having been found in a cave (García Quintela & 

Santos-Estévez 2015), though it is possible after centuries of abandonment they did not 

recognize the location as a structure made by humans.  

 

Image 7.3 (Pedra formosa #1 from Briteiros) 
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 This first stone, now on display at the Museu da Cultura Castreja, is a large 

granite slab, approximately 24 cm in length, 254 cm in width, and 228 cm in height. It is 

roughly pentagonal in shape, and elaborately carved on one surface. Occupying the 

central field and dividing the stone into six different sections is a schematic humanoid 

figure. The figure is composed of a central body formed by three raised lines with a cord 

pattern incised onto each, with a deeply carved, hollow concentric circle representing the 

head. Just below the circle on either side of the three bars two sloping ridges emerge and 

angle downwards towards the sides of the stone, and may represent arms. At the base of 

the central column three more ridges extend to either side, and in the centre where they 

meet is a semi-circular hollow, perhaps representing a womb or female genitalia, while 

the horizontal bars may represent legs. Below the humanoid figure in the centre of the 

slab is a semi-circular hole carved into the stone, and ringed by two ridges. This appears 

to be the entrance into the enclosed chamber of the bath, and the semi-circular hollow 

carved above likely functioned as a hand-hold to facilitate entrance into the chamber. 

From personal observation I have noted that there is a small hole drilled directly through 

the stone at the base of the semi-circular hollow, perhaps a centimeter in diameter, the 

possibly purpose of which is discussed below. At the base of the central column, on 

either side and in the centre of the column itself, are smaller carved hollows similar to the 

one below. These may also have functioned as hand-grips, or to hold objects. Taken 

together with the larger hollow, these three depressions give the appearance of eyes, nose 

and mouth (Image 7.5). There also appears to be a hollow for a hand-grip on the other 

side of the slab, though they are arranged differently than those on the decorated side. It 

is uncertain if the deep hollow at the centre of the circle forming the "head" of the figure 

served any practical purpose.  
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Image 7.4 (Detail of pedra formosa #1 from Briteiros) 

 

Image 7.5 (Detail of pedra formosa #1 from Briteiros) 
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Image 7.6 (Detail of pedra formosa #1 from Briteiros) 

 On either side of the "head” are SSS motifs, which may represent S-pattern 

pointed plaques, likely with three on each side. However these motifs are interrupted by 

angled cuts to the stone, probably made at a later date, which enhance a triangular 

appearance for the top portion of the stone. Two motifs are fully present on the left side 

of the figure, but the third, if it ever existed, was likely removed at the time of the angled 

cuts. On the right side of the figure are the remains of three S-pattern pointed plaque 

motifs, which have been partially removed by the angled cut. The third, closest to the 

outer edge of the stone, has been almost completely removed by the cut. It should also be 

noted that the top left side of the concentric circle forming the “head” was removed as 

well due to the angled cuts. The purpose of those cuts is unknown, but Lourido believes it 

must have been due to remodeling of the bath structure (1994). However it is not entirely 

clear to me that those motifs were inscribed before the cuts were made, based on the 

correspondence of the motifs on either side of the cut. Below the "arms" are solid panels 

of what appear to be interlocking circle motifs. On either side of these solid panels are 
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rows of interlocking triangles, or X patterns, with two concentric semicircles towards the 

outer edges of the stone, which are similar to ceramic patterns, as well as the architectural 

pattern from Sabroso (see above). Below the "legs", on either side of the chamber 

entrance, are singular motifs that resemble the "bracket" motifs seen on other 

architectural features.  Alternately, these may represent knots or simply an atypical motif, 

and are similar to the atypical S wheel motif from Âncora noted above.  

 

 

Image 7.7 (Detail of pedra formosa #1 from Briteiros) 
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Image 7.8 (Detail of pedra formosa #1 from Briteiros) 

Stone #2: 

 The second pedra formosa from Briteiros remains in situ at the site, and provides 

an interesting counterpoint to the decorative exuberance of the first stone. Carved in 

granite, the block measures 20 cm in length, 235 cm in width, and 220 cm in height 

(Lourido 1994: 168), giving it fairly similar dimensions to the other pedra formosa from 

the site. It was excavated by Mario Cardoso in the first half of the 20th century, 

representing the first detailed archaeological analysis of any bath structure, and enabling 

the beginning of a structural typology (García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015).  
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Image 7.9 (Pedra formosa #2 in situ at Briteiros) 

 Though it is much simpler in decoration than stone #1, it is similar in shape 

(roughly polygonal) and dimension. The small semi-circular opening at the centre of the 

base of the stone has no hand-holds on the exterior face, unlike stone #1. The opening is 

framed by a torque-like design of three beveled ridges ending in circles on either side 

where the opening meets the ground. Another similar torque-like motif with three 

beveled ridges frames the smaller one around the entrance, also ending in concentric 

circles or curling back where the stone meets the floor of the bath. Above that, roughly 
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bisecting the centre of the stone, is another shape that echoes the bottom two, but does 

not complete the arc or end at the ground. Instead this arc consists of two beveled ridges 

and ends near the sides of the stone, the lines curling back on themselves to form partial 

circles. Next to this arc on either side, close to the edge of the stone, are two circles. On 

the left side the circle has a three-spoked curved wheel motif inside. The circle on the 

right side is empty, but may at one time have had a similar motif that has since been 

removed, leaving a shallow flat hollow. Above the third arc is an empty space delimited 

by a beveled ridge that mirrors the other arcs near the top of the stone, but pinches 

inwards to form points on either side of the stone, above the circles. At the apex of the 

stone is another three-spoked wheel motif carved in relief, surrounded by a circle with a 

beveled rim.  

 The very top of the stone, which likely ended in a point, has been broken off and 

no longer remains. The bottom right side of the stone also has a crack running from the 

side to the central opening. It is apparent that at one point between the second torque-like 

arc and the arc in the centre of the stone there used to be a series of circular incisions that 

are now very faint and difficult to see (Image 7.10). I believe that these represent motifs 

that have been removed for some reason, though it is possible that they were motifs that 

were intended or begun, but were never finished, perhaps representing a series of circular 

motifs, or perhaps a rounded S-pattern. On the back of the stone, in the interior chamber, 

the entrance is framed by a wide flat ridge with a groove along the top, which was likely 

used as a hand-hold by people entering the chamber (Image 7.11). There are also two 

motifs on the interior side: a simple X or cross which was perhaps at one time within a 

circle which has since faded, and a variant of the S, or perhaps wheel motif. Both of these 

motifs are isolated towards the peak of the stone (Image 7.12). 
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Image 7.10 (Detail of pedra formosa #2 in situ at Briteiros) 

 

Image 7.11 (Detail of pedra formosa #2 in situ at Briteiros) 
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Image 7.12 (Detail of pedra formosa #2 in situ at Briteiros) 

 The difference in decorative schemes between the two stones from Briteiros is 

striking, and it is interesting that two such different stones came from the same site. It 

begs the question of whether they were in use at the same time, and for the same purpose, 

or whether the difference in decorative composition also reflects differences in use and 

time period. There is no crossover of motifs from one stone to the other, and aside from 

the overall shape of the stones the design layout of the two pedras formosas is different 

as well. Stone #1 is divided into six planes by the central column of the humanoid figure 

bisecting the centre of the stone vertically, and by the arms and legs of the figure 

horizontally. Stone #2 seems to reflect the concentric circle motifs found on ceramics and 

objects of adornment, with the semi-circular line motifs framing the small central 

entrance. Stone #1 presents a horror vacui (Lourido 1994), with nearly every available 

surface occupied by motifs, and a confusion of motifs to catch the eye. The blank spaces 

of Stone #2 on the other hand, seem to enhance the deliberate balance of the motifs, 

drawing the eye smoothly across the entire piece. It is clear that whatever the intended 
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purpose of the two bath structures may have been, very different thought processes were 

behind the decoration of each.  

Sanfins: 

 The pedra formosa from Sanfins was excavated by Carlos Alberto Ferreira de 

Almeida in 1972 (Lourido 1994). It remains in situ at the site, below the walls of the 

settlement, watched over for centuries by the warrior statue discovered in the walls 

above, which will be discussed in a later section. The granite block forming the pedra 

formosa is 190 cm in length, and 165 cm in height (Lourido 1994: 487).  

 

 

Image 7.13 (In situ pedra formosa at Sanfins) 

 The stone is roughly pentagonal form, with a straight cut on the top left side, 

probably to accommodate a roof structure. The same is likely true for the square hole cut 
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near the apex of the stone, probably to accommodate a wooden beam or other support for 

the roof. The stone is almost entirely undecorated, except for two rows of raised cord 

outlining the entrance to the interior chamber. The cord forms a loop, rounded on the left 

side and flat on the right side. The two cords together give the appearance of herringbone 

cord, angled in towards the apex of the curvature above the entrance. Above the apex of 

the curve are two narrow, angled holes, likely used as hand-grips when entering or 

exiting the interior chamber. There appears to be no other decoration on this stone.   

 

Image 7.14 (Detail of in situ pedra formosa at Sanfins) 

Tongobriga (Freixo): 

 Excavated in 1984 by L. A. T. Dias (1997), the bath structure from Tongobriga 

presents an argument for the ritual baths of the northwest pre-dating, or at least not being 
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derivative of, Roman bath-houses. Tongobriga is a site with a substantial Roman 

presence in its later period, situated on the road between Emerita Augusta (now the city 

of Mérida, Spain), and Bracara Augusta (Lourido 1994). It appears that this Castro ritual 

structure co-existed with a large Roman bath-house, near a public square, a necropolis, a 

residential neighbourhood, and a possible temple (Lourido 1994). It is likely that the 

Castro baths fulfilled a different purpose for the inhabitants of the settlement than the 

Roman-style baths did, based on the fact that the Castro and Roman baths coexisted at the 

same site, probably at the same time, and that the Castro bath was altered to 

accommodate the Roman floor plan (Lourido 1994). 

 

Image 7.15 (In situ pedra formosa at Tongobriga. From Silva 2007b) 
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  Another interesting feature of the Tongobriga baths is that the structure was 

carved directly into an outcropping of granite bedrock (Lourido 1994, Silva 2007b), and 

the pedra formosa was probably added at a later date. This seems likely due to a 

secondary cut made to the frontal stone, much smaller and more rectangular in shape, 

with a curved apex, than the opening which appears to have been previously made to the 

bedrock itself. This opening may at one point have been filled or closed by perishable 

material such as wood or cloth that has not preserved. The right side of the previous 

opening is not straight, but dips outwards in a smaller rectangular hollow. The pedra 

formosa, inserted into this opening is 28 cm in length, 70 cm in width, and 48 cm in 

height (Lourido 1994), resting on cuts to the bedrock above the floor, and appears to be 

of a different, or perhaps less weathered granite than the bedrock. The inserted block is 

rectangular except for a semicircular arch along the base, probably to help facilitate 

entrance into the interior chamber. The curve of the entrance is mirrored by the 

decoration of the stone, which is carved in a double cord/herringbone relief, with the 

direction of the cord angled upwards towards the apex of the curve and meeting in the 

middle to form an X, similar to the decoration on the pedra formosa from Sanfins. Part of 

the decoration on the right side of the stone has been destroyed. The decoration of the 

inserted stone seems to have been made to match a wide, flat, undecorated band that 

appears on either side of the entrance in the bedrock opening. There does not appear to be 

any decoration on the interior. It is also associated with a snake-like figure carved into the 

floor of the outer chamber, pointing towards the entrance to the interior chamber (Garcia 

Quintela & Santos-Estevez 2015).  

Castro de Galegos: 

 This is a small castro near Pena Grande, and the baths, which are located inside 

the outer wall of the settlement near to a spring, were excavated by Armando Coelho 

Ferreira da Silva in the 1970s (Lourido 1994). According to Silva, materials such as 

calcined pebbles, ash, and coals found in association with the structure help to prove its 

use as a ritual bath (2007b). Unlike other baths included in this data set, the pedra 
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formosa at Castro de Galegos is unconventional. Instead of the large slab separating the 

antechamber from the interior chamber, the decorated portion consists of a rectangular 

granite block, resting on top of the interior benches that run along the walls of the 

chamber. The length of this decorated beam is 290 cm, the width is 25 cm, and the depth 

is 22 cm (Lourido 1994). 

 

  

Image 7.16 (In situ pedra formosa at Castro de Galegos. From: Lourido 1994) 

 The decoration of this stone is difficult to ascertain based on the available images, 

so I have had to rely on descriptions of the motifs provided by Lourido. From left to 

right, the motifs on the top of the beam are: curvilinear (possibly S-pattern), herringbone, 

two more curvilinear motifs similar to the first, a smooth narrow strip, a blade and lateral 

incisions, a slot likely used as a hand-grip for entering the interior chamber, three angles 

with curved sides with three incisions, and a diagonal line bisecting a square, with five 

incisions perpendicular to it on one side, four more parallel lines and one angled, and on 

each side of the rectangle outwards are two angles pointing their vertices towards the 

centre plaque, except on the rear side where only one angle is seen (Lourido 1994). The 

front face of the beam has a more continuous decoration, from left to right: a square 
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without decoration, two iterations of the S-motif, followed by the slot for the hand-grip to 

entre the interior chamber, two more iterations of the S-motif, and an empty register 

similar to that on the opposite end of the beam. I do not know if the underside of the 

beam is decorated. However on the exterior wall of the atrium to the right of the entrance 

into the antechamber a four-spoked wheel motif is inscribed, similar to the one found on 

the back of Stone #2 from Briteiros (García Quintela & Santos-Estévez 2015).   

Alto das Quintãs: 

 The baths of Alto das Quintãs, also known as Castro de Calvos, were identified 

only after their destruction (Silva 2007b). They were located on the southwest slope of 

the settlement, along a line of water, similar to many other bath structures (Silva 2007b). 

The materials found which identified the structure as a bath are as follows: stones 

belonging to a pavement and possibly a water tank, small fire-marked stones that likely 

lined the interior of the furnace alcove, stones with high quality workmanship and 

decoration, including two pieces which are likely part of the pedra formosa, a stone 

decorated with a curved wheel motif that was integrated into a panel in the atrium, and a 

stone resembling a pedestal, which Silva believes would have been used in ritual (2007b).  
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Image 7.17 (Pedra formosa from Alto das Quintãs. Image credit unknown) 

 The stone of the pedra formosa is fragmented, with only lower centre and right-

hand portions remaining. Based on the remaining fragments, it appears to be of slightly 

unusual design. The remaining piece is roughly rectangular in shape, with the top and left 

side broken. A semicircular cut framed by a beveled ridge likely served as the entrance to 

the interior chamber. The bottom of the stone to either side of the semicircular entrance 

has a wide flat section, which outlines a recessed area in the middle portion of the stone. 

On the right side of the stone this flat section terminates in a thinner vertical ridge that 

dog-legs upwards in an uneven fashion, creating a delimitation for the decoration on the 

centre of the stone. The bottom right corner, outside of this flat ridge, is undecorated and 

displays an empty square field, slightly recessed, and next to that on the right edge of the 

stone is a recessed rectangle with a flat, undecorated surface lining the right side of the 

stone. To either side of the semicircular entrance at the bottom of the stone are singular 

horizontal S-pattern motifs, or sideways figure-8s, which mirror each other in the 

direction of the design, and are carved in relief. Above these motifs another beveled ridge 
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is carved horizontally in high relief, with four or more facets to the rectangular design, 

which arches slightly above the semicircular entrance. To the right of the entrance this 

beveled ridge changes direction and rises vertically, terminating where the stone has been 

broken. Resting in the space between this vertical ridge and the outer, flat ridge towards 

the edge of the stone, previously described, is an incised S-pattern plaque motif that is 

also cut off by the break-line of the stone. To the right of this, in the flat ridge previously 

described, are a series of incisions that may represent herringbone cord or a similar motif.  

 The full design scheme of this pedra formosa is unknown due to the missing 

portions of the stone, however it appears that it may have been roughly symmetrical, with 

a raised border defining the decorated field, similar to Stone #2 from Briteiros. The 

notched right side panel may indicate where the stone was modified to fit into the 

architectural structure of the baths. In the framing beveled ridge, above the semicircular 

entrance are what appear to be two notches, perhaps for hand-grips to aid in entering the 

interior chamber, but it is difficult to tell from only an image. 

Castro das Eiras: 

 There is not a lot of evidence for the bath structure at the site of Castro das Eiras. 

In fact, there are no images of the pedra formosa, other than a single drawing, originally 

published by Queiroga (2003: 301). The stone appears to be roughly pentagonal with 

rounded sides, and very worn. All decoration appears to be incised. The top is broadly 

rounded, and has two six-spoked curved wheel motifs next to one another, centered in the 

upper register of the stone. On either side of the wheel motifs are rough triangular motifs. 

Between and slightly below the wheels is a diamond-shaped motif, which sits above and 

between two concentric circle motifs, which might also be considered cup and ring 

motifs, and these have a larger outer circle with a dot in the centre. Below the two circle 

motifs is an arch composed of three lines, which terminates in a broader arch, also 

composed of three lines outlining the semicircular cut that probably served as the 

entrance to the interior room of the baths. The double arches, one narrower and the other 

more broad, echo the double entrance cut of the Tongobriga stone. On either side of the 
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cut the three lines extend horizontally towards the outer edges of the stone, but do not 

reach them. On the right side of the stone, partially obscured by some damaged or 

purposefully removed sections, another concentric circle of three rings rests just beside 

the upper arches. To the left of the upper arches is an atypical motif resembling a torque: 

a semicircular line ending in inwardly curled spirals on either side. Above this atypical 

motif, and to the left of both it and the wheel motif, a set of two cup and ring or 

concentric circles is depicted on top of the other along the edge of the stone.   

 

Image 7.18 (Pedra formosa from Castro das Eiras. From: Queiroga 2003) 

 Silva presents an image of the pedra formosa as it might have looked before the 

surface as damaged (2007b: 61). However I do not believe this to be an accurate 

portrayal, as the decoration on the stone is represented as being symmetrical, while in 

reality though many decorated pieces from the Castro corpus do rely on symmetry as a 

design element, they often also utilize mirroring principles, in which the design is altered 
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slightly from one side to the other, either as a reversed image, or a change in motif, as can 

be seen in Stone #2 from Briteiros.  In addition, though we only have a hand-drawn 

image as reference, the motifs present on the damaged side of the stone do not appear to 

be positioned correctly to form a symmetrical image of the motifs on the opposite side.  

Alto das Eiras: 

 The baths of Alto das Eiras were originally identified by Sarmento in 1880, and 

then re-located and excavated by Queiroga and Dinis in 1990 (Silva 2007b, Queiroga & 

Dinis 2008/2009). Located on the southwestern slope, on the periphery of the settlement 

along a north-east/south-west axis, the baths were also positioned near to a water source 

(Silva 2007b, Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009). These baths were the subject of an 

experimental archaeology project in Vila Nova de Famalição, in which the entire bath 

structure, including the pedra formosa, was recreated, in order to better understand the 

construction and function of these types of structures (Silva 2007b). Interestingly 

Querioga and Dinis note that they found traces of clay on the sides of the pedra formosa 

cementing it to the walls of the antechamber, and they believe that the entire antechamber 

may have at one time been covered in clay (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009). They also 

discovered two circular slots in front of the pedra formosa which they believe were used 

for holding lamps, based on soot staining in the area (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009).  
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Image 7.19 (Pedra formosa from Alto das Eiras. From Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009) 

 The pedra formosa from Alto das Eiras is fragmented, with the majority of the top 

section missing, but was probably pentagonal when complete. One fragment, which 

Queiroga and Dinis claim matches the rest of the stone (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009), 

has what appears to be part of a curved wheel, close to the left upper edge of the stone, 

similar to the stone from Castro das Eiras. Bisecting what remains of the stone is a raised 

column of herringbone cord, which splits above the semicircular entrance to the interior 

chamber and extends horizontally to the left and right sides of the stone, each with three 

rows of raised cord. At the intersection of the three corded columns are two hollows, on 

triangular and one semicircular, which were likely used as hand-grips for entering/exiting 

the chamber. According to Queiroga and Dinis the central portion of the hand-grip is 
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pierced through, similar to Stone #1 from Briteiros (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009). They 

believe this may have been done in order to drain water through when washing the stone, 

which may have been necessary due to the warm, humid conditions of the enclosed 

antechamber, conducive to mold and algae growth (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009). I 

would also like to posit the possibility that anointing or washing the stone may have been 

a part of the ritual upkeep of the structure, particularly considering the proposed ritual 

cleansing nature of the baths.  

 Framing the semicircular entrance to the interior chamber is a raised herringbone 

cord motif, which reverses direction and forms a diamond at the apex of the curve, 

similar to the Tongobriga and Sanfins stones. On either side of the entrance are inscribed 

horizontal crosses of an atypical style, which are tipped by circles with a dot in the centre, 

and which have a similar dot at the intersection of the cross. These crosses are outlined 

by two more inscribed lines, causing them to appear multiplied, and giving them a similar 

appearance to the S-patterned pointed plaque motifs above them. To the left side of the 

central herringbone column are two vertical rows of the S-pattern pointed plaque motif, 

which, because they are side by side, also give the appearance of a third, inverted motif 

between them. On the right side of the central column are what appear to be three vertical 

columns of S-pattern plaques, with a fourth vertical S-pattern pointed plaque column, 

though this is unclear due to the damage done to the stone. On closer consideration, it 

may be that on the left there were originally two vertical rows of the S-pattern, which 

have been partially erased, and the S-pattern pointed plaque is only represented to the far 

left. This may also be a case of mirror symmetry, as discussed above.  

 Queiroga and Dinis assert that based on the dimensions and decorative layout of 

the lintel from Vermoim, discussed above in the architectural section, it may actually 

have been part of the Alto das Eiras bath structure, and would have rested on top of 

columns in the antechamber (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009). They note that the sites of 

Alto das Eiras and Vermoim are only a few hundred meters apart, and suggest that 

Sarmento may have been confused about the origin of the lintel when he referred to it as 

being from Vermoim (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009). Queiroga and Dinis also remark on 
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the ambiguity of dating the baths due to the lack of diagnostic ceramics dating from 

before the structure’s abandonment, and based on available data they place the 

construction of the baths no earlier than the mid-first century C.E., though they believe 

use continued through the Flavian period (69-96 C.E.) (Queiroga & Dinis 2008/2009). 

They do note that though Alto das Eiras is a large urban site developed under Roman 

authority, the baths were constructed according to indigenous principles (Queiroga & 

Dinis 2008/2009), which is similar to the situation at Tongobriga, where indigenous and 

Roman-style baths coexisted in the same community, and evidently served different 

needs.  

DISCUSSION: 

 The pedras formosas of the Douro-Minho region, and the structures which 

contain them, are interesting on a number of levels. It is clear that there are some 

similarities linking the decorative aspects of these stones, including the marked use of 

cord designs and wheel motifs. The stones from four sites (Tongobriga, Sanfins, Alto das 

Eiras, and Briteiros #1) have cord motifs framing the small entrances to the interior 

chambers, while two additional stones have line or torque patterns framing the entrances 

(Castro das Eiras and Briteiros #2). Three stones, including Briteiros #2, Castro das Eiras, 

and Alto das Eiras (if the hypothesis of Queiroga and Dinis is correct) bear wheel motifs.  

 Castro das Eiras and Briteiros #2 share a simplicity of design, focusing on line, 

wheel, and circle motifs. Additionally, the lines around the entrance of the Castro das 

Eiras stone appear to my eye to mimic the double cut of the entrance at Tongobriga, 

which begs the question of the genealogy of these stones. Do stones from some sites 

reference the earlier designs at other sites, and was it somehow important that these 

stones share certain characteristics? Additionally, the decorated beam from Castro de 

Galegos appears to be unique, unless the horizontal cord motifs from Briteiros #1 and 

Alto das Eiras are considered to reflect a similar design principle. Then there are the two 

simple wheel motifs present on the back of Briteiros stone #2 and on the doorframe of the 
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antechamber at Galegos, which García Quintela and Santos-Estévez link to older rock art 

traditions in the region (2015).  

 

 

Chart 7.1 (Occurrence of motifs on ritual bath structures) 
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Chapter 8: Warriors 

BACKGROUND: 

 Like the ritual baths, the warrior statues of the Castro Culture are a unique 

element occurring only in the northwest of the Peninsula. Hewn out of granite in 

monumental scale, these stylized male figures stood watch over their communities, often 

in or near the walls of the settlement. There is of course some debate about the nature and 

function of these statues, and some scholars advocate the view that they are funerary 

monuments representing the glorious dead (Hübner 1871; Sarmento 1986; Vasconcellos 

1896; Paris 1903), while others believe that they depict heroes or divinities (Pereira 1908; 

Malquer de Montes 1954; Alarcão 1988; Tranoy 1988; Almagro-Gorbea & Lorrio 1992), 

or ancestors or members of the local elite (Lourido 1994; Peña-Santos 2003; Alarcão 

2003; Silva 2003). Unfortunately the primary contexts of these figures are often 

unknown, making it difficult to clearly understand how they may have been situated and 

interacted with during their use-life. However a few, such as the Sanfins warrior, have 

been discovered in situ in the walls of the settlement.   

 Significantly, these monumental figures all display several characteristics 

distinguishing them from other types of statues found in the area. This is why I have 

selected to study them as a group, based on the uniformity of typology, and more 

importantly, the presence of symbolic motifs depicted on them, which are lacking in the 

other statue types from the area. These characteristics include the depiction of a stocky 

physique with large, rounded legs, relatively narrow shoulders with arms bent and 

pressed tightly to the sides. One hand usually rests on or near the hilt of a dagger or short-

sword worn on a belt on the right side, while the left hand is hidden behind a round shield 

(caetra) held above the abdomen. All of the figures appear to be wearing a garment 

resembling a shirt or tunic with short sleeves, opening in a V at the neck, and a short kilt. 

Of the figures that have retained their heads, many of them appear to wear a cap or 

helmet, and usually have some form of facial hair, including mustaches and beards. The 
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majority of the figures (with the exception of Sanfins) have similar facial features, 

including broad noses and wide, flat, slightly agape mouths, with eyes that appear to be 

staring blankly, or closed. Some of the statues are also depicted wearing torques around 

their necks, and armbands (viriae) around one or both biceps. Additionally some are 

depicted wearing greaves or boots, or are barefoot.  

BREAKDOWN: 

 In total, there are seventeen whole or fragmentary statues from eleven different 

sites, including: Castro de Vizela, Jardim José de Lemos, Monte de S. Julião, Cendufe, 

Castro de Lezenho, Castro de Capeludos, Sanfins, Castro de Santo Comba, Castro de S. 

Paio de Meixedo, Monte Mozinho, and Castro de Santo Ovídio. The overall breakdown 

of motifs is as follows: 

 

Motifs Percentage 

10/17 = wheel 58.80% 

1/17 = cross 5.90% 

5/17 = S-pattern 29.40% 

7/17 = S-lattice 41.20% 

6/17 = lines 35.30% 

4/17 = circles 23.50% 

1/17= scotiae terminal 5.90% 

Table 8.1 (Overal motif distribution for warrior statues) 

 Of the sample of seventeen, nine of the warrior statues had more than one motif 

present, five of the statues had only one motif, and three statues bore no motifs at all.  
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Castro de Vizela 

 The warrior statue from Castro de Vizela was encountered in the churchyard of S. 

Jorge de Vizela in 1884 by Sarmento, who identified it as one of the statues associated 

with the Castro Culture (Lourido 1994), and is now located at the Casa de Sarmento 

museum in Guimarães. It is carved from a solid piece of granite, 34 cm in length, 50 cm 

in width, and 164 cm in height. The arms and shield of the statue have been partially 

reconstructed, presumably having been damaged at an unknown point. The shield is 

concave, with a central umbo or boss, and four parallel incised lines, which are faint from 

weathering, radiate from the top, bottom, and sides of the umbo. I argue that this shield 

design serves as a representation of a four-spoked wheel. Additionally, a partial belt 

appears on the sides of the statue, though it does not meet in the centre of the back as on 

other examples. Either the belt was never finished, or it was removed during an episode 

of remodeling at a later date. On the back of the statue, extending vertically from the top 

of the back between the shoulder blades to the end of the kilt, and horizontally across the 

middle of the back are two incised lines, forming a simple cross at the centre of the back. 

This cross pattern may be a remainder from the initial design and modeling of the stone, 

serving as a template for the stonemason, or it may have been added later in the use-life 

of the statue. The statue as a whole is relatively plain, with no details or decoration 

depicted on the tunic or kilt, no feet, and no greaves on the legs, though the kneecaps are 

small and round. It is possible that this statue was never completely finished, or perhaps it 

was intended to be relatively featureless.  
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Image 8.1 (Warrior statue from Castro de Vizela) 
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Image 8.2 (Warrior statue from Castro de Vizela) 

Jardim José de Lemos 

 This piece was found during work on the garden of José de Lemos, and consists 

of only the head of the warrior, and is currently housed at the Museu da Guarda 

(MatrizNet). It is 20.2 cm in width, and 25.6 cm in height, and is thought to have been 

made sometime between 200-100 C.E. It is very worn, and the back has either been 

extremely eroded, or the piece is unfinished (MatrizNet). The face is ovular, with one 

rounded ear clearly visible, while the other has been somewhat damaged. It is unclear 

whether the head is depicted wearing a cap, or whether the line extending from the left 

jaw towards the back of the head is meant to represent hair. It is possible that the figure 

also has a beard, or it may perhaps be a chin-strap for a helmet. The nose, as well as the 
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right side of the mouth and jaw, are missing, making it difficult to distinguish the features 

clearly. The eyes seem to be rounded but they are not well defined, which is likely a 

result of erosion. There appears to either be a torque or the collar of a shirt depicted 

around the base of the neck, but the rest of the statue is missing from that point onwards 

so it is difficult to tell.  

 

Image 8.3 (Head of warrior statue from Jardim José de Lemos. Images available on 

Matriznet) 
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Image 8.4  (Side views of head of warrior statue from Jardim José de Lemos. Images 

available on MatrizNet) 

Monte de S. Julião 

 The site of S. Julião was recognized in the 1800s by several writers, who referred 

to it as a large citânia (Lourido 1994). The first excavations were carried out in the 1930s 

by João Martins Freitas, and were followed by the more systematic excavations of 

Manuela dos Reis Martins in the 1980s (Lourido 1994). It was during Martins’ 

excavations that the warrior statue was found among the rubble of the 1930s excavations, 

unfortunately without any clues as to context (Lourido 1994). Martins believes however, 

that the statue likely dates from between the second half of the first century B.C.E. and 

the first century C.E. (Lourido 1994).  
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Image 8.5 (Warrior statue from S. Julião. Image available on MatrizNet) 
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Image 8.6 (Warrior statue from S. Julião. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 The statue is incomplete and very worn, however it is clear that the tunic and kilt 

were highly decorated, and there is a Latin inscription on the shield. Carved from a 

granite block (now fragmented), the statue is 147 cm in height, 50 cm in width, and 25 

cm in thickness (MatrizNet). The figure is missing both head and lower legs, and part of 

the upper right arm and shoulder have broken off. A portion of the right leg below the kilt 
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had fragmented, but was reattached in the laboratory. The shirt has short sleeves, and has 

two vertical rows of S-pattern pointed plaque motifs on the front, back, and left shoulder. 

The kilt comes to mid-thigh, and is decorated with pointed S-pattern lattice. The belt 

appears to have vertical lines set at intervals, and a six-spoked curved wheel motif at the 

small of the back. It does not appear that the statue was depicted wearing a torque, but it 

wears an arm-band composed of three horizontal bars. The right hand is holding the hilt 

of the dagger, and the left hand is hidden behind the shield. The dagger is sheathed, and 

has a knob on both the hilt and the tip of the sheath, and is attached to the belt with two 

straps. The sheath appears to have been decorated with simple incised lines around the 

outer edges forming a triangular pattern and a rectangular pattern. The caetra, with a 

central embossed umbo surrounded by a raised circle, also bears an inscription: 

MALCEINO DOVILONIS F. (Lourido 1994: 452), which González-Ruibal translates as 

"Malceinus, Dovilo's son" (2004: 122).  

 

Image 8.7 (Detail of warrior statue from S. Julião. Image available on MatrizNet) 
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Image 8.8 (Detail of warrior statue from S. Julião. Image available on MatrizNet) 

Cendufe: 

 This site has produced three separate pieces of warrior statues, though it has never 

been systematically excavated (Lourido 1994). The site overlooks the Limia and Vez 

river valleys, and may have had walls on the north and west sides (Lourido 1994). Aside 

from the statue pieces and the architectural piece discussed in the previous section, finds 

from the site include two coins from the Nero and Claudian periods (Lourido 1994).  
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Image 8.9 (Partial legs of warrior statue from Cendufe. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 The least recognizable piece of statuary from Cendufe is a broken section of legs 

which Lourido claims represent thighs and knees (Lourido 1994), but which I would 

argue are the knees and calves, based on the narrowing towards one end of the stone. The 

granite block the legs are carved from is 44 cm in height, 36 cm wide, and 19 cm long 

(Lourido 1994). According to Lourido, this piece does not appear to match either of the 

other pieces from the site (1994). 
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Image 8.10 (Partial feet of warrior statue from Cendufe. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 Another fragmentary piece of a statue represents only the toes atop a pedestal. 

Seen from above (Image 8.12 above), the toes are depicted as squared-off, narrowing 

slightly at the base where they connect to the feet, which are missing. Lourido believes 

the pedestal would have been buried in the ground (1994), but I wonder if the top at least 

would have been exposed, since it appears to bear a diamond lattice pattern, though if this 

is the case it is very worn. Though it is difficult to definitively assign this piece as part of 

a warrior statue, Lourido argues that it likely dates at least from the same time period as 

the rest of the site, based on the patina of the stone (1994). The fragment is 28 cm long, 

42 cm wide, and 55 cm high (MatrizNet). 
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Image 8.11 (Partial warrior statue from Cendufe. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 The final fragment of a warrior statue from Cendufe is the most impressive. It 

depicts the lower half of the shield, kilt, and upper thighs of the warrior. The shield seems 

to be a typical caetra, divided into sections around the umbo, with what appears to be 

concentric circles divided into four panels by spokes, similar to the design of the shield 

from Castro de Vizela. The kilt extends to mid-thigh, and is decorated with a well-

executed concentric diamond pattern, also known as the S-pattern pointed lattice. The 

right hand, which presumably held the dagger, is missing. The belt is composed of three 

ridges, but does not have a wheel motif on the back, as some examples do.  

Castro Lezenho 

 This castro has produced four of the fourteen warrior statues from the region, but 

unfortunately little is known about it, since the site of Lezenho has not been excavated 

systematically. What can be said is that the site is fortified and at a high altitude (over 
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1000 m above sea level) on the plateau near the mountain range separating the Douro-

Minho region from Tras-os-Montes (Lourido 1994). Anecdotally, I have visited the site 

and it provides the most impressive 360 degree view of any castro I have ever been to. 

Currently there is a station at the summit of the hill to watch for forest fires across the 

region.  

 

Image 8.12 (Warrior statue from Lezenho. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The first statue from Lezenho was discovered serving as part of a staircase around 

1905, and entered the collection of the Museu Nacional de Arqueologia in Lisbon in 1933 

(Lourido 1994; Matriznet). Composed of granite, the statue is 20 cm in length, 44 cm in 

width, and 126 cm in height  (Matriznet). The statue is truncated just above the knees and 

is missing its head and neck, and there is damage to the right side and shield, and to part 
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of the left hand. The front of the tunic and kilt appear to be smooth, with decoration 

faded, if it was present at all. The shield, held by the left hand, is concave and has a 

central raised umbo. The right hand would likely have been holding a dagger, which has 

been damaged, but the tip of the sheath remains, ending in a rounded point. On each 

bicep is a viria composed of a single smooth ridge. Though not visible in the photo 

above, the drawing of the statue in Silva (2007a: 684) depicts the front of the tunic as 

having a pronounced V at the neck with a vertical hollow extending down towards the 

centre of the chest. The back of the tunic is decorated with four vertical lines of S-

patterns, two on either side of a furrow down the centre of the back. The belt is composed 

of two sets of two horizontal lines, which, unlike other examples, seems to narrow at the 

sides towards the front of the statue, merging into a single rope-like bar which disappears 

behind the hands. On the back of the belt is a curved wheel motif framed by two vertical 

bars, but it is difficult to tell how many spokes the wheel contains. The back of the kilt is 

decorated with a simple incised diamond lattice, though in the Silva (2007a: 684) 

drawing it is depicted with an S-pattern motif around the hem, which is faintly 

discernable in one of the images from Lourido (1994: 301), but not in the image from 

MatrizNet above. 
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Image 8.13 (Warrior statue from Lezenho. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The second warrior statue from Lezenho was purchased from the same source as 

the previous statue, and entered the Museu Nacional de Arqueologia collection at the 

same time (Lourido 1994; MatrizNet). This statue is also composed of granite, and is 29 

cm long, 56 cm wide, and 157 cm high. It is missing its head, and the legs and feet below 

the shins are also missing. Similar to the previous statue, the front of this warrior is either 

very worn or was never decorated. The legs are thick, with small, round kneecaps, and 

the kilt extends to mid-thigh. The tunic appears to have a V-shaped neck, and short 

sleeves. On each bicep are viriae that are composed of three smooth ridges or bars, and 

the right hand holds a dagger at the waist. The dagger is of typical design, with a round 

pommel and round-tipped sheath, with triangular and rectangular outlines following the 
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shape of the blade. The left hand is hidden behind the shield. It is not clear from the 

photographs whether the shield has a central umbo, though the Silva (2007a: 684) 

drawing depicts one. The back of the tunic is decorated with two rows of vertical S-

patterns down the back, ending on each side with a single horizontal S-motif, separated 

by a central furrow down the length of the back. The kilt is decorated on the back with 

three horizontal panels, the top and bottom of which are S-patterns, the top curving in a 

clockwise direction, the bottom curving counter-clockwise. The central pattern is a zig-

zag very similar to what is seen on ceramics and sometimes jewelry. The belt is 

composed of four horizontal ridges or bars, which are cross-cut on the back by four 

parallel vertical bars, two on either side of the central wheel motif, which has an 

indeterminate number of spokes. The creases on the back of the knees are also depicted.  
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Image 8.14 (Warrior statue from Lezenho. Image available on Matriznet)  

 This statue along with the one discussed below, is one of the earliest of the type to 

be found, discovered in 1789 in Montalegre, when they were taken to the Jardins do 

Palácio Nacional da Ajuda where they became part of the royal collections (MatrizNet). 

In 1911, after the Republic was established, they were incorporated into the Portuguese 

Ethnological Museum collection, and now are housed in the Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia in Lisbon (MatrizNet).   

 This statue measures 30 cm in length, 54 cm in width, and 173 cm in height, and 

is carved from a solid block of granite. The head is present, depicted with hair or a close 
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cap or helmet, similar to the eroded head from the Jardim José de Lemos. A moustache 

and beard are also present, accompanied by blank, featureless eyes, a heavy brow ridge or 

eyebrows, rounded cheeks, a flat nose which has possibly been damaged, a deep slit 

representing an agape mouth, and distinct ears. There is a thick torque around the neck, 

with terminals of indeterminate typology. The figure is represented wearing a tunic with a 

V-shaped neck, short sleeves, and a short kilt. The legs are thick, with tiny button 

kneecaps, and are truncated mid-shin. The tunic is decorated on the front and left sleeve, 

probably with two rows of vertical S-pattern, similar to the back of the previously 

discussed statue, though it is difficult to determine based on the available photos, and it 

may be a three-spoked curved wheel with S-shaped spokes. There is a furrow down the 

middle of the chest and abdomen similar to other statues of this type, and the figure holds 

a caetra in the left hand, and a dagger in the right. The dagger is sheathed and has a 

rounded pommel. The caetra is flat and has a central raised umbo surrounded by a ridge 

and the same type of wheel pattern observed on previously discussed statues, with four 

spokes, dividing what would otherwise appear as concentric circles into four panels. On 

the left arm around the bicep the figure wears a viria with three (or possibly two) bars, 

and on the left forearm (as depicted in Silva 2007a: 683) are what appear to be crossed 

straps, which Lourido posits as being shield straps (1994), but which I believe may be the 

straps of an archer’s brace. The figure wears a belt composed of two parallel horizontal 

bars with an indented space between them, and according to Silva (2007a: 683) separated 

by three parallel vertical bars on each side of the figure, below the arms. There are no 

images of the back of the statue, so it is unknown whether there is a wheel motif on the 

belt. The kilt is depicted in Silva (2007a: 683) as being covered in a diamond or pointed 

S-pattern lattice motif, but this is not discernable from the photographs.  
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Image 8.15 (Warrior statue from Lezenho. Image available on Matriznet) 
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Image 8.16 (Warrior statues from Lezenho) 
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Image 8.17 (Side views of warrior statue from Lezenho) 

 As mentioned in the description of the previous statue, this figure was found in 

1789 along with the previous in Montalegre, from where they were taken to the Jardins 

do Palácio Nacional da Ajuda and became part of the royal collections (MatrizNet). In 

1911, after the Republic was established, they were incorporated into the Portuguese 

Ethnological Museum collection, and now are housed in the Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia in Lisbon (MatrizNet).   

 As can be seen in the comparison photo above (Image 8.20), this statue is 

significantly larger than the other with which it was found, measuring 45 cm in length, 61 
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cm in width, and 207 cm in height, and is carved from a single granite block. The head is 

present, with hair or a close cap or helmet. A moustache and beard are also portrayed, the 

beard appearing fuller than usually depicted. The face has rounded cheeks, blank eyes 

beneath a brow ridge or eyebrows, a broad, flat (possibly damaged) nose, a deep slit 

representing a mouth agape, and oval ears. There is a thick torque around the neck, 

similar to the one on the previous statue, with indeterminate terminal types. The figure is 

wearing a V-necked tunic with short sleeves, and a short kilt. There appears to be no 

decoration on either the tunic or the kilt, but the tunic has a furrow down the centre of the 

chest, and pectoral muscles appear to be portrayed by two angled cuts above the sternum. 

There are viriae on each bicep composed of three ridges each. The right hand is gripping 

a sheathed dagger, which has a rounded pommel and tip. The left hand is hidden behind 

the shield, and similar to the previously discussed statue, the forearm has crossed straps 

that may represent shield straps (Lourido 1994) or an archer’s brace. The caetra has a 

raised umbo surrounded by a circular ridge. Though faint, it appears that the shield is 

decorated in the typical fashion of a four-spoked wheel, with concentric circles divided 

into four parts by the spokes of the wheel. The statue has a belt composed of four parallel 

horizontal ridges or bars, but there are no drawings or photos of the back of the statue, so 

I do not know if there is a wheel motif on the back of the belt. The legs are rounded and 

thick, with tiny button kneecaps, and truncated at the shins.  

Castro de Capeludos 

 Nothing is known about the castro this unusual warrior came from except that it 

contained the remains of walls (Lourido 1994). The statue was found in a field near the 

town of Capeludos, on the slopes of the hill known as Crasto, and was acquired through 

Srº Pº José Rafael Rodrigues, as was reported by José Leite de Vasconcelos in 1903 

(Lourido 1994; MatrizNet). 
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Image 8.18 (Warrior statue from Capeludos. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 This piece is carved from granite and measures 33 cm in length, 56 cm in width, 

and 111 cm in height (MatrizeNet). The carving is very rough, either worn or not well 

defined. The figure seems to wear a conical cap or helmet, and appears to have sideburns 

but no beard or moustache. The eyes are formed of round holes, and the mouth is a flat 

hollow dash. The nose, which has likely been damaged, is flat and indistinct, and the ears 

are rounded. The neck is thick, and no torque is depicted. The arms are small and without 

viriae, the shoulders narrow, with the left hand holding a small caetra, which has a large 

raised umbo but no other designs. The right arm is damaged, and the hand appears to rest 

beneath the shield, but it is unclear whether there was a dagger represented as well. The 

piece is truncated at the waist below the shield. There are no images of the back of the 

statue, but Lourido notes that Vasconcelos reports a vertical groove down the centre of 

the back, similar to several of the other warriors, and various cracks or mutilations 

(Lourido 1994), which may represent faded decoration.  
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 Both Lourido and Schattner remark on the atypical appearance of this statue, 

(Lourido 1994; Schattner 2004) and Schattner makes the point that it has parallels with 

the Hirschlanden warrior (Image 8.24 below), particularly the conical hat, which is not 

seen on any other known statue. Lourido comments that the proportions of the statue are 

inconsistent and do not align with other examples from the Castro region, citing 

specifically the narrow shoulders and small arms (Lourido 1994). However without the 

lower half of the statue I do not believe this comparison holds, particularly considering 

how disproportionate most of the statues are between their upper and lower halves. 

Nearly all of the statues have narrow shoulders and small arms, especially when 

compared to their large, thick legs, which seems to be a point of emphasis on the statues. 

Stylistically there are obvious differences between the Capeludos warrior and the others, 

but I do not believe it to be outside of the typological variation present in the range of 

statues under study. I think one possibility may be that it is an early example of such a 

statue, before the typological characteristics had been formalized within the region, 

perhaps borrowing from other monumental traditions in Europe, such as the Hirschlanden 

warrior as Schattner suggests (2004). Alternately, it may have been produced by someone 

without the skill or knowledge of those who produced the other, more elaborate statues. 

Without the other half of the statue or more information regarding context, all hypotheses 

must be speculative.  
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Image 8.19 (The Hirschlanden Warrior. From http://www.freundederkuenste.de) 

Castro de Sanfins 

 The warrior of Sanfins was found in three separate pieces amongst the rubble and 

boulders of one of the entrances to the settlement in 1962 during the excavations of 

Afonso do Paço, along with two epigraphic altars (Lourido 1994; González-Ruibal 2004), 

overlooking the area of the ritual baths, as mentioned above. A second set of feet was 

also found in the area, suggesting the existence of another statue (Lourido 1994; 

González-Ruibal 2004). Currently the statue is housed at the Museu Arqueológico da 

Citânia de Sanfins, and a reproduction stands on the walls in the place the original was 

found (Image 8.26 below).  
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Image 8.20 (Warrior statue from Sanfins. From González-Ruibal 2004) 

 The statue is carved from a type of granite that according to Lourido is local to the 

area of Sanfins (1994). As mentioned above, this statue is fragmented, and the existing 

pieces include the head, torso with partial shield, knees and shins, and feet resting on a 

pedestal. The figure is wearing a rounded helmet with a short brim all the way around, 

the style of which González-Ruibal believes predates the Roman conquest (2004), and 

which Lourido believes would have had a point on the top, now missing (1994). The face 

is square and protrudes forward, perhaps representing a mask, the eyes are round and 

blank, and the nose appears to be relatively flat, though it may have been damaged. The 

mouth is a flat slit, and the ears are rounded and protrude slightly below the helmet. Just 

below the ears a torque sits midway up the neck, touching the jaw. Lourido claims the 

torque has scotiae-style terminals (1994), but it is very difficult to tell from the available 

images. Part of the right shoulder, torso, and shield are missing, as well as the lower part 
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of the shield and upper thighs. The left shoulder and arm are intact, and are depicted 

wearing a short-sleeved tunic, with a viria composed of three bars just below the sleeve. 

The left hand is partially visible behind the shield, which appears to have an umbo. The 

shoulder blades appear to be depicted by a V and vertical groove down the centre of the 

back, but the front of the tunic has no discernible markings or decoration. Larger, 

rounded knees and shins are also visible, but it is difficult to tell if the figure is wearing 

greaves or boots. The feet rest on a pedestal that was inserted into a crevice between 

boulders above the wall of the settlement.  

 

 

Image 8.21 (Reproduction of warrior statue from Sanfins. From Rodríguez-Corral 2013) 

Castro de Santa Comba 

 Despite not having been excavated systematically, this site has produced two 

warrior statues, one known for centuries, the other pulled up by the roots of a bulldozed 

cork tree in 1980 (Lourido 1994). Sarmento referred to the Castro de Santa Comba as a 

cividade, and there is evidence that the site was walled (Lourido 1994).  
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Image 8.22 (Warrior statue from Santo Comba) 

 The first statue from Castro de Santa Comba has been known in the region since 

at least 1612, when it was altered with the inscription that is now visible on the chest and 

shield of the figure. It reads: Ponte De S Miguel de Refoyos De Basto 1612 (Lourido 

1994). According to Lourido it is also possible that the umbo on the shield was retouched 

at that time as well. In 1892 the head wearing a military cap and moustache was attached, 

and the statue was painted in the colours of the military uniform of the time, with black 

boots, suspenders and hat, a blue shirt, cuffs, collar and viriae in yellow, and leggings and 
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coat in white (Lourido 1994). According to Lourido, the statue was painted again more 

recently to resemble the uniform of the local football team (1994).  

 However, if these recent alterations are discounted (particularly the horrifying 

soldier’s head), the original form is highly consistent with the typology for the Castro 

warrior statues. The shoulders are narrow in comparison to large, rounded legs, and the 

figure wears a short-sleeved tunic and short kilt. Both appear to have been originally 

undecorated. There are also viriae composed of single bars on each arm, and greaves or 

leggings and short boots on the legs and feet. The right hand holds a dagger, and the left 

hand is hidden behind the shield. The shield is small and concave, with a central umbo, 

which Lourido thinks may have been altered at the time the inscription was written, as 

mentioned above (1994). This may certainly be the case, given the extent of changes this 

figure has undergone over the course of time, but it is also worth noting that though the 

umbo is not typical, the raised cord design is the most ubiquitous motif across the 

majority of Castro materials, though interestingly it is not common on warrior statues. 

The belt is composed of three parallel ridges or bars, and Lourido claims that on the back 

is a plaque with the faint image of a wheel motif (1994).  
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Image 8.23 (Warrior statue from Santa Comba. From González-Ruibal 2004) 

 The second statue from Castro de Santa Comba was found in 1980 during 

agricultural work, as mentioned above, and the legs were broken at that time (Lourido 

1994). The head was also broken off (and to my knowledge has never been recovered), 

which likely occurred in antiquity, due to the amount of wear and erosion at the breakage 

site (Lourido 1994). Made of granite, this statue is currently housed at the residence of 

Prof. Artur de Sousa Bar, and measures 40 cm in length, 69 cm in width, and 206 cm in 

height (Lourido 1994).  

 The figure appears to be wearing a short-sleeved tunic with a furrow or crease 

down the centre of the chest and back, according to Lourido (1994), and a short kilt, both 

undecorated. There are viriae on both arms, the one on the right having only one ridge, 

while the left has two. Four fingers of the left hand are visible where they touch the edge 

of the shield, and there appear to be crossed straps on the forearm, similar to the statues 
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from Castro Lezenho. There is a dagger or short sword on the left hip, extending down to 

the edge of the kilt, with a rounded tip at the end of the sheath. The depiction of a weapon 

on the left side of the statue is very uncommon. The shield is concave with a central 

umbo surrounded by a raised circle, and bears an inscription:  Artifices / 

Calubrigens/es·et·Abiânien(ses) / f(aciendum)·c(urauerunt)· (Redentor 2009). This would 

roughly translate to: “Artisans Calubrigens are and Abiânienses made with care”. 

Redentor disagrees with Silva and Lourido’s interpretation that the collective group 

names (Calubrigens and Abiânienses) refer to the ethnicities of the statue’s makers, 

which Lourido posits as a sculptor and painter (1994) (Redentor 2009). In contrast, 

Redentor believes that the named groups refer to those who commissioned the statue, not 

those of the artisans who carried out the work (Redentor 2009).  

 Four fingers and perhaps the thumb of the right hand are also visible, touching the 

edge of the shield, holding the handle of a sword or dagger. According to a drawing from 

Rodriguez-Corral (2012: 81), the figure holds the sword unsheathed and upright across 

the right side of the chest, which also appears to be the case in the photograph from 

Redentor (2009: 243) (Image 8.29 below). Alternately this may be a cross-body strap or 

other article of clothing, but nevertheless is also unusual for these warriors. The belt is 

composed of three horizontal parallel ridges, and according to Lourido has a five-spoked 

curved wheel running counterclockwise at the centre of the back (1994). The legs are 

thick and rounded, and wear greaves that appear to tie below the knee and above the 

ankle. The figure also sports short boots, similar to those noted on the previous statue, but 

with creases or seams down the centre.  
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Image 8.24 (Warrior statue from Santa Comba. From Redentor 2009) 

Castro de S. Paio de Meixedo 

 Like the warrior from Santa Comba, the Meixedo statue has been known for 

centuries. The exact location of the find is unknown, since the statue has been in the 

possession of the Rochas family since at least the 15th century, though there are 

reportedly ancient ruins on their land, where Roman coins and pieces of amphora were 

found in 1877, suggesting a possible location of discovery (Lourido 1994). Lourido notes 

that the area, in the valley of the river Tinto, is rich in tin and possibly gold, which would 

have made it an appealing site for a settlement (1994). The statue has undergone a series 
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of unfortunate alterations, including the replacement of the head and modification of the 

shield to resemble the family crest of the Rochas (Lourido 1994).  

 

 

Image 8.25 (Warrior statue from Castro de S. Paio de Meixedo. From Redentor 2008) 
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 Despite these changes this statue still remains fundamentally true to the typical 

form of the Castro warriors. The statue is 55 cm in width and 180 cm in height (Lourido 

1994). The figure wears a tunic with a V-shaped neck and short sleeves, and a short kilt, 

with arms pressed to its sides. On the right wrist is a smooth bracelet, and the right hand 

appears to be grasping the hilt of a triangular dagger with a round pommel. On the left 

forearm are crossed straps similar to those appearing on other statues, possibly 

representing shield straps or an archer’s brace. The front of the tunic is decorated with 

two vertical S-patterns that run up the centre of the tunic in the front, across each 

shoulder, and according to Lourido, down the back, ending at the belt (1994). The belt 

has three vertical bars, composed of two ridges each, on the sides and in the centre of the 

back (Lourido 1994). The legs appear to be more elongated than usual for this type of 

statue, and the kneecaps are less distinct than on others. On the front and right side of the 

kilt and thigh are Latin inscriptions that have posed many problems both in their 

decipherment and in understanding their meaning (Lourido 1994; Redentor 2008).  

Monte Mozinho 

 The site of Monte Mozinho is large (approximately 200, 000 m2) and has been 

well excavated over the course of the last century (Lourido 1994). The first definitive 

evidence of site occupation comes from the first half of the first century C.E., though 

there is some evidence that there was at least partial occupation before that as well 

(Lourido 1994). There appears to have been a decrease in population and major 

redevelopment in the Flavian era (69-96 C.E.), during which structures change from 

predominantly circular with an exterior vestibule to rectangular with no vestibule, and 

decorated architectural elements are re-used as building fill (Lourido 1994). It is clear 

that the site became heavily impacted by Roman influences, as can be seen in the use of a 

necropolis, and a funeral monument decorated with reliefs and sculptures of Roman 

manufacture, in addition to Augustan and Tiberian coins, amphoras, sigillata, Roman 

commonware, and fine greyware, all of which, however, coexisted with indigenous 

materials (Lourido 1994). In one grave coins from Constantine I and Constantius were 
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discovered, suggesting the site may have been occupied until at least the third century 

C.E. (Lourido 1994).  

 

   

 Image 8.26 (Partial warrior statue from Monte Mozinho. From Rodríguez-Corral 2013) 

 The statue from Monte Mozinho was found in two pieces during the excavations 

of Eligio de Sousa sometime in the 1940s or early 1950s, and is now welded together at 

the knees (Lourido 1994). The figure is carved from a type of quartz-heavy granite local 

to the Monte Mozinho area, known in Portuguese as “horse teeth” (Lourido 1994), and 

measures 28 cm in length and 117 cm in height, including the pedestal (Lourido 1994). 

The top half of the statue is missing, including the shield, leaving only the bottom of the 

kilt and the legs and feet visible on the front, and the back of the kilt and legs visible 

behind. As Lourido points out, this statue is unique in that the legs are separated with 

space between them, which Lourido marks as a possible stylistic evolution in form 

(1994). The legs are typically stocky, with small rounded kneecaps, wide ankles and flat 

feet with five hammertoes each, which Lourido comments is common among these 

figures (1994). The kilt is short, and decorated with a deeply incised diamond or lattice 

pattern.  
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Castro de Santo Ovídio 

 The site of the castro of Santo Ovídio has been known since the 1870s, when 

Sarmento purchased the warrior statue which now resides in the Casa de Sarmento 

museum in Guimarães. In the 1980s the municipality of Fafe, where the castro is located, 

requested that Francisco Sande Lemos and Manuela Martins begin excavations after a 

mechanical excavator unearthed walls, ceramics, and metal pieces (Lourido 1994). These 

excavations uncovered a paved street with circular and rectangular buildings 

accompanied by exterior pavements, water channels, and middens containing carbonized 

acorns, as well as both indigenous and Roman wheel-made ceramics which include 

vessels with interior handles, Bracarense ware (ceramics made of very pale, fine clay 

made in the vicinity of Braga), Roman commonware, tegulae and imbrecis, amphorae, 

and a piece of Italian Sigillata (Lourido 1994). The excavators believe that the site was 

occupied during the Augustan era (27 B.C.E. – 14 C.E.), with a possible remodeling 

during the Flavian period (69-96 C.E.) (Lourido 1994).  

 

 

Image 8.27 (Warrior statue from Santo Ovídio. From Silva 2007a) 

 This warrior, broken across the middle and repaired with cement, is missing both 

its head and legs below the knees. The figure wears a V-necked tunic with short sleeves, 
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and a short kilt. A furrow runs down the centre of the chest and back, and there are viriae 

on both biceps. The viria on the right is composed of two bars, and the one on the left is 

composed of three bars. The right hand has defined fingers and is resting on the hilt of a 

dagger that has a rounded pommel and rounded tip on the end of the sheath. On the left 

forearm are crossed straps similar to those seen on other statues, and the left hand is 

hidden behind the shield. The shield is concave with a raised umbo in the centre, 

surrounded by a circular ridge. The tunic and kilt appear undecorated, but the belt, 

composed of three parallel horizontal bars, has a six-spoked curved wheel motif on a disc 

at the small of the back. The legs terminate at the knees.  

 

 

Image 8.28 (Warrior statue from Santo Ovídio) 
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DISCUSSION: 

 It is clear that the statues in the above group are all remarkably similar, despite a 

degree of variation between individual pieces. It seems that for this type of statue there 

was a basic form that was adhered to across the region. From the complete or mostly 

complete statues available, it appears that certain traits were important to depict, such as 

large, powerful legs, a caetra-type shield, a dagger, a belt, one or more viriae, a tunic, 

and a kilt. Even within this group, there is an interesting conformity in the depiction of 

these items. Kneecaps are usually small and round. Shields are round, have raised umbos, 

and are held in the same position by the left hand. Daggers are all lanceolate, with 

rounded pommels, sheathed in cases that have round tips, on the right side of the body, 

often in the right hand. Belts are wide, often composed of parallel bars or straps, many 

with wheel motifs on the back. Viriae are always worn on the bicep, just below the sleeve 

of the tunic, which is invariably short, and often V-necked. Kilts always extend to 

precisely mid-thigh. It would seem that whatever these statues were meant to depict, 

there was an accepted and acceptable way to portray them.  

 These statues are also some of the best evidence we have for what textiles may 

have looked like during the Castreja period. Of the seventeen statues available for study, 

seven of them wear a decorated tunic, kilt, or both. From the available sample, it seems 

that some variation of the S-pattern is typical decoration for tunics, and diamond or S-

lattice is dominant for kilts. This is an interesting contrast, especially considering that the 

lattice motif is relatively uncommon on most other types of materials, while the S-pattern 

is found on both architecture and items of personal adornment, as will be seen in the next 

section. Unfortunately given the lack of fine-grained detail, it is impossible to know 

whether these designs were embroidered or woven into the fabric, though I would hazard 

that while the S-pattern on the tunics were likely embroidered, the solid lattice patterns of 

the kilts were probably woven, suggesting different types of manufacture techniques and 

skills sets necessary for those who produced them. Another interesting thing to note is the 

lack of simple cord motifs on any of these statues, with the possible exception of the first 

piece from Santa Comba, which as noted above, has been significantly altered. Given the 
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ubiquity of the simple cord motif on all other material mediums, the lack of it on warrior 

statues is rather confounding.  

 The presence of weapons and items of adornment, as well as depictions of facial 

hair, is also indicative of the acceptable appearance for such figures, and leads to 

interesting questions. Each figure bears one defensive and one offensive item, in the form 

of a shield and dagger, suggesting at the very least preparedness for combat. Five of the 

figures also have crossed straps on their left forearm, which I have suggested signifies the 

presence of an archer’s brace. This placement would be consistent with the figures using 

their left hand to hold the bow, and their right hand to notch the arrow. The right-

handedness of the portrayed figures seems evident from the placement of the right hand 

either on or holding the hilt of the dagger. In this instance I believe that the presence of 

the brace may have served as a metonymic device signaling the ability of the figure to use 

a bow, either as a weapon, or a hunting tool. Nine of the statues wear viriae composed of 

either one, two, or three horizontal bars. The number of bars may have had some 

significance, perhaps in relation to status or personal achievement, which is now lost to 

us. Certainly it seems that it was important that these figures be portrayed wearing them. 

Only three statues wear torques, but it is possible that evidence for more is missing due to 

the pattern of breakage of the head at the base of the neck. The depiction of beards and 

moustaches on the majority of extant heads seems to indicate a standard for male beauty 

which involved growing and grooming facial hair (though not the hair of the head), and, 

in addition to the lack of marked breasts, offers the best argument for these figures being 

classified as male rather than female, though of course there is always the possibility of 

their belonging to some other gendered class of which we are not currently aware.   

 Taken together, these figures form a coherent template for the presentation of a 

suite of characteristics that seem to be indicative of an ideal. However what this ideal was 

representative of, whether an ancestor, divinity, protective spirit, or embodiment of the 

community, is uncertain.   
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Chapter 9: Personal Adornment 

BACKGROUND: 

 The artefacts in this class are more heterogeneous than the other categories I have 

examined. However they have in common the fact that they are all relatively small, 

portable objects which may or may not be functionally useful, but which are meant to be 

worn or displayed on the body of an individual.  These objects include: beads, buckles, 

buttons, appliqués, fibulae, pins, earrings, bracelets, rings, spirals, pendants, diadems, 

lunulae, necklaces, and torques. I will go into greater detail in regards to each of these 

below.  

Beads, Buckles, Buttons, & Appliqués 
 This is a miscellaneous grouping of items which may or may not have been of 

practical use, but which did served decorative functions.  

Beads: 
 12 pieces were included in this sample, from a total of five different sites, 

including Monte S. Julião, Largo da Estação, Lago, Castro de S. João de Rei, and Monte 

de Santinha. The site of S. Julião has yielded the highest number of beads, with a total of 

seven, while Largo da Estação has provided two, and the others one each. The beads from 

S. Julião (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1992.0228; 1997.0062; 1993.0862; 1995.0064; 1993.1108; 

1992.1808; 1993.1107) do not bear any decorative motifs, and of the seven, five are 

composed of coloured glass, one is made of glass with gold leaf, and one is made of 

bronze. It is unclear whether these beads, particularly the glass ones, are of local 

production or whether they were imported, and if so, from where. If they were imported 

they would likely have come from the Mediterranean, or even farther east (Dubin 1987).  
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Image 9.1 (Beads from S. Julião. From left to right: glass, gold leaf & glass, glass, 
bronze, glass, glass, glass. Inventory numbers from left to right: 
1992.0228; 1997.0062; 1993.0862; 1995.0064; 1993.1108; 1992.1808; 
1993.1107. Images available on MatrizNet).  

 The beads from Largo de Estação (D. Diogo de Sousa: 2003.1506 & 2003.1513) 

are both made of glass, and are more elaborate than those from S. Julião, made using the 

complex manufacturing technique of mosaic or millefiore glasswork. This technique 

involves stacking glass rods of different colours so that the cross-section displays an 

image or pattern, and then heating and stretching the rods so that they fuse together 

(Dubin 1987).  The blue and white bead from Largo de Estação (2003.1506) represents a 

common pattern found on mosaic glass beads from the eighth century onwards called the 

“glass eye”, which was first introduced into Europe by the Phoenicians (Dubin 1987). It 

is thought to have had talismanic properties (Dubin 1987), and remains a common motif 

in western Asian and Mediterranean countries, meant to ward off the evil eye.  

 

 

Image 9.2 (glass beads from Largo de Estação and S. João de Rei. Inventory numbers 
from left to right: 2003.1506; 2003.1513; 1995.0463. Images available 
on MatrizNet ) 
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 There is also a single blue glass bead from S. João de Rei (D. Diogo de Sousa: 

1995.0463). Perhaps the most interesting bead is the one from Lago (D.Diogo de Sousa; 

1991.2494). Two centimeters in diameter, it is made of bronze inlayed with silver on one 

side. The silver inlay displays a cruciform motif composed of thin, even lines intersecting 

at right angles, with small hollow circles at the end of each line. Though cruciform motifs 

are not uncommon in the Castro repertoire, this type of cross with circular ends is 

atypical.  

 
 

Image 9.3 (Bronze & silver bead from Lago. Inventory number 1991.2494. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

Buckles: 
 There are a total of three buckles from two sites represented in this sample. Two 

are from Santo Ovídio, and one is from Monte Castro. The two from Santo Ovídio are 

relatively unremarkable. The first (D. Diogo de Sousa; 1991.2680) is a simple but poorly 

preserved iron ring with a bar across the centre. It is possible, however, that this piece 

may be a misclassified annular fibula, though it would be rather large for a fibula. The 

other (D. Diogo de Sousa; 1991.2468) is semi-ovular with three parallel incised lines near 

the end of the central bar, made of bronze.  
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Image 9.4 (Iron buckle from Santo Ovidío. Inventory number 1991.2680. Image available 
on MatrizNet) 

 

Image 9.5 (Bronze buckle from Santo Ovídio. Inventory number: 1991.2468. Image 
available on MatrizNet).  

 The buckle from Monte Castro (D. Diogo de Sousa; 1991.2402) (Image 9.15 

below) is more interesting. This is a buckle or belt plate made from bronze and iron, 

formed by two rectangular plaques joined by a post with rounded terminals and rings 

beneath. Four studs attach the bronze portion to the iron backing. The plaque on the right 
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side is decorated with two rows of incised and stamped motifs, which are S-patterns and 

triangles with interior circles. The triangles appear to be mirrored on the left side plaque, 

however much of the left side has corroded and been restored, so it is not possible to 

know if the S-pattern was also repeated. The motifs on this buckle are very similar to 

those we have seen on ceramics.   

 

Image 9.6 (Bronze and iron buckle from Monte Castro. Inventory number 1991.2402. 
Image available on MatrizNet).  

Buttons/Appliqués: 
 There is some ambiguity about how the items in this category were used. It is 

possible that they functioned as buttons, or were used as appliqués on clothing or other 

personal accessories. There are a total of 71 pieces in this sample, from six sites. 

However this sample number is somewhat inflated due to the high number (n=54) of 

nearly identical pieces found in a horde at Quinta de Malhada, and a smaller hoard (n=12) 

from Baião. 
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Image 9.7 (From left to right: bronze appliqué from Lago, gold appliqué from S. Julião, 
gold appliqués or buttons from Cabeceiras de Basto. Inventory numbers 
from left to right: 1991.2492; 1995.0930; Au 1181; Au 292. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The appliqués from Lago (D. Diogo de Sousa; 1991.2492) and Cabeceiras de 

Basto (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia; Au 1181 & Au 292) though made in bronze and 

gold, respectively, all demonstrate the concentric circle motif. The pieces from 

Cabeceiras de Basto are likely from a set including a gold lunula (Au 503) discussed 

below. The appliqué from S. Julião (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1995.0930) is unfortunately too 

misshapen to be able to identify any motifs that may have been present.  
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Image 9.8 (Front and back images of gold appliqué from Herdade do Sobreiral. Inventory 
number Au 292. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The gold appliqué from Herdade do Sobreiral (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia; 

Au 292) offers a unique example of an appliqué design, which consists of a flat disc with 

conical repoussé decoration arranged in three concentric circles with four cones arranged 

in a square at the centre. On the reverse is a tiny ring that was likely used to attach it to 

whatever material it was meant to decorate. Around the edge, which is somewhat 

damaged, are two or three rows of tiny dotted lines. This is a unique style of decoration 

for the Castro area, and may possibly have been imported from another region.  

 

 

Image 9.9 (Hoard of gold buttons or appliqués from Baião. Inventory numbers Au 370-
381. Image available on Matriznet) 

 These hammered gold appliqués from Baião (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia; 

Au 370-381) appear to have been meant to cover studs or buttons likely made of organic 
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materials that have not preserved. They were discovered along with four gold earrings 

(Au 298-301) and two necklaces (Au 364-367 & Au 302) discussed below, collectively 

known as the “Treasure of Baião”, the context of which is unfortunately unknown 

(MatrizNet). Five of the appliqués are semi-spherical with a conical protrusion in the 

centre, with incised lines radiating around the flat hammered edges, and two small tabs, 

likely for securing them onto the underlying material. Seven of the appliqués are also 

semi-spherical, but with eight lines radiating from the central point, forming an eight-

spoked wheel motif, with tiny repoussé dots on the flat, hammered edges, with two small 

tabs for securing the appliqués.  

 

Image 9.10 (One of 54 gold appliqués from Quinta da Malhada. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The hoard of gold appliqués from Quinta da Malhada (Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia; Au 922-973 & 1181) presents an interesting question regarding the 

production and use of these types of objects. Though the details of their provenience are 

unknown, we do know they were found in 1950 in a ceramic vessel during agricultural 

work (MatrizNet). Whether they were placed there as a dedicatory offering, or to 

preserve them for future use, is unknown. Though in varying states of preservation, each 

piece is composed of a rectangular plate of hammered gold with symmetrical geometric 

decoration. The two long sides of the rectangle are bent or rolled to form a small 

corrugated tube resembling a simple cord motif. Small repoussé dots frame the top, left 

side, and bottom of the left side of the plaque, and this pattern is mirrored on the right 

side. There are two parallel vertical lines on the left, centre and right of the plaque. 

Within this frame are two triple concentric circles connected by a horizontal line. Above 
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and below the connecting line are triangles composed of dots. This design is mirrored on 

both sides of the plaque.  

 The discovery of such a large number of these appliqués in one place suggests 

that they may have been made locally and meant to be used all together, either as 

decoration for clothing or an object, or perhaps they were intended for use as trade items. 

Alternately, as mentioned above, they may have been cached as part of a ritual offering. 

Silva represents these pieces as arranged vertically to form an articulated necklace (2007: 

674), though I do not know what evidence he bases this representation on. 

Fibulae & Pins 
 The most practical of the items in this section, fibulae and pins functioned to 

fasten clothing and other articles of dress, and in the case of pins, also to fix hairstyles.  

Fibulae: 
 There are a total of fifteen fibulae from nine sites included in this sample. The 

types of motifs found on fibulae are limited to circles, lines, cord, S-patterns, triangles or 

cones, and dots. Four exemplary fibulae come from the site of Monsanto da Beira. Two 

similar pieces (Museu Francisco Tavares Proença Júnior; 10:38 & 10:37) are made of 

vermeil (silver gilt) and of the La Tène I type, popular from the fourth to the third 

centuries B.C.E. across Europe, which are missing their hinges (pins meant to hold fabric 

in place).  
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Image 9.11 (La Tène type I vermeil fibula from Monsanto da Beira. Inventory number 
10:38. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 
 

Image 9.12 (La Tène type I vermeil fibula from Monsanto da Beira. Inventory number 
10:37. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 An elaborate vermeil zoomorphic fibula of La Tène type I (Museu Francisco 

Tavares Proença Júnior: 10:33) (Image 9.13 below), also missing its hinge, is stylistically 

similar to other La Tène style jewelry, and was possibly imported into the area. Two 

horses heads are represented at the foot, as well as what appears to be a stylized face 

along the bar securing the foot. Four knobs decorate the body, though it is difficult to tell 
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if they were meant to resemble anything. A later and more simple La Tène type II fibula 

(Museu Francisco Tavares Proença Júnior: 10:24), also in vermeil, dates from around the 

second century B.C.E. (MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.13 (Zoomorphic La Tène type I fibula in vermeil from Monsanto da Beira. 
Inventory number 10:33. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 

Image 9.14 (La Tène type II fibula in vermeil, form Monsanto da Beira. Inventory 
number 10:24. Images available on MatrizNet). 

 There are three incomplete fibulae from the site of S. Julião that appear to be of 

local origin. The first (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1992:1984) appears to be a variant of a bow 

fibula in bronze, with a curved body and flat circular foot, probably from around either 

the late Bronze Age or Early Iron Age (MatrizNet). The second piece (D. Diogo de 
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Sousa: 1991.2490) also in bronze, appears to be a fragment of a foot, with flat wire 

wrapped around a circular shaft, terminating in sets of three rings on either end. 

 

Image 9.15 (Bronze fibula fragments from S. Julião. Inventory number: 1992.1984. 
Image available on MatrizNet) 

 
 

Image 9.16 (Bronze fibula fragment from S. Julião. Inventory numbers 1991.2490. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The third piece from S. Julião is the most interesting (D. Diogo de Sousa: 

1992.1850) (Image 9.17 below). It is the foot of a bronze fibula, with a flat rectangular 

terminal resembling the head of a nail. Stamped or incised on the sides of the terminal are 

two rows of small concentric circle motifs, which also frame the top of the terminal. In 

the centre of the top of the terminal is an S-motif composed of small concentric circles, 

with two larger concentric circles stamped in the centre of the curves of the S. Based on 

the material and the motif, I believe this to be of local Castro manufacture, and it 

probably dates from the seventh to the sixth centuries B.C.E. (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.17 (Bronze fibula fragment from S. Julião with S motif. Inventory number 
1992.1859. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 

Image 9.18 (Bronze fibula from Maximinios. Inventory number 1991.2663. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 
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Image 9.19 (Bronze fibula from Maximinos. Inventory number 1992.0179. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The first fibula from the site of Maximinos (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1991.2663) is 

interesting because it is an example of the La Tène type I transmontano style (Silva 

2007a). This style of fibula is considered a variant of the La Tène type I produced locally 

in the northwest of Iberia, and is characteristic of the Castro Culture (Melo et. al. 2009). 

It was developed during the fifth century B.C.E and remained popular until the first 

century B.C.E. (Melo et. al. 2009). The transmontano style is especially interesting 

because the shape of the terminals often mimic the shapes of Castreja ceramic vessels. 

Interestingly, five fibulae of this style were found at the Castro de Pragança, which is 

located just north of Lisbon, and well outside of the Castro area (Melo et. al. 2009). This 

fibula, made of bronze, likely dates from the fourth to the first century B.C.E. 

(MatrizNet). 

 The second fibula from Maximinos (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1992.0179) is in the La 

Tène type II style (Silva 2007a), and likely dates from the fourth to the second century 

B.C.E. (MatrizNet). The bridge of this piece is decorated with incised lines that may 

represent a cord motif. The terminal is a disk decorated with concentric circles of cord 
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design, topped by a rounded bead that may have a pattern, however the corrosion of the 

metal makes it difficult to tell. 

 

  

Image 9.20 (Bronze La Tène type I fibula from Santo Ovídio. Inventory number 
1991.2486. Images available on MatrizNet).  

 There are two fibulae from the site of Santo Ovídio. The first (D. Diogo de Sousa: 

1991.2486) is a La Tène type 1 fibula made of bronze, missing its hinge (MatrizNet). It 

has a flat rounded bridge that ends in a spiral at the foot, and may at one time have had an 

addition, like a bead or stone, capping the post on the opposite end. This fibula likely 

dates between 700-300 B.C.E. (MatrizNet). 
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Image 9.21 (Bronze La Tène type I transmontano fibula from Santo Ovídio. Inventory 
number 1991.2473. Images available on MatrizNet).  

 The second fibula from Santo Ovídio (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1991.2473) is also 

made of bronze, and is a transmontano La Tène type I, likely dating from 400-100 B.C.E. 

(MatrizNet), also missing its hinge. The bridge of this fibula is bent like an elbow, with 

the terminal bending back to the bridge. Both ends of the bridge are decorated with 

incised lines or rings, and there are seven rings on the end of the terminal, separated by 

round protrusions. There is a simple cord pattern running down the centre of the top of 

the bridge.  

 

Image 9.22 (Bronze Hispanic annular fibula from Póvoa de Mileu. Inventory number 
445. Image available on MatrizNet) 
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 The only fibula available from Póvoa de Mileu (Museu da Guarda: 445) is made 

of bronze in the annular Hispanic type, which was local to the Iberian Peninsula and dates 

from between 800-600 B.C.E. (MatrizNet). The bridge of this example is shaped like a 

leaf, with a central ridge framed by two lines of cord motif, and lines of cord also framing 

the outside edges of the leaf. Part of the ring section is wrapped in wire. The hinge is 

present. 

 

Image 9.23 (Bronze possible La Tène type I fibula from Pitancinhos. Inventory number 
1992.0131. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 There is only one fibula from Pitancinhos (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1992.0131). It is 

made of bronze and likely dates from between 600-300 B.C.E. (MatrizNet), and is 

probably of the La Tène type I style, though I have been unable to confirm this. The 

terminal is flat, and may at one time have been rectangular in shape, though it is now 

rounded due to corrosion. It has a rounded bridge with two raised lines down the centre 

portion, with lines on either edge. The pin was wrapped around a central bar that is now 

missing. 
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Image 9.24 (Bronze penannular fibula from Lago. Inventory number 1991.2493. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The bronze fibula from Lago (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1991.2493) is relatively 

uninteresting, with no visible decoration, and missing its pin. It likely dates to the Late 

Iron Age (MatrizNet). 

 

Image 9.25 (Gold annular fibula from Codeçais. Inventory number Au 1142. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The gold fibula from Codeçais (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 1142) is 

interesting because of its material, which is not seen in the other examples in this sample, 

and because of the length of the pin in relation to the body of the fibula. This piece likely 

dates from between 500-400 B.C.E. (MatrizNet).  
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Pins:  

 These items were used as clothing fasteners before fibulae were popularized, and 

also as hair ornaments. There are a total of seventeen pieces from four different sites in 

this sample, and all except one are made of bronze.  

 

Image 9.26 (Bronze pins from Monte Castro. Inventory numbers 1992.1903 & 1991 
2613. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 Both of the pieces from Monte Castro (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1992.1903 & 

1991.2613) are classified as hairpins (MatrizNet). The first is broken in the middle and 

has two thick rings and a conical head, which may possibly be broken with the terminal 

missing. The second has a round flattened head with a ring beneath, and the distal end is 

missing.  
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Image 9.27 (Bronze pin from Monte do Castelo. Inventory number 1991.2496. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The pin from Monte do Castelo (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1991.2496) is classified as a 

hairpin (MatrizNet), and is bent and broken near the distal end. It has a round, flattened 

terminal with two rings immediately below, then a rounded section, with another two 

rings below that. 

 The bronze pin from Bagunte, which according to Ana Valentim is likely a 

clothing pin rather than a hairpin, was found by Ana Rita Antunes near the bottom of 

what appears to have been a refuse pit beneath the patio level on the slope of the 

acropolis, as discussed in Materials and Methods. The terminal is conical and has an 

acorn-like shape. Interestingly, this acorn shaped terminal is similar to those of two of the 

torques (GAM-VC-352 & 353) found at Bagunte, discussed below. 
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Image 9.28 (Eight of thirteen pins from Santo Ovídio. Inventory numbers from left to 
right: 1991.2470; 1991.2472; 1991.2474; 1991.2476; 1991.2478; 
1991.2479; 1991.2480; 1991.2481. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 There are thirteen pins from Santo Ovídio, all but one of which are made of 

bronze. They are all housed at the D. Diogo de Sousa Museum in Braga. The majority of 

the pins from Santo Ovídio, as Image 9.26 above demonstrates, have relatively small 

rounded or slightly conical terminals with a variable number of rings beneath. All of the 

Santo Ovídio pins are classified as being from either the Iron Age generally, or the Late 

Iron Age. All of the above have been classified as hairpins (MatrizNet). 
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Image 9.29 (Bronze pins with large rounded terminals from Santo Ovídio. Inventory 
numbers 1991.2478 & 1992.0145. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 Two of the pins from Santo Ovídio (1991.2478 & 1992.0145) have much larger 

round terminals. Both pins have two rings just below the terminal, and the rings of the 

second pin (1992.0145) are decorated with a cord pattern. Both of the pieces above have 

been classified as hairpins. 
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Image 9.30 (Bronze pin with ring terminal from Santo Ovídio. Inventory number 
1991.2485. Images available on MatrizNet). 

 Another interesting pin (1991.2485) from Santo Ovídio has a terminal in the 

shape of a ring, with rings and a rounded bulge below. It seems likely that something was 

meant to attach to the ring, and the illustration of the piece does represent another 

metallic piece wrapped around the top of the ring. This piece has also been classified as a 

hairpin.  
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Image 9.31 (Glass and gold hairpin from Santo Ovídio. Inventory number 1991.2483. 
Image available on MatrizNet)  

 This pin (1991.2483) from Santo Ovídio is unique because of its material. The 

piece is composed of a glass body coated in gold. It appears to have a rounded terminal, 

with a small button or protrusion on top, and two thin rings beneath. The piece is broken 

near the distal end, and has been classified as a hairpin.  

Earrings, Bracelets, Rings, & Spirals 

Earrings: 

 There are ten pieces in this sample, from five different sites. All of the examples 

are elaborately wrought in gold, and must have required enormous technical skill.  
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Image 9.32 (Front [left] and back [right] of gold earrings from Vila Mendo. Inventory 
numbers 149/1 Our CMP/MNSR & 149/2 Our CMP/MNSR. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The earrings from Vila Mendo (Museu Nacional de Soares dos Reis: 149/1 Our 

CMP/MNSR & 149/2 Our CMP/MNSR) were discovered in 1908 in a small pot, along 

with a necklace (145 Our CMP/MNSR discussed below), the terminal of a torque, and 

raw granite, known collectively as the “Treasure of Estela” (MatrizNet). The earrings are 

made up of an open circle with a triangle extending beneath. The front of the open circles 

are decorated with conical applications with central spikes, nine on one earring and ten 

on the other. It is possible that those conical applications were meant to hold another 

material such as stone or glass. On the back of the same section of one earring are ten 

indented circles where the conical applications are attached on the opposite side, 

surrounded by wire circles. The front of the triangles are decorated with granulation, with 

spherical additions to the tips. The back of the triangular section is decorated with 

circular motifs made of wire. Twisted wire is used to outline the entire piece with cord 

motif. Chains extend from the top of the open circles, which were perhaps meant to loop 

over the tops of the ears of the wearer. These earrings have been dated to around 300 

B.C.E. (MatrizNet). 
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Image 9.33 (Front [left] and back [right] of gold earrings from Castro de Laundos. 
Inventory numbers 148/1 CMP/CNV & 148/2 Our CMP/CNV. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The earrings from Castro de Laundos (Museu Nacional de Soares dos Reis: 148/1 

CMP/CNV & 148/2 Our CMP/CNV) are clearly very similar to those from Vila Mendo. 

They were discovered by Manuel da Silva Lage, a mason, in a ceramic vessel covered by 

a slate slab, while he was digging a trench for the foundation of a house, and like the Vila 

Mendo earrings these have been dated to around 300 B.C.E. (MatrizNet). Also inside the 

vessel was a copper-silver alloy ingot (MatrizNet).  

 The Castro de Laundos earrings are composed of an open circle with a triangle 

beneath. The open circle is decorated with five conical applications. Both sides of the 

triangle are covered in granulation, and there was likely a spherical addition on the end. 

A chain extends from the top of the open circle, possibly to be worn over the top of the 

ear. The back of the open circle is decorated either with rows of wire or incised lines. 

Both sides of the piece are outlined in twisted wire resembling the cord motif.  
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Image 9.34 (Front [left] and back [right] of gold earrings from Carreço. Inventory 
number Au 24. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The earring from Carreço (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 24) was 

reportedly found near the church of Carreço, and has been dated to the Iron Age 

(MatrizNet). It is very similar to the pieces from Vila Mendo and Castro de Laundos, 

though the decoration is more elaborate, composed of an open circle with raised edges 

and a flat central section decorated with five conical applications with central raised dots. 

Below the open circle is a triangular section covered in granulation, with a spherical 

application on the end. The back of the open circle is covered by two rows of repoussé 

lined S-patterns or meanders separated by two lines composed of tiny dots. A fine chain 

is attached to the top of the open circle, probably to be worn over the top of the ear. Fine 

twisted wire resembling a cord motif outlines the entire piece.  
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Image 9.35 (Gold earrings from Baião. Inventory numbers Au 298-300. Images available 
on MatrizNet) 

 

Image 9.36  (Front [left] and back [right] of gold earring from Baião. Inventory number 
Au 301. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 These four earrings are part of the “Treasure of Baião”, which includes twelve 

buttons or appliqués (Au 370-381 discussed above) and two necklaces (Au 364-367 & 

Au 302 discussed below) (MatrizNet).  Unfortunately further details of the context of 

these pieces are unknown (MatrizNet). The earrings (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: 

Au 298-301) are made of gold and consist of a hollow circular body with a hammered 

plate in the centre, decorated with repoussé. The central decoration consists of a 

herringbone motif around the outer edge of the plate, with three semi-circular lines curled 

over at the tops, and two smaller lines curving the opposite direction within. Short lines 

radiating up from the central decoration give the impression of a rising or setting sun 

behind a boat. The spoked rim consists of tiny hollow rods resembling “T”s arranged in 

parallel and welded to the lunular body. Silva notes the Eastern influence on these pieces 
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in terms of decoration and craftsmanship (2007a). They have been dated to the Iron Age 

(MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.37 (Front [left] and back [right] of gold earring from Paços de Ferreira. 
Inventory number Au 25. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 This piece from Paços de Ferreira (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 25) is 

unfortunately of unknown provenience, though it has been dated to the Early Iron Age 

(MatrizNet). It consists of four rows of braided wire, followed by three rows of gradually 

smaller triangles made up of fine granulation, followed by a line of larger repoussé dots 

surrounding a field of tiny repoussé dots. In the centre is a concentric circle formed by a 

large repoussé circle, within which is a smaller circle formed by tiny dots, with a conical 

protrusion in the centre. Above this concentric circle on each side is a conical circle, 

again formed using repoussé. Seven loops of coiled wire protrude from the bottom of the 

piece extending outward, capped by three diminishing rings. There are two loops at the 

top of the piece that may at one time have had chain attached, similar to the pieces from 

Carreço, Castro de Laundos, and Vila Mendo.   

Bracelets: 

 It is possible that some of the items in this category are actually viriae, since they 

resemble quite closely the items depicted on the warrior statues. However without direct 
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burial evidence we do not know whether these pieces were worn around the wrist or the 

upper arm. There are 40 pieces in this sample, from a total of 13 sites.  

 The largest number of pieces come from Arnozela, where a horde or “treasure” 

was discovered accidentally by workers digging near a cliff, with no evidence of a site 

nearby (MatrizNet). There were 20 pieces in that horde, which are now kept at the Museu 

Nacional de Arqueologia (Au 57-76), and dated to the Late Bronze Age (MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.38 (Gold bracelets from Arnozela. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The majority of the horde (n=17) consists of plain gold bands with rectangular or 

circular cross-sections, many of which have been bound together in sets of two using 

smaller gold wires (e.g. image 9.38). Many of these bands are deformed or misshapen in 

some way, which may suggest that they were fragments or leftovers from other projects 

that were meant for recasting at a later date. Alternately they may have been “packaged” 

in sets of two or more for future use in trade and exchange.  
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Image 9.39 (Gold bracelet from Arnozela. Inventory number Au 66. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 One of the pieces (Au 66) from Arnozela is more carefully finished and decorated 

than the rest. It is a flat bracelet with a smooth interior surface and exterior decoration 

consisting of a smooth central panel flanked by three simple lines, with cord pattern 

along each outer edge.  

 

Image 9.40 (Glad bracelet or viria from Arnozela. Inventory number Au 57. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 
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Image 9.41 (Gold bracelet or viria from Arnozela. Inventory number Au 58. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 Two other pieces from Arnozela are also recognizable as ready to be worn. One 

(Au 57) is decorated with three ridges, while the other (Au 58) has two ridges. Though 

they resemble the viriae seen on warrior statues, I would argue that they were probably 

worn as bracelets, since the first is only 7.4 cm in diameter, and the second is 6.3 cm in 

diameter, which seems too small to be worn around the upper arm of any but the most 

petite adult. It is possible, however, that these pieces were meant to be worn by children. 
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Image 9.42 (The Arnozela horde. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 There are seven pieces from Beira Alta, which likely came from a hoard, though 

they were bought without provenience in 1954 (MatrizNet). They are all made of gold 

and housed at the Museu Nacional de Arqueologia (Au 495-501). They appear to be very 

similar to the items found in Arnozela, though none of them appear to have been 

connected by wire in the same way as the pieces from Arnozela. All of the Beira Alta 

pieces have been dated to the Middle Bronze Age (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.43 (Gold bracelets from Beira Alta. Inventory numbers Au 499-501. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The first three pieces from Beira Alta (Au 499-501) are simple gold bands with 

circular or rectangular cross-sections, slightly misshapen but well polished.  
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Image 9.44 (Gold bracelets from Beira Alta. Inventory numbers from left to right and top 
to bottom: Au 498; Au 496; Au 497; Au 498. Images available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The other four pieces from Beira Alta resemble the viriae worn by the warrior 

statues, but again do not appear to be large enough to be worn by an adult, with diameters 

ranging from 6.3-7.3 cm. These pieces are made of hammered gold sheets. One piece (Au 

498) is decorated with only one ridge, two (Au 496 & 497) are decorated with two ridges, 

and one piece (Au 495) has three ridges.  
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Image 4.45 (Bronze bracelet from S. Julião. Inventory number 2002.1072. Image 
available on MartizNet) 

 

Image 9.46 (Schist bracelet from S. Julião. Inventory number 2000.1047. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 
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 There are only two pieces from S. Julião, and they are both housed at the D. 

Diogo de Sousa Museum. One bracelet (2002.1074 DEP) is made of bronze without 

defined decoration, though it may resemble a snake with its head resting on its tail. The 

other piece from S. Julião (2000.1047) is unique in its material, as it is made out of schist. 

The piece is only a fragment, making it difficult to say for certain whether it was actually 

a bracelet, but it seems likely based on its shape and size.  

 

Image 9.47 (Vermeil bracelets from Monsanto da Beira. Inventory numbers 10:30 & 
10:29. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 There are two bracelets from Monsanto da Beira (10:30 & 10:29), which, along 

with the fibula discussed above (10:24; 10:33: 10:37; 10:38), and the pendants (10:40 & 

10:41) and torques (10:31; 10:32; 10:34; 10:35; 10:39) discussed below are housed at the 

Museu Francisco Tavares Proença Júnior. Both are made of vermeil. The first piece 

(10:30) is an open rectangular band, which appears to have incised and stamped 

decoration that has been partially erased over time. There appear to be simple dashed line 

or cord patterns, as well as lattice or zig-zags, and at least one stamped circle. The 

bracelet is nine centimetres in diameter (MatrizNet). The second piece (10:29) is more 

complicated. The MatrizNet inventory states that this was a torque that has been 

transformed into a bracelet, which is certainly possible. The piece is made of a thick 

silver wire, thicker in the centre, tapering to form loops at each end, a common terminal 

type for torques in the area. The thickest section is decorated with tiny incised or stamped 
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dots. It is 7.5 cm in diameter, which again makes it doubtful that it was worn as a viria 

around the upper arm of an adult (MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.48 (Possible bracelet or viria from Póvoa de Mileu in bronze. Inventory number 
449. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 The piece from Póvoa de Mileu (Museu da Guarda: 449) is an interesting case, 

because it was used as the door handle of the Capela de Nossa Senhora do Mileu and 

identified as a viria by Dr. Adriano Rodrigues Vasco (MatrizNet). The piece has a 

circular cross-section and has several marks on the exterior face that have been attributed 

to blows from bronze objects such as blades (MatrizNet). The MatrizNet inventory 

attributes the purpose of viriae to the protection of the arms of warrior during combat, 

which is a questionable assumption. Considering its long use as a door ring, it is entirely 
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possible that the marks on the exterior of the piece were acquired not in battle but during 

the time it was used as a door handle, or sometime during post-deposition. However, its 

diameter measures 11 cm, which at least would make it wide enough to fit around the 

upper arm of an adult, supporting the argument of viewing it as a viria.  

 There is a legend associated with the piece from Póvoa de Mileu that holds 

alternately that either when a thief or Muslim soldier approached the door to the chapel 

and grasped the ring they were frozen in place and a voice proclaimed “MIL…I” or 

“MIL…US” which can be interpreted either as “A THOUSAND…I/US” or 

“THOU…I/US”. In the case of the legend of the robbers, they were frozen in place until 

the parishioners came the next day to serve justice to the theives, and in the case of the 

Muslim soldier he was frightened by the voice and all the soldiers fled the area. It is 

possible that the people of the area knew that the door ring was made in antiquity and 

perhaps attributed to it some divine or otherworldly power.  

 

Image 9.49 (Gold bracelets from Torgueda and Vinhós. Inventory numbers Au 50 & Au 
37.  Images available on MatrizNet) 

 There are two similar bracelets in gold, both housed at the Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia, one from Torgueda (Au 50), and one from Vinhós (Au 37). The piece from 

Torgueda has a rectangular cross-section and is seven centimetres in diameter, and the 

piece from Vinhós is concave on the interior, convex on the exterior, and 6.3 cm in 

diameter. Neither have any visible decoration.  
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Image 9.50 (Gold bracelets from Mont Airoso and Nossa Senhora de Guia. Inventory 
numbers: Au 981 & Au 290. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 

Image 9.51 (Gold bracelets from Vila do Conde, and Quinta da Bouça. Inventory 
numbers: Au 36; Au 26. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 There are four similar gold bracelets all housed at the Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia. One is from Monte Airoso (Au 981), one from Nossa Senhora de Guia (Au 

290), one from Vila do Conde (Au 36), and one from Quinta da Bouça (Au 26). The 

piece from Monte Airoso is 7.2 cm in diameter, and consists of an open band with a 

rectangular cross-section, the edges of which are flattened, ending in flat, square 

terminals that are wider than the band, similar to the torque from Vila Seca (Au 40). It is 

dated to the Late Bronze Age (MatrizNet). 
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 The piece from Nossa Senhora de Guia was found along with two torques (Au 

288 & 289 discussed below) by workers constructing a road near the chapel of Nossa 

Senhora de Guia. The bracelet is open, with a solid round cross-section, thicker in the 

middle and thinning towards the terminals, which are small, round and slightly convex in 

the centre. The piece is dated to the Late Bronze Age and is 8.7 cm in diameter 

(MatrizNet).  

 The piece from Vila do Conde is 7.6 cm in diameter (MatrizNet), open and 

ovular, with a circular cross-section tapering from the centre to the edges. The terminals 

are small and flat. This piece is also dated to the Late Bronze Age (MatrizNet). 

 The piece from Quinta da Bouça is 8 cm in diameter, and is open and ovular, with 

a circular cross-section (MatrizNet). The ends of the bracelet overlap, and one terminal 

appears to be small, flat, and button-shaped, while the other is simply flat. It is possible 

that this piece comes from a burial context, as two funerary urns were found 100 m away 

(MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.52 (Silver bracelet from Condeixa-a-Nova. Inventory number Au 83. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 
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 The bracelet from Condeixa-a-Nova, housed at the Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia (Au 83) is made of silver, and is dated to the Late Iron Age (MatrizNet). It is 

open, with a circular cross-section and symmetrical decoration on the ends, though there 

are no discernable terminals. The decoration consists of incised lines that form a band of 

cord motif along the open ends, followed by lattice or zig-zag with circles at the 

intersection of the lines forming the pattern. Below the zig-zag motif are lined triangles 

tipped with small dots. These motifs, and in this order, are very similar to common 

ceramic decoration in the region. The bracelet is 9.6 cm in diameter (MatrizNet), which 

may make it a candidate for being a viria as opposed to a bracelet.  

 

Image 9.53 (Gold bracelet from Cantonha. Inventory number Au 193. Images available 
on MatrizNet) 

 The most spectacular piece comes from Cantonha (Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia: Au 193). It has been proposed that this piece, which was bought by the 

Museu Nacional de Arqueologia in 1934, is the same piece that was found in 1933 in a 

ceramic vessel at the base of a cliff in Cantonha that later disappeared. The piece is made 

of gold, and is seven centimetres in diameter (MatrizNet). It has four button-shaped 

terminals with conical centres that extend into tubular sections connected by a flat central 

section. The upper and lower tubular sections are decorated with four vertical lines, 

followed by hatched diamond zig-zags separated by sets of vertical lines. The central 
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piece has a sharp ridge along the central line, with sets of twisted wire or cord and raised 

dots on either side. It is possible that at one point there were insets for the terminal ends., 

which are now missing. 

Rings: 

 It is possible that some or all of the items in this category may not have been worn 

on fingers as adornment, however they were classified as rings on MatrizNet. There are a 

total of seven pieces from five sites.  

 

Image 9.54 (Iron rings from Monte Castro, S. João de Rei, & Monte de Santo Ovídio. 
Inventory numbers: 1991.6098; 1995.0461; 1999.0831. Images available 
on MatrizNet) 

 The three iron rings pictured above are all kept at the Museu D. Diogo de Sousa. 

The first, from Monte Castro (1991.6098) measures 3.1 cm in diameter (MatrizNet). The 

second, from S. João de Rei (1995.0461) is 2.1 cm in diameter (MatrizNet). The third, 

from Monte de Santo Ovídio (1999.0831) is 2.8 cm in diameter (MatrizNet). Each of the 

pieces appears to have overlapping ends, and all are dated to the Iron Age (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.55 (Iron and bronze rings from S. Julião. Inventory numbers 1995.0413 & 
1991.2489. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 There are two rings from S. Julião, one in iron (1995.0413) and one in bronze 

(1991.2489), both housed at the Museu D. Diogo de Sousa. The iron ring is an open 

circle with tapered ends, thicker in the centre, and measures 2.7 cm in diameter, and is 

dated to the Iron Age (MatrizNet). The bronze ring is thin, with a circular cross section 

and overlapping ends, measuring 2.2 cm in diameter, and is dated to the Late Iron Age 

(MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.56 (Gold rings from Quinta da Água Branca. Inventory numbers: Au 87 & Au 
86. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The two gold rings from Quinta da Água Branca (Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia: Au 87 & 86) were found as part of a Late Bronze Age burial during 

agricultural work in 1906 (MatrizNet). They were found along with a short sword or 

dagger made of arsenical copper, as well as a gold diadem (Au 85) and two gold spirals 

(Au 88 & Au 89) discussed below (MatrizNet). Unfortunately looting disturbed the grave 
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so the exact placement of the rings in unknown (MatrizNet). The first ring measures 2.7 

cm in diameter and has been hammered flat (MatrizNet). The second ring measures 2.6 

cm and has a rectangular cross section (MatrizNet).  

Spirals: 

 There are only four pieces in this category, from three different sites. It is possible 

that these objects may have been used as rings worn on fingers, however I chose to 

discuss them in a separate section so as not to conflate two possibly different types of 

adornment. I believe it is possible, for instance, that they may have been worn as hair 

ornaments, or decoration on clothing, based on similar finds in areas of northern Europe 

from around the same time period.  

 

Image 9.57 (Gold spirals from [left to right] Vale Ferreiro, Vila Nova de Cerveira, and 
Quinta da Água Branca. Inventory numbers: 2004.1288; Au 53; Au 88; 
Au 89. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The spiral from Vale Ferreiro (D. Diogo de Sousa: 2004.1288) is 1.9 cm in 

diameter, and is formed by seven loops of a gold wire with a circular cross-section, which 

tapers at each end (MatrizNet). It is dated from the Early to Middle Bronze Age 

(MatrizNet). The spiral from Cerveira (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 52) is 2.2 

cm in diameter, formed by three loops of gold plate with a rectangular cross-section with 

tapered ends, and has been dated to the Early Bronze Age (MatrizNet). The two spirals 

from Quinta da Água Branca (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 88-89) are part of the 

grave goods discussed above, including two rings (Au 87 & 86), an arsenical copper 

dagger or short sword, and a diadem (Au 85) (MatrizNet). They measure 2.2 cm and 2.5 

cm in diameter, respectively, and are formed by three loops of gold plate with rectangular 
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cross-section and tapered ends (MatrizNet). Both are dated to the Early Bronze Age 

(MatrizNet). These items all come from a slightly earilier context than that of the Castro 

Culture, but the pieces from the Quinta da Água Branca burial offer an interesting point 

of comparison to later forms of adornment, and thus were included in this work.  

Pendants, Diadems, Lunulae, Necklaces, & Torques  

Pendants: 

 

Image 9.58 (Silver and bronze pendants from Monsanto Beira and S. Julião. Inventory 
numbers: 10:40; 10:41; 1995.0061. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 There are only three pieces in this category. Two of them are from Monsanto 

Beira (Museu Francisco Tavares Proença Júnior: 10:40 & 10:41), and one is from S. 

Julião (D. Diogo de Sousa: 1995:0061). They may have been worn suspended around the 

neck, or perhaps were attached to clothing or other objects. The pendants from Monsanto 

Beira are both made of silver in the form of a cross patée, with a central diamond-shaped 

cutout. They are both dated to the Iron Age (MatrizNet). The pendant from S. Julião is 

made of bronze, and is spherical. It has been dated to the Late Bronze or Early Iron Age 

(MatrizNet).  
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Diadem: 

 

Image 9.59 (Gold diadem from Quinta da Água Branca. Inventory number Au 85. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 There is only one example of a diadem in this sample, in part because all other 

known examples come from the south of the Peninsula. This piece (Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia: Au 85) comes from Quinta da Água Branca and is part of the grave goods 

discussed above, including a short sword, spirals and rings, which have all been dated to 

the Early Bronze Age (Armbruster et. al. 1993; MatrizNet).  

 The piece is composed of a rectangular sheet of hammered gold with 

asymmetrical ends (one is rounded and the other is straight) that are perforated three 

times on the rounded side and six times on the straight side. Decoration is geometric and 

repoussé. The outer edges of the piece are lined with tiny dots, followed by a zig-zag 

motif in the upper and lower registers, and an empty register in the centre. On the side 

that ends in a straight line the decoration curves to resemble that on the rounded side. It 

seems likely that the holes at the ends were used to lace cord or other material through in 

order to secure the band, and that the ends overlapped.  
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Lunulae: 

 Gold lunulae were common particularly in Ireland and along the Atlantic coast of 

the United Kingdom and Europe during the Bronze Age (Taylor 1980; Frieman 2013). 

They were probably worn around the neck, and created by hammering rods of gold into 

thin sheets, and covered in repoussé linear and geometric patterns (Taylor 1980). Taylor 

proposes three types of lunulae: Classical, Unaccomplished, and Provincial, which have 

been widely accepted and used in the literature surrounding lunulae (Taylor 1980). The 

Classical style is concentrated in Ireland, and characterised by high levels of technical 

and decorative skill, and are thinner, wider and heavier than the other two styles (1980). 

The Unaccomplished type lunulae are also concentrated in Ireland, but on the periphery 

of the major centres of Classical production, which perhaps uncoincidentally are also the 

major gold-producing areas of the region (Taylor 1980). Unaccomplished lunulae, 

according to Taylor, display less technical achievement, particularly in terms of 

decoration, which shows more evidence of alterations and mistakes, and also more 

experimentation, than Classical examples (Taylor 1980). Provincial lunulae, which 

concern us most, are geographically isolated from the other two types, appearing almost 

exclusively outside Ireland, and are very thick, rigid, and sparsely decorated, with 

distinctive terminals (Taylor 1980). Provincial lunulae fall into two decorative categories, 

linear and dot-line, and Taylor suggests that individual smiths can be identified on the 

basis of tool-marks (1980).  
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Image 9.60 (Gold lunula and buttons or appliqués from Cabeceiras de Basto Inventory 
numbers: Au 503; Au 292; Au 1181. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 There are two items in this sample, from two different sites. The first is from 

Cabeceiras de Basto (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 503). Though they were not 

found together, it is likely, based on technical and decorative similarities, that the buttons 

or appliqués (Au 292 & 1181 discussed above) also from Cabeceiras de Basto are 

somehow related to the lunula (Armbruster et. al. 1993; MatrizNet). All three pieces have 

been dated to the Middle Bronze Age (MatrizNet). The lunula is 16.2 cm in diameter, and 

decorated using small repoussé dots outlining the piece and creating two blank registers 

near each tapered end. Three repoussé lines bisect the central section of the piece, and 

each end has a punched hole, likely either for tying the piece together in the back with 

cord or ribbon, or connecting it to some other object. Taylor believes that the Cabeceiras 

de Basto pieces are imitations of the Irish Provincial lunulae and gold discs due to their 

similarity to others of this type and the lack of any similar examples from the Castro area 

(1980).  
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Image 9.61 (Gold lunula from Viseu. Inventory number Au 294. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The lunula from Viseu (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 294) has no known 

provenience, though it has been dated to the Late Iron Age (MatrizNet). Silva notes that 

this piece differs from its Bronze Age antecedents particularly in terms of decoration 

(2007a). The terminal types are different than those of earlier lunulae (Silva 2007a) and 

resemble those found on torques from the Castro region. In addition, the type of stamped 

decoration found on the Viseu lunula is characteristic of Castreja ceramics (Silva 2007a).  

 The Viseu lunula is made of a sheet of hammered gold, with conical terminals. 

The decoration is divided into seven symmetrical zones, with the sections closest to the 
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terminals triangular in shape, and decorated with stamped triangles ending in a concentric 

circle with a raised dot at the centre. The adjoining sections have two lines of raised cord 

motif on either side, separated by a central ridge. Next is a flat rectangular section with 

two concentric circles with raised dots in the centre, with the circles separated by a 

stamped line of smaller concentric circles, with the same small circle motif stamped in 

each corner of the rectangular section. The central portion of the lunula is outlined by two 

rows of raised cord on either side, with triangles composed of small dots stamped along 

the inner lines of cord, pointing towards a smooth central ridge. The triangle motif in 

particular is very similar to the decoration found on Castreja ceramics.  

Necklaces: 

  

Image 9.62 (Silver necklace fragment from Casal do Chão das Casas. Inventory number 
Au 111. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 There are four necklaces in this sample, from three different sites. The first, from 

Casal do Chão das Casas (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 111) is only a fragment, 

but has been classified as part of a necklace, and dated to the Late Iron Age (MatrizNet). 

This piece is composed of six silver wires with circular cross-sections that have been 

braided together. 
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Image 9.63 (Front [left] and back [right] of pieces of gold decoration from Baião. 
Inventory numbers Au 364-367. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 The second example (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 364-367) is part of the 

“Treasure of Baião” discussed above, and is composed of six sections of 15 hollow gold 

beads connected by twisted wire. It has been suggested that these pieces were connected 

to form a choker (MatrizNet), which is certainly possible, though I would like to suggest 

that they also could have been used as adornment for hair or attached to clothing or other 

objects as decoration, and Silva believes it may have been a bracelet (2007a). Three of 

the pieces appear to have smooth beads, while three seem to have small repoussé circles 

at the apex of the bead.  
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Image 9.64 (Gold necklace from Baião. Inventory number Au 302. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The third piece (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 302) is also from the 

“Treasure of Baião”. It is an articulated necklace composed of 75 interspersed beads and 

pendants. There are two types of beads, spherical and conical, and four different types of 

pendants growing progressively larger towards the centre of the piece. The smaller-sized 

pendants appear to have a smooth surface with two or more incised lines at the base 

connecting the bead to the necklace cord. The larger pendants appear to be shaped like 

leaves, with a central line or vein, and slanted lines diverging from the central line 

towards the outer edges of the pendant. Some of them also have a cap or top portion on 

the pendant that is also covered with vertical incised lines, giving the pendant the 
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appearance of an acorn or other type of nut or berry. Most of the pendants have been 

crushed or dented in some way. 

 

Image 9.65 (Gold necklace from Vila Mendo. Inventory number 145 Our CMP/MNSR. 
Image available on MatrizNet) 

 This piece is part of the “Treasure of Estela” and was found with two earrings 

(149/1 Our CMP/MNSR & 149/2 Our CMP/MNSR) discussed above. It is composed of 

67 different segments, which makes understanding its original composition challenging 

(MatrizNet), though Silva provides a possible reconstruction (2007a: 676). There are 

essentially five different types of segments or pendants (Silva 2007a). There are two 

symmetrical end segments consisting of a rectangular base with four small hollow cones 

attached, with a larger hollow cone to one side with a second, smaller cone within, 

essentially presenting a three-dimensional concentric circle motif. A small wire loop 

offers a closing mechanism for the piece on each of these end segments. There are 34 flat 
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rectangular panels with diamond lattice patterns incised on them. There are eight double-

cone shaped beads, and four flat rectangular panels with hollow cones with a central 

spike, and a stamped concentric circle on either side. The backs of these four panels have 

incised S-patterns framed by two lines on the top and bottom of the panels. There are 14 

rectangular panels with hollow cones attached to the top, framed by vertical incised lines, 

and tear-drop pendants suspended below. The pendants have a series of horizontal lines 

from the top to the mid-section, and vertical lines running from the middle to the bottom. 

There are an additional five panels identical to the previous, except they have two 

pendants suspended.  

Torques: 

 A torque is an open-loop ring, usually composed of precious metals, though 

sometimes of bronze or iron. Though they are most often represented as being worn 

around the neck, as on the warrior statues, torques may also have been worn as bracelets 

and viriae, due to the small diameter of some of the examples. Torques are the example 

par excellence of the style and skill employed in Castro metalworking. Castro torques are 

representative not only of technical virtuosity but also the intersection of influences from 

very different societies in Europe and the Mediterranean. There are 30 pieces within this 

sample, from 12 different sites.  
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Image 9.66 (Vermeil torques from Monsanto Beira. Inventory numbers: 10:39; 10:35; 
10:32. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 There are five vermeil torques from Monsanto Beira (Museu Francisco Tavares 

Proença Júnior: 10:39, 10:35, 10:32, 10:31, & 10:34), all found next to the walls of the 

castro, and dated from 300-100 B.C.E. (MatrizNet). Three of the torques (Images 9.118, 

9.119, & 9.120 above) are made of simple twisted wires with circular cross-sections, with 

small loop terminals, similar to GAM-VC-354 from Bagunte, discussed below. Their 

diameters are 17.5 cm, 11.3 cm, and 10 cm respectively (MatrizNet). 

 

 



 259 

 

Image 9.67 (Vermeil torque from Monsanto Beira. Inventory number 10:31. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 A fourth torque (10:31), is also composed of twisted wires, but with more 

complex decoration. It consists of thick wires intertwined with thin twisted wire 

resembling cord. The piece is thicker in the central portion and tapers towards the ends, 

which are capped by thin sheets of vermeil, but missing terminals. In the central portion 

the thick wires with circular cross-sections are inscribed with motifs, one of which 

appears to represent a bee or a flower (Image 9.122 above). The other motif is diamond-

shaped with two stamped circles on either end, filled with tiny dots, and a lined bar down 

the centre. The piece is nine centimetres in diameter (MatrizNet), theoretically large 

enough to fit around the neck of an adult.  
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Image 9.68 (Vermeil torque from Monsanto Beira. Inventory number 10:34. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The fifth piece from Monsanto Beira (10:34) is markedly different in type from 

the others, and is composed of a solid vermeil wire, thick in the centre and tapering 

towards the end, which lack terminals.  The central portion is decorated in filigree with 

thin silver wire forming meanders or an elongated S-pattern interspersed with bands of 

four vertical wires.  The piece is 13.5 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.69 (Silver torques from Soalheira de Barbanejo. Inventory numbers: top left Au 
107; top right Au 106; bottom left Au 108; bottom right Au 105. Images 
available on MatrizNet) 

 There are five torques from Soalheira de Barbanejo (Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia: Au 105-108 & Au 42). These pieces are known as the “Treasure of 

Soalheira de Barbanejo”, and were found together in 1896, and dated to the Late Iron 

Age (MatrizNet). Four of the torques are made of silver, and bear close typological 

resemblance to four of the torques from Monsanto Beira (discussed above) and to GAM-

VC-354 from Bagunte (discussed below). They are made of solid silver wire, thick in the 

centre and tapering towards the ends, twisted together to form a cord. In all four cases the 
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wires are soldered together at the ends to form small loops, though two of the examples 

are each missing one terminal. The diameters are, in order of the images above from left 

to right and top to bottom, 13.4 cm, 9.7 cm, 10.7 cm, and 13.4 cm (MatrizNet). 

 

Image 9.70 (Gold torque from Soalheira de Barbanejo. Inventory number Au 42. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The fifth torque from Soalheira de Barbanejo (Au 42) is similar in type to the 

others, but more complex and of better execution, and is similar to a torque from Bagunte 

(discussed below). This piece is made of four gold wires with circular cross-sections 

braided together, giving the piece a rectangular cross-section, and soldered together at the 

ends to form small looped terminals. This type of construction would have required great 

technical expertise. The piece is 14.5 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  

 There are five silver torques from Bagunte (Centro de Memória: GAM-VC-351-

355), found, according to F. Cuevillas, during Cortez’s excavations between 1944-1947 

(Ladra 2001), however their provenience beyond that is unknown. They are currently on 

display at the Centro de Memória in Vila do Conde. Ladra is hesitant to assign a 
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chronology to these pieces, but he does suggest the likelihood that based on their “unity 

of material and ornamental grammar” they may have been made by the same person or 

workshop, especially considering that the die used to stamp the S-pattern on two of the 

torques appears to be the same (Ladra 2001: 120).  

 

Image 9.71 (Silver torque from Bagunte. Inventory number GAM-VC-354) 

 The first piece from Bagunte is composed of three silver wires with circular cross-

sections, twisted together to form a cord. The piece is thicker in the central section and 

tapers towards the ends, and lacks terminals. The piece is very similar to the torques from 

Soalheira de Barbanejo (Au 105-108 & Au 42) and Monsanto Beira (10:39, 10:35, 10:32, 

10:31, & 10:34), discussed above. 
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Image 9.72 (Silver torque from Bagunte. Inventory number GAM-VC-355) 

       

Image 9.73 (Detail of silver torque from Bagunte. Inventory number GAM-VC-355) 

 This piece, similar to the fifth piece discussed from Soalheira de Barbanejo (Au 

42), would have required serious technical mastery to produce. It is composed of a solid 

silver central wire with a circular cross-section, ending in a small loop terminal on one 

side, missing a terminal on the other. Around the central wire smaller silver wires have 

been woven, creating a triangular cross-section for the piece, parts of which have been 

damaged and are missing.  
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Image 9.74 (Silver torque from Bagunte. Inventory number GAM-VC-351) 

 The third piece from Bagunte is very different from the preceding two, composed 

of a solid silver bar divided into five sections. The ends and centre have quadrangular 

cross sections and the two middle sections are twisted or cabled. The two quadrangular 

sections on each side are decorated on two opposing sides by a row of stamped S-patterns 

framed by two incised lines. The central quadrangular section repeats the design on the 

distal ends, but with two rows of stamped S-patterns framed by incised lines. The 

surviving terminal is hollow and conical, and has bands of ridges and raised cord, as well 

as a series of vertical lines. Part of the terminal has either been damaged or remodeled, 

and has no decoration. I do not have a good image of the interior part of the terminal, but 

it appears to be smooth, and somewhat resembling an open flower. Ladra believes, based 

on the small dimensions of the piece, that it was probably used as a bracelet rather than a 

neck ornament (2001).  
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Image 9.75 (Silver torques from Bagunte. Inventory numbers left to right: GAM-VC-352 
& 353) 

 

Image 9.76 (Detail of stamped decoration on silver torque from Bagunte. Inventory 
number GAM-VC-353) 

 The remaining two torques from Bagunte are very similar, each made of a solid 

silver bar divided into three sections, twisted or cabled in the central portion, one (GAM-

VC-352) with undecorated octagonal cross-sections near the acorn-shaped terminals, the 

other (GAM-VC-353) with quadrangular cross-sections decorated with a stamped S-

pattern near the terminals.  
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Image 9.77 (Gold torques from Paradela do Rio. Inventory numbers: Au 568; Au 566; Au 
569. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 The three torques from Paradela do Rio (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 

560, Au 566, & Au 569) were found accidentally near the Paradela River dam in 1958 

(MatrizNet). They have been dated to 400-200 B.C.E. (MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.78 (Gold torque from Paradela do Rio. Inventory number: Au 566 Images 
available on MatrizNet) 
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 The first torque from Paradela do Rio has a solid gold bar with a quadrangular 

cross-section, concave near the terminals and thickening towards the centre. The central 

section of the bar is decorated with tiny stamped circles forming a series of petal-shaped 

motifs joined end to end, with circles in the middle of each and staggered in the negative 

spaces between the motifs. On either end of the petal pattern are two vertical lines 

adjoining a semi-circle, with three dots forming a triangle on the outer edges. The piece 

has scotiae terminals, and the ends are decorated with a stamped rosette inside a circle. 

At the centre of the rosette is a protruding sphere, and the middles and each end of the 

petals are punctuated by double concentric circles. The tips of the petals are connected by 

three arcing lines. The decoration of the terminals is asymmetrical, with one of the 

rosettes containing six petals and the other containing seven. As with the central bar, the 

decoration of the terminals is made up of tiny stamped dots, and stamped concentric 

circles. The diameter of the piece is 15 cm (MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.79 (Gold torque from Paradela do Rio. Inventory number: Au 568. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 
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 The second gold torque from Paradela do Rio (Au 568) is almost identical to the 

previous, but it lacks decoration on the central bar, and has only a central sphere on the 

end each terminal for decoration. A portion of one of the terminals has been damaged. It 

is 13.6 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.80 (Gold torque from Paradela do Rio. Inventory number: Au 569. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 

 The third torque from Paradela do Rio (Au 569) is distinct from the other two, 

though similar to GAM-VC-352 and GAM-VC-353 from Bagunte, discussed above. The 

bar is divided into five sections, the central and distal ends having quadrangular cross-

sections, while the two sides are twisted. The central bar is decorated with vertical lines 

of a stamped design resembling concentric circles or an S-pattern, and the same stamp is 

used to create two triangles on either end of the decorated section. The terminals are solid 

and piriform or pear-shaped. The piece is 14 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.81 (Gold and copper torques from Lanhoso. Inventory numbers: 1991.0664; 
1991.0694; 1991.0665. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 There are three profusely decorated torques from Lanhoso (D. Diogo de Sousa: 

1991.0664; 1991.0694; 1991.0665) that are clearly technically and stylistically related, 

and were more than likely made by the same person or workshop. All three have been 

dated to the Late Iron Age (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.82 (Gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 1991.0664. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 
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Image 9.83 (Detail of gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 
1991.0664) 

 

 

Image 9.84 (Detail of gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 
1991.0664) 

 This torque (1991.0664) is decorated using a variety of techniques, including 

granulation and filigree. It has hollow vessel or tulip-shaped terminals decorated with S-

patterned filigree along the base, studded with granular beads, and a spiral motif on the 

end with a central bead. At the base of the terminal is twisted or braided cord, connecting 



 273 

the terminal to the central bar. The inner bar is made of copper with a circular cross-

section, covered in gold foil in the central zone and coiled wire on the distal ends. The 

central segment is separated into two zones framed by parallel cords, which are filled 

with filigree in a chained S-pattern, with beads on the internal mid-line and repeated 

along the outside. Very fine granulation fills the centre portion of the S-pattern plaque, 

and it is smooth along the sides. The decoration on the outside of the terminals is slightly 

different, with one side having small granulated dots applied to the interior curve of the 

S-pattern, and the other side having the granulation applied only to the bottom of the 

pattern. This may be a factor of preservation, with some granules disappearing over the 

course of time. This piece is 10.9 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  

 

Image 9.85 (Gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 1991.0694. Image 
available on MatrizNet) 
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Image 9.86 (Detail of gold and copper torque terminal from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 
1991.0694) 

 This torque (1991.0694) is very similar to the previous. It has hollow vessel-

shaped terminals, and an internal copper bar covered in gold across the central section, 

and wrapped in gold wire on the sides. The central segment is decorated with filigree that 

fills two panels framed by parallel herringbone lines made of filigree wire, with an S-

pattern with granulated beads interspersed along the sides. The terminals are decorated on 

the base with an S-pattern in filigree, with granules attached to the interior curve of each 

S. Braided wire connects the base of each terminal to the central bar. It is 9.9 cm in 

diameter (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.87 (Gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 1991.0665.Image 
available on MatrizNet) 
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Image 9.88 (Detail of gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 
1991.0665) 

 

Image 9.89 (Detail of gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 
1991.0665) 
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Image 9.90 (Detail of gold and copper torque from Lanhoso. Inventory number: 
1991.0665) 

 The third torque from Lanhoso (1991.0665) has slight differences from the others, 

but maintains an overall similarity. It too has hollow vessel-shaped terminals, with spiral 

decoration on top, and granules placed at intervals along the curvature of the spirals. The 

ends of the terminals are framed by braided wire cord, and the bases are decorated with 

an elongated S-pattern. The bar is made of copper with a circular cross-section, covered 

in gold in the central section and wrapped with gold wire along the sides. The central 

segment is decorated with filigree, with two surfaces separated by three lines of corded 

wire, composed of two smaller corded lines framing one larger woven wire. The space 

within this frame is covered in a filigree diamond lattice pattern, with granular beads in 

the centre of each diamond. The lattice pattern is framed on either side by fine filigree 

cord outlining a bar intersected by repoussé horizontal lines, also resembling cord. This is 

followed by a spiral outlined in filigree, with a granular bead at the centre, with the 

interior of the spiral filled with very fine granulation alternating with a smooth surface. 

Then follows a repoussé herringbone pattern framed by fine filigree cord, and then 

another iteration of the bar with horizontal lines with filigree cord on either side. This 

piece is 11.2 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.91 (Gold torques from Castro de Nossa Senhora da Guia. Inventory numbers: Au 
289 & Au 288. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 These two torques were found in 1947 close to the chapel of Nossa Senhora de 

Guia along with a bracelet (Au 290 discussed above), all dated to the Late Bronze Age 

(MatrizNet). They are very similar in design, both composed of solid gold bars with small 

button-shaped terminals. Decoration is incised, with geometric motifs. The decoration of 

Au 289 is less distinct than that of Au 288, and consists of triangles, zig-zags and sets of 

parallel lines. The incisions are not well defined and are difficult to make out in some 

areas. It is possible these decorations were later additions, or their faintness may be due 

to use-wear, though Armbruster et. al. point out that the patterns of faintness are rather 

too unequal to be traces of use (1993). The piece is 13.5 cm in diameter (MatrizNet). 

 The decoration of Au 288 is similar to that of the previous piece, though as noted 

it is more pronounced. On both sides are two longitudinal dotted lines separating an 

internal area without decoration. In the central part of the decoration are two flat bands 

and three vertical parallel lines. On both sides are strips of diamond motifs, alternately 

flat and cross-linked, with vertical lines and two zig-zag bands, the first filled with 

hatching. After a section without decoration is a group of parallel lines that repeat along 

the terminals. Between the two parallel lines, three longitudinal parallel lines, spaced 
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apart, are joined by the same number of triangle vertices. The piece is 14.1 cm in 

diameter.  

 

Image 9.92 (Gold torque and terminal from Codeçais. Inventory numbers: Au 1139 & Au 
1141. Images available on MatrizNet) 

 A gold torque and a separate gold terminal (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 

1139 & Au 1141) were found during agricultural work in Codeçais (MatrizNet). Both 

have been dated from 500-400 B.C.E. (MatrizNet). The complete torque is very similar to 

those from Paradela do Rio, and may even have been produced in the same workshop. 

The piece has an undecorated solid gold bar with a quadrangular cross-section that is 

thick in the centre and convex on the sides. The piece has hollow scotiae terminals 

decorated with six-petaled rosettes that have granular beads at the tip of each petal and in 

the centre of the rosette. Six petal motifs circumscribe the rosettes. It should be noted that 

these rosettes could also be considered wheel motifs. The torque terminal from Codeçais 

has an exagerated vessel shape. The top of the terminal is decorated with filigree in the 

shape of a three-spoked curved wheel.  
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Image 9.93 (Gold torque from Serrazes. Inventory number Au 43. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The provenience of the gold torque from Serrazes (Museu Nacional de 

Arqueologia: Au 43) is unknown, as it was bought second-hand from a goldsmith 

(MatrizNet). The piece has been dated to the Late Bronze Age (MatrizNet), and is made 

from a solid gold bar with a circular cross-section, with two small loop terminals. The 

piece has no decoration, and is 13.7 cm in diameter (MatrizNet). 
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Image 9.94 (Gold torque from Soalhães. Inventory number Au 152. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The Soalhães torque (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 152) was found 

without detailed provenience in 1917, and has been tentatively dated to the Iron Age 

(MatrizNet). The piece is very simple, composed of a solid gold bar with a circular cross-

section, slightly thicker in the centre, and solid acorn-shaped terminals. There is no 

decoration on this piece, which is 10.5 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  
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Image 9.95 (Silver torque from Casal do Chão das Casas. Inventory number Au 110. 
Image available on MatrizNet) 

 The torque from Casal do Chão das Casas (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 

110) has no known provenience, but it is remarkably similar to torque 10:31 from 

Monsanto Beira, and has been dated to the Late Iron Age (MatrizNet). It is made up of 

two large, smooth wires with circular cross-sections, and one smaller twisted wire, which 

have been woven or twisted together, and soldered at their ends to form small loop 

terminals. Unlike the torque from Monsanto Beira, there is no decoration incised on the 

larger wires. The piece is 10.2 cm in diameter (MatrizNet).  



 283 

 

Image 9.96 (Gold torque from Vila Seca. Inventory number Au 40. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The torque from Vila Seca (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: Au 40) was 

discovered during agricultural work in 1906 along with a set of perforated rectangular 

blades, the location of which is now unknown (MatrizNet). The piece has been dated 

between 600-500 B.C.E. (MatrizNet), and is made of a solid gold bar with a quadrangular 

cross-section, thicker in the centre and tapering towards the ends. The terminals are 

square and slightly convex, resembling the heads of nails. Decoration is placed on the 

two adjoining exterior surfaces of the bar, and consists of two opposing rows of 26 

stamped triangles filled with small dots, which form a zig-zag pattern in the negative 

space between them. Near the terminals on the sides of the piece, again on the adjoining 

outer surfaces, an additional four triangles are stamped in a row, followed by two lines of 

tiny dots. A small circle is stamped near one terminal, with the appearance of a brand or 

maker’s mark (Silva 2007a; MatrizNet). The stamp used to decorate this piece is very 

similar to those seen on ceramics. The piece is 11.3-12 cm in diameter.  
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Image 9.97 (Gold torque from Vilas Boas. Inventory number Au 567. Image available on 
MatrizNet) 

 The spectacular gold torque from Vilas Boas (Museu Nacional de Arqueologia: 

Au 567) was found while plowing for agricultural work in 1967 (MatrizNet), and 

represents a synthesis of some of the decorative styles already discussed. It has been 

dated to the Iron Age (MatrizNet). 
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Image 9.98 (Gold torque from Vilas Boas. Inventory number Au 567. Images available 
on MatrizNet) 

 The central bar is divided into three sections, joined to each other by woven wire 

mesh, and has a quadrangular cross-section that is concave on the interior faces. The 

central section is decorated in a similar way to torque 1991.0665 from Lanhoso, with a 

diamond lattice pattern in filigree with granular beads positioned at the ends of each 

lattice point. This pattern is framed on each side by braided filigree wire. The side 

sections of the piece are decorated similarly to torque 1991.0664 from Lanhoso, with the 

two exterior faces decorated with filigree S-patterns framed by rows of corded and 

braided filigree wire. The interior of the S-pattern is filled with very fine granulation. The 

piece has hollow scotiae terminals, decorated on the base with stamped concentric semi-

circles. The ends of the terminal are decorated with the same pattern found on the sides of 

the bar, with a filigree S-pattern filled with fine granulation. The most remarkable aspect 

of this torques’ decoration, however, is the tiny bird (likely a water bird of some sort) set 

upright in the hollow at the end of each terminal. Each bird is made of hammered gold 

sheets, outlined with corded filigree wire, with a two spirals on each side representing the 

eyes and wings of the bird, with granular beads at the centre of each spiral. Interestingly 

there are apparently small objects in the terminals of this piece that cause them to rattle 

when moved (González-Ruibal 2004).  
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DISCUSSION 
 

 The items grouped together here display a high degree of diversity in form and 

function. It is this diversity that makes them both interesting and challenging to analyze 

from an outside perspective. Some objects more than others in this group demonstrate the 

multiplicity of influences coming to bear on Castro society, and the ways in which these 

influences were adopted or transformed to serve local purposes. While some pieces such 

as rings, spirals, buckles, and pins do not offer much material to analyse in terms of style 

and motif use, other pieces such as earrings, necklaces, and torques provide an abundance 

of material to consider. 

 Silva points out that the jewelry of the Castro period demonstrates the absorption 

of outside stylistic and technical influences in a variety of ways (2007a). The use of 

specific decorative techniques, such as filigree and granulation, seen in various pieces 

such as the Lanhoso and Vilas Boas torques and Vila Mendo earrings, is a result of 

Mediterranean influences via Tartessos and other trading colonies on the Iberian 

Peninsula (González-Ruibal 2004; Silva 2007a). The specific use of torques as items of 

adornment and prestige, however, is due to influence from Central Europe, as is the 

predilection seen in many pieces for simple geometric designs (González-Ruibal 2004; 

Silva 2007a). 

 Items of adornment in the Castro area do not only reflect outside influences, they 

also demonstrate a local character evidenced in the use of motifs common on the 

ceramics of the area. Items such as the buckle from Monte Castro (1991.2402), the lunula 

from Viseu (Au 294), and the Vila Seca torque (Au 40) bear virtually identical stamped 

triangle motifs to those found on ceramics. The Viseu lunula and the S. Julião fibula 

(1992.1859) both display concentric circle stamps similar to those found on ceramics, and 

the Monte Castro buckle and Bagunte torques (GAM-VC-351 & 353) are stamped with 

S-patterns also nearly identical to those used on ceramics. Additionally, the Condeixa-a-

Nova silver bracelet (Au 83), the Quinta da Água Branca diadem (Au 85), and the Nossa 

Senhora de Guia torques (Au 388 & 289) are all decorated with the simple line, triangle 
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and zig-zag patterns so common on Castreja ceramics. Not to mention the pervasive use 

of both simple and complex cord motifs ubiquitous throughout so many of the object 

categories discussed here, though especially common on torques.  

 

Table 9.1 (Distribution of motifs on items of adornment) 

 As can be seen in table 9.1 above, cord is present on the highest percentage (41%) 

of materials in the sample, followed by lines (38%), circles (35%), dots (34%), and 

triangles (32%). Though present in different percentages, lines, cord, triangles, circles 

and dots are also the most common motifs on local ceramics, as discussed in Chapter 5.  

 Items of personal adornment are interesting because they are just that, personal. 

Though they may be held in common by many members of a group or community, they 

can only be worn by a single person at any given time. This uniquely links these objects 
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to individuals in ways more obvious than the other material categories under study here, 

and can help to create a more intimate understanding of the often anonymous past.  



 289 

 
 
 
“Boundaries can make the edge as important as the centre.” (Mary Helms 1988: 28) 
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Chapter 10: Discussion 

 
 The Castro Culture was a society caught up in the Bronze and Iron Age networks 

of trade and exchange crosscutting Europe and the Mediterranean. Though the Castro 

people were deeply connected to the networks of exchange they had built, they also seem 

to have been preoccupied with the security of their settlements and the demarcation of 

boundaries. This desire for security and boundedness may have stemmed from the social 

and political upheaval experienced by the entire Iberian Peninsula at that time.  

 Mary Helms explores the themes of distance, knowledge, and political power in 

her book Ulysses’ Sail (1988). In it Helms discusses the kinds of advantages and perils 

long distance travel affords. Helms argues that in pre-industrial societies distance 

represents more than physical space, it can also symbolize difference and the potential for 

mystery and esoteric knowledge (1988). Though it offers the potential for political and 

economic benefit stemming from new forms of knowledge and goods, distance also poses 

spiritual and physical threats (Helms 1988). With the journey into the space of the Other 

a person can acquire power but also spiritual impurity which must be guarded against and 

ritually cleansed upon reentry into familiar society (Helms 1988). “[B]oundaries or 

thresholds marks the point within which proper life is expected to exist, and separate it 

more definitively from that which lies without” (Helms 1988: 28). The transformative 

power of transgressing these boundaries and being on the “outside” of society offers both 

the opportunity for growth and new forms of power, but also the possibility that a person 

will no longer be accepted within the community.  
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Image 10.1  (Hypothetical depiction of a Castro domestic unit. From: Flores & Carneiro 
2005) 

 This concern with boundaries and demarcated space can be seen plainly in the 

Castro settlements, where each community is enclosed by significant fortifications, 

isolated from the outside world. Each domestic unit or compound, though sometimes 

connected to those around it by shared walls, is focused inwards, sheltered from the 

exterior by those walls. It is possible that though the external physical threats of raiding 

or warfare were genuine, they were no more real to the Castro people than the threat of 

spiritual contamination present outside the boundaries of their communities, in a world 

where the gods occupied natural spaces and the boundaries between one world and the 

next were perpetually fluid (Márco Simon 2005).  

 The threat of the world outside, beyond the safety of the protective borders of the 

community, could also offer enormous benefits to those brave enough to venture forth. 

Those who exited the safety of the community were exposed to new forms of knowledge 

and practice, and if they returned, they returned transformed (Helms 1988). In many 

cases they returned with transformative knowledge as well, particularly in regards to the 
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processing and crafting of metals and other goods. This is due to the “ideologically 

powerful process of acquiring cosmically charged ‘wealth’ from the uncontrolled, chaotic 

outside world and making it available and useful (by transporting or crafting) for 

society’s consumption” (Helms 1988). This, Helms argues, can provide the basis for 

increasing social differentiation and stratification (1988), which may have been at work 

towards the end of the Castro period. Helms stresses the social and political power of 

those who were able to transform raw materials into socially consumable objects, which 

may have led to special status (Helms 1988).  

 This may have been the case for those who worked with textiles, metal, and stone 

in the Castro world. Though as previously discussed direct evidence for textiles is scarce, 

I believe those who worked with cloth would have occupied a special position within 

Castro society. It is likely that the knowledge of transforming raw flax or wool into whole 

cloth was passed down in specific ways, either via lineage connections or through guilds 

or other such societies. The evidence for metalworking is more secure, due to the 

appearance of items which were very likely made by the same hands or at least the same 

workshops, as discussed above. These smiths and metalworkers may have constituted 

their own class or subset of Castro society, guarding the knowledge of extracting and 

transforming ore into complex works of adornment. Additionally, the skill and 

knowledge required to cut and shape granite, a stone renowned for its density and 

difficulty to alter, would not have been the casual work of people preoccupied with the 

daily labour of subsistence, particularly in the complex cases of the warrior statues and 

pedras formosas which characterize the final period of the Castro Culture. Such groups, 

specializing in the transformation of materials that played such important roles within 

Castro society, may have been subject to taboos or a certain degree of social isolation. It 

is possible that once gained, such knowledge was handed down within families, or 

required special rites of initiation to acquire. Of course without further evidence these 

observations remain speculative, but they are worth bearing in mind when considering 

the Castro Culture as a whole.  
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 Kristiansen and Larsson (2005) utilize Helms’s work in their examination of 

societies during the Bronze Age. They argue that spatially disparate cultures across 

Europe and the Mediterranean formed links through voyages of exploration and trade, 

and that these links were reflected in the adoption and use of common symbolic motifs 

(Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). The use of these symbols invoked the esoteric knowledge 

gained during distant travel, and fostered the accumulation of social prestige and political 

and economic power, leading to the emergence of elites who maintained status through 

the control and trade of metals and other resources (Kristiansen & Larsson 2005).  

 

Exchange and interaction cannot be understood as a neutral flow of material 
goods. They were embedded in a complicated system of social and political 
exchange rituals that had to do with the ways in which value, status and power 
were produced and reproduced. This was further a spatial phenomenon; no social 
entity could survive in isolation.” (Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). 

 

Through the adoption and manipulation of foreign symbols, local groups could increase 

their status within their communities while maintaining political and economic links to 

distant societies, thus ensuring safe passage through foreign lands (Kristiansen & Larsson 

2005). 

 Like other authors (Beaudry et. al. 1991; Robb 2004; Wobst 2005) Kristiansen 

and Larsson understand material culture to play an integral part in identity formation and 

maintenance. “Style and form are linked to social and cultural conventions that produce 

shared symbolic identity for social groups or communities at large” (Kristiansen & 

Larsson 2005).  It has been well established that identity exists at the intersection of 

multiple social, cultural, physical, and economic contexts (Crenshaw 1991). A person’s 

identity is composed of various elements including but not limited to age, gender, 

ethnicity, physical ability, language, and social and economic status. However these 

elements are not static; they are fundamentally fluid, situational, and contextually 

determined (Jones 1997; Sökefeld 2001). People choose, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, the ways in which they present themselves via a myriad of verbal, 
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gestural, physical, and material cues (Butler 1999). This means that some aspects of an 

individual or group identity may be highlighted in certain contexts or take a secondary or 

unacknowledged role in others.   

 Identity assertion takes place at multiple scales in different contexts. How 

someone understands the intersection of factors making up their own personhood can be 

situational and fluid, changing over time as the person moves through different life 

stages. Individuals understand their own identity makeup in different and sometimes 

conflicting ways in relation to those around them, and there is no guarantee that their 

attempts at asserting their own perception of their identity will be read in the ways they 

intended them to be (Fennel 2007). Identities are relational in the definition of self as it 

interacts with others, and identity formation occurs within relationships that highlight 

similarities and differences between people (Fowler 2010). Unfortunately for those 

studying identity  

 

[s]ince people mutually constitute each other, and since identities can only be 
understood in terms of the other identities with which they articulate in specific 
contexts, identity can therefore only be glimpsed temporarily and partially: we 
encounter people involved in processes through which they struggle to attain and 
maintain specific aspects of identity in the eyes of others and in their own minds.” 
(Fowler 2010: 362) 

 

Groups of people may recognize aspects of collective identity that bind them in specific 

ways for certain purposes, such as kin groups, political factions, religious orders, skilled 

craftspeople, age groups, class hierarchies, and people from particular localities. 

Depending on the context, these affiliations may assume greater or lesser priority, and 

they may be contested by other groups whose interests do no align. In group contexts, the 

objects people choose to communicate their affiliations and identities can be interpreted 

by others as challenging or reinforcing, according to context and use.  

 To this end, material culture can play a strategic role in identity formation and 

maintenance. Material culture has the potential to manifest internal conceptualizations 

into concrete objects which people make, use and otherwise interact with on a daily basis. 
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It functions as a reminder and reinforcement of particular ideas or understandings of self 

and identity. An artefact is “a culturally-attributed extension of beliefs, practices, contexts 

and extensions in time” (Robb 2004: 135). Material culture thus plays a strategic role in 

identity formation and maintenance. Objects carry the potential for multiple readings and 

interpretations depending on factors such as context and use, which Beaudry et. al. refer 

to as the  “polysemic status of artifacts” (1991: 158).  

 Importantly, every manifestation of these ideas opens up opportunities for change 

or negotiation, since the possibility exists to alter material, form, decoration, use, or any 

other aspect of an object from the moment of creation to the time of deposition. Even if 

these alterations are subtle or unconsciously done, they may still represent shifts in 

thought and understanding of what an object may mean and what it represents. People 

create and reshape objects in relation to mental templates, and as templates change 

according to ideas of what is useful, beautiful, interesting, representative or appropriate, 

so do the objects (Robb 2004; Wobst 2005).  

 A large part of the work done by material culture in defining, supporting, or 

contesting identity is done by symbols. I define a symbol as: an object, sound, gesture, 

word, or artistic design that is taken to be representative of something else, often an 

abstract idea. My conception of symbols resembles what Charles Peirce refers to as 

indexical signs, which gesture towards another concept and are often polysemic in their 

meanings (Lele 2006). Symbols work to bring about manifestations of ideas through 

tangible physical expressions. According to Anthony Giddens, symbols “draw upon [a] 

surplus of meaning” (1979: 107), and function to channel and concentrate diverse 

meanings into concise expressions, though as Womack points out, symbols almost 

always defy thorough explanation, even by the person using them (Womack 2005). 

Importantly for this work, symbols also have the ability to represent internal conceptions 

of identity in the mind and in reality. 

 This idea is supported by Sherry Ortner’s early work on key symbols, which she 

argues play two important roles within society: summarizing and elaborating (1973). 

Summarizing symbols are often sacred in nature and function to catalyze emotion and 
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synthesize complex ideas (Ortner 1973). Elaborating symbols conversely help to untangle 

these complex ideas and emotions and work to communicate them to oneself and others 

(Ortner 1973).  Christopher Fenell expands on Ortner’s concepts of core symbols, 

suggesting that they work to express the identity and cosmology shared by a group of 

people (2007). According to Fennel, core symbols work at two scales; emblematic, which 

summarizes a group’s cultural identity as a whole, and instrumental, which are 

abbreviated, personal expressions of emblematic ideals (2007). Though, as John Robb 

points out “it is often the public performance of symbols rather than real consensus on 

their meaning that unites groups.” (Robb 1998: 333) Importantly, while symbols can 

work to foster solidarity and identification between people, they can also function to 

exclude those who may not be privy to the meaning attached to certain symbols, or who 

recognize by the presence of such symbols that they are not included in the meaning 

broadcasted by them (Womack 2005).  

 I believe that the motifs found on the material culture of the Castro people worked 

as summarizing or emblematic symbols reinforcing the shared identity of communities, 

and also as elaborating or instrumental symbols, functioning on a personal scale to 

connect the individual to the whole. This can be demonstrated by reviewing the artefact 

categories I have analysed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 297 

 

CERAMICS:  
 

 

Image 10.2 (Roman period Castreja ceramic vessel fragments from Castro Maxímo) 

 Ceramics are generally considered a relatively conservative technology, and this 

seems to be the case in the Castro Culture at least until the time of the Romans, when 

new modes of manufacture and firing were adopted, and decoration was skewed between 

very simple line patterns and the elaborate proliferation of motifs. Previous to this, Castro 

ceramics suggest some holdover from the Bronze Age, particularly in the use of triangles 

as decorative motifs, which, other than adornment, do not appear on any other material 

mediums. Ceramics are quotidian items, handled daily and present in the domestic spaces 

of an entire community. The local production of ceramics suggests that their forms and 

decoration reflected local tastes. Furthermore, the presence of the large vessels with 

interior handles suggest that large portions of food were made to be shared amongst the 

inhabitants of each domestic unit. Thus the motifs found on cooking, storage, and 
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commonware vessels were likely viewed daily by a private audience, and probably 

represent the reaffirmation of a situated local identity, what Fennel refers to as 

instrumental symbols, or the expression of core symbols in private settings for individual 

purposes (Fennel 2007). Items like ceramics, “used and displayed in a setting with 

relatively low visibility to outsiders may achieve high visibility and efficiency of 

communication to a different audience of insiders” (Fennel 2007: 40). Handling such 

objects on a daily basis would subtly and continually reassert and reaffirm instrumental 

messages (Fennel 2007). However the likely periodic events of larger acts of communal 

consumption such as feasting would have brought these vessels into wider view, since 

there do not appear to have been specialized vessels within the Castro repertoire for such 

events. This implies that the larger community may have viewed such vessels and motifs 

as familiar and unremarkable. While some vessels may have been of finer manufacture, 

they shared the same typological characteristics as all the others, suggesting that the 

“company china” was fundamentally similar to vessels of everyday use.  

 The common array of specific motifs found on ceramics, including lines, cord, 

triangles, and circles would have continuously communicated instrumental messages, 

though of course what those motifs represented to the Castro people who saw them is 

unknown to us now. However as Fennel points out, instrumental symbols have a higher 

potential for stylistic innovation because they are abbreviated versions of larger concepts, 

and in new social settings such concepts are opened up to change (2007). Kristiansen and 

Larsson also discuss this potential for stylistic growth and change during periods of 

increased social interaction and transformation (2005). They write: 

 

it is precisely in periods of foreign influence and eventually some population 
movements that material culture appears non-homogeneous and disparate. And it 
is only after a longer period of acculturation and integration that a new synthesis 
may emerge in the form of a more homogeneous material culture. This simply 
reflects internal reorganization based upon an agreed symbolic language in 
material culture to demonstrate this new social and cosmological unity. 
(Kristiansen & Larsson 2005: 363) 
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I believe it was this type of social reconfiguration that was reflected in the disparate types 

of decoration found on Roman period ceramics. With the arrival and occupation of the 

area by Roman forces, Castro society underwent profound change and reorganization, 

and Castro people would have had to reorient themselves to these new realities. The 

adoption of simplified line motifs on some vessels may represent the more ready 

acceptance of Roman influence, while the proliferation of traditional Castro motifs during 

this period may have been the result of people grappling with the changes their society 

was undergoing, reasserting and embellishing aspects of their inherited identity. These 

opposite forms of decoration seem to illustrate the members of a society wrestling with 

and contesting the negotiation of their collective identity in a new age.  

ARCHITECTURE: 

 

 

Image 10.3 (Doorframe from Âncora) 
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 A similar process may have been occurring in the decoration of architectural 

features within settlements, which seem to have proliferated during the final phase of 

Castro habitation. The unfortunate lack of context for most of these pieces makes it 

difficult to understand where and how they were used. Questions such as whether these 

pieces were placed in communal or private settings, and whether the decoration was 

facing the interior or exterior of the structure, would give us helpful clues as to the 

intended audience for these decorated features, and hence suggest their function.  

 If they were predominantly present on domestic architecture, then it is likely that 

they represent evidence for social differentiation and the emerging or established 

presence of hierarchies within settlements, since dwellings with such decoration would 

certainly have been the minority of any settlement. If such decoration faced the exterior 

of the building, as seems to be the case at least with the lintel and doorframe from 

Âncora, this may have represented the visible assertion of prestige or social position 

towards the community. Alternatively, if the decorated pieces faced inwards they may 

have been the private affirmation of emblematic or summarizing symbols, meant to 

reinforce internal beliefs. However, as previously discussed, these decorated architectural 

pieces represent what was likely a considerable investment of time and resources in their 

manufacture, from quarrying and transporting the raw material to creating the motif 

design and executing the final product. That being the case, the decorated panels and 

larger pieces may have been used for communal structures such as council houses or 

spaces for religious practice, celebrating the resources and prestige of the entire 

community. It is also possible that the wheel motifs, which are smaller and presumably 

easier to maneuver and transport, and which show considerable variability in quality of 

execution, may have been used in individual domestic compounds, and may have had 

apotropaic functions, as will be discussed below.  

 The link between the designs of the larger panels and lintels, such as those from 

Âncora and Vermoim, suggest a connection to textiles and woven patterns, particularly 

when also compared to the designs on the tunics of the warrior statues. Due to poor 



 301 

preservation we have no direct evidence of these woven or embroidered pieces, but it is 

possible that they may have decorated the walls of the stone structures, working both to 

insulate and enliven the interiors of dwellings and communal spaces in much the same 

way as later medieval tapestries. This link to textiles may also be present in the decorated 

clay floors found at some sites. These floors, in addition to bearing herringbone cord 

motif on the example from Castro Maxímo, are also marked with impressions of actual 

cord, such as the piece from Sam Paio. It is possible that the decorated floors mimicked 

carpets or other fabrics used within the domestic spaces of the Castro people.  

BATHS: 
 

 

Image 10.4 (Reconstruction of bath structure on display at the Museu Nacional de 
Arqueologia. Image credit: Museu Nacional de Arqueologia) 

 The ritual baths of the Castro region represent a singular aspect of this ancient 

culture, not found anywhere else in neighbouring regions. These semi-subterranean 

structures occupied liminal spaces within settlements, placed on the edges of the 
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community. Given their locations near springs and other water sources, it seems likely 

that water and perhaps purification rituals played an important part in the use of these 

structures. The presence of benches in the antechambers of many of these structures 

implies that the chamber may have been occupied by more than one person at a time, and 

perhaps for extended periods, though who those people were remains unknown. Whether 

they were members of a religious order, warriors, elites, or general members of the 

community undergoing life-cycle rituals cannot be determined without further 

information about the uses of these buildings. However I think it very likely that the 

purpose of these structures was to conduct rituals of transformation and cleansing. The 

presence of both fire (in the form of the ovens or hearths in the very back of the 

buildings) and water, both considered to be agents of purification by many cultures, 

within these structures suggests the likelihood of this interpretation. In addition, the 

closed interior chamber, with restricted access through a small entrance low to the 

ground, implies that this area was not for general use, suggesting a specialized and likely 

sacred function for the space.  
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Image 10.5 (Reconstruction of the pedra formosa and antechamber from Alto das Eiras, 
displayed at the Museu Nacional de Arqueologia. Image credit: Museu 
Nacional de Arqueologia) 

 There are also the pedras formosas to consider. Whether profusely decorated, as 

is the first stone from Briteiros, or with single motifs such as the stone from Sanfins, 

these monuments stand out for their unique form and decoration. Alfred Gell, in his 

interpretations of art and agency, discusses the function of decorative patterns in 

engaging the mind in an extended relationship with the decorated object, referring to 

these complex patterns as “mind traps” which work to confuse and enthrall (1998: 80). 

Part of the fundamental element in social relationships, which Gell argues can be fostered 

through art objects, is the deferring of returns over time, and hence the establishment of 

“unfinished business”, which is what occurs when the brain has difficulty grasping 

complex patterns (1998: 80). This enthrallment is what makes apotropaic devices and 

patterns effective, because demons and malevolent spirits become distracted in 
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attempting to trace the patterns, and are rendered harmless (Gell 1998). Perhaps the 

elaborate designs of the pedras formosas, as well as the architectural features discussed 

above, were meant as apotropaic devices to ward off evil influences while people were 

undergoing transformative rituals within the inner chambers of the bath structures. It is 

also possible that the purpose of the designs was as a meditative device meant to focus 

the mind and energy of those undergoing whatever rituals were performed within these 

structures. It is easy to imagine that a person’s mind may have entered a more flexible 

state while they sat on one of the benches in the darkened antechamber, lit with flickering 

lamplight and wafting steam, staring at the patterns of the pedra formosa, perhaps having 

consumed a mind-altering substance.  

WARRIORS: 
 

 

Image 10.6 (S. Julião warrior statue. Image available on MatrizNet) 
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 Like the bath structures, the Castro warrior statues also occupied liminal spaces 

on the edges of communities. Though context information is scarce, what does exist 

suggests that these monuments were situated on or near settlement walls, close to access 

points. This placement, in addition to the accouterments of warfare depicted on the 

statues, seem to suggest a protective or defensive stance. Given the potential for 

perceived spiritual and physical threats to Castro communities during this time, as 

discussed above, this protective presence may have been meant to safeguard the 

community and project an image of strength to would-be assailants. The designs depicted 

on some tunics, which are also connected to architectural motifs and those on some items 

of personal adornment, may also have served apotropaic functions, warding evil from the 

community. The wheel motif present on the backs of the belts of many of the figures 

likely served protective functions as well.  

 It is possible that with their daggers or short-swords, shields, and other armour, 

these figures manifested the important social role of the warrior within Castro society. 

They may have been the embodiment of ideals of manhood, or the personification of the 

warrior spirit of a community. The fact that the figures are depicted with items actually 

found within the Castro region, or nearby, suggests that they were modeled on tropes that 

would have been familiar and identifiable to Castro people. The items are depicted with 

enough specific detail, consistent from statue to statue, that they suggest either a central 

place of manufacture for all pieces, or a mental template shared, at least formally, 

amongst the majority of the members of Castro society, on the level of an emblematic 

symbol.  

 As with architectural features, these statues would have required a considerable 

investment of time and resources to create and implant. Given the specialized expertise 

needed to work with granite, these statues were probably made by the same group or 

groups of people who created the decorated architectural ornaments for Castro 

settlements. While it is possible that these statues may have been sponsored by 

individuals or groups with greater power and prestige within each settlement, or elite 

groups across settlements, it is equally possible that they were endeavors undertaken by 
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the entire community, and were ultimately emblematic symbols of community identity 

and strength.  

ADORNMENT: 
 

 

Image 10.7 (Gold torque from Lanhoso. Image available on MatrizNet) 

 Items of adornment in the Castro region are a complex mixture of styles and 

techniques. As previously discussed, Silva and others note that the northwest of Iberia 

experienced a confluence of technical and stylistic influences from both Europe and the 

Mediterranean during the Iron Age. Some categories of adornment, such as pins and 

beads, are relatively straightforward in terms of composition and decoration, but others, 

such as earrings and torques, can be extremely complex. Torques in particular illustrate 

the interesting blend of forces from different areas of the ancient world, since they are 

considered one of the defining symbols of political power and prestige across Europe 
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during the Iron Age, yet some of them, such as the Lanhoso torques, are decorated using 

techniques and styles stemming from eastern and Mediterranean cultures.  

 Items of adornment also display a cross-section of motifs found in the Castro 

repertoire. Some, such as the earring from Paços de Ferreira, the horde of gold appliqués 

from Quinta da Malhada, the silver bracelet from Condeixa-a-Nova, the gold diadem 

from Quinta da Água Branca, the gold lunula from Viseu, or the gold torque from Vila 

Seca demonstrate motifs (triangles, concentric circles, zig-zags) that are most commonly 

found on ceramics. Others, such as the torques from Lanhoso and Vila Boas, the fibula 

terminal from S. Julião, or the torque terminal from Codeçais, bear motifs (S-patterns, S-

pattern plaques, and curved wheels) that are also found on architecture, pedras formosas, 

and warrior statues. This makes sense if one considers that the individuals wearing these 

items were also cross-sections and meeting grounds for many types of identity and 

identification. Furthermore I would argue that the presence of this wide array of motif 

types on items of adornment represents the use of instrumental symbols that summarize 

the formal characteristics of emblematic symbols and broadcast them to a diverse 

audience, including both the individual wearing the piece and those encountering that 

individual. As Fennel writes, “an object emits a stylistic message repeatedly and 

constantly as it is displayed to an audience that understands the language of the style” 

(2007: 40).  

 This idea is further supported if we accept that these items, and particularly 

torques, were not items belonging to an individual, but remained the property and 

symbolic capital of a group or community. This is suggested by the fact that in the Castro 

region, torques and other items of adornment are not found in burial contexts, but instead 

were usually deposited as hordes. The choice to not bury such valuable objects with a 

single person, but instead to deposit them ritually or to hide them for safekeeping 

indicates that their use-life extended beyond that of the individual, and that they may 

have been worn by a succession of people connected in some way, either by leadership or 

religious roles, ancestry, or some other criteria unknown to us now. Likewise the origins 

of such items are unknown. They may have been commissioned by elite groups, or 
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communities, in order to demonstrate the power and prestige invested in their wearers, 

and by extension the group represented by them. They may also have been given as gifts 

in order to cement alliances, or to participate in gift economies predicated on social 

competition. The makers of these items are equally obscured by the passage of time, 

though given the stylistic and technical similarities between many pieces it seems likely 

that they would have been produced by highly skilled goldsmiths working individually or 

within a guild or workshop. Torques, in their material, design, and decoration, manifest a 

tremendous amount of symbolic complexity and represent multiple scales of symbolic 

meaning in one object.  

RECOGNIZING MEANING: 

 
 Alfred Gell understood art as a “system of action” rather than a static encoding of 

social meaning (1998: 6). Gell’s definition of art objects is expansive. He writes  

 

[b]ut in fact anything whatsoever could, conceivably, be an art object from the 
anthropological point of view, including living persons, because the anthropological 
theory of art (which we can roughly define as the ‘social relations in the vicinity of 
objects mediating social agency’) merges seamlessly with the social anthropology of 
persons and their bodies. (1998: 7) 

 

With this understanding of art objects, and art itself, as modes of social interaction and 

intervention, the decorated materials of the Castro people are sparked with the spirits of 

their creators, and those of all the people who used or interacted with them over the 

course of their use-life.  Furthermore, art objects do not only exist in relationship to their 

makers, they also exist in relationship to other art objects, populating the world of objects 

with social relationships. “Artworks, in other words, come in families, lineages, tribes, 

whole populations, just like people” (Gell 1998: 153). This can be seen in the similarities 

between so many decorated Castro items, such as pedras formosas, warrior statues, or 

objects of adornment. This is not because culture exists as some “head office” which 

dictates how artistic styles should be carried out, but because the creation of each object 



 309 

occurs in relation to those that went before, and is either an attempt at replication or 

modification of those ideas and forms (Gell 1998: 216). Gell considers the art object as a 

manifestation of the artist’s process of physically ‘thinking through’ the ideas and 

meanings expressed in the object, as an attempt to intervene in the world and in social 

relations in some way (Gell 1998: 236).  

 I believe this is the process that is rendered on the material objects decorated by 

Castro people. These motifs, representing emblematic and instrumental symbols, 

inscribed on the pottery, walls, floors, ritual spaces, and physical appearances of castro 

inhabitants, were a way for Castro people to think through and negotiate their social 

realities. These motifs provided signposts for people inhabiting the Castro world to 

recognize others who were, at least ostensibly, ‘like them’. This would have been crucial 

for a society where the constant threat of external danger and spiritual impurity made 

marking group belonging of essential importance. The people of the Castro Culture 

appear to have been preoccupied with marking and maintaining boundaries, as is evident 

in the often elaborate settlement fortifications, the clustering and isolation of domestic 

compounds, the presence of centres of ritual purification in the liminal spaces of 

settlements, and the figures standing guard over the entrances to communities. This 

preoccupation may have been the result of the turbulence occurring all across Europe and 

the Mediterranean during the Iron Age, with the apparent collapse of Bronze Age 

networks of trade and alliances, and the increasing expansion of Roman powers 

throughout the Mediterranean, Europe, and the rest of Iberia, clashing with many local 

and foreign powers along the way.  

 The motif that I believe performed the most symbolic work for the Castro people, 

both emblematically and instrumentally, is the representation of the cord pattern and all 

of its variants. Though certain motifs appear on only specific materials (triangles, wheels, 

circles) cord patterns run throughout the symbolic corpus of Castro materials. They are 

ubiquitous on ceramics, both in simplified and more elaborate versions, and in addition to 

simple raised cord patterns, also appear in the complex S-pattern variant on architecture, 

pedras formosas, and warrior statues. On items of adornment cord patterns appear as the 
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repetition of incised lines on many pieces, as well as the literal twisted and braided wire 

cord forms of many of the silver torques, and as filigree appliqué on others. It seems 

likely that this pervasive motif was somehow symbolically linked to the importance of 

textile production in the Castro area. However exactly what the significance of this cord 

pattern was, beyond marking the piece as likely to be of Castro manufacture, remains 

unknown.  

 Though we may never be able to access the meaning of the symbolic motifs used 

by the Castro people as they understood it, we can understand the social roles these 

motifs played in the interactions between people, and between people and objects. These 

motifs worked to condense expansive concepts related to themes such as religious belief, 

identity, and social and political power, and present them to audiences capable of 

interpreting these messages. Each interaction and interpretation would have been 

different, perceived through specific lenses constituted by each person’s uniquely situated 

identity. The way people chose to employ and interact with these symbols in their daily 

lives would have been a shifting pattern of agreement, negotiation or rejection of the 

meanings those symbols conveyed, working constantly to alter or maintain the web of 

social relationships surrounding each person. The objects marked with these symbols are 

the material remains of these relationships. One of the most hopeful aspects of Gell’s 

work is the way in which he characterizes the ability of objects to extend a person’s mind 

beyond the limits of their immediate space and time period, and to “indeed, prolong itself 

long after death” (1998: 223). Each object is a manifestation of a person’s thoughts and 

relationships frozen in a physical form, an attempt to interact in some way with the world 

around them.  

 
[I]t carries with it the whole thickness of durée, and belongs not just to a ‘now’—the 
temporal coordinates of its dates of construction—but to an extended temporal field 
which reaches back into the past and which is drawn up into the present again. (Gell 
1998: 257) 
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The meaning of the symbols is lost to us, but their purpose, to connect people and foster 

relationships, is not. Through their physical manifestations imprinted on ceramics, 

architecture, ritual baths, warrior statues, and items of adornment, the symbols of the 

Castro people reach out to us as we inhabit the present, and testify to the rich and 

complex lives led by these people in the past.  

 

 

 

 

Image 10.8 
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Appendix  

Site Number Sites Referred to in the Text 
1 Alto das Eiras 
2 Alto das Quintãs 
3 Âncora 
4 Arnozela 
5 Bagunte 
6 Baião 
7 Beira Alta 
8 Briteiros 
9 Cabeceiras de Basto 
10 Cantonha 
11 Carreço 
12 Casal do Chão das Casas 
13 Castro de Capeludos 
14 Castro de Eiras 
15 Castro de Galegos 
16 Castro de Laundos 
17 Castro de Lezenho 
18 Castro de Nossa Senhora da Guia 
19 Castro de S. Paio Meixedo 
20 Castro de Sanfins 
21 a & b Castro de Santa Comba 
22 Castro de Vilar 
23 Castro de Vizela 
24 Castro Maxímo 
25 Castro, S. João de Rei 
26 Cendufe 
27 Codeçais 
28 Condeixa-a-Nova* 
29 Frijão 
30 Herdade do Sobreiral 
31 Jardim José de Lemos* 
32 Lago 
33 Lanhoso 
34 Largo de Estação 
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35 Monsanto Beira* 
36 a & b Monte Castro 
37 Monte da Santinha 
38 Monte de S. Julião 
39 a, b, & c Monte do Castelo 
40 Monte Mozinho 
41 Monte Padrão 
42 Monte Santo Ovidio 
43 Paços de Ferreira 
44 Paradela do Rio 
45 Pitancinhos 
46 Póvoa do Mileu* 
47 Quinta da Água Branca 
48 Quinta da Bouça 
49 Quinta da Malhada 
50 Rua Dr. Rocha Peixoto 
51 Sabroso 
52 Sam Paio 
53 Serrazes* 
54 Soalhães 
55 Soalheira de Barbanejo* 
56 Terroso 
57 Tongobriga/Freixo 
58 Torgueda 
59 Vale Ferreiro, Serafão, Fafe 
60 Vermoim 
61 Vila Boas 
62 Vila do Conde 
63 Vila Mendo* 
64 Vila Nova de Cerveira 
65 Vila Seca 
66 Vinhós 
67 Viseu* 

 

Table A.1 (List of sites mentioned in text.) 

*These sites lie outside the boundaries of the map below.  
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Letters next to site numbers indicate that there are multiple possible locations for the site 
 referred to, based on Queiroga’s list of sites in northwestern Portugal (2003). 
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  Image A.1 (Map of sites referred to in text. Map produced by Jordan Bowers & Nadya Prociuk)
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