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1 Introduction  

What routes were favoured is, at best, guesswork but the map (Fig. 1) gives some idea of sailing patterns 

showing medium-haul routes between the major ports. What the map also brings out with great clarity is 

the crucial importance of Galicia as a stepping stone between the northern and southern parts of the 

system. Whether or not the open sea routes across the Bay of Biscay (shown by the broken line) were 

regularly taken is a debatable point (Cunliffe, 1999: 94). 

There is no better way to approach the problem of our concern than by first 

considering Cunliffe’s work for the Revista de Guimarãaes entitled ‘Atlantic Sea-ways’.  

He argues that a key role the NW Iberian Peninsula is thought to have rendered was 

as a ‘stepping-stone’, in a world of social relationships from the Late Bronze Age to 

the Early Roman Period. Of course, one cannot begin to comprehend NW Iberia’s 

role, without first considering Cunliffe’s last idea in this epigraph: the ongoing 

uncertainty of assuming any kind of open sea connection with the rest of the Atlantic 

economic world. Cunliffe stresses both the importance of this region to the study of 

maritime archaeology and at the same time, the level of uncertainty that surrounds its 

exact role within an Atlantic maritime system.  

The NW of Iberia lies in a privileged position between the Atlantic and 

Mediterranean worlds, and as such has produced a complex maritime material 

culture. Bordered to the west by such a vast stretch of coastline, it has often been 

assumed and therefore taken for granted (particularly for the Iron Age) that the NW 

Iberian prehistoric communities would have exploited the sea in some form – 

economically and/or for subsistence purposes. However, to better comprehend the 

importance of this region within a wider maritime sphere, and to more fully 

understand the importance of the maritime resource to it, it is necessary to re-evaluate 

the various factors, which have driven the theoretical developments regarding the 

maritimity of the NW Iberian Iron Age.  
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Fig. 1.Detail of the position of NW Iberia (dashed circle) within the Late Bronze Age Atlantic relationships (after 

Cunliffe, 1999: 11) 

To explore these issues, this study will consolidate and critically analyse the various 

strands of archaeological work that has been produced thus far on the maritime 

aspects of this region’s Iron Age.  

More specifically, the following questions will be explored:  

a) How has the maritime dimension of NW Iberia’s Iron Age been studied in the 

past? 

b) To what extent does the present state of research suggest that these NW 

Iberian societies were engaged with the maritime environment? 

c) What areas of research can be identified as fundamental to the development 

of future studies of Iron Age maritime archaeology in NW Iberia? 

In exploring these questions, an emphasis will be placed upon the concept of 

‘maritimity’ and the types of archaeological information that can help us to develop 
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this concept. As a starting point, this study will distinguish between two different 

positions for the interpretation of Iron Age maritime aspects in NW Iberia: the macro 

and the micro perspectives. The first sees the meaning of Iron Age maritimity, inferred 

through a series of world economic relationships within the wider context of global 

maritime trade. In other words, the maritime aspects of the macro perspective are 

constructed, not based on evidence for a local development of the maritime 

knowledge, but instead through indirect inferences based on broad socio-economic 

relationships. Here, the ‘macro’ approach will be explored through two commonly 

researched themes: the role of NW Iberia within a Late Bronze Age Atlantic trade 

network and the nature of Iron Age Mediterranean contact.  

Secondly, this study will explore the concept of a micro perspective. This considers the 

Iron Age maritime aspects of NW Iberia in terms of a local development of practice, 

evidence for which is derived from direct archaeological material, such as fish and 

mollusc remains, fish-hooks and the settlement pattern. 

The discussion is structured following the Iron Age model proposed by Hill and 

Cumberpatch (1993) in their work: ‘Rethinking the problems of the Iron Age.’ They 

define the Iron Age as a period that has commonly been considered as comfortable or 

familiar - a period that has all too often been observed with uncritical eyes. The term 

familiar will be used within the present study to explain a similarity in the process of 

constructing a maritime Iron Age in NW Iberia.  Even though Hill and Cumberpatch 

(1993) use the term different in reference to the Neolithic, here it proves to be a useful 

concept in distinguishing the work that has been undertaken in the creation of a 

different maritime Iron Age. This is based fundamentally on the micro perspective and 

how the information corresponding to such a position has aided an understanding of 

a more local, tangible maritime Iron Age for the NW Iberian Peninsula.  

Throughout this research, evidence for Iron Age maritimity will be placed within the 

context of both Bronze Age and Roman trends. This will promote a more holistic 

understanding of the nature of the Iron Age evidence and provide a more 

contextualised understanding for how future research should progress.  
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It is finally important to stress that the nature of the information for the NW Iberian 

Iron Age is fairly fragmentary and highly complex, due partly to the autonomous 

nature of the Iberian communities such as Galicia, Asturias and Portugal. On the 

whole, each can be seen to possess their own specific research interests, for which the 

information produced is not always readily available. This study therefore aims to 

address these issues of fragmentation as far as is possible by consolidating available 

information (theoretical and artefactual) for NW Iberian maritimity, highlighting 

where the major gaps in our knowledge are and suggesting ways to address them.  
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1.1 Characteristics of the study area  

The NW Iberian Peninsula comprises three of Spain’s autonomous communities: 

Galicia, Asturias and Cantabria, as well as the northern extension of Portugal down 

to the Duero River (Douro in Portuguese). The region as a whole is delimited by the 

Atlantic Ocean to the West, the Cantabrian Sea (Bay of Biscay) to the North and 

inland, towards the East, by the northern limit of the Central Meseta and the Navia 

River (Grande Rodríguez, 2008: 86). 

 

Fig. 2. General location map showing the NW Iberian area.  

The area has been traditionally known as the ‘Castros Culture’ (Cultura castreña in 

Spanish) region, because of the conspicuous stone-built round dwellings, castros, 

dated to the Late Bronze Age and, in most of the cases, re-used throughout the 

entirety of the Iron Age, and into the Roman occupation (Naveiro López and Pérez 
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Losada, 1992; Parcero Oubiña, 1995; Grande Rodríguez, 2008: 87). Although the 

area has been traditionally considered homogenous, recent research in spatial 

archaeology and settlement patterning has defined three main socio-economic areas: 

the southern Gallaecia area, extending from the Lower Rias (Rías Baixas) running 

southwards to the Duero River delta and then penetrating inland to the Maciso Leonés; 

the Inner Gallaecia, extending from the Duero River to the Lucense coast-line or High 

Rias (Rías Altas) and finally the inner Gallaecia (Zona Meseteña) located at the Meseta 

Central region (Carballo Arceo, 1986; Rodríguez López, 1993; Vázquez Varela and 

Pombo, 1995 and Ferrer Silva and González Fernández, 1996 in Grande Rodríguez, 

2008). 

 

Fig. 3. Map of the NW Iberian Peninsula region showing the delimitation of the castros area (after Grande Rodríguez, 

2008) and the three regions of our study: Galicia, Asturias and Northern Portugal.  

This work will focus predominantly on the Galician territory for two main reasons - 

Firstly, studies of maritime activities, in relation to chronologic events, have received a 

greater degree of attention. The archaeological information for this region is thus 
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relatively more complete. Secondly, the area is favoured by well-defined stratified sites 

and evidence for continuous settlement (castros) from the Late Bronze Age until the 

Roman occupation. The Lower Rias region has also been relatively productive in 

terms of Early Roman archaeological research. Therefore, it will also constitute an 

important part of this work.  

The formation of the Lower Rias is linked to two different geotechtonic events - the 

opening of the Atlantic Ocean and in a subsequent phase, the Alpine collision (Pagés 

Valcarlos, 2000). Geo-morphological studies have furthermore shown that the general 

landscape of the Lower Rias was carved by the Lower Cretaceous Atlantic fluvial 

network, contemporaneous to the Alpine collision. The collision led directly to the 

Galaico Cantabrian plain becoming raised. The resulting high mountains and palaeo-

channel systems, constitute the fluvial valleys that today give the NW Iberian 

landscape its distinctive morphology (Pagés Valcarlos, 2000; Blanco Chao et al., 

2002).  

 

Fig. 4. General topographic map showing the steepness of the coastal region of the NW Iberian Peninsula. 
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Flooding of the fluvial valleys, following a rise in sea level by the Early Holocene 

marine transgression, formed distinctive rias (Galician word for both river and this 

particular formation process) (Iglesias Gil and Muñiz Castro, 1992: 51; Pagés 

Valcarlos, 2000; Blanco Chao et al., 2002). This has contributed to a landscape of 

forbidding coasts, with occasional beaches, regular sand bars and steep cliffs, but with 

a notably higher density of settlements than in the interior of the region (Cunliffe, 

1999: 94).  

To these uncongenial shores, we must also include the coast of Asturias - a further 

region to be considered within this work. In contrast to the sinuous contours of the 

Lower Rias, the northern coast is of a general straight-line morphology from the Gulf 

of Viscay all the way to Galicia (Iglesias Gil and Muñiz Castro, 1992: 51). This 

difference aside, the northern coast also presents dominant high cliffs, few beaches 

and the presence of juvenile landscape characteristics, such as small rias (Iglesias Gil 

and Muñiz Castro, 1992: 51). Similarly to the Lower Rias region, this area has been 

the focus of fairly extensive Roman maritime research.  As such, it will provide an 

important contextual setting for the previous work and current study directions 

surrounding the Galician Iron Age and its maritime dimension.  
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2 NW Iberian maritimity: some established views  

This section will introduce the previous research and current perspectives that have 

been developed to explore the maritime nature of the NW Iberian Iron Age cultures. 

To reiterate, this will span the period defined as the ‘Atlantic bronze network 

collapse’ - corresponding to the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age transition 

(approximately tenth to fifth centuries BC); followed by the Mediterranean period of 

influence (approximately fifth to mid second centuries), for the Iron Age, and 

concluding with the Pre-Roman Period (approximately mid second century BC to the 

second century AD) and Early Roman occupation (around the beginning of the 

second century).  

This considered, the information can best be summarized by a division into two 

clearly defined categories: The first encompasses an overview of the global models that 

have been developed to explain the general emergence of a maritime practice for NW 

Iberia - considered here as the ‘macro’ approach. Secondly, we will review some of 

the most significant archaeological work that has been produced at a more ‘micro’ 

scale, based on the local evidence for the conception and development of a maritime 

culture. The dialectic nature of these approaches should be stressed. Although they 

stem from a common subject matter, from a research perspective, they have been 

considered fairly independently from one another. Within the following section, the 

reader is encouraged to consider these distinctions as a way to organise the 

information and not as a discussion between the authors and different theoretical 

frameworks here presented.  

Firstly, to fully appreciate the context from which Galicia’s Iron Age research has 

derived, it is important to briefly consider the process of Spanish archaeology as an 

institution. This will focus on the problems that were and are still being faced within 

the region, and the restraints that this present study has been subjected to as a result.  

It could be argued that preferential research directions are one of the main causative 

factors for the overall lack of archaeological evidence for maritime activities within 
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the late prehistory of the NW Iberian Peninsula. Although it is not the intention to 

nurture this discussion here, it is important to mention a few key points. A greater 

support for research programs centred upon developing the Paleolithic record, 

especially in Asturias, have created a significant obstacle for archaeologists working 

towards the creation of an archaeological Iron Age corpus (Camino Mayor, 2003). To 

this obstacle, the over-emphasis on Roman studies can also be added. This is further 

compounded by the heavy reliance on classical sources, unfortunately at the expense 

of primary archaeological exploration.  

In addition, it is important to note that the relatively recent development of Iron Age 

archaeology, at most fifteen years in the area, has contributed to what Fernandez 

Ochoa (1994: 115) describes as a wide ‘bibliographical silence’. It is more common 

therefore to find arguments surrounding maritime development in this region to be 

based on readily available indirect, non-archaeological evidence. 

This indirect approach to establishing a maritime context for the Iron Age in NW 

Iberia was fundamentally generated from the discovery in Iberian contexts of artefacts 

that could justify a long-distance trade network. This has in part been based on the 

maritime routes described by the classical writers, particularly the work of the fourth 

century AD writer Avienus’, Ora Maritima. As a result, considerable time and effort 

has been channelled into creating typologies that could correspond with the 

historiographic sources, as a way to justify the latter. The maritime relationship 

proposed for the NW Iberian Peninsula and the European Iron Age has been 

primarily based therefore on typological seriation of artefacts and comparisons of 

these to other materials in ‘similar’ Atlantic regions. Very few of these studies have 

focused on reconstructing aspects of the region’s local maritime culture.  

It was not until the early 1990’s that the hypotheses proposed to explain the historical 

process of Prehistoric societies in the NW Iberian Peninsula start to impact on how 

the archaeology was conducted. These new arguments, led by Marisa Ruiz Gálvez, 

still sought to analyse maritime relationships between societies, but from a 

functionalist perspective, rather than formulations based solely on trade models (Ruiz 

Galvez, 1993: 11). This new approach will provide archaeologists with an alternative 
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for the conceptualisation of a centre-periphery model and therefore a new way to 

understand cultural developments, especially in fines terrae like Galicia and Ireland 

(Almagro Gorbea, 1996a: 28). The resulting progression in archaeological research in 

this region, has promoted an interest in understanding the relationship between the 

imported artefacts and the social organisation of the NW Iberian Peninsula. Research 

has thus started to move away from a focus on the economic to explore the wider 

social setting. This is further emphasized by Ruiz Galvez’s work, which stresses the 

significance of domestic Iron Age contexts and their importance in furthering our 

conceptualisation of this period (Ruiz Galvez, 1993: 13). This is an essential 

development for maritime studies in this region, which have commonly served their 

purpose in the reconstruction of wider global trade models and to a lesser extent as 

indicators for domestic activities.  

Finally, Vázquez Varela (2000) is right when he remarks on the richness of the 

maritime resources that the Galician coasts present, but also as a place where the 

development of a maritime knowledge has been ongoing throughout time. 

Unfortunately, it was not until the 1990s that a satisfactory level of awareness for the 

importance of NW Iberia’s maritime resource was reached and appropriate research 

initiatives were implemented. As Varela points out, there was considerable concern 

for the basic methodologies employed in examining the various maritime locales and 

subsequent recovery of the necessary archaeological material. He and other authors 

(Brandão and Lanhas, 1971; Vázquez Varela, 1976; Vázquez Varela et al., 1993a: 

1993; Rodríguez and López, 1996; in Torres Martínez, 2003: 259) argue that due to 

the often perishable nature, evidence for maritime activities have left little trace, and 

that the only way to recover potential finds is by employing more delicate excavation 

techniques. This is particularly relevant when considering the temperate climate of 

NW Iberia’s coastline - an environment not always best suited to artefact 

preservation.   

The study of this region’s maritime Iron Age dimensions has therefore been directed 

not just by specific research agendas but also by factors such as the methodologies 
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employed and local preservational biases. As this research will highlight, these are key 

issues that underlie the majority of the work that has been produced so far. 

2.1 NW Iberia and the global models 

This section will outline the principal ideas surrounding the development of  a NW 

Iberian maritime Iron-Age ‘culture’ in the context of  the wider global exchange 

system. This will focus on the two key themes most commonly discussed within the 

literature: firstly, the Late Bronze Age Atlantic connection (predominantly the metals 

trade) and secondly, the Iron Age contact between the Mediterranean and NW Iberia 

(Mediterranean influences, particularly evidence for Phoenician and Punic trade). 

2.1.1 Bronze Age metal trade and the Atlantic influence 

The Bronze Age has been considered by several authors (Cunliffe, 1999) to be the 

climax of  maritime relationships between the Atlantic communities and the NW 

Iberian Peninsula. This viewpoint is clearly based largely on the evidence for 

involvement in the metal trade system. The concept of  a ‘global economy’, directed 

Kristiansen’s (1994) research towards the Late Bronze Age metal production centres, 

such as southern England, Ireland, northwestern France and northwestern Iberia, 

together with Portugal, which he argues show some relation through a common metal 

tradition. Cunliffe (1999: 96-97) presents evidence for NW Iberian artefacts, such as 

the seventh to fifth centuries disc-footed fibulae and the antennae-hilted swords, which 

are rarely found outside this place of  origin, actually being recovered in the south-

west of  Britain at sites such as Mount Batten and Harlyn Bay.  This, he argues, points 

to a basic maritime relationship between these two areas, probably related to the tin 

industry, stressing the special bond that the Atlantic cultures had with NW Iberia. 

This proposed link could also be extended to the roundhouse building tradition and 

language similarities.  

2.1.1.1 Building traditions 

The analogies between the proto-castros and the Atlantic Bronze Age settlements form 

one of  the most important lines of  evidence in exploring issues of  Atlantic 
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connectivity (Almagro Gorbea, 1996a: 31; Cunliffe, 1999: 97). The tremendous 

resemblance in settlement pattern, from Iberia to Scotland, has been one of  the most 

remarkable features that have impressed archaeologists over the last hundred years 

(Cunliffe, 1999: 97). Hamilton (1956), for instance, compares the architectural layout 

of  the NW Iberian castros with those of  the cellular built enclosures found as far away 

as Jarlshof  in Scotland, highlighting the strong possibility of  a maritime connection 

across the Atlantic. The technique of  building defensive systems around the 

settlements have been thought to originate from the NW Iberia Peninsula and later 

‘exported’ to places such as Ireland (Henderson, 2007). However, as Henderson 

(2007) reminds us, this is not a shared perspective1 (cf. Pilcher et al., 1984). This 

resemblance has nonetheless become one of  the most powerful arguments in support 

of  an Atlantic maritime influence in the NW Iberian Peninsula. In fact, it is for this 

period that Henderson (Cunliffe, 1999: 165-166 ) argues that the connectivity 

between Galicia and the rest of  the Atlantic world is at its strongest. As a result, this 

perspective challenges the commonly held view that the Iberian Bronze Age 

communities had poorly developed nautical skills (Henderson, 2007). This therefore 

has implications regarding the potential for later Iron Age communities to successfully 

navigate the seas.  

Although evidence for castros as fortified settlements is not conspicuous until the Iron 

Age, the process of  fortification could originate from the Late Bronze Age (Ayán Vila, 

2008). From this point onwards, the most significant feature of  castros and Atlantic 

round enclosures is evidence for a common practice in employing chevaux-de-frise 

(Camino Mayor, 2003: 166) - the arrangement of  upstanding angular stones in zones 

                                                

1 Particularly regarding the subsequent Iron Age period, where the settlements differ greatly from those 

present in Britain, like Chûn Castle on the West Penwith Moors, which was considered to present 

common design charasteristics with the Iberian settlements. Nevertheless, castros for this period will be 

characterised as being built to a larger scale, with round houses inside the exterior fortifications, but 

presenting characteristics with no parallels in the Atlantic zone like posts, lintels and saunas present in 

the castros of Sabrosso or Briteiros HENDERSON, J. C. (2007) The Atlantic Iron Age settlement and 

identity in the first millennium BC. London ; New York, Routledge. 
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that protected the settlement. These occur in northern Iberia, Wales, Scotland and 

Ireland (Cunliffe, 1999: 97; Henderson, 2007). The best-known example of  proto-

castros is the settlement of  S. Julião in Portugal, a massive defensive system that is 

present in the first levels of  occupation (radiocarbon date: 970-810 BC) (Ayán Vila, 

2008: 919). The emergence of  these proto-castros in parallel with the increase in 

trade and exchange in the Atlantic coastal area (Ayán Vila, 2008: 915), adds weight to 

the arguments surrounding an increased relationship through time between the 

different Atlantic locales. In addition, the Late Bronze Age settlement patterns begin 

to exhibit an increased social complexity. This is shown through their arrangement 

near the metal production sites, where the manufacture and distribution of  metallic 

goods was being developed, thus linking these places with the exchange along the 

Atlantic coast (Ayán Vila, 2008).  

2.1.1.2 Language 

In parallel to settlement and artefact analysis, studies have been undertaken to explore 

the possibility that Lusitanian formed a common Atlantic language. In her article 

‘song’s of  a wayfaring lad’ Marisa Ruíz Galvez (1991) discusses the way in which 

sailors and traders might have communicated. The archaeological evidence for 

exchange and an inherited maritime contact is supported by the idea that Lusitanian, 

a pre-Celtic language most dominant in the present day region of  Tagus and around 

the Duero rivers (Fig. 4), corresponds to the same area of  metal exchange for the 

Bronze Age. However, Galvez argues that the language cannot be compared with the 

Celtic languages preserved in medieval manuscripts, but instead stresses the 

relationship that it may have with Brithonic and Gaulish, spoken in Brittany. 

Lusitanian is thus thought to have arrived via the Atlantic and not the Pyrenees and 

formed the lingua franca for commercial activities, most commonly in use by the 

Atlantic traders. It could represent one of  the few living examples of  these Late 

Bronze Age maritime relationships (Ruiz Galvez, 1991). 

2.1.1.3 The stimuli for maritime exploitation and further artefactual evidence 

To further develop the argument of  NW Iberia’s role within a maritime network, 

Ruiz Galvez’s work considers the issue of  ‘stimuli’.  She argues that NW Iberian 
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exchange could have been stimulated during this period through the maintenance of  

previously established metal networks, but also because of  events such as (a) periods 

of  climatic change, (b) a period of  demographic increase, (c) salt exploitation and (d) 

the introduction of  new products to cultivate, such as the broad bean (Vicia faba). All 

these factors combined with the technological improvements achieved before the Late 

Bronze Age, shown by (a) an increased astronomical knowledge associated with tombs 

and megalithic alignments and (b) ferries and boats capable of  seafaring, are 

fundamental in support of  the argument that the groups settled in the NW Iberian 

Peninsula had the stimuli to connect across the Atlantic (Ruiz Galvez, 1991: 287).  

However, evidence for the actual use of  the sea is not as clear for this particular region 

as Ruiz Galvez’s work, which is based on more general concepts taken from a global 

scale, might suggest. 

Evidence from across the Atlantic, in the English Channel, for what appear to be 

Middle/Late Bronze Age shipwrecks, is fundamental in support of  the argument that 

the technology, at least, was there (Ruiz Galvez, 1991: 287). The findings of  the 

Langdon Bay shipwreck in Dover and the Moor Sands in Devon, discovered by Keith 

Muckelroy in the 1970s have been interpreted as seagoing vessels, sunk in their 

crossing voyage (Muckelroy, 1981). Unfortunately, evidence of  Late Bronze Age 

shipwrecks has, so far, been absent from the NW Iberian coasts. This can also be said 

for the Iron Age. There is however, indirect evidence in the form of  rock art to 

suggest that the knowledge of  ships was at the very least present, although this 

evidence is controversial.  
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Fig. 5. Map showing the Galician sites mentioned in the text. (1) Terroso, (2) San Julião, (3) Sta. Terga, (4) Laxe 

Auga dos Cebros, (5) Islas Cíes, (6) Punta do Muino de Vento, (7) Vigo, (8) Donón,  (9) Borna, (10) Montealegre, 

(11) A Peneda, (12) Acuña, (13) A Lanzada, (14) O Adro Vello, (15) O Grove, (16) O Achadizo, (17) O Neixon, 

(18) Queiruga,  (19) Baroña. 

2.1.1.4 Rock-art 

Depictions of  boats in Iberian rock-art, dated to the Bronze Age by Almagro Gorbea 

(Almagro Gorbea, 1996a; in Henderson, 2007) suggest that this technology was 

known and considered important (Henderson, 2007; Rey Da Silva, 2007). Such 

representations are most commonly found near the Straits of  Gibraltar in the 

southern Iberian Peninsula, where more than 20 depictions were dated to this period 

(Henderson, 2007; Rey Da Silva, 2007). In Galicia, the Borna petroglyph (Fig. 6), a 

schematic and highly controversial representation was found in the Morrazo 

Peninsula in the province of  Pontevedra, near the Ría of  Vigo (Fig. 5). 
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Fig. 6. Detail of the Borna petroglyph (after Alonso Romero, 1974; in Rey Da Silva, 2007) 

There has been some debate however, as to which traditions of  shipbuilding these 

representations can be assigned to. The boats here represented have been considered 

to be of  Tartessian influence, due to the high raised bow and prow depicted (Rey Da 

Silva, 2007: 47-48). They have also been compared to the Mane Lud (Brittany) and 

Scandinavian ‘swan neck’ representations (Alonso Romero, 1974: 306; Rey Da Silva, 

2007: 47-48). A further example was studied near to the Borna petroglyph at Laxe 

Auga dos Cebros, Galicia (Fig. 5). Rey da Silva suggests that these pertoglyphs may 

represent boats that are related to the eastern Mediterranean boat-building tradition. 

However, radiocarbon dates in calibration with dendrochronology could indicate that 

they may originate as far back as the megalithic period (Rey Da Silva, 2007). 

Nevertheless, Rey da Silva argues that the stylistic attributes of  the Laxe Auga dos Cebros 

(Fig. 7) boat representations, are more significantly related to the styles depicted 

throughout the Atlantic, favouring this region over the Mediterranean (Rey Da Silva, 

2007). Even though the evidence is clearly controversial, further compounded by the 
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poor preservational state of  some of  the depictions2, Alonso (1974) still considers this 

information important in constructing sea-faring activities along the NW Iberian 

coasts for the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age (Alonso Romero, 1974). 

 

Fig. 7. Depiction of the Laxe Auga dos Cebros boat representation (after Alonso Romero, 1993; in Rey Da Silva, 2007) 

To summarise, the global models regarding the Iberian Peninsula Late Bronze Age 

maritime evidence are primarily constituted based on the conception of  maritime 

trade (metal products) networks. As Ruiz Galvez (1993) has emphasized, there are 

clear stimuli for seafaring but these are supported by certain pre-established social 

conventions from earlier periods, which allow for a further Late Bronze Age-Iron Age 

connection between these Atlantic Communities. The literature has also highlighted 

that technological knowledge including building traditions, and language 

development, as well as the establishment of  an adequate social structure to support 

and develop maritime practices, are the main strands of  evidence in considering a 

maritime society for this period. Finally, this body of  previous research for the Late 

Bronze Age will act as a prologue to understand the nature of  the interpretations 

regarding the explanations for the maritime aspects of  the Iron Age.  

                                                

2 The Laxe Auga dos Cebros boat representation has been thought to depict the extremes of a 

Mediterranean ship. Regretfully, the actual state of preservation is poor and a major portion of this 

petroglyph has been lost.  
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2.1.2 The Mediterranean and the socio-economic shift 

The literature has commonly characterised the maritime Iron Age of  NW Iberia in 

terms of  two major events. The first is the collapse of  the Atlantic bronze trade 

networks and, with this, the modification of  the social structures that were formed by 

these economic relationships. Secondly, the appearance in the archaeological record 

of  evidence for contacts with the Mediterranean world, which are emphasized by 

maritime trade routes via the Portuguese shoreline (Aubet, 1995; Aubet, 2000; Placido 

Suárez, 2002: 126). The option that the Mediterranean influences were also being 

brought via inland routes has complicated the academic arguments surrounding the 

conceptualisation of  an Iron Age maritimity. This is in direct contrast to what the 

literature supposes is a more ‘concrete’ Atlantic maritimity in the Late Bronze Age of  

the NW Iberian Peninsula.  

To explain the disarticulation of  the Atlantic metal network, Gonzalez Ruibal (2004: 

291) hypothesizes that from the beginning of  the eighth century BC, imported metals 

start to lose relevance for the NW Iberian societies and with this, their consumption. 

This he argues affects the system of  power legitimisation formally created and upheld 

by the acquisition and consumption of  precious metals by the elite groups. As a result, 

the elites start looking for different ways to maintain their social status, by shifting 

their position towards becoming ‘warrantors’ of  the community’s needs3. As a 

consequence, it has been inferred that less conspicuous evidence for luxury items, 

changing perceptions towards the land (establishment of  hill forts) and a reduction in 

contact with the Atlantic world results in a shift in the Bronze Age Atlantic network 
                                                

3 This has been inferred through the configuration of settlement pattern, which begins to focus more 

on territorality PEÑA SANTOS, A. D. L. & VÁZQUEZ VARELA, J. M. (1996) Aspectos de la 

génesis y evolución de la cultura Castrexa de Galicia. Complutum Extra, 6, 255-262, PARCERO 

OUBIÑA, C. (1995) Elementos para el estudio de los paisajes castreños del noroeste peninsular. 

Trabajos de Prehistoria, 52, 127-144, GONZÁLEZ RUIBAL, A. (2004) Facing two seas: Mediterranean 

and Atlantic contacts in the Nort-west of Iberia in the first millenium BC. Oxford Journal of Archaeology, 

23, 287-317.. 
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common practices (Peña Santos and Vázquez Varela, 1996; González Ruibal, 2004: 

291). It is during this period (800-400 BC) that Gonzalez Ruibal (2004: 291) argues 

for an organisation of  autonomous egalitarian communities, which leads to a wider 

population of  the NW Iberian Peninsula. It is a period where the Atlantic 

relationships are reduced and the Mediterranean influences are still unconvincing 

(González Ruibal, 2004). Nevertheless, archaeologists such as Torres (2005: 232) stress 

the importance of  the maritime trade, proposing that the intensity of  the Iron Age 

exchange remained. Unfortunately, he does not provide a clear distinction between 

the presence of  artefacts and the socio-economic models for the Late Bronze Age and 

Iron Age.  

Artefactual evidence and the land-sea-ways debate 

The key debate is centered upon whether the existence of  land routes (providing 

contact between the northwest and southern peninsula) diminishes the importance of  

the maritime contact. Given the inherited and almost unquestionable maritime nature 

of  the Phoenician influence, scholars have not stressed enough the high probability 

that much of  this influence may also have come via terrestrial networks.  There has 

been evidence for strong Phoenician influences in central and southern Iberia, several 

kilometres inland. This is represented by the rich ‘El Carpio’ burials, which are 

thought to be the result of  interaction via land between Tartessian cultures and 

Phoenician settlements (Álvarez Sanchís, 2000: 70). To further explore these debates, 

it will be pertinent to dedicate the following lines to the particular set of  findings from 

NW Iberian settlements and the role they have played in the reconstruction of  Iron 

Age maritimity.  It is important to note that from the period after the fall of  the 

Atlantic commercial routes until the Phoenician reestablishment of  a commercial 

network (fifth century BC to the year 50 BC), no other evidence, regarding coastal 

imports, have been recorded north of  La Coruña, Galicia (Maya and Cuesta, 1993: 

95). 

Greek, Iberian and Punic materials, dating to the seventh century BC have been 

recovered in small quantities in the early coastal settlements of  NW Iberia (Balil, 

1970: 342; Hidalgo Cuñarro, 1984: 374; Placido Suárez, 2002; Henderson, 2007). At 
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the castro of  Sta. Tegra (Fig. 5) (Sta. Tecla in Spanish) for example, remains of  Punic 

ceramics and also fragments of  bell-beaker pottery were found, suggesting an even 

earlier Mediterranean maritime trade (Balil, 1970: 342). This trade has been thought 

to originate to the twelfth century BC, where the establishment of  the Tartessian 

centres in the south of  the peninsula have worked as intermediaries between the 

Atlantic and Mediterranean commerce, during a phase of  commercial intensity (Rey 

Da Silva, 2007). 

 

Fig. 8. Detail of the interactions between Tartessos and the southern Phoenician colonies (Álvarez Sanchís, 2000: 72) 
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The Montealegre castro, located at Vigo’s ria, in the Lower Rias, has presented 

evidence of  Mediterranean imported artefacts. The materials recovered from this fifth 

century BC castro are considered by authors such as González Ruibal (2007: 69), to 

be a clear example in support of  the notion that NW Iberia was not as isolated from 

the Mediterranean as previously thought. A single blue-coloured glass bead, and two 

rims of  Mañá-Pascual A4 amphora, one of  which originates from the Strait of  

Gibraltar have been recovered from this castro (González Ruibal, 2007: 69). This 

particular ceramic type has appeared in sites such as A Lanzada (Fig. 5) (Noalla) y 

Punto do Muiño de Vento and is thought to mark the arrival of  Punic sailors to the 

NW Iberian Peninsula (González Ruibal, 2007: 69). 

Although it can be seen that numerous authors imply that Mediterranean trading 

goods could be reaching NW Iberia via sea routes, there is so far no direct evidence 

for this activity. As previously stated, no Iron Age shipwreck has yet been found in this 

region. The search for analogies in the written sources to supplement the lack of  

archaeological material has been a recurrent scholarly theme (Bermejo Barrera, 1996; 

cf. Álvarez Sanchís, 2000: 71; Torres Martínez, 2003: 255; González Ruibal, 2004). 

This creates both opportunities and considerable problems when attempting to 

explain Iron Age maritimity in NW Iberia. This will be discussed further below. A 

summary of  the key issues will, however, now be presented.  

Given the lack of  concrete artefactual evidence to reconstruct seafaring, numerous 

authors have cited the works of  classical writers. Alvarez (2000: 71) uses the testimony 

of  Avienus from his Ora Maritima, to support various theories on Iron Age maritime 

endeavours. Avienus provides the earliest descriptions of  maritime voyages taking 

place in the Atlantic, along the western coast. He describes the characteristics of  the 

tin and salt commerce taking place beyond the Mediterranean, away from the ‘Pillars 

of  Hercules’, the modern day Gibraltar Straights.  Avienus further mentions the 

important relationship between the Oestermini4 and the Tartessian settlements, which 

are thought to have communicated via the Atlantic maritime routes. Despite the well 

                                                

4 The people that habitate Oesterminis, the name that Avienus gives to the region of modern Portugal. 
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known treacherous nature of  this stretch of  coastline, Avienus’ work testifies to the 

continued use of  these routes by groups such as Carthaginian sailors (Naveiro López, 

1991; in Torres Martínez, 2005: 234-235). With this information at hand, combined 

with the advanced nautical knowledge that was available to the Mediterranean 

cultures prior to the Iron Age (i.e. the Cheops boat from the 3rd millennium BC 

(Jenkins, 1980)) (Torres Martínez, 2005: 232), the possibility for a successful Atlantic 

navigation for this period starts to present itself. According to Gil (1992: 43) this 

creates a great polemic discussion as to the kind of  nautical technology being used by 

the Iron Age Atlantic Communities (Iglesias Gil and Muñiz Castro, 1992: 43). The 

earliest type is argued to have been related to the ‘skin’ boat tradition from the north 

Atlantic, or alternatively it is hypothesised to have been based on the use of  the 

bundle reed construction technique from the Mediterranean (Iglesias Gil and Muñiz 

Castro, 1992: 43). Unfortunately, for both these building traditions, the material 

preservation is likely to have suffered. As Oubiña and Fernandez (Parcero Oubiña and 

Fernández, 2004) state, the characteristics of  the soil in most of  the NW Iberian 

Peninsula (with its underlying granite substrate and high acidity) are a serious obstacle 

to the preservation of  organic matter.  

According to Alonso Romero (1975), Avienus mentions the use of  skin boats by the 

people of  the Oesterminis, in the Finistere gulf, which has been related to the 

Portuguese and Galician coast. Likewise, but for a later period, Strabo also describes 

the use of  hide boats in Galicia for the second century BC (Alonso Romero, 1975; 

Camino Mayor, 1995: 201). We can speculate therefore that based purely on the 

historigraphic sources, this type of  boat building tradition could be the predominant 

form from the Early Iron Age until the Late Iron Age in the NW Iberian region. 

However, as will be discussed below, assumptions based on historigraphic sources are 

highly problematic.   

Alsonso Romero further compares the Iberian information with that of  the hide boat-

building tradition that exists in the Arran Islands for curraghs and the British Isles. The 

author compares the rowing system of  the traditional Galician gamelas with the system 

present in the curraghs. These two systems are very similar and represent neither 
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Roman nor Scandinavian influence (Alonso Romero, 1975). Moreover, it could be 

argued that this similarity is based on the gamela (known as ojeira) and the curragh 

rowing fastening system, where the rows have a triangular crevice that fits into the 

wale and is then fastened by a leather strap (Alonso Romero, 1975). This diffusionist 

analogy is intended to link modern examples in Galicia, Portugal and Ireland. 

However, a representation of  this system can be appreciated in the Irish Broighter 

metal boat model, dated to the 1st century AD, which supports an Atlantic tradition of  

boat building. Finally, the travels of  medieval monks, from NW Iberia to Ireland, with 

skin boats unfortunately adds complexity to Alonso’s arguments surrounding a 

prehistoric explanation (Alonso Romero, 1975). 

So far, we have seen how the information surrounding the concept of  a global 

maritime influence and socio-economic relationship in the NW Iberian Peninsula has 

been developed and interpreted. The literature’s focus on probable naval technology 

and suggested shared traditions, the disarticulation of  the metal trade network, the 

increased contact through trade with the Mediterranean, which is later adopted by 

the Romans (Sherrat and Sherrat, 1993 in Torres Martínez, 2005 237) and the shift in 

societal priorities from metal consumption to agrarian activities, paints a complex 

picture for this period. Overall, academic arguments clearly highlight that the 

maritime evidence for the Early Iron Age through to the Late Iron Age become less 

apparent.  

2.2 The local evidence 

After reviewing the most important information based on the global perspective 

(macro) surrounding the maritimity of NW Iberian Peninsula, the following section 

will be dedicated to the micro scale of research. In other words, a local perspective 

focused on the indigenous evidence of maritime activities, in contrast with the ideas of 

more diffusionist perspectives. This will focus on two key topics: firstly, the 

relationship of settlement patterns to the land and seascapes, with a brief 

consideration of navigation; and secondly, the development of research models 
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related to maritime consumption and evidenced in activities such as fishing and shell-

fishing.  

2.2.1.1 Settlement pattern 

The establishment and location of Iron Age settlements (around the fifth century BC) 

has commonly been related to the changes in modes of life and a development of the 

socio-political organisation based on subsistence strategies (Parcero Oubiña, 1995). 

For the castros area, these modifications are thought to be the result of the 

consolidation of the agricultural development (Parcero Oubiña, 1995; Fernández 

Posse and Sánchez Palencia, 1998). In Galicia, the focus on maritime exploitation 

models has led various archaeologists to support the hypothesis that the location of 

settlements was directly related to subsistence strategies. However, the relationship 

between the agrarian strategy, and the settlement pattern for sites with a clear 

evidence of maritime consumption, is more complex to perceive. This could therefore 

suggest that the settlement pattern could be much more closely related to the practice 

of maritime activities.  

Vázquez Varela and Rodriguez Lopez (1993), have categorised the location of castros 

according to the different models of exploitation. 

a) Situated on the lower lands of a bay or a ria and characterised by limited 

exploitation of maritime resources, especially the ones located in sand 

banks and shallow waters. 

b) Settlements located on the exit of a ria or bay and protected from the open 

sea. They are based on the exploitation of the species located on rocky 

environments as well as those species located on the sand banks. 

c) Settlements located on the open coastal zone. These are characterised by a 

low exploitation of the species, especially those found in the sand banks 

and rocky environments.  

Despite the fact that the exploitation of resources at these sites will of course have 

varied from the Late Bronze Age to the end of the Iron Age (Rodríguez López, 1993), 

the above categorisation does nevertheless highlight the importance of the settlement 



 NW Iberian maritimity: some established views 

 26 

positioning in relation to the local maritime environment.  However, having based 

their categorisation on only a few castros sites, its applicability to the area as a whole 

is questionable. This suggests that exploitation models such as these need to be 

produced that considered all the excavated castros in the NW Iberian region. 

Although it can be said that for the fifth century BC, settlements were predominantly 

positioned on the top of cliffs and small peninsulas, this configuration has been traced 

back to the eighth century BC, where archaeologists have argued for an organisation 

of the landscape based on a probable still active Bronze Age trading system. 

According to Almagro (1996b) early castros (Late Bronze Age/Iron Age) are 

distributed on hilltops and promontories facing the sea. This configuration could be 

related to the way in which the Late Bronze Age communities perceived the 

landscape, where an emphasis was placed on prominent (potentially territorial) 

locations and a visual connection with the sea. This is a settlement trend that is 

maintained until the Early Iron Age period (Parcero Oubiña, 2000: 86). However, 

apart from the work of Rodriguez and Varela (Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez 

López, 1998), few studies exploring the relationship between these settlements and the 

maritime environment have been produced. The location of many of these sites in 

relatively close proximity to the coast and their position facing the sea could be 

directly related to the numerous factors such as ease of resource collection, trade 

connections or even the result of a connection with the maritime landscape (e.g. 

navigation strategies). Further studies incorporating spatial analysis of the settlements 

(distance to the sea and orientation), in relation to the types and quantities of 

maritime artefacts (e.g. consumption debris, traded artefacts) recovered, could help to 

develop ideas further.   

2.2.1.2 Landing places and seafaring 

As well as portraying a connection with a maritime exploitation, castros have also 

been considered to play a key role in further maritime activities such as seafaring. 

Castros such A Devesa, located in the Upper Rias are characteristically positioned on 

the coastline, on promontories (Fig. 9), which are considered to have fulfilled a 

function as landmarks for coastal navigation. Evidence from Roman sources have 
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been used to further support this argument (Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 

1998). 

 

Fig. 9. Detail of a promontory near A Devesa castro. This particular type of geographic feature has been considered to 

provide land references for seafaring in the region in the Roman period. Castros are sometimes found positioned on top of 

them.  

It has been argued that in the case of the A Devesa castro, it was situated in this area, 

to act as an improvised lighthouse to aid in navigation (Vázquez Varela and 

Rodríguez López, 1998; Arruda, 2000). This seems a likely hypothesis given the 

intricate and hazardous nature of this stretch of coastline. The location of these 

castros could also be used to indicate the likely location of mooring places, where their 

function could have been to provide clear reference points (Fernández Ochoa and 

Morillo Cerdán, 1994).  Evidence such as this supports the hypothesis that the 

seascape formed a significant factor in the choice of settlement location.  

It has been proposed that these landing places were in use before the Roman 

occupation. However, it has been argued that these sites become more exploited 

under Roman control, with the development of the salting industry (González Ruibal, 

2004), further designating some of them as portus (Iglesias Gil and Muñiz Castro, 

1992: 42). This therefore demonstrates that for the periods subsequent to the Iron 

Age, the maritime dimension of NW Iberian coastal sites become visibly more 
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economically active, with societies engaging in a more structured and organised use of 

the maritime landscape.   

2.2.2 Evidence for the exploitation of the maritime resources 

Some of the most important information available for exploring the local maritime 

exploitation derives from the analysis of mollusc and fish remains present in domestic 

and waste contexts called concheros (Spanish word for shell-midden) (Vázquez Varela, 

1975b; Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 1998; Camino Mayor, 2003). The 

majority of these middens are to be found in castros, with others in isolated contexts 

(Vázquez Varela, 1975b). 

Research into exploitation models, based on analysis of mollusc and fish remains 

recovered from concheros, and their highly specific distribution in the environment, 

show differential consumer practices from the Late Bronze Age through to the Early 

Roman Period (Vázquez Varela et al., 1993a; Camino Mayor, 1995; Vázquez Varela 

and Rodríguez López, 1998; Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 2000; Rodríguez 

López et al., 2005). In short, the evidence points to the Late Bronze Age settlements 

exploiting the immediate maritime environment, with a shift towards an expansion of 

the resources being consumed, including deep-water fishing in the Iron-Age and into 

the Roman period (Camino Mayor, 1995; Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 

1998). Vazquez Varela argues that the expansion of the economical area could be 

directly related to the development through time of specialised nautical technologies 

(Vázquez Varela et al., 1993a).  

Rodriguez’s (1993) detailed analysis of two Galician castros, has been used to establish 

a model of exploitation for the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age maritime resources. 

The model is based on the evidence recovered from the castros of Queiruga and 

Donón, where it is proposed that the majority of maritime exploitation was carried 

out in the immediate surrounding environment or failing that, within a two or three 

km radius (Rodríguez López, 1993: 175). The model is based on the morphometric 

analysis of molluscs from the concheros, where it is proposed that the variability of 

sizes can be diagnostic of their source environment (Rodríguez López, 1993: 175). 

Morphometric analyses of this nature have allowed archaeologists to isolate the type 
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of environments that these conchero-producing societies would have been targeting 

(Rodríguez López, 1993: 175). This in turn allows for a fuller understanding of how 

individuals would have been interacting with their local maritime environment.  

Similar studies have been undertaken in the Campón castro, Galicia, where there is 

repeated evidence for the consumption of species such as razor clams, cockles, clams 

and fine clams. Again, the presence of such species, which are also known to exhibit 

differential growth rates based on the local environment, supports the idea that 

coastal castros in this period were exploiting particular immediate maritime intertidal 

zones (Rodríguez López, 1993: 175).  The large quantities of shellfish provide us with 

an insight into the maritime awareness of these cultures. From the Donón castro 

conchero, 70% of the sample was represented by mollusc species from the immediate 

environment. This further highlights that the practice of local shell-fishing was carried 

out extensively in this period. Despite the presence of non-local species in similar 

contexts, these are less conspicuous than those acquired from the immediate 

environment (Rodríguez López, 1993: 175).  

Vázquez Varela’s work on the Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age site of O Neixon 

castro, Galicia, has highlighted an important point. Despite considerable evidence for 

immediate maritime exploitation in the form of bivalves and gastropods (limpets, blue 

mussels, oysters and common periwinkles) he stresses that these resources in 

comparison to the terrestrial species found, are insignificant. This suggests that 

maritime consumption could be regarded as a complementary diet (Vázquez Varela 

and Rodríguez López, 2000). A similar trend has also observed in the castro of La 

Campa Torres, Asturias, where there is substantial evidence for animal consumption 

(around 5,000 bones, with cow being the most notable). The evidence for shell-fishing 

is again argued to represent a complementary diet (Maya and Cuesta, 1993: 95). 

Finally, Torres (2003: 261) discusses the recovery of the remains of an Iron-Age whale 

scapula in the Gijon Bay, Asturias, which he considers to be indicative of a probable 

whale hunting activity. He bases his arguments on ethnographic sources that describe 

the techniques of capturing and killing cetaceans with the use of technology much less 

‘advanced’ than those available for the Iron Age.  Unfortunately, the techniques used 
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are not discussed within his research and therefore complicates their potential 

recognition in the archaeological record. Furthermore, he acknowledges that the 

remains could also represent those of a stranded whale and that the communities 

would have benefited from the extraction of meat, grease or the skeletal remains 

(Torres Martínez, 2003: 261). Either way, evidence such as this should be taken with 

caution.  

It is not until the fifth century BC to the first century AD that the development of 

unmistakeable maritime resource exploitation is present within the archaeological 

record (Peña Santos and Vázquez Varela, 1996). It is noteworthy that the 

development of the castros culture is contemporaneous to the point when exploitation 

of the marine environment becomes a regular practice within this culture (Peña 

Santos and Vázquez Varela, 1996). It is during this period that we begin to see the 

appearance of concheros in castros and evidence for the tools implemented for 

fishing. However, as the archaeological evidence has shown, it cannot be considered 

as an recurrent activity until the very end of the period, and developed with more 

regularity during the Late Iron Age phase (Peña Santos and Vázquez Varela, 1996). 

This trend is emphasised in the coastal region of Asturias, where there is evidence 

suggesting that a greater amount of shellfising and shoreline fishing at maritime 

castros was taking place in the Late Iron Age. However, this could be more a 

reflection of the large quantity of work that has been carried out in this area by 

Camino Mayor (Camino Mayor, 1995), rather than a true representation of 

exploitation patterns.  

The species that appear more frequently in places like Caravia, El Castiell, Os 

Castros and O Corno, Asturias, are the common limpet (Patella vulgata), but there is 

also evidence for shell-fishing in lesser quantities of other species such as the sea snail 

(Littorna) and cockles (Cardium), as is evidenced in Xivares beach conchero (see 

appendix). Following this evidence, it has been suggested that there is a certain degree 

of similarity between the consumption of local shellfish at sites in both Galicia and 

Asturias (Camino Mayor, 1995). The practice of such activities has been considered 

to have developed firstly in the Galician coast in the Late Iron Age and later for the 
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Early Roman period in Asturias (Peña Santos and Vázquez Varela, 1996). However, 

this does not necessarily reflect a temporal development in shell-fishing from south to 

north as discussed by Peña Santos and Vázquez Varela (1996), but instead could 

simply highlight the relative quantity of work that has been done in both regions for 

the respective periods.  

The sources of information available for the Early Roman Period are significantly 

richer than those for the Iron Age. This is the result of various reasons, including the 

amount of work that has been carried out and the sheer number of sites that appear 

during this period. Evidence for these later sites is also more prolific in the literature 

for the Asturian coast than that for the Galician. Despite the disparity in the amount 

of information available for each period, selective research carried out by Varela in 

Galicia (Vázquez Varela, 1976; Vázquez Varela, 1975a; Vázquez Varela, 1975b; 

Vázquez Varela, 1975c; Vázquez Varela, 1986) and Silva (Silva, 1986) in northern 

Portugal (1986), cited in Queiroga (2003) has provided enough evidence to suggest 

that fishing and shell-fishing was relatively intense and constituted an important 

supplement for these coastal communities for this late Iron Age-Early Roman Period. 

However, it is important to note that Silva (1986) stresses the lack of pertinent 

excavation techniques and suggests that adequate sampling could emphasize these 

results further.  

Another key trend that has been recorded from the Late-Iron Age into the Early 

Roman Period is the appearance in the archaeological record of oyster (Ostrea edulis) 

consumption (Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 1998). Based on Pliny, Vázquez 

Varela (Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 1998: 102) argues that oyster was a 

mollusc much appreciated as a delicacy by the Romans. Excavations at the castro of 

A Devesa, Galicia, have revealed large quantities of this specie, which could 

demonstrate the increased importance of a maritime exploitation of the environment 

for this period. A Devesa also shows that in obtaining oysters, the inhabitants of the 

castro were exploiting the immediate rocky environment, a practice that has also been 

shown to be common in the Iron Age. However, alongside this practice, they were 

also accessing more distant sources in search for the desired resource. This, and the 
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evidence for other gastropod remains, suggests not only that they were expanding 

their maritime sources but also that they were retrieving these species from deeper 

sites in Roman times (Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 2000) (see appendix). 

Morphometric analyses of the oyster remains further show that for much later periods 

(fourth century AD), the size of oysters are significantly smaller than those from 

earlier deposits. According to Vázquez Varela, the smaller sized oysters found in 

domestic sites, such as A Devesa, could demonstrate that the large species were being 

used commercially. Evidence for the smaller specimens in the concheros, could 

suggest that these were being consumed locally (Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez 

López, 1998). However, it should be noted that this trend does not seem to apply to 

all the species retrieved.  

Further morphometric studies undertaken on the Terroso castro, Portugal, supports 

the hypothesis that selective limpet (Patella vulgata) gathering was taking place (Cabral 

and da Silva, 2003). The results, based on the standardised size of their shells, show 

that these species were probably systematically chosen. In opposition to the findings 

from the studies on oysters, the limpet sizes were above average in the domestic 

setting (Cabral and da Silva, 2003). This, as will be discussed below, provides valuable 

information regarding commercial versus domestic use of the maritime resource.  

Further emphasising the relatively large corpus of multi-regional work for the Roman 

period, in contrast to the earlier phases, studies undertaken in Sta. Terga (Galicia), 

Terroso, (Portugal), and Povoa-de Varzim (Portugal) have provided detailed 

information on the consumption of limpets and the economic exploitation of oysters. 

Studies on Thais haemastoma, a species that is known to have been used by the Romans 

in the production of a purple dye, have been found in Campón castro in Asturias. 

However, the amount of mollusc remains there found, was not enough for the 

archaeologists to suggest an important dye production for the area, due to the fact 

that large quantities of this species are required to produce small amounts of the dye 

(Rodríguez López et al., 2005: 63).  
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Further useful examples for consideration are the maritime castros of the Asturian 

coast. Even though these northern sites have been considered to reach their splendour 

after the Roman occupation (Camino Mayor, 1995: 213), they are important to 

discuss as they show a clear economic relationship between the castros on the coast 

and the inland settlements such as villas (Naveiro López and Pérez Losada, 1992: 213; 

Camino Mayor, 1995). For the first time, evidence for locally extracted marine 

resources, are showing up in the Roman inland settlements. In contrast to the Iron 

Age period, this highlights the development of specialised productive forces and the 

establishment of commercial relationships based on maritime exploitation (Peña 

Santos and Vázquez Varela, 1996). 

 

Fig. 10. Detail of the sites located in the Asturian coast and mentioned in the text. (20) A Coruña, (21) A Devesa, (22) 

O Corno, (23) El Castelo, (24) Castello, (25) El Castellón, (26) El Castellón, (27) Castiel, (28) El Campín, (29) 

Xivares, (30) Campa Torres  

21 3024 27 2826

25

23

20

22

29

A t l a n t i c  O c e a n

Bay of Biscay

Lima River

M

in
o River

Asturian coast

Lower Rias

Upper Rias

Spain

Height in metres

1 - 120

120-620

620-999

999-1230

1230-1540

1540-1730

1730-1920

1920-2160

2171-2400$ 0 20 40 60

Kilometres



 NW Iberian maritimity: some established views 

 34 

2.2.3 Fishing techniques 

Evidence for shell-fishing techniques has been complicated to detect in the 

archaeological record. The most significant studies regarding technical knowledge of 

prehistoric shell-fishing has been the work carried out by Luis Guitian Rivera (1975). 

Based on ethnographic information, he analysed the way in which traditional 

fisherman were extracting molluscs from the Aurosa ria, O Grove (Fig. 5), in the 

1970’s. His work focuses on noting descriptions of the species extracted by the 

fisherman and how they were achieving this. Potentially, this information could be 

used as an analogy to help understand the prehistoric techniques being used and the 

formation processes of the region’s concheros. However, the techniques he recorded 

were based on very rudimentary principles. These modern fishing techniques are 

predominantly based on firstly locating suitable mud banks, visible at low tides, and 

then with bare hands, extracting as many of the available molluscs as possible. 

Regardless of the occasional use of very simple tools such as sticks and iron combs, the 

techniques generally do not require any specific tool (Guitián Rivera, 1975). The 

nature of the process will therefore leave little in terms of material culture. 

As well as shellfish, fish remains also represent an important source of information for 

the area. Bones from various species have been recorded in early concheros from 

Galician castros such as O Neixon, O Achadizo, A Lanzada and Donón. From these 

sites, the most frequently documented include red porgy, gilt-head (sea) bream, cod, 

and pelagic species such as the Atlantic mackerel and the Atlantic horse mackerel 

(Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 2000) (see appendix).These species are 

known to be frequent in the surrounding area of the castros and they can be caught 

with fairly simple techniques from land, or with the use of boats from the shore. 

These inferences are based on the fact that the practice of these activities are still 

being carried out today using traditional fishing techniques, which are thought to 

represent those in use since the third century BC (Camino Mayor, 1995: 201; 

Vázquez Varela and Rodríguez López, 2000; Camino Mayor, 2003: 201).  

Regarding direct evidence for fishing tools in the archaeological record, there have 

been examples of fish hooks and fishing weights recovered from various NW Iberian 
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sites. As Vazquez Varela (1976: 83) argues, these findings can be considered 

important when studied in relation to other sources of information such as 

iconographic evidence5. Together, they can help us to more holistically reconstruct 

aspects of prehistoric fishing.  In the castros of Sta. Terga, Torall and Isles Cíes, 

bronze and iron fishhooks provide some of the most direct evidence for Late Iron Age 

maritime tool use in NW Iberia (Camino Mayor, 1995: 200). These artefacts have 

been dated to the Early Roman period, where we start to see the introduction of line 

fishing as a more common practice. However, it should be noted that there is some 

dispute over the dating of these artefacts. As Carballo (1989) states, the dating is not 

entirely convincing due to problems with the excavation techniques and the lack of 

typologies developed for such artefacts. Regardless of this, the presence of these items 

can still form an integral part of the discussions surrounding a general development of 

Late Iron Age and later maritime practices in the NW Iberian Peninsula.  

                                                

5 The evidence for what has been considered to be representations of fishing scenes in the gold 

Ribadeo headband will support the idea that there was a certain knowledge of techniques VÁZQUEZ 

VARELA, J. M. (1976) Bases Paleontológicas para el estudio de la pesca en la cultura Castreña: Una 

investigación preliminar. Boletín Auriense, VI, 83-86.. 
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Fig. 11. Detail of the fishhooks found in NW Iberian sites. A represents an Iron fishhook from the castro of Monte Cildá, 

León (after García Guinea et al., 1966); B are iron fishhooks found in Sta. Terga Castro and C are bronze fishhooks 

from the same site (after Carballo Arceo, 1989) 

Torres Martinez (2003: 254) has placed a recent focus on the idea of catch sizes, as a 

way to explore the extent to which NW Iberian communities were exploiting the 

maritime resource – be it for commercial or subsistence purposes. He hypothesises 

that the size and composition of the recovered fish-hooks could correspond directly to 

the size of the catch, suggesting that the examples from Sta. Terga could indicate that 

relatively large species were being selectively fished in the Late Iron Age-Early 

Roman period (Torres Martínez, 2003: 254). Queiroga´s (2003) work in Portugal 

further emphasizes this concept of selectivity. He describes the presence at Late Iron 

Age-Early Roman sites of pelagic species, such as haddock. This he suggests implies 

the use of boats and, as a consequence, off-shore fishing (Queiroga, 2003). Again, the 

lack of rigorous dating of the artefacts complicates the categorisation of such 

techniques to a specific period. Nevertheless, there can generally be seen an overall 
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chronological progression in the use of deep-water fishing techniques and the 

probable use of boats throughout the later periods.  

Finally, the presence of circular stones with lateral shafts (known locally as poutadas or 

pitadas), recovered from the Baroña castro, Galicia, have been interpreted as fishing 

weights (Camino Mayor, 1995: 200). Further examples have been recorded in 

Galician castros such as Sta. Terga, El Castello, Calambre and Vigo. However, the 

literature is contradictory in its assertions, as they have also been considered as stone 

hammers (Camino Mayor, 1995: 200).  Until further evidence for their use comes to 

light, it is unwise to talk about them definitively in terms of fishing tools.  

 

Fig. 12. Detail of the only recorded 'fishing weight' from the Baroña castro (Lourido, 1997: 41) 

It is worth briefly mentioning the evidence for maritime activities related to fresh 

water environments. This information is relatively scarce but it is important to note 

that there are studies considering this type of activity for the Iron Age near the coastal 

environments previously mentioned. In short, evidence has been found in the Duero 

basin, where abundant remains of species such as Trout, Salmon and traditional 

species commonly fished including barb (Barbus), mullet (Mullus), lamprey (Petromyzon 

fluviatilis, Petromyzon marinus, Lampetera planeri) European eel (Anguilla anguilla), alis shad 

(Alosa alosa), and sturgeon (Ascipenser, esturio), which is sometimes found in river deltas 
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(Torres Martínez, 2003: 252). In addition, Torres Martinez (2003: 252) has proposed 

techniques for fishing these species. The use of conical fish-traps, which are positioned 

facing against the river flow, aim to catch the fish swimming downstream. This kind 

of fish-trap has been known for earlier periods in the central peninsula (Von Lettow-

Vorbeck and Blasco Bosqued, 1999), but unfortunately if they did exist within the 

NW of Iberia, their organic composition has not favoured preservation in this 

temperate area (Torres Martínez, 2003: 252). 

To summarise, in contrast with the information produced for the early phases 

regarding the development of a maritime aspect of the castros culture, the period after 

the fifth century BC provides more evidence for activities linked to the marine 

environment. The unmistakable presence of fishing tools such as those recovered 

from Sta. Terga and the less clear use of lithic instruments as net-weights present in 

the Vigo ria, provide useful information regarding the local exploitation of the 

maritime resources. Evidence for the extension of fishing areas in search of diverse 

species, also provide relevant socio-economic insights into the temporal development 

of commercial practices. In addition, the work that has been carried out in the 

ethnographic field demonstrates that the detection of tools for shell-fishing is a 

complicated endeavour.  
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3 A NW Iberian Iron Age maritime culture? 

3.1 The familiar maritime Iron Age 

On a basic level, the Bronze Age models of trade, formulated from various direct and 

indirect strands of archaeological evidence, have shown that for the NW Iberian 

Peninsula, there was some degree of connectivity between the different Atlantic 

regions. Atlantic connectivity has been proposed based predominantly on evidence 

for metal objects, fabricated in NW Iberia, being recovered from sites in south-west 

Britain (Cunliffe, 1999: 96-97), the similarities of the building traditions (seen between 

the study area and Brittany for example) (Almagro Gorbea, 1996a: 31; Cunliffe, 1999: 

97; Henderson, 2000; Camino Mayor, 2003: 166; Henderson, 2007) and the 

surviving evidence of Lusitanian languages in what has been considered to be the 

Bronze Age region of NW Iberia (Ruiz Galvez, 1991). What the Bronze Age metal 

trade models have failed to explore is the extent to which the NW Iberian Atlantic 

communities interacted with the maritime environment and the different ways in 

which they did so.  

Such failure can partly be attributed to the lack of direct archaeological evidence for 

maritime transport. Rock-art representations of ships have been considered 

problematic due firstly to their low frequency, (one case each in Galicia and Portugal), 

but also due to the overall poor level of preservation (restricting iconographic 

interpretations) and as Silva (2007) argues, the unreliable methods used for their 

dating. The clear perspective is that thus far, the information extracted from studies of 

rock-art is considerably scarce, significantly reducing the amount of available 

information relating to a cultural maritime dimension for this region. It should be 

stressed that even if these depictions are proved to be representations of vessels, what 

can they reliably tell us about a NW Iberian development of ship building traditions 

and use of the sea? The external maritime influences from regions such as the 

Mediterranean confuses the conception of a local maritime development.  
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A source of direct information for maritime activity, which has proved to be a useful 

source in the reconstruction of seafaring for Mid/Late Bronze Age in Southern 

England, is the evidence of shipwrecks. Unfortunately, for the NW Iberian Peninsula 

Bronze (and Iron) Age, there has been no direct evidence for their existence. 

However, this should not be considered directly representative of their importance to 

either the Bronze Age or Iron Age NW Iberian communities. The lack of evidence 

could be a direct result of the relatively late development of underwater archaeology 

as a scholarly discipline within the region. It is also important to stress that the lack of 

underwater archaeology for the Bronze and Iron Ages could also be attributed in part 

to the development of preferential research agendas6.  

The problem with the definition of a Bronze Age ‘maritime culture’, for this region, is 

that it is inferred by the implicit evidence of maritime connectivity supported by a 

network of metal exchange, with probable cultural affiliation. This creates a 

compatibility problem based on the assumption that if there is a need to satisfy a 

commercial enterprise, a society will ultimately develop a maritime social structure to 

fulfil it. In other words, the assumption, based on indirect evidence, that a culture is 

‘maritime’ is purely speculative, unless we consider an important corpus of direct 

archaeological evidence to support it. Unfortunately, in the case of the NW Iberian 

Bronze Age, this is clearly minimal.  

The approach to the study of an Iron Age maritime culture in this region has also 

been unsatisfactory. With a large proportion of Iron Age maritime discussions being 

based on the disarticulation of the Bronze Age system of trade and the Mediterranean 

commercial influence, research centered upon this region’s maritime exploitation has 

become secondary and has therefore been taken for granted. This neglection of the 

Iron Age could have resulted in part from assumptions inherited from the Bronze Age 

                                                

6 The Universidade de Santiago de Comopstela has been involved since the 1970s in the development of 

underwater archaeology surveys of the region of the Lower Rias. The nature of these studies, however, 

were based on shipwrecks of the 16th to 18th centuries AD FARIÑA, M., ROMERO, M. & 

VÁZQUEZ, J. M. (1973) Nuevos hallazgos de «anforiñas». El Museo de Pontevedra, 72-90..  
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models, which imply that because there is an established maritime contact existing 

between these societies, this automatically means that the NW Iberian Iron Age 

cultures were fundamentally maritime based too. However, this period as a whole is 

undoubtedly far more complex than has been implied. This time period is 

characterised by a less conspicuous evidence base for an unquestionable use of 

maritime trade routes, due possibly to the increased use of inland communication 

system. The marked cultural dissimilarities between Mediterranean objects and the 

castros culture, further highlights that there is a clear problem with the way in which 

maritimity is being perceived. 

After the collapse of the Bronze Age metal trade system there is a shift in the way 

society articulates the system of power legitimisation. The absence of metal to justify 

hierarchies and the implementation of an autonomous system of Iron Age social 

organisation is reflected in the archaeological record. This means that the economic 

formalist perspective, seeking to define a society based on trade, suffers without direct 

evidence for this activity. In other words, if a culture’s maritime aspects have been 

determined indirectly from evidence of cultural exchange of goods, when these goods 

are no longer apparent, the maritime explanation becomes even more speculative. 

It is noticeable that in contrast to the ideas of shared cultural traditions for the Bronze 

Age, discussions surrounding an Iron Age maritime culture are restricted mainly to 

commercial activities. The evidence of Punic, Phoenician and Greek materials are 

commonly cited, but broader discussions of a cultural involvement with these 

activities are noticeably absent. The limited inferences that can be extracted from 

such models regarding a maritime culture are compounded by the lack of information 

regarding such traded artefacts. There is currently not enough information even to 

think of an important Phoenician interaction further North from Portugal. The 

potential for maritime routes from the Mediterranean through the Atlantic is mainly 

reinforced by scarce information found in coastal sites, such as the glass beads from 

Sta. Terga. Whether the location of artefacts such as these is the end product of a 

direct use of the sea in this region is debateable. Furthermore, at present, evidence 

such as this can only be used to imply that NW Iberia played a role within a wider 
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trade network. It contributes relatively little to our knowledge of how the actual 

communities of the NW Iberian Peninsula exploited the sea – whether it was 

economically (mainly importing, or as major exporters too?) or mainly for subsistence 

purposes.  

Regarding the lack of shipwreck evidence for the Iron Age period, this has been 

balanced with the study of iconographic sources. Iconography detailing maritime 

scenes is not only scarce but also controversial (often as a result of their poor 

preservation), complicating the work of semioticians. It is important to reiterate that 

the majority of the inferences made regarding boat building traditions ‘depicted’ have 

been based on these small indirect samples of archaeological evidence (Iglesias Gil 

and Muñiz Castro, 1992: 42). The potential that they represent foreign vessels and 

not those directly related to the NW Iberian culture should not be dismissed. They 

could therefore be used as basic indicators for the existence of a maritime knowledge 

in the region, but without shipwreck evidence, the interpretations become highly 

speculative.  

With a distinct lack of direct archaeological evidence from which the development of 

an Iron Age maritime culture can be inferred, NW Iberian archaeology has been 

supplemented by the interpretation of historiographic sources. As previously stated, 

the understanding of ship building traditions and navigation for the area has been 

primarily based on the work of classical authors such as Avienus7. The major 

problems facing us is that the sources are few and the information is fragmented 

(González Ruibal, 2004: 292). Bermejo (1996) states that there is a problem with the 

use of classical sources to interpret the NW Iberian Iron Age maritimity. He states 

that these pre-Roman societies (which correspond to the castro cultures) left no 

evidence of literary sources and that the inferences archaeologists make through the 

                                                

7 Avienus’ work Ora maritime is based mainly in a Massaliot periplus, which is thought to present many 

problems of originality and second because it has been accepted that several authors wrote it and thus 

presents fragmented information BERMEJO BARRERA, J. C. (1996) Las fuentes literarias y la 

historia antigua de los pueblos del NOroeste de la Península Ibérica. IN FERNÁNDEZ OCHOA, C. 

(Ed.) Los Finisterres Atlánticos: época prerromana y romana. Gijón, Ayuntamiento de Gijón.. 
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interpretation of such sources are based on the writings of authors that had no direct 

contact with these societies (Álvarez Sanchís, 2000: 71; Júdice Gamito, 2005). But the 

most important problem encountered with the use of such sources, is that the 

archaeologist is not aware of what Bermejo defines as the historian’s paradigm. This 

concept is based on the assumption that the ancient writer wished to provide us with 

objective historic information and that he was trained to do so (similar to an 

ethnography). This author’s warning is valid and it is important to stress that not only 

should these sources be used less arbitrarily but also that in order to use such 

information, the right historiographic tools should be developed. Finally Bermejo 

(1996: 24) concludes that in order to make historiographic inferences, information 

should correspond to a wider theoretical framework. Considering the NW Iberian 

societies as indigenous, the theories must be based on anthropologic models, where 

archaeology forms the primary consideration. 

Hill and Cumberpatch’s contribution towards the understanding of an Iron Age is 

particularly relevant in the context of the NW Iberian Peninsula. The fact that Iron 

Age studies have typically been seen as ‘safe’ and unquestionable could explain why 

such efforts have been channelled into research focussing on the Paleolithic and 

Roman periods. It is clear how the concept of a ‘familiar’ Iron Age can be relevant for 

studies relating to NW Iberian maritime communities - a comfortable and ‘celtic’ 

maritime Iron Age in this region, where the global models proposed for the economic 

relationships do not satisfy the explanation of a maritime development. It is clear that 

the exploration of a maritime Iron Age has to come from the result of a re-evaluative 

process, where as Hill and Cumberpatch (1993) put it, the Iron Age should be 

explored for the Iron Age. In terms of reconstructing aspects of a culture’s maritime 

development, this should begin with an in-depth study of the local evidence produced 

by the society in question.  
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3.2 The different maritime Iron Age 

The European Iron Age in general has often been defined based on the contact with 

the Mediterranean, warriors, migration of tribes and so on - exciting topics that as 

Hill and Cumberpatch argue, has obsessed archaeologist for decades. However, as 

they go on to explain, Europe for most of this period, was composed of plain agrarian 

communities (Hill and Cumberpatch, 1993: 135), and as a result, has affected the way 

in which studies of maritime archaeology for the period have been conducted. Studies 

on the Iron Age period in NW Iberia have commonly focused on the construction of 

buildings and the analysis of imported items. However, a small portion of work has 

begun to focus on the ways in which these communities negotiated their space, in 

terms of how they interacted with their surrounding maritime environment 

(Rodríguez López, 1993: 173).  

Studies focused on the local use of the maritime resources, such as shell-midden 

analysis and fishing techniques, but also the location of settlements in relation to the 

sea, have demonstrated that there is a different and highly valuable approach to Iron 

Age maritime studies - the micro approach. Studies examining concheros in the 

coastal zone of Galicia, for the early and late Iron Age period, and in Asturias for the 

Early Roman period, have proved useful in identifying consumer practices between 

the different chronological phases. Analysis of these remains have enabled 

reconstruction of cultural preferences for specific species, which have been exploited 

for local consumption (found represented in domestic castros contexts), or in the case 

of the Roman period, exploited commercially. The focus of this particular type of 

study has created a good starting point from which a more direct perspective can be 

taken towards recreating aspects of NW Iberia’s maritimity.  

As numerous studies undertaken throughout the region, spanning the Late Bronze 

Age and into the Roman period have shown, is that as we go through time, there is a 

distinct shift from an exploitation of the immediate environment to deeper waters in 

the Later Iron Age and Early Roman Period. Evidence of selective mollusc gathering 
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from sites such as Queiruga and Donón in Galicia and Campón in Asturias indicate 

that local and easy to collect species (such as limpets, clams and cockles), from no 

more than a 3km exploitation radius were those being most frequently gathered. This 

is apparent from the conchero of Donón, where 70% of the mollusc species were from 

the immediate environment.  This could indicate that communities at this time were 

less concerned with the exploitation of further, potentially harder to access 

environments, showing that their relationship with the maritime landscape was on a 

‘basic’, local and low-energy basis. It could be suggested therefore that although these 

resources may have constituted an important part of their diet, they were not 

prepared to go to certain lengths to acquire them. This could in turn provide us with 

an indication as to how necessary they were overall to the diet.  Unfortunately, given 

the nature of this exploitation strategy and the characteristics of the means of 

production, there are minimal chances to reconstruct a chain of operation regarding 

such activities. However, what these studies do highlight on a basic level, is the 

importance of these maritime resources to the local communities.  

For the later periods (Iron Age and into the Roman), the evidence for shell-fishing 

becomes more apparent – an evidence, which is based on an apparent increase in the 

quantity of mollusc material being recovered from concheros.  This could imply that 

the Iron Age/Roman communities developed a more intimate and intense 

relationship with the maritime environment. However, it should be noted that this 

could be related to both the nature of the development of the castros cultures in this 

period and specific research directions. Peña Santos and Vázquez Varela (1996) 

argue that it is during the Late Iron Age that shell-fishing can be considered for the 

first time, as a recurrent activity. It has therefore been suggested on this basis that this 

increased maritime exploitation and the conspicuous construction of castros are 

related. However, could this not simply be a reflection on the level of excavation 

carried out on these highly accessible castros, and not in fact a true representation of 

increased productivity through time? – a factor which becomes apparent when 

considering the relative developments in maritime exploitation between the Galician 

and Asturian regions. What is clearly necessary is a re-evaluation of all the available 



A NW Iberian Iron Age maritime culture 

 46 

shellfish evidence from the Bronze Age through to the Roman period, covering 

settlements throughout the entire NW Iberian region.  

An interesting trend which can be clearly seen through the archaeological record, is 

the increased exploitation through time of deep-water species, which could involve 

the use of more specialised techniques. However, this trend is more apparent for the 

Roman period. Evidence for unstandardised and often smaller oysters in coastal 

castros, in contrast to the larger, more standardised specimens found at inland villas 

suggest that for this period, in contrast to the Iron Age, the maritime resource was 

being exploited for economic purposes. This is further supported by evidence for 

purple dye extraction, which points to a specialisation. However, given the high 

degree of attention that Roman studies have received, it is again not known to what 

extent this is a true reflection of changing developments through time from the Iron 

Age.  

One way in which the Iron Age local maritimity could be more fully explored is 

through in-depth analyses of the concheros. Even though studies of this nature have 

been undertaken, particularly for the Early Roman Period, and have highlighted their 

potential for reconstructing patterns of maritime exploitation, they have not been 

widespread. This could be related to both the complexity of middens8 and arguments 

regarding the accuracy of dating techniques. It has been suggested that methods for 

dating the concheros in this region have been problematic due to the lack of 

awareness of the reservoir effect of the organic materials that come from marine 

environments (Rubinos Pérez et al., 1999: 150). The reservoir effect occurs due to the 

low concentration of C14 in the marine reserve. This is caused by the amount of time 

                                                

8 Mannino and Thomas (MANNINO, M. & THOMAS, K. (2001) Intensive Mesolithic exploitation of 

coastal resources? Evidence from a shell deposit on the Isle of Portland (Southern England) for the 

impact of human foraging on populations of intertidal rocky shore molluscs. Journal of Archaeological 

Science, 28, 1101-1114.), argue that shell midden deposits have long been acknowledged to be highly 

complex in terms of depositional histories and stratigraphy, with lateral variation in deposits even over 

small areas. Even deposits close together and with similar colour, texture and inclusions, may represent 

quite distinct episodes in the development of the site.  
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radiocarbon has being concentrated in the deep layers of the oceans and due to the 

marine upwelling. This generates not only a lower concentration of radiocarbon but 

also variability in the calculations (Rubinos Pérez et al., 1999: 149). This variation has 

therefore been argued to affect most of the Iron Age period. The radiocarbon dating 

curve for the time span between 800 and 400 BC, throws very irregular calibration 

intervals (i.e. the case of O Achadizo), presenting a very small standard deviation or 

increased values of up to 300 years (i.e Terroso castro).  Archaeologists have therefore 

been sceptical in the use of these techniques, preferring instead indirect (and highly 

controversial) dating techniques such as typologies and classical sources (Rubinos 

Pérez et al., 1999: 149). Nevertheless, Rubinos Perez demonstrates that this error can 

be calculated by dating other finds such as animal bones and organic materials 

accumulated in concheros (evidence for which is abundant in numerous castros). The 

potential of using these concheros to provide information regarding maritime 

exploitation for specific periods should therefore not be discounted on this basis.  

Despite the current debate surrounding dating techniques, the morphometric analyses 

on molluscs from sites such as the Terroso castro in Portugal (Cabral, 2003; Cabral 

and da Silva, 2003) have nevertheless shown great potential for future study in this 

area. They have indicated for instance, that Late Bronze Age communities were 

predominantly exploiting the immediate maritime environment. Furthermore, the 

evidence at this site, for relatively large sized molluscs, could suggest that these 

communities were selectively gathering based on the understanding of food values. 

Studies such as these could also be applied to Iron Age contexts, to enable a 

reconstruction of dietary needs.   

Similar morphometric studies on limpets and their potential as indicators for 

maritime exploitation have been explored in a British context, results for which could 

be applied to other Atlantic regions. Jones (unpublished) argues that limpet shells vary 

depending on tidal levels. Due to various inter-related environmental factors, they 

exhibit a conical shape in the upper shore levels and flatter on the lower. This was 

proved in his study of Mesolithic shell middens from the Island of Oronsay, Inner 

Hebrides, which showed the same patterns as the modern examples. From the results, 
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Jones was able to show that the majority of the prehistoric midden limpets would have 

been gathered from the lower shore. From this, he hypothesises that their 

predominance could suggest that the exploitation strategy was relatively light, 

indicating that the consumers were not under any pressure to collect the less desirable 

(tougher) upper shore limpets. If a similar study based on shape differentials, in 

combination with size ratios, was to be performed on the shell middens from Galicia, 

the issue of whether marine sources formed a supplementary diet could be more fully 

explored. If for example, concheros produced evidence that only the lower tide, larger 

molluscs were being collected, this could indicate that the society was not under any 

degree of alimentary pressure and thus did not rely too heavily on the maritime 

resource. This could also have implications regarding studies of a NW Iberian 

reliance on the maritime resources versus a terrestrial.  

Based on the relative proportions of animals bones to fish/mollusc remains in La 

Campa Torres castro, in Asturias, Maya and Cuesta (1993: 95) argues that maritime 

resources formed a complementary diet. However, evidence such as this is highly 

speculative. The results could be more indicative of preservational biases and 

recovery methods. For example, Serjeanston et. al. (1994) argue that for a good 

recovery rate of fish bones, a sieve mesh size of 2mm (a practice commonly avoided) is 

required. Furthermore, if the species present are carthilaginous, such as lamprey, the 

chances of retrieval, if at all, are significantly reduced. Issues of recovery are however 

reduced for small fish bones buried in a calcaneous, silty clay type (Serjeantson et al., 

1994). Unfortunately, as has been previously mentioned, the soil type in this region of 

NW Iberia is predominantly acidic. This could bias the results towards a higher 

recovery of the larger animal bones. Basing arguments of Iron Age maritime 

exploitation on relative proportions of terrestrial to fish remains, should therefore take 

account of these post-depositional factors. This considered, we should not be so 

certain in our assumptions regarding the relative importance of the terrestrial in 

relation to the maritime diet, until further detailed studies on such matters are 

undertaken.  
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For the Late Iron Age, the literature has considered the recovery of fishing tools to 

have provided an important contribution to our knowledge of maritime practices. 

The evidence of fishhooks from the Sta. Terga castro and the fishing weights 

recovered from Baroña castro, are at present some of the best examples for a direct 

indicator of maritime activities in the area. However, the dating of these artefacts has 

been problematic, in that the contexts from which they were found have not been 

particularly well documented. In the case of the fishhooks, the creation of a specific 

typology, related to their attributes, has been unsuccessful (Carballo Arceo, 1989). It is 

argued here that care should be taken when considering these artefacts as diagnostic 

of specific Iron Age maritime practices. This can also be argued for the fish weights, 

where their controversial functional interpretation has left us with more questions 

than answers. Therefore, it is suggested here that until further detailed typologies are 

formulated, individual finds such as these should be considered cautiously.  

In the same way that ethnographic studies have been used by scholars to infer ancient 

ship building traditions in the context of the macro perspective, ethnographic studies 

have also been used to understand the nature of the local maritime archaeological 

record. Studies carried out on traditional fishing techniques in the Aurosa ria, Galicia, 

have highlighted the problematic nature of using such inferences to reconstruct 

prehistoric maritime practices. Given that the majority of the evidence presented in 

castros is mollusc based and that even today, as could be suggested in the past, these 

are extracted with the use of the hands, we are unlikely to find direct artefactual 

evidence for how these societies were procuring them. This significantly reduces the 

value of such singular studies. These issues can further be demonstrated from Torres’ 

attempts to reconstruct from a single Asturian whale scapula, aspects of Iron Age 

fishing processes. For this, he uses ethnographic sources that describe the rudimentary 

techniques for the capturing and killing of whales. The argument of the author is that 

due to the low technological nature of the ethnographic examples, Iron Age societies, 

due a supposedly more ‘advanced’ technology, must surely have been able to perform 

such tasks. The inherent problems in making such unsubstantiated inferences are 

clear. It would therefore be worthwhile to construct more comprehensive arguments 
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based on a more complete archaeological corpus of information and extensive 

ethnographic work, undertaken directly in the region under study.  

Even though the analysis of mollusc and fish remains can tell us much about the 

exploitation practices that maritime societies carried out for the NW Iberian 

Peninsula Iron Age, another important aspect highlighted is that isolated finds, such 

as the whale scapula should not be used to understand exploitation models. Therefore 

a rigorous excavation technique must be developed as a way to overcome such 

problems.  
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4 Conclusions 

During the course of this study, it has been shown that the maritime aspects of the 

Iron Age in the NW Iberian Peninsula have been studied from two different and yet 

in part interrelated perspectives: the global (macro) and local (micro). From a large 

scale (macro) position, inherited by the prescriptive use of Atlantic Bronze Age 

maritime economy models, the NW Iberian Peninsula has been the focus of an 

assumed cultural link based on the exchange of metal objects, similar building 

traditions, naval technologies and glottologic analogies. This macro viewpoint, when 

transplanted from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age suffers from incompatibility due to 

the differences manifested through exchange and social organisation. In contrast to 

the macro model, the micro perspective is developed from an introspective position, 

which seeks to explore concepts of Iron Age maritimity based on the more tangible, 

local evidence. As discussed, these concepts have been inferred from direct 

archaeological evidence - predominantly from studies of settlement patterns, mollusc 

and fish remains and artefactual evidence, with the latter in the context of the micro, 

being related to a direct involvement in maritime activities.  

One of the main issues highlighted by this study is the extreme complexity of the 

evidence presented on both spatial and temporal levels. However, despite the often 

fragmented nature of the evidence and at times contradictory, both the global and 

local models have nonetheless highlighted some key issues. 

Research presented for the macro models have consistently stressed the importance of 

a global economy, with the focus being on trade. Within this global perspective, what 

we could perceive with great clarity is the importance for the academic literature in 

pinpointing the connectivity (shown through common building traditions, language 

and shared material culture) between the NW Iberian Peninsula and the wider 

Atlantic world. Even though the global models do show that for the Bronze Age, 

there was an exploitation of the sea in the form of trade routes, this information is not 

enough to infer the establishment of a maritime culture in the Iron Age. This study 

has stressed the inadequacy of Bronze Age trade models for explaining the dimensions 
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in which the NW Iberian maritime communities interacted with their environment. 

This is in part related to the lack of direct evidence for maritime exploitation, such as 

the complete absence of seagoing vessels. The relatively recent development of 

underwater archaeology, research agendas directed towards much earlier or later 

periods and the potentially poor preservation of archaeological materials, have limited 

the extent to which reliable inferences can be made. 

For the Iron Age, the macro approach appears even less suited to studies of NW 

Iberian engagement with the maritime environment. As has been seen for the Bronze 

Age, the macro approach suffers from a lack of direct archaeological information. 

Even though the evidence points to a connectivity between the different Bronze Age 

Atlantic communities, which undoubtedly would have used the sea routes, this does 

not automatically imply that the Iron Age communities would have been exploiting 

the sea in the same ways, for the same purposes and to the same extent.   

As with the Late Bronze Age, Iron Age studies have commonly placed a focus on 

wider economical interactions, but in this later period, the focus is directed more 

towards commercial social contact, particularly with the Mediterranean. Again, due 

to insufficient and speculative information for a maritime engagement, the nature of 

these interactions has been explored through the use of classical sources. They have 

unfortunately been treated as direct sources of information, with little historiographic 

analysis. As this research has aimed to show, sources such as these should not form 

the basis of our inferences, particularly when they are far from contemporaneous to 

the period under study.  

Although it seems both logical and probable that the west coast of Iberia would have 

been used to some degree for contact or more specifically trade, it remains 

speculative. Assumptions of Iron Age NW Iberian contact with the Mediterranean via 

the sea, are controversial when the potential for well-developed land routes are 

considered. Even though there is evidence for Phoenician and Punic materials in this 

region’s coastal settlements, the low frequency of these artefacts, and the existence of 

a relatively well-developed Tartessian land commerce throughout central Iberia, 

complicates the arguments surrounding Mediterranean-Atlantic maritime trade 
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routes. Again, in the absence of more concrete artefactual evidence for how and to 

what extent these communities might have exploited these routes, their importance 

must remain speculative. One thing we must be careful of is assuming an established 

Iron Age maritime engagement based on evidence from previous periods or adjoining 

regions. NW Iberia, set between the Atlantic and Mediterranean worlds, is in a highly 

complex social, economical and political position. Therefore, when attempting to 

recreate the extent of their Iron Age maritime engagement, studies should not 

attempt to make broad speculative inferences based on ‘similar’ practices by ‘similar’ 

societies. This present study therefore strongly recommends that in attempting to 

understand NW Iberia’s engagement with the maritime environment, we should 

begin by looking at the local, more tangible evidence for activity – the micro 

approach. 

In contrast to the macro model, research from the micro perspective has been 

attempting to explain how Iron Age communities in the NW Iberian Peninsula 

interacted with the maritime environment, through a negotiation of their space. 

Evidence for settlement positioning in locations that emphasized the importance of 

the seascape (potentially for resource exploitation, commerce or navigational 

practices) and fish/mollusc remains recovered from mainly Late Iron Age/Early 

Roman shell middens (concheros) have highlighted that the maritime environment 

played an important role in the everyday lives of the Iron Age NW Iberian 

communities. The micro evidence has allowed archaeologists to gain some insight 

into maritime exploitation from a more indigenous context, rather than just as a 

secondary consideration within a wider global economic framework.  

The micro evidence has pointed to a changing relationship with the maritime 

environment through time – a trend that is apparent throughout the NW Iberian 

Peninsula as a whole. Direct research on middens has clearly shown a strong potential 

for furthering our understanding of maritime exploitation. There seems to be a shift 

from an immediate and more subsistence based exploitation of resources in the Late 

Bronze Age to a more intensive, selective and economically based exploitation in the 

Late Iron Age and into the Roman period. This evidence has highlighted to some 
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extent the changing relationships of the local communities with their surrounding 

landscape but in doing so has shown us how much work is still needed in this area to 

fully understand these changes. The relationship between maritime and agricultural 

exploitation, in terms of which if any formed the primary resource base is still unclear. 

Further work on shell middens in relation to animal bone analysis is clearly needed, 

with a focus on preservation and recovery issues.  

This study has therefore demonstrated that the extent of the Iron Age maritime 

engagement in NW Iberian Peninsula, cannot be explained from a macro perspective. 

Macro models are predominantly focused on incorporating issues of maritimity into 

trading models, where as we have seen for the Iron Age, there are very few indicators 

of such activities, hence the often over reliance on ethnographic studies and 

historiographic sources. The introverted nature of Iron Age societies, with the 

apparently collapsing system of trade and the emergence of autonomous 

communities, is better understood from the micro perspective, where evidence for 

maritime engagement is based mainly on direct archaeological information and local 

exploitation models, which focus on the indigenous communities themselves and their 

more individualistic negotiation of the maritime environment.  
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5 Further research 

As we have seen, maritime research for the Iron Age has not always been considered 

a primary topic for development. To build up more tools for the explanation of the 

maritime processes and to broaden our perspectives, the expansion of some key points 

is necessary. The most immediate problem to solve is: 

a) Fragmentation of the archaeological information, caused by the disjointed 

interests of NW Iberian Autonomous communities and archaeological 

institutions. 

This would have the intention of unifying research criteria and establishing better-

defined direct archaeological information. In conjunction with the latter and with the 

noticeable lack of underwater archaeological research, the following key points must 

be developed: 

b) The need for multiregional (Northern Portugal, Galicia and Asturias) 

underwater surveys to establish what, if any, information is actually present 

along the coastline.  

c) More detailed analysis of mollusc/fish remains. This could include more 

samples from across the whole region. Studies could also look at issues such as 

seasonality to see how the maritime environment is exploited throughout the 

year. 

d) Ethnographic studies could be undertaken, which explore the practices of the 

fishing communities present along the NW Iberian coast. The potential for 

these studies as tools could also then be evaluated.  
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7 Appendix 

Table 1 Species found in the archaeological sites that are thought of being related with local fishing and shelfishing and open-water fishing (Vázquez Varela, 1976; Vázquez Varela et al., 

1993a; Vázquez Varela et al., 1993b; Fernández Ibáñez et al., 1998; Lamalfa Díaz et al. 1998: 152-153 in Torres Martínez, 2003: 258) 

period habitat  species 

Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age near shore (cliff rocks, sand and 

mud) 

blue mussel (Myttilus edulis), clams (Tapes Pullastra, Tapes decussatus), limpets (Patella 

vulgata; Patella intermedia; Patela aspera). Cockle (Cardium edule) and a great variety of sea 

snails (Vázquez Varela et al., 1993b) 

 near shore line fished cod (Gadus luscus), Red porgy (Sparus pagrus), Axillary seabream (Pagellus acarne, Pagellus 

cantabricus), wrasse (Labrus berggylta) 

 deep sea fished Atlantic horse mackerel (Trachurus trachurus) and Atlantic mackerel (Scomber scombrus)  

Late Iron Age-Early Roman 

Period 

near shore (cliff rocks, sand and 

mud) 

oysters (Ostrea edulis), common periwinkles (Littorna littorea), clams (Tapes Pullastra, 

Tapes decussatus), fine clams (Venerupis decussata), sea urchin (Equinodeos), razor clam 

(Solen marginatus, Solen ensis), goose neck barnacle (Pollicipes cornucopia) and a great 

amounts of sea snail 

 near shore and deep sea fished wrasse (Crenilbarus melops), snook, (Morone labrax; Dicentrarchus labrax), and in castros 

like As Hortas (Isla de faro, Islas Cíes), the European hake (Merluccius merluccius) and 

porgies (Sparus pagrus). 
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Table 2 details of the diverse species present in Galician castros for the Preroman and Roman Periods (Vázquez Varela, 1976) 

site chronology species 

A Lanzada Preroman Labrus bergylta L. (wrasse), Crenilabrus melops L. (rock wrasse), Sparus auratus L. (gilt-head (sea) bream), Merluccius merluccius L. (European 

hake), Trachurus trachurus L. (Atlantic horse mackerel) 

 Roman Labrus bergylta L. (wrasse), Sparus auratus L. (gilt-head (sea) bream), Morone labrax (robaliza) 

A Suvidá Roman Mugil sp. L. (mugel) 

Islas Cíes Preroman Labrus bergylta L.(wrasse) and Morone labrax (robaliza) 

Donón Roman Labrus bergylta L.(wrasse), Pagrus pagrus L. (Red porgy) Sparus auratus L. (gilt-head (sea) bream) and Morone labrax (robaliza) 

   

 

 


