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A B S T R A C T

This paper presents a series of 25 previously unpublished radiocarbon dates from the oppidum of San Cibrán de
Las, one of the most important and thoroughly excavated Iron Age sites in the NW Iberian Peninsula. These 14C
dates are discussed on the basis of a Bayesian analysis. The results reveal a much longer occupation history of the
site than previously thought. Moreover, the data offer new light into the much-debated question of the origin of
the large fortified sites known as oppida in the region. The evidence from San Cibrán de Las clearly suggests a
pre-Roman origin for at least some of the oppida, thus challenging traditional interpretations about the origins of
urbanism in northern Iberia.

1. Introduction

This article offers the first overview on a new series of 25 radio-
carbon dates from the fortified Iron Age settlement of San Cibrán de Las
(pre-Latin name Lansbrica, Galicia, Spain). The application of Bayesian
analysis to the new data from San Cibrán and other related settlements
offers new light into the chronology of the Iron Age Iberia and the
origins of the large fortified sites known as oppida. Bayesian chron-
ologies are starting to reassess many of our traditional assumptions on
the Iron Age (see e.g. Hamilton et al. 2015), and through this paper we
aim to integrate the north-western Iberian Peninsula into the debate.

In the Iron Age, fortified sites known as hillforts (‘castros’ in
Galician language) and oppida dominate the archaeological record of
NW Iberia (Parcero Oubiña and Cobas Fernández, 2004; González
Ruibal, 2006, 2007). To date, 147 hillforts have been excavated out of
an estimated total of between 3000 and 4500 (Teira Brión and Abad
Vidal, 2012) (Fig. 1). There are very few known unfortified sites (Aboal
Fernández et al., 2002; González Ruibal, 2005, 2007; Parga Castro
et al., 2016) and there is virtually no funerary archaeology (Vilaseco
Vázquez, 1999). More recently, some scholars consider a series of links
have been established between the hillforts and part of the region's rock
art (Santos Estévez, 2007).

The first summaries on the Iron Age chronology of NW Iberia

focused on pottery types (Almeida, 1974; Rey Castiñeira, 1991;
Fernández Fernández, 2008) and the settlements themselves, asso-
ciating their morphology with their location at a local level (Carballo
Arceo, 2002; Parcero Oubiña, 2000). Absolute dates first appeared in
1971 (Martínez Fernández, 1971) while Carballo Arceo and Fábregas
Valcarce (1991)) proposed the first summary. Several compilations
have recently appeared (Matos da Silva, 2008; Picón Platas, 2008; Villa
Valdés, 2002; Jordá Pardo et al., 2009), although only the study by
Jordá Pardo et al. (2009) applies Bayesian analysis to 388 samples from
69 sites, revealing that the occupation of the hillforts varied from site to
site, depending on their phases of settlement and the abandonment of
socio-economic cycles (Jordá Pardo et al., 2009: 91). These datings
show that the hillforts were occupied between the 8th century BCE and
2nd century CE, and sporadically a few of them were-occupied during
the Middle Ages and the modern age (Jordá Pardo et al., 2009: 96).

In this paper, we take into account information from 70 sites with
420 radiocarbon dates, although we only consider 345 of them as valid.
It must be noted that the samples analysed in the region suffer from
several methodological problems (Jordá Pardo et al., 2009). They come
from a wide range of materials with a varying lifespan, as the acidity of
the soil breaks down organic matter that is not carbonised, meaning the
options are limited in terms of selecting datable material. For this
reason, AMS dating is being increasingly applied, as this makes it
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possible to use very small samples. There is also a relatively high
number of invalid samples: datings from the Gakushuin laboratory; a
standard deviation of more than 100; a lack of BP data, although the
calibrated date is provided; and no description of the context (Carballo
Arceo and Fábregas Valcarce, 1991; Castro Martínez et al., 1996; Calo
Lourido, 2015). Otherwise, the number of datings per site varies be-
tween 1 and 51, and there are only more than 11 datings in 12 sites, led
by the Citania de San Julião (51 datings), and followed by San Cibrán
de Las (25) (see Supplementary data, Tables 2 and 3).

The so-called oppida appeared at the end of the Iron Age in Galicia
and the north of Portugal as an evolved form of ‘castros’. Oppida are
considered as being fortified settlements covering more than 2.5 ha,
with some reaching an area of as much as 25 ha (González Ruibal,
2006, 2007: 336, fig.4.44). Many researchers have interpreted their size
and more orderly layout as a sign of Roman influence in the region (e.g.
Almeida, 1984: 37–8; de la Peña Santos, 1992: 386–7; Calo Lourido,
1993: 51; Queiroga, 2003: 32–3), a hypothesis that is supported by
findings of material culture dating from between the time of Augustus
and the Flavians (c. 20 BCE–90 CE). sometimes corresponding to the
last phases of occupation of the considered ‘castro’.

However, it has recently been proposed that the oppida developed
on a local scale (Parcero, 2002; González Ruibal, 2006), as their main
period of development occurred during the first century BCE, i.e. prior
to the Roman conquest of the region that was completed around
26 BCE. González Ruibal (2006: 318–328) presents some arguments
that justify this earlier chronology: the existence of levels of occupation
from before the time of Emperor Augustus, or the presence of imported
Roman objects prior to the conquest, together with Punic and Iberian
materials. Therefore, at least some of the oppida are interpreted as a
result of a transformation due to endogenous social processes from the
Iron Age that occurred before the Roman invasion, although there are
others that appeared after the arrival of the Romans.

However, there are virtually no radiocarbon samples or analyses for
the oppida, as the information we have on them comes from excavations
carried out many years ago. Out of the 54 oppida that are known, only 9
have been dated by 14C, including San Cibrán de Las. The radiocarbon
datings we present in this paper allow us to contextualise the results for
San Cibrán de Las, by carrying out a Bayesian analysis to distinguish its
phases of occupation.

Fig. 1. Map showing the location of the hillfort sites that have so far been dated in the Iberian Peninsula (authors, based on González Ruibal 2006; Jordá Pardo et al., 2009; Aboal
Fernández et al., 2005; Matos da Silva, 2008; Cano Pan and Gómez Filgueiras de Brage, 2010). The map also includes all of the oppida that are dated and undated.
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