
SUMMARY

STELAE, LANDSCAPE LSD TERRYYORV
IN TI-lE LATE BRONZE AGE OF TI-lE SOUTHWEST
OF TI-lE IBERIAN PENINSULA

lntyoduction

The decoratedstelaeof dic Southwestare oneof dic
bestknownaudcharacteristicfeaturesof the cultureof
the Late l3ronzeAge peopleswho inhabiteddxc region
which would subsequentlylic on the peripheryof dic
orientalizingworld knownas Tartessos,

The objects carvedon tite stelaeare well known, es-
pecially iii dic case of dic «warrior stelae», which,
togexherwith a human stick figure, depict alí the ele-
mentsof theLateBronzeAgepanoply:Herzsprungtype
shields, heJniets with cresl or horns, swords, spears,
bows andtwo-wheeledwarchariots,togetherwith pres-
tige itemsof dressor personaladornmentsnchas fibu-
lae,mirrors,combsor musicalinstrumcnts.

Rut in additionto diese,dic researchalso recognises
dic exisíenceof anothertypeof ste(e,retenedtoas«dia-
dein stelae»,which canbe regardedas tite female ver-
sion of dic warrior type. Titese shaw a human figure,
aÑo stick-like, embellishedwith sorne ldnd of adora-
ment, aud somerimesaccomnpaniedby a prestige item
suchasatitula.

Borh typesare found ayera definitegeograpiticalarea
andniust be regardedas basicallycontemporancaus,al-
though on occasionsdierehavebeenatteniptsto seetheni
as pitenomenawith different origias becausediere are
local precedentslar 11w diadem stelae, tite so-cailed
«baulderstelae”,but not lar dic warrior stelae.

Historiography

Since tite first descriptionof a stelewas publíshediii
I89S~ archaeologicalresearchin titis fleid has simply
followed tite generalapproaehespursuedby tite disci-
puneas a whole iii Spainasid, to a largeextení,tite rest
alEurope.

Titus, to begin with tite stelaewere consideredtesti-
moay of a nebulauspre-Romanworld, which la tite
ecurseof tite 2Oíh centurygraduallycarneto be idenul-
(lcd with tite Celtieinvasionsfrom CentralEurope.Tite

main corpusdescribingtite stelae,publishedby Alma-
gro in 1966, basically adoptsthis invasionistUne, al-
though always tempexedby referentesta the Mediter-
raneanworldwhich is, ja tiie Iastanalysís,tite basisof ah
Europeancultural periodization.

The discovery in the early nineteenseventiesof dic
material rernains of Phoenician colonization la dic
South of Ihe Iberian Peninsulapromptedreconsider-
ation of diffusionist titeories. Tite origin of tite stelae
now bad to be saughtin tite EasteraMediterranean,al-
thougbeachautitordefínedthe specific origin of dic la-
fluentes on tite basís of his particular academicback-
ground asid perspeetive.Titus ter sorne they reflected
cantaciswiíh tite Aegean,for athersevidenteof tite ac-
culturation of tite Tartessianperipherywith tite arrival
of site Pboeniciansand finally for a third group of re-
searchersthey relatedro pre-colonialcontad;between
tite PerjinsulaasidtiteEasxernMediterranean.

It was on)y in tite nineseen-eighries,witli tite evala-
ation of tite interna) processcsof tite indigenousso-
cieties, thaI diesediffusionisí tUcanes beganlo be re-
jeeted, but titen tite Atlanuic became tite source of
creativeinspiration.

En summarisingtitis picture, one wou)d have to con-
eludethat iii tite caurseof almosta centuryof research
virtuahly no autitorhasconsideredtite ste!aeasanything
olbertitan mererepositoriesof carvingsal prestigeob-
jecísfor which associationsandparalleiscould befound
beyondtite actualsphereof tite sícíne,Two fundamental
facíors, iii addition te tite dominanídiffusionist ap-
proach,havealfecíedtite seaníimportantegiven tite ste-
lae tlieznselves:

la tite firsí place,tite stclaeitave alwaysbeenre-
gardeda; markersor cover;of tite íombs of ini-
portaní figures la loca) socicties,although it has
never boca possible to prove Uds theary, since
thereare no reliable associationsbetweenstclae
asid lomb;. Tuis has meaní thai tite sicine in
generalhaveheenconsidereda; lackinga contexí,
tite assuniptionbeingthat tite>’ hadbecomesepar-
ated fram tite burla]; for which dwy were created,
Oneeffect of interprctingtltcm a; an isolatedele-
meaSis uhatno importantehasever beengiven lo
tite placeswhererite síelsewereactuallysited.
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— la tite secuadplace,a deartit of arcitaeulugicalre-
majas in tite Soutitwestaadtite absencein titis area
of must of tite elementssitown on tite stelaehas al-
ways madeus luok outwards,tu placeswiteretitese
items are generallyfound as prestigeobjectsassuci-
atedwith elites.Virtually authingis knuwn abuuttite
Late Broaze Age settlementsin tite region, or the
ecunumic activities carried uut by tite pupulatiun.
Similarly, tite unly apparentfuneraryrernainsaretite
theureticalburials witicit the stelaeare assumedto
mark, reinfurcing tite ideatitat they are a reflection
of tite powerof the region’s indigenuuselites.

Titesetwu factorshavealways conspiredtugetiterso
thata witole seriesof aspectshavebeenuverlookedby
tite researcit,especiallytitoserelating tu tite geugrapiti-
cal importanceof thedistribution of tite stelae,titeir as-
suciationwith different stagingposts,andtiteir relation-
sitip with tite regiua’s meagrearcitaeulogical recurd.
Titis studyis designedtu help fi» titis gapiii tite research
andoffer a view of tite stelaeintegratedinto a particular
contextas a startingpoiat for tite developmentof hypo-
thesesbasedun titeir cultural relationswitit tite world
thatsurruuadedthem.

Env¡ronmentand!andseape

To do titis it is fundamentaltu examinetite geugra-
phical settingin whicit tite stelaewere sited,since they
areprimarily definedby titeir relationshipwitit tite land-
scape.

Becauseof dic pivota> positiun of tite IheríanPenín-
sula, betweentite Atlantic and the Mediterranean,tite
cultures titat itave develupedtitere itave always dis-
played a certain duality titroughoutPreitistory. la par-
ticular tite Southwest,theareaof closestcontactbetween
tite twu seas,is especiallyseasitive tu tite receptionof
butit typesuf influences.Titis is very clearin tite period
titat conterasusandalgo in tite eratitat follows, charac-
terisedby tite mythical kingdomof Tartessos.

Furtitermure,tite morpitulugy of tite Iberian Penin-
sula itself is asiotiter factortitat sitould alwaysbe takesi
iato accuunt,becauseof tite fragmentationpruducedby
tite successivemountaincitaisisthatsurruundasid divide
tite itigit centra> meseta,asid becausetite difficuities of
cummuaicationuf an>’ kind are accentuatedby thehigit
relief. Muvement is very mucit restrictedtu a sedesof
traditiunal rautestitat itave beenusedfrom prehisturic
times tu tite present,that traversea small numberuf
mountainpassesandfords.

Titirdly, altitougitpalacuesivirunmesitalasialysesuf tite
regiun are still scarce,sucit evidentetitat doc; exist
would appeartu isidicate titat the climatic cunditiuns
and tite vegetationitave siut varied substasitiallysince
tite Bronze Age. Titus tite large arcasof grazingland,
mainí>’ suitedtu stuckraising,which still predumisiasitin
tite Soutitwest,canfur titemostpartbeprujectedbacktu
tite past.Titis fact, tugetiterwitit puorsuilsand tite diffi-
culty of maintainingtiteir fertility beyunda few itarvests,
helps tu explainwhy a settledwayuf life was slowtu de-
veluphere.

Tite cumbisiatiunuf alí titesefactors must be secain
relatiunwitit tite stelae,since tite limiting effect uf tite
envirosinient in tite peninsularSuutitwest is consider-
able.

Tite generaldistributiun uf tite stelaeclearly demun-
strateswhat we aresaying,sincea vastsiiajurity of titem
are situatedat isitersectiunsuf tite netwurkuf tracks
in the Southwest,witeregeugrapiticalfeaturessuch as
muuntaisipassesur fords dictatedtite ruute, ur un ¡su-
lated iteights titat visually duminateconsiderableareas
uf titesurruundingcuuntryside.

On tite utiter hasid,in view of tite genera!!ypuorsolís,
cositrul uf tite landas sucit duesnotseemtu itavebeena
primary reasun for erecting tite stelaein tite pusitiuns
known.

Spatial analysis

It 1; la chis environmenta>contextthat tite distribution
of tite stelaeiii regiun; sucit asExtremadurain Spainur
Alenitejo in Portugalsituuld be understuud.Titey are
mainly found inland and only in a very few cases are
theyanywitereneartite cuast.Furtitermore,tite absence
of stelaefrum tite Huelvaarea, a leadingcentreuf tite
Tartessianworld, wuuld appeartu be significant.And it
is titis fundamentallyinland distributiun cumparedwitit
titeir rareappearanceneartite euasts,which were mucit
mure dynamic at tite cad of tite Brunze Age, titat ex-
plaisistite actualexistenteof tite stelaeand titeir striking
decuration.

Tite analysis of tite stelaesituuld considertwo as-
pects:

— Titeir geograpiticaldistributiun.
— A studyof tite objectsdepictedun tite stelaeítem-

selves.

In tite caseof tite first, a studyof tite must significant
groups of stelaecan provide us with a guide tu titeir
functionasidmeaning.

Firstly, tite stelaeuf Upper Extremadurafurm a
coherentgroupwitit decurationtitat, unlike tite otiters,
doesnut isiclude tite humanfigure.Titey are siteduver
a wide area arousid tite middle basin of tite river
Tagus,asid are moreheavil>’ concentratednearjis orn-
lets througit tite muuntain passestu tite Nurtit and
South.

Significantly tite stelaedecoratedwitit tite greatest
siumberuf objects,and items consideredthemustpres-
tigiuus (citariuts, combs,mirrurs, etc), are sited in tite
centreof tite basin,witile titoseal tite edgesdisplaysim-
plermudeis.Titis factcasi easilybeinterpretedas afurm
uf spatial itierarcity, expressedby a systemuf territorial
markers,witicit suggeststitattite stelaecanhelp ustu de-
limit gruups defining a geugrapitical area, even if we
casinotyet determinetite siatureof titesegroupsexactly.

Tite secosidexampleis a group uf stelaesitedaruund
theriver Zújar. In titis casetitey do nut appeartu define
a coherentterritorial area,as in tite previuus case,but
arefound alung the lengtit uf tite banksuf tite river and
adjacentareas.
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The stelae found itere presentnotable contrastsin
style, such as tite use of different types uf shield, and
titere are aÑo stroagiadicationsuf regiunalization.AH
uf which appearsto indicatethat this may hayo toen a
conflictive burder area,and so clearly marked bonn-
darleswereimpurtant.

Tite gruup in this areaalso isicludesdiadesii stclae,
tite femaleversion of tite warrior stelae,and theseac-
cuuac kw more titan 50% of tite examplesknuwn. Tite>’
can perhapsbe relatedwith site practiceof local elites
excitangingwurnen,witicit would also supporttite con-
tentionthat this wasa borderarea.

In butit casesstudied,we casiappreciatehuw the spa-
tially-defisiisig cumponentseemstu be initerent isi tite
distributioa of tite stelaeof tite southwest,asid how
sumegroups evenpenit a coherenturderisiguf space
thatcoincideswitit their internalcharacteristics.

Whenwe turn dii; spacialana]ysisto tite studyof tite
items carvedasid titeir compositionun tite stelae,asid
compare tite different elcments engraved un tituse
examplesthat are reasonabí>’complete,tite pictureorn-
lined atuvecomesmuresharplyintofocus.

A seriesuf conibisiatory statisticalanalysesmakesit
possible tu distinguisit six groups of stelaewitit Iheir
own geograpiticalpersusialityand which coincidewith
titat observeddirectí>’ in tite spatial study. Thesegruups
represeníinitial evidente,nut yet clearly defined it 1;
true, uf tite existenceof a processin which territuriesin
the Southwestbecamegradually more distinct, during
tite transitiuna]periud uf tite region’;LateBronzeAge,
witicit wuuld resultin tite establisitrnentof moredefinite
territorial esitities in tite Early [ron Age, br exarsiple
Tartessus.

At tite sametime, tite definitiun uf thesegroupsin
spatial terms makes it pussible tu revise une of tite
ruajor unquestionedassumptionsmadeby researchers
in xhis fleld, accordingtu whicit tite typolugyof tite ste-
lae canbe read¡a termsof developmentand,titerefore,
citrunolugy.Withuut ignoringtite valueof Ibis approacit,
tite resulisoblainedenatiexis tu considerthe pitenume-
non as a whole as cuntempuraneuus,and titas tite mala
typulogical differences(presence/absenceof tite human
figure, typeuf siticíd,presenceuf prestigeobjectsof Me-
diterraneasiurigin), are dictated ty geugraphyratiter
Ihanchronolugy.

RegionalContexí

Anutiter of tite majur prublemsuf research¡a chis
fleid asa witole itasbeentitat tberegionalcontenof tite
stelaeitas always teencontemplatedwiíh a certainin-
difference. Without daubí chis hastoen becauseuf tite
improssion pruducedit>’ their spectaculardispla>’ uf
prestigegoudsuf exutic urigin. Howover,Iheseubjecxs,
suchas chariots,mirrur;, musical instruments,etc., are
virtually unknown in tite arcitaeologicalrecurd uf the
Suutitwest.

Tite arcbaeo]ogica]remain; of tite LateBronzeAge
in tite regionstudied,otiter titan tite evidentefurnished
by tite stelaotitemselvesand tite uccasiunalspectacular
hoard, such a; that of tite Ida de Huelva, are guito

limited. Tite settlementdata are also scarce,except la
tite case uf tite Guadalquivir Valley, where tite Late
BronzeAge(9th centuryB.C.) markstite cadof a popu-
lational hiatusthat beganin tite Early ErunzeAge, and
tite beginninguf a seltíedway uf life, apparentlyrelated
withwitat wasitappeningin nortiteraPortugal.

Unfurtunatel>’ titis prucessdues nut seem tu itave
takenplace in tite islandareasandin tite Soutit of Porín-
ga>, audsetdemearevidencediereis limited andconfus-
ing, but in generalappearstu dernonstrateways uf tife
associatedwith a mubile economy, based mainí>’ un
stockraisiagand rudimeatar>’agriculture.la muss parts
uf titese regiunsa settledway uf life did nut finally de-
velupuntil late in tite lrusi Age.

This is nut tu sa>’ char titese peopleshadno >inks with
a traditiunal territury, with rather imprecisolimits and
conceivedmoreas an upenlandscapetitan as a territury
witha definiteboundary,bur ratitertitat titestelaerepre-
sentpreciselytite periud uf transitionbetweentite two
conceptsuf space,perhapsin responsetu tite adoptiun
ty neigitbouñngpeoplesof a setcledwayof life anélite
consequesilterritorial limits thaIIbis implied.

On the basis of this conceptiunof tite meaningof
tite steiae,totit their generaldistribution and titeir de-
marcatiunuf the main puintsun the netwurkof tracks
casi easily beunderstood,amésu,loo, cantite fact thaI
tite ricitesí andmustcumplesste]aeare titosefurthest
frum tite normal netwurksuf excitangeand titus from
tite circulatiunof tite prestigeutjectstitey sitow. Tite>’
pruclaini, symbulicaliy, that lite>’ belonglo thaI sanie
world of social relatiuns, in a procossof emulation
verysimilar tu that proposedit>’ Malmer fur Scandina-
vian rockart.

Modeis

Finalí>’, it 1; wortit puuingtite stelaemío tite context
of tite world thatsurroundedtitem andgayemoaningtu
tite decoration carved un ítem, even if dieseubjects
nevercamelo be actuallyuwnedby tite local elites thaI
liad titemerected.

Fromtite poiní of view of titeir integration into tite
LateBronzeAge in WescemEuropeasa witole, tite pu-
sition occupiedty tite stelaewas marginal la twu re-
spects:

— la relationwith tite tradiagnotworksuf tite Atían-
tic world, tu whicit ideolugicalí>’ titey certainí>’be-
lunged, becausetite>’ are found inland, aud wece
titus remuxefrom suurcosuf innovationané ox-
citangeassuciatedwitit coasta!cradein titeWest.

— Aad la reíation tu cite traderuinesuf tite N4edicer-
ranean,brisiging uctasionalinfluentes,alt rclating
tu tite sphereof prestige,but that did aol tasicalí>’
ilnpingeun titeinterna>structureof diesegroups.

‘¡‘bis twu-fuld marginalcharacterlargely explain; tite
mixture uf elementsof different urigin displayedby tite
stelae,asid that an inlané and apparentlyclosedarea
situníd be upentu influentes that toda>’ seemver>’ dii-
ferenífrojn eacbotiter.
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Frum tite puiní uf view uf tite internalexplanationuf
tite pitenomenun,tite stelaeprovideus witit a clearap-
plicatiun of tite PeerPuIity Interactionmudet(Renfrew
& Cherry, ¡986), in titat tite populationsrepresentedby
the stelaeappeartu itave developeda cummonsymbulic
and conceptuallanguage,eacit gruup with a specif¡c
cudetitat alluwedtitem tu distinguishthemsolvesclearí>’
from titeir sieigitbours,buí at tite sametime capableuf
presesitinganimageuf internalunityto outsiders.

Titis symbulic languageemergesfrum a processuf
isiteractiuntetweentite units titat make up tite system,
a; is demonstratedby tite similarit>’ of tite elements
engravedun alí ihe stelae, despitetiteir variuus un-
gins, and the fact thai we are aol dealingwitit utjects
thaI can actual!>’ be related tu tite arcitaeulugicalrec-
urd of tite Soutitwest,tut with ideasand infurmation
thaI are incorpuratedinto the decurationcarvedun
ihe stolae.
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