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OFF WITH THEIR HEADS…! ONCE AGAIN:  
IMAGES OF DAGGERS AND SEVERED HEADS  

ON AN IBERIAN FALCATA SWORD

Fernando Quesada Sanz

The Iberian cemetery at Coimbra and burial 48
The archaeological complex at Coimbra (Jumilla, Mucia) 
includes a settlement surrounded by fortifications or cliffs 
encircling c.54 ha (only a fraction of this area was actually 
a built-up area, however), a sanctuary and three cemeteries, 
all of them partially excavated. The site falls squarely 
within the non Indo-European area of the Peninsula; in 
fact, it is one of the prototypical ‘Iberian Culture’ sites in 
Contestania-Bastetania, a region that covers a good part 
of the southeastern quadrant of modern Spain (Fig. 9.1b). 

Between 1995 and 2004 a grand total of 160 cremation 
burials were excavated in the cemetery of ‘El Poblado’, the 
one closest to the main entrance of the oppidum. The time 
span covered by this particular cemetery is c.400 to c.175 
BC, with a reasonable equilibrium by generations (García 
Cano 1997; García Cano et al. 2008).

Burial 48 contained the cremated remains of a single 
adult; sex could not be ascertained by the examination of 
the remains. The ashes and cremated bone fragments were 
deposited while still very hot in the bottom of shallow 
rectangular pit (1.6 m. × 1.1 m. × 0.30 m.) without a cinerary 
urn, together with a substantial set of grave goods and some 
cremated ovicaprine bones. The pit was then covered with 
a rectangular platform made of undressed stones, a sort of 
one-step tumulus typical of this region. The grave goods 
included two black glaze Attic vases (one 40D L kantharos 
and one 21L bowl) dated to c.350–325 BC, a coherent set of 
weapons (one falcata sword, one soliferreum, one shield, two 
horse spurs, a snaffle bit), some partly melted down faience 
decorative elements (perhaps from the shield body), a bronze 
brooch of the so-called La Tène I type but of typically Iberian 
manufacture, some Iberian pottery, at least six small bone 
awls, and some other badly preserved small metal (iron and 
copper alloy) remains. The weapons were carefully placed 

in the pit: first the soliferreum was bent in a figure-of-eight 
shape, the falcata was then laid over it, and finally the shield 
on top of them. Overall, it seems quite safe to assume that this 
was a masculine burial (further discussion on bone analysis, 
presence of weapons, sex identification and gender problems 
in Quesada Sanz 2011 and 2012).

Tomb 48 is a very significant burial of above-average 
richness within the context of the cemetery. Grave goods 
include 17 objects, while the mean number of objects per 
burial in the cemetery is 8.1. Specifically, it is the third 
‘richest’ burial deposited during the 4th century BC, quite 
above the statistical mode (9 objects) and mean, although 
the two really ‘rich’ burials of the 4th century BC contain 
31 and 94 objects. No wealth-units analysis was performed 
(García Cano 1997, 93 ff.) but the qualitative analysis 
(multiple presence of imported pottery, complex set of 
weapons, horse harness) place this burial within the VIB 
(‘very important burials’) group, even if the structure of the 
grave itself is quite modest, not to be compared with the 94 
objects and the imposing sculpted pillar-stele on top of the 
almost contemporary burial 70.

The falcata sword and its decoration
The falcata mentioned above as part of the burial is a 
typical example of this type of cut-and-thrust sword (the 
asymmetrical shape of its blade is deceptive). It has a horse-
shaped side guard/pommel, and its shape and relative size 
(blade length 56 cm; total length 67 cm) is typical of these 
swords at this time and in this region (Quesada Sanz 1997, 
83 ff. for typological details). 

The falcata is not the typical Iron Age sword of the 
Peninsula; there are many other characteristic models in 
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Fig. 9.1. a: The two great linguistic and cultural areas of the Iberian Peninsula in the Iron Age combining different criteria (after J. 
Untermann 1995). b: Writing systems and diagnostic toponyms in ancient Iberia (c. 5th–1st century BC) (after P. Moret in Moret and 
Rouillard 1997, summarizing Untermann, Albertos and others).

a

b
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different regions (e.g. Celtiberia). In fact, it is not even a 
typical ‘Iberian sword’: there are many Iberian-culture regions 
where falcatas are very rare, while La Tène type swords are 
more frequent, such as in Catalonia. 

Over 86 percent of all falcatas (more than 700 are known) 
have been found in south-eastern Spain (Quesada Sanz 1997, 
fig. 16). A few of them come from Iberian regions to the north 
(Valencia, Aragón, Catalonia) and west (western Andalusia), 
and very few have been documented in Celtiberia or Lusitania. 
In fact, most falcatas found outside the provinces of Córdoba, 
Jaén and Granada (in eastern Andalusia), and Albacete, 
Murcia, Alicante and southern Valencia (south-east) are fairly 
rare exceptions that can be safely be considered as imports 
from the nuclear area of production. 

The Coimbra falcata (Fig. 9.2) was richly decorated with 
silver inlay motifs along the blade fullers, and also in the 
wider proximal part of the blade, just under the hilt. These 
are typical places for decoration, and in this case the motifs 
were designed in what I’ve denominated the ‘free style’, 
fairly crude from the technical point of view, but displaying 
unusual, very individual elements rarely if ever found in the 
more detailed, rigid and perfectionist ‘precise style’ (see 
Quesada Sanz et al. 2000). Silver inlay tends to disappear 
under layers of iron corrosion, but modern restoration 
techniques and more systematic use of metallurgical X-ray 
testing show that a much higher number of Iberian swords 
than previously known were decorated with silver inlay 
technique, reaching perhaps 25 to 30 percent of the total 
number of falcatas.

Only fragments of the original decoration remain, but it 
is clear that two long parallel bands, linked spirals forming 
‘waves’ and zigzag lines, were inlaid with silver wire along 
the fullers and the base of the blade in the shape of a long 
‘L’ (Figs 9.2, 9.3, 9.4). These motifs (Quesada Sanz nos. 1 
and 9) are very common in Iberian metalwork but they are 
rare, especially in combination, in the Iberia Celtica. Also 
at the junction of the two branches of the ‘L’ shape another 
typically Iberian motif (n. 28) was inlaid (see Quesada Sanz 
1997, figs. 66 and 69 for details).

Far more interesting, and unique, are the three frontal 
human faces and the triangular dagger inlaid in the surface of 
the base of the blade (Figs 9.4 and 9.5). They were originally 
inlaid in both sides, but the reverse is badly preserved, and 
only the dagger is now visible on that surface (Fig. 9.6). 
X-ray images show in many cases that identical themes were 
depicted on both sides of a blade (see examples in García 
Cano and Gómez Ródenas 2006, burials 160, 198, 386, 597 
etc., from the cemetery at Cabecido del Tesoro).

As far as we know, these heads are in fact the only 
known anthropomorphic representations inlaid in the surface 
of falcatas. Animals (felines, boars, wolves, birds, even 
fishes) are attested, but human figures are so far unknown, 
except for this case. There are indeed a very few examples 
of three-dimensional human heads modelled as parts of the 

side-guards of hilts (e.g. La Serreta de Alcoi, burial 53, see 
Moltó and Reig 2000), but they are different in character 
and style.

The three human faces – or heads – are placed together 
in a row. The one to the right is the best preserved (and the 
only one mentioned in the original publication: García Cano 
1999, 44), but the other two are also discernible and seem to 
be almost identical (Fig. 9.4, insert). The faces measure about 
0.8 cm in height (1.1 including beard) and are completely 
frontal. Head hair is not represented, but what looks very 
much like a beard marked by five lines is clearly visible. In 
fact, facial hair, although very uncommon in sculpture or 
reliefs, is occasionally shown in painted pottery (Ballester 
1943 as dots or short lines). Nose, eyes and mouth are shown 
as very short straight lines, while eyebrows (or brow ridges) 
are clearly indicated as curved lines joined to the top of the 
nose. The ears are also very prominent, and are placed in a 
very high position.

Very relevant to the interpretation of the row of heads is 
the dagger represented to their side (Fig. 9.5). It has a broad, 
triangular blade and the pommel is indicated by a short curved 
line, pointing upwards. This simplified depiction of a dagger 
(the blade is 1.1 cm, and the whole weapon is only 1.8 cm 
long) has some parallels in painted pottery. For example, the 
hero fighting a monster (in this case a sphinx) in a vase from 
Corral de Saus (Valencia) is shown wielding a spear in one 
hand, and a similar dagger in the other (Izquierdo 1995). 
But particularly, the vase from burial 400 at Cigarralejo 
(Cuadrado 1983), a cemetery very close both geographically 
and culturally to Coimbra, shows in black the silhouette of 
very similar daggers (Fig. 9.7). The vase can be dated to 
c.350 BC, was used as a cinerary urn in a warrior burial, and 
its decoration as a whole is unique, although the different 
icons appear elsewhere. All painted daggers in it show a 
similar broad triangular blade, but two pommel types can 
be distinguished, both easily recognizable in archaeological 
terms: the atrophied antennae and the frontón dagger (Quesada 
types IIA1 and IIB respectively, see Quesada 1997, 280 ff.).

The broad, straight sided, triangular blades with either 
fronton or antennae pommels are typical of 5th to 4th century 
BC Iberian daggers. They have been found both in the 
Southeast and Andalusia, with some more isolated examples 
in Portugal (Alcacer do Sal, mouth of the river Tagus) and the 
western Meseta. They are also depicted in the great Porcuna 
monument (Negueruela 1990, plates XVIIIA, XXXVI).

Interpretation
We agree with the principle that ancient craftsmanship, 
prehistoric or classical, was not ‘art’ for the sake of 
aesthetic pleasure in itself, even in those works that clearly 
show a defined ‘style’ and a specific interest in producing 
aesthetically pleasant or visually impressive results, be it a 
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Fig. 9.2. Iberian falcata from burial 48 at the ‘El poblado’ cemetery, 
Coimbra del Barranco Ancho, Jumilla, Murcia, Spain, c. 350–325 
BC. (Author’s drawing)

Fig. 9.3. Detail of the silver inlay decoration on the blade, along 
the fullers. (Author’s photo)

Fig. 9.4. Detail of the lower part of the hilt and proximal part of 
the blade, with anthropomorphic decoration (three human heads) 
and a dagger. (Author’s photo) 

Fig. 9.5. Detail of one of the human faces and the triangular 
dagger. (Author’s photo) 
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biface, an Aphrodite or Hagia Sophia. Nor was ‘art’ conceived 
as a vehicle for expressing the artisan’s (or artist’s if we 
so wish) intentions, world view or desire to communicate. 
Minor or major objects that we now classify as works of 
art – and their decoration – were never purely ornamental, 
but were loaded with layers of abstract meaning that could 
and did accumulate one on of top of the other, both in daily 
life or in even more symbolically loaded contexts, such as 
funerary ritual. A boar inlaid in silver on the surface of a 
falcata (Quesada 1997, pl. IIID) could not only allude both 
to some physical characteristic of the weapon’s owner and 
to his bravery in battle, but also additionally play with his 
nickname, act as an heraldic symbol, and even add a funerary 
symbolism when the sword was deposited in his grave, 
or perhaps in his father’s or son’s. Of course much more 
sophisticated discussions can be added to this basic concept 

but this will suffice here (in the case of ‘Celtic’ art, centering 
on metalwork, see recently the inspiring work by Garrow and 
Gosden 2012, 38 ff.). Of course, we can accept a working 
definition of art as the ‘elements of decoration beyond 
those necessary for functional utility though these elements 
represent a form of symbolic visual communication which 
is only partially accessible to us’ as the Megaws humbly and 
succinctly put it years ago (Megaw and Megaw 2001, 9). 

In our opinion, the combination of heads and dagger in 
the Coimbra falcata is basically a direct allusion to victory in 
combat, and probably to the number of vanquished enemies, 
killed by the sword’s owner, probably (but not necessarily) 
the one who was cremated with it and buried in Grave 48, a 
quite important burial as we have described above, worthy of a 
respected and probably rich warrior. The dagger complements 
the images of the severed heads; in fact this is the only image 
of a weapon on a real Iberian weapon, interestingly enough, 
as it seems to indicate that there is a specific connection with 
the human severed heads. 

We do not know if this particular falcata was specifically 
forged and decorated for the grave. In fact, we suspect it was 
not. We do know that in Antiquity many richly decorated 
weapons were carried into battle and were perfectly functional, 
as this falcata certainly was. So it is quite possible that its 
proud owner carried it many times before his death. It is even 
possible that it was originally forged without that particular 
decoration, or without any decoration at all. We do know that 
the smiths who forged swords were not necessarily those who 

Fig. 9.7. Cinerary urn of burial 400 at El Cigarralejo (Mula, 
Murcia). (Photo Mula Museum).

Fig. 9.6. Reverse of the blade, showing the blade of the dagger. 
The rest of the decoration, mirroring that of the other side of the 
blade, has been lost. (Author’s photo) 
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decorated them with fine silver motifs, and most probably 
they almost never were blacksmiths and silversmiths at the 
same time (Quesada et al. 2000). Our impression is that the 
geometric motifs along the fullers could have been inlaid first, 
and that heads and dagger could have been added later, the 
weapon being displaced to the right for lack of space (Fig. 
9.5). This phenomenon has parallels elsewhere (see examples 
in Celtic swords in Garrow and Gosden 2012, 132–133). 

The idea of ‘counting heads’ as proof of victory in History, 
from ancient Egypt to Vietnam, from Assyria to the Americas, 
is of course so common and well-known it needs no further 
discussion here; it has nothing particularly ‘Iberian’ or even 
‘Celtic’ in it (Sterckx 2005, 53–103 proves the point while 
concentrating of the Celtic variants of this practice). The 
Iberians were probably not alien to this custom: Diodorus 
Siculus describes the siege of Selinous in Sicily in 409 by a 
mercenary Carthaginian army. Hannibal launched successive 
assaults by different contingents, first the Campanians 
(13.55.7) and other peoples, but it was the Iberians who 
finally took the city (13.56.6). The conquerors, ‘according to 
the practice of their people, mutilated even the dead, some 
carrying bunches of hands about their bodies and other heads 
which they had spitted upon their javelins (saunia) and spears 
(gaesa)’ (13.57.3). It is however true that our source does not 
specifically mention that it was the Iberians who did this, and 
it seems likely (contra Sterckx 2005, 89; Marco 2006, 201) 
that he had the Gauls in mind, as he had already mentioned 
this custom in his discussion of their customs (5.29.4) see 
also Aguilera 2013). Some would also cite the names of the 
weapons that Diodorus mentions as additional evidence for 
this.

However, the idea of displaying images of specific numbers 
of weapons or of body parts as some kind of ‘statistic’ is not 
so common, but is also documented. We should recognize 
however that it is weapons, and not human parts, that are 
usually employed for ‘body counts’. 

In the case of the Iberians, Aristotle specifically states 
(Politics 7.2.11 – 1324b) that ‘among the Iberians, a warlike 
people [Ibersin, ethnei polemikoi], they fix spears [obeliskoi] 
in the earth round a man’s grave corresponding in number to 
the enemies he has killed’. Admittedly, Aristotle never went 
to Iberia, but his master Plato did travel to Sicily at least three 
times between 387 and 361 BC, and met Iberian mercenaries 
in Syracuse (Plato Epistles 7.348a). A curious man, he could 
have obtained some first-hand information there and told 
about it later in Athens. This literary reference is not our only 
hint: there is evidence of small numbers of spearheads stuck 
vertically in a number of Iberian (and Celtiberian) burials. Last 
but not least, there is a series of Late Iberian incised stone 
stelae that depict rows of spears or spearheads, although it 
is unlikely that they were meant to show the exact number 
of enemies killed in combat (see Quesada 1997, 424 ff. and 
figure 250; most recently, Marco and Royo 2012, 315–16). 

In this respect, the Iberian funerary pillar-stele from Caspe 

(López Monteagudo 1983; Pérez Rojas 1983) is worth a brief 
comment. On top of the monument a stone lion sculpted 
partly in the round, partly in relief, crowns a square section 
pillar that displays a rather long but fragmentary text in 
Iberian script, unreadable – as all of them are – but perhaps 
originally mentioning two to four personal names. Between 
the inscription and the lion, four shields (three caetrae and 
one oval thureos) are represented. These shields could belong 
to the people mentioned in the inscription (supposing the 
interpretation is correct, but see de Hoz 2011, 321 ff.) but 
another possibility is available. In epigraphic cultures whose 
texts we can read, things become somewhat easier: for 
example, the great commemorative pillar from Xanthos in 
Lycia shows a row of seven aspides (hoplite round shields), 
a fallen warrior and a standing one. The long inscription on 
the northern side of the pillar tells the story: seven Arcadian 
hoplites were defeated by the Lycian prince, and the weapons 
represent them (Demargne 1958, 79–103).

As we have mentioned above, this basic meaning could 
have been complemented and enriched with other added 
meanings, probably even in the funerary context in which the 
sword finally met its resting place. Among them, an apotropaic 
symbolism seems likely (see below).

The Peninsula: Falcatas, Iberians and Celtic-
speaking peoples
The palaeoethnology of the Iberian Peninsula during 
the Iron Age is a very complex affair (Almagro and 
Ruiz Zapatero 1992), but epigraphy and its associated 
disciplines toponymy and onomastics have long proved 
(see Untermann 1963 refined many times afterwards, Fig. 
9.1a) the existence of two main linguistic areas, marked by 
a roughly diagonal, undulating buffer zone running northeast 
to southwest, basically along the mountain ranges separating 
the Mediterranean and Atlantic watersheds. 

To the west and north of this line different variants of 
Indo-European languages are attested. This area corresponds 
with regions inhabited by different pre-roman peoples known 
to ancient writers as Celtiberi, Vaccaei, Vettones, Celtici and 
a long etcetera. To the east and south of this linguistic – but 
also archaeological – frontier (Catalonia, Lower Ebro valley, 
Mediterranean coastal regions and most of Andalusia), the 
different pre-Roman inhabitants spoke a non-Indo-European 
language (or languages) collectively known as Iberian and 
probably Turdetanian in western Andalusia. There is a long 
list of known ethnonyms for these peoples (including, from 
south to north, the Turdetani, Bastetani, Contestani, Edetani, 
Ilercavones, Ilergetes, Laietani and Indicetes), which are 
conveniently grouped into two archaeological ‘cultures’: 
Turdetanians in western Andalusia and Iberians all along 
the Mediterranean façade and into southern France. With 
all its limitations, this basic division still stands as a useful 
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instrument for basic research and description (e.g. Lorrio 
and Ruiz 2005a; Lorrio 2011; Moret and Rouillard 1997) 
(Fig. 9.1b). 

Some – perhaps most – languages in the Central, Western 
and Northern parts of the Peninsula were thus of Indo-
European lineage, and some of them are undoubtedly Celtic in 
character (e.g. Celtiberian), while there is still much discussion 
on others (e.g. Lusitanian, see de Hoz 2011, 563 ff.). 

On the other hand, all serious linguists agree that Iberian 
is certainly not an Indo-European language (e.g. Untermann, 
2001; de Hoz 2010; 2011). Also, almost all specialists 
maintain that the dates and geographical extension of Iberian 
epigraphy closely match what archaeologists call ‘Iberian 
Iron Age culture’ from the point of view of material remains, 
including architecture, pottery, weapons and other artifacts, 
together with more elusive concepts such as economy or 
patterns of territorial control. Thus, the Iberian Culture is 
basically neither Indo-European nor Celtic in language or 
material culture. 

Têtes coupées, Celts and Iberians
How should we then interpret the severed heads in the 
Coimbra falcata? As an Iberian element, or as proof of 
strong Celtic influence? Most Celtic scholars allow for the 
Mediterranean origin (mostly Etruscan) of many of the 
images of faces and heads in early Celtic Art (e.g. Megaw 
and Megaw 2001, 70), or at least pay lip service to that 
iconographical debt before moving on into a truly ‘Celtic’ 
head-and-face fixation. In the case of Coimbra, the cultural 
and archaeological context, and the weapon itself, are purely 
Iberian. But some scholars (e.g. Lenerz de Wilde 1986) have 
seen a strong La Tène influence not only in some decorative 
patterns in Celtiberian metalwork, but also in clearly Iberian 
weaponry, including some motifs such as linked lyres and 
palmettes, or ivy leaves, that are rare or absent in Celtiberian 
weapons. It is certainly possible to view these elements as 
‘Celtic’, but it is a much more economical hypothesis to 
acknowledge – as most scholars do – that Celtic art is an 
amalgam of many elements, many of them originally Etruscan 
or Italian, interpreted according to its own logic (e.g. Megaw 
and Megaw 1989, 20ff. 70 ff.; Garrow and Gosden 2012, 
40). Iberian art was also subject to the same influences, 
and the falcata type itself has an original Italic provenance 
(Quesada 1997, 123 ff.). But the problem of severed heads 
as a custom remains, leaving aside the subject of certain 
ornamental motifs.

Most European archaeological literature tends to see the 
‘tête coupée’ phenomenon during the Iron Age as an almost 
purely Celtic cultural trait. It is perhaps striking that some of 
the early papers on the subject emphasize the ‘Mediterranean 
connections’ (Benoit 1949; 1969), while later works insistently 
remark the words ‘rite celtique des têtes coupées’ (Chassaing 

1976 among many others). In many cases it has acquired the 
rank of a distinguishing feature of the Gauls in particular. Most 
manuals on the Celts display specific entries on ‘heads’ in 
their indexes, often with specific subheadings in which some 
emphasis is put on ‘severed heads’ (e.g. Megaw and Megaw 
1989; James 1993; Green 1993; Cunliffe 1997 etc.). But these 
entries hide an often bewildering variety of sources (literary, 
iconographic, osteological), and of subjects (references to 
decapitation of fallen enemies in literary sources, exhibition 
of crania in sanctuaries or even the façades of houses, crowned 
heads, stylized decorative motifs in the form of human heads, 
sculptures in which heads, severed or otherwise are shown as 
part of a more complex theme, and a long etcetera). These 
objects, images or literary citations may or may not have a 
related meaning, except in that their central theme is the human 
head or the human face, disembodied but not necessarily the 
severed head of a particular individual. At the bottom of every 
single explanation, of course, lies the fact, already explained 
by Plato, that the human head is the most divine part of us 
(Plato, Timaeus 44d). 

The apotropaic virtues of preserved heads or crania 
have been a preferred explanation for ritual decapitation 
(Sopeña 1987, 103 ff.), and this apotropaic explanation is 
often extended to human faces in many different Celtic and 
Celtiberian contexts, from jewellery to monumental stone 
sculpture (Harding 2007, 54; Alfayé 2011, 200). In some of 
these cases, human heads could have been those of heroes, 
ancestors or gods, a very different proposition (see recently 
on the human sculptures in Southern France and their 
meaning, Py 2001, 119 ff.; McCartney 2012, 74 ff. in which 
the contradiction between interpretation as sculpted ancestors 
and decapitated enemies is very much in evidence).

Finally, the idea of a ‘head worship’, a cult centered on 
the human head as such (e.g. Llanos 2007), should be treated 
with healthy scepticism, in the Keltike and elsewhere (see a 
summary of different views on this in Alberro 2003–4, 217–18 
and a shorter one in McCartney 2012, 82).

On the other hand, the specific explanation of the beheading 
of defeated enemies as a means of symbolically killing his soul 
and identity, of destroying his hopes of life in the netherworld 
and of controlling his spirit (e.g. Brunaux 1986, 110–111; 
Dedet 2011, 288), has also long been prevalent, and some 
authors have even unfairly reproached classical authors for 
leaving the ritual aspect of this practice unexplored (Richtie 
and Richtie 1995, 54). But some recent work is also returning 
to what many ancient sources actually say about mutilation 
of enemies as a straightforward means of inflicting heavy 
indignity on his remains (Alfayé 2004, 71 ff.). The amputation 
of hands is in this respect closely related to decapitation 
(e.g. Sopeña 2008; Alfayé 2004; Green 2006, 298 ff.; Marco 
2006, 201). A certain economic value, a ‘valeur marchande’ 
of severed heads as proof of victory or of treason has also 
been suggested (Brunaux 2004, 112). The same author, using 
ancient literary sources, has recently criticized the idea that 
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the Gauls inflicted humiliation on the severed heads of their 
defeated enemies, as the Romans or Scythians did; to Brunaux, 
‘la tête connaît un sort gratifiant’ (2012, 107).

In the Iberian Peninsula there is a long tradition of studies 
on the tête coupée, mostly – but not always – from a Celtic 
perspective (Taracena 1943; Balil 1956; Blázquez 1958; 1961; 
Pujol 1979–80; López 1987; Sopeña 1987, 99 ff.; Díaz 1989; 
Almagro and Lorrio 1989; Alberro 2003–4; Llanos 2007). 
Only a perceptive – and still unpublished – paper criticizes 
systematically the excessive focus placed on Celtiberia while 
at the same time discarding the opposition between ‘Iberian’ 
and ‘Celtic’ (Aguilera 2013).

Some human crania, originally fixed with strong iron nails 
to walls, have been found in Iberian sites such as Ullastret, Illa 
d’en Reixac or Molí de Espígol (Gerona), close to Southern 
Gaul, and have therefore been interpreted according to the 
Celtic tradition of defeated enemies (see Hermary 2003; 
Agustí, Lara and Martín 2010; Ciesielki et al. 2011; Codina 
et al. 2011). Other crania from Numantia in Celtiberia, far 
from Catalonia, are however obviously related to it (Taracena 
1943). Recent work believes that some of these crania might 
have been not only those of enemies, but also of ancestors, 
obviously to be placed in different contexts (Ciesielki et al. 
2011, 116). Their interpretation has reached a high degree 
of complexity and even confusion, leading to a very specific 
Conference on the subject, aptly titled ‘Crânes trophées, 
cranes d’ancêtres et autres pratiques autour de la tête’ 
(Boulestin et al. 2012).

Images of disembodied human heads also appear in 
Celtiberian horse-fibulae. These are often shown just in front 
of the miniature horses that form the body of the brooch, as 
if they were suspended from the horse’s neck (Almagro and 
Torres 1999, 72 ff.). Of course, this is just what Diodorus says 
Gauls did to their victims (see above), but it is also exactly 
what Assyrian cavalry did to theirs in Ashurnasirpal’s II 
time (Yadin 1963, 385). Although Occam’s razor counsels 
to choose the influence that is close in time and space, and 
it is reasonable to consider these horse-fibulae with trophy 
heads as ‘one of the most characteristic subjects of Celtic 
Art in the Iberian Peninsula’, the fact that this seems to be an 
almost universal practice should not be forgotten. An article 
by E. Knauer has shown indeed how frequent the custom of 
suspending heads from the neck of horses has been (Knauer 
2001).

Miranda Green has recently suggested that these brooches 
could be perhaps also understood within the realm of a 
‘mythologised conflict’ as it seems to be the horses that take 
iconographic precedence (Green 2010, 197), an example of 
these possible ‘layers of meaning’ we have mentioned above. 
Therefore we should not use these fibulae – or any other 
Celtiberian object with a similar motif – to argue that the 
severed human heads on the Coimbra falcata reflects ‘Celtic’ 
influence of any kind, other than a common perception of the 
significance of this part of the human body in many different 

contexts. In fact, some authors have recently pointed out that 
most of the most explicit images of decapitation come from 
Iberian – Aragonese – and not from Celtiberian contexts. This 
is the case of the stone stelae from El Palao (Alcañiz) and La 
Vispesa (Huesca) (Marco Simón 2006, 201) both displaying 
explicit scenes of victory. Aguilera has recently added that 
the evidence of human crania in other Iberian sites such as 
La Alcudia (Elche) renders a purely Celtiberian or Celtic 
interpretation of the ‘têtes coupées’ in the Peninsula very 
questionable.

Conclusion
We have argued elsewhere (Quesada 2005): (a) that it is 
a serious mistake to apply La Tène categories, types and 
chronologies to the Iberian Peninsula affairs in general, and 
to weapons in particular (see also recently García Jiménez 
2012). The Peninsula has a strong and distinctive personality 
that does not allow for simplistic extrapolations (see also 
Lorrio and Ruiz 2005b, 44). (b) That – due to the history 
of research – it has often been argued that the Celtic areas 
of the Iberian Peninsula, supposedly more warlike, heavily 
influenced Iberian weapon design and evolution, while in 
fact the opposite is generally true. Both these arguments 
are relevant to our present case, and while widely accepted, 
are often forgotten. I would particularly emphasize that 
while some La Tène-type objects or decorative elements 
may appear from time to time in Iberian contexts, they are 
mostly isolated cases (except in northeastern Catalonia) and 
should not be taken as proof of anything like strong Celtic 
presence or influence. 

In the case of our falcata, it might be tempting to see the 
images of the severed heads as part of the supposedly Celtic 
(or even Gaulish) ‘tête coupée’ phenomenon. I believe that 
this would be a mistaken approach, and that the decoration 
should be interpreted in purely ‘Iberian’ terms. Beheading 
vanquished enemies, the display of their heads and crania 
with both an apotropaic meaning and the intention to 
humiliate the memory of the fallen enemy; the depiction 
of heads as a means of boasting and calling attention to 
one’s own accomplishments, these are all activities close 
in meaning and aspect to similar Celtic and Mediterranean 
customs and traditions, but can be more easily explained 
in terms of convergence rather than of external influence.
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