
© Universidad de Salamanca Zephyrus, LXXIX, enero-junio 2017, 197-217

ISSN: 0514-7336
DOI: https://doi.org/10.14201/zephyrus201779197217

THE ‘EXCEPTIONAL FINDS’ OF IRUÑA-VELEIA (ÁLAVA): 
SYNTAX OF AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL FORGERY

Los ‘hallazgos excepcionales’ de Iruña-Veleia (Álava): sintaxis de una 
falsificación arqueológica
Ignacio Rodríguez Temiño

Conjunto Arqueológico de Carmona. Junta de Andalucía. Avda. Jorge Bonsor, 9. 41410 Carmona (Sevilla). 
E-mail: ignacio.rodriguez.temino@juntadeandalucia.es

Recepción: 31/10/2016; Revisión: 3/02/2017; Aceptación: 23/03/2017

Abstract: In 2006, news broke of the discovery of ostraca bearing text in Latin and Basque, as well as Chris-
tian drawings, during the 2005 and 2006 excavation campaigns at the Iruña-Veleia site in Álava, Spain. In 2008, 
these pieces were shown to be fakes. The ‘Iruña-Veleia case’, as it has come to be known, has been the subject of 
several partial studies, primarily focused on the forgeries. This paper will analyse it from a contextual perspective. 
To this end, it first defines the general pattern, or ‘syntax’, followed by historical forgeries. It then applies this 
syntax to the Iruña-Veleia case, reviewing how it unfolded in the academic, political, institutional and social 
spheres. In each one, the syntax showed certain oddities, mainly due to the social context in which the events 
took place and their link to nationalist identity, a subject related to the content of the forged specimens. Despite 
this link, however, in this case it cannot be concluded that nationalism was the driving force behind the forgery.
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Resumen: En 2006 se dio a conocer el hallazgo de unos ostraca grafiteados con palabras en latín, euskera y di-
bujos de temática cristiana en las excavaciones realizadas en el yacimiento de Iruña-Veleia (Álava, España) en 2005 
y 2006. Posteriormente en 2008 se demostró que tales piezas eran falsificaciones. Este caso, conocido como “caso 
Iruña-Veleia”, ha sido objeto de algunos estudios parciales, centrados sobre todo en las falsificaciones. Sin embar-
go, este trabajo analiza este caso desde una perspectiva contextual. Para ello se ha definido previamente el patrón 
habitual de las falsificaciones históricas, al que se ha denominado “sintaxis”. Posteriormente se ha aplicado al caso 
Iruña-Veleia y se ha observado su evolución en los ámbitos académico, político e institucional y social. En cada uno 
de ellos esta sintaxis presenta ciertas peculiaridades debido sobre todo al marco social en el que se ha desenvuelto y 
su vinculación con la identidad nacionalista, tema relacionado con el contenido de las falsificaciones. Sin embargo, 
no puede concluirse que en este caso la vinculación nacionalista haya sido el motor de la falsificación.
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1. Introduction1

1 This paper was made possible through funding un-
der r&d project der2013-48826-r Bases para articular una 
respuesta jurídica eficaz contra el expolio arqueológico (Terms 
for creating an effective legal response to archaeological 
looting), subsidised by the Spanish Ministry of the Econo-
my and Competitiveness.

Located less than a dozen kilometres outside Vi-
toria-Gasteiz (Álava, Spain) (Fig. 1), the Iruña-Ve-
leia site encompasses a cultural sequence spanning 
from the first millennium bc to mediaeval times. 
The settlement’s best-known period was the clas-
sical epoch. Both Pliny (nh iii, 26) and Ptolemy 
(Geog. ii, 6, 64) mention the Caristian oppidum of 
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Veleia, the leading exponent of Roman urbanism 
in the Basque Country and one of its greatest assets 
for archaeological research on the classical period, 
its precedents, and the transformations undergone 
since the 3rd century ad.

This paper is based on the inauthenticity of the 
‘exceptional finds’, allegedly discovered during 
the 2005 and 2006 excavation campaigns at the 
Iruña-Veleia site. The finds included more than 
400 ostraca with etched words in Latin, Basque and 
Greek, Egyptian hieroglyphs, and drawings of vari-
ous subjects, including Christian ones, dating from 
the 2nd to 5th centuries ad, according to the excava-
tors’ report2. This made them the oldest examples of 
Christian representations in the West and pushed the 
first signs of written Basque back by several centuries. 
In 2008, an ad hoc Scientific Advisory Committee 
on the Iruña-Veleia Project, set up by the Provincial 
Government of Álava –hereinafter dfa–, which owns 
the site and is responsible for archaeological heritage 
in the province, deemed the finds false3. However, 

2 http://www.araba.eus/publicar/Informes/Veleia_
Inf_30.pdf.

3 In academia, fraud is defined by the intention to de-
ceive as compared to error or carelessness (Franzen, Rödder 
and Weingart, 2007: 3).

far from subsiding, the controversy 
continued almost up to the present 
today, especially on social media.

The world of contemporary 
forgeries of artefacts is highly hete- 
rogeneous, and the term is used 
to describe a variety of intentional 
forms of manipulating such goods. 
As a result, except in relation to 
archaeological historiography, the 
study of such forgeries is often 
overly generic, based on compi-
lations of casuistry (Kurz, 1967, 
amongst others). The present pa-
per will place special emphasis on 
their syntax (Jones, 2015). Indeed, 
forgeries often follow a well-known 
pattern, beginning with the initial 
presentation of the fake, followed 

by its acceptance, the subsequent emergence of doubt 
and, finally, its rejection. This syntax is the product 
of the confrontation between two groups: believers 
and critics. In the case of the ‘exceptional finds’ of 
Iruña-Veleia –hereinafter, the Iruña-Veleia case–, 
the factions are known as the veristas –who advocate 
the truth of the finds– and the falsistas –who believe 
they were fakes–. Although the syntax was broadly 
followed, there were certain notable deviations, due 
to the fact that the fraud took place against a back-
ground involving identity aspects to which Basque 
society is quite sensitive.

This paper aims to rise above this conflictive 
dynamic, in order to focus on the peculiarities re-
sulting from the social context in which the events 
occurred. The Iruña-Veleia case is not unique in the 
history of Spanish archaeology; on the contrary, it 
is one of a long line of similar events (see Montes 
Bernárdez, 1993, for the most recent ones). Ho- 
wever, unlike in many other cases, the perpetrators 
were not motivated by national pride or the desire 
to see a given historical theory prevail, but rather by 
much more prosaic issues, hidden behind appeals to 
essential myths of Basque nationalism.

To address this issue, I have taken a contextual  
approach to the interaction between experts and 

Fig. 1. Map of Spain with location of the archaeological site of Iruña-Veleia.
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certain public authorities influenced, but not irra-
tionally conditioned, by a nationalist ideology. Inte- 
restingly, the study of such cases does not end with 
the exposure of the forgery, but rather a closer exa- 
mination of the actual events with a view to provid-
ing a unique vision of archaeology itself and con-
temporary society (Mora, 2011; Grafton, 1990: 67).

In light of the vast number of reports issued on 
this case, there is no need to analyse them indivi- 
dually, an endeavour that, in any case, lies beyond 
the scope of this paper. Except for the expert evi-
dence requested by the Court of First Instance n.º  
1 of Vitoria-Gasteiz, on which a gag order was is-
sued, the rest of the reports are available on the web-
sites of the dfa and the association sos Iruña-Ve-
leia4. All were accessible as of 5 June 2016. Where 
necessary, specific ostraca will be identified with the 
reference code used by the excavation team, as listed 
in the Ostracabase on the sos Iruña-Veleia website5.

This paper will distinguish between responsibi- 
lity and commission. A natural or legal person may 
be responsible for something reprehensible without 
having been the party that actually committed it 
and vice versa. I believe the people responsible for 
the forgery are those who oversaw the excavations; 
it is for the judges to delimit who actually commit-
ted it. It should be noted that, to my knowledge, 
nobody from the company Lurmen has admitted to 
forgery. Nevertheless, in this case, one might well 
apply the philosophical principle of Occam’s razor, 
whereby, all else being equal, the simplest explana-
tion is usually the most likely.

2. Stage one: presentation of the hoax

The Iruña-Veleia site had been the subject of 
sporadic archaeological interventions in the 1950s 
and 1970s. Beginning in 1994, the excavation cam-
paigns were regularised under Eliseo Gil Zubillaga. 
In 2001, they acquired financial backing under a 

4 http://www.araba.eus/publicar/Veleia/ and http://
www.sos-irunaveleia.org/informes.

5 http://www.sos-irunaveleia.org/arqueologia:arqueo- 
logia.

ten-year agreement to promote the Iruña-Veleia iii 
Millennium Project, developed by the private firm 
Lurmen sl, owned by Gil Zubillaga himself and Fi- 
lloy Nieva. The agreement, approved by the Basque 
Culture Department, was funded in equal parts by 
the public companies EuskoTren and Euskal Tren-
bide Sarea –hereinafter, ets– (Gil Zubillaga and 
Filloy, 2004). In 2002, the dfa granted Lurmen 
sl a permit to temporarily occupy the Iruña-Veleia 
site in order to conduct the aforementioned pro- 
ject. This meant carrying out the necessary excava-
tion campaigns and recreational cultural activities 
to exploit the site. The agreement was exceptional, 
unique in terms of its timeframe and funding, both 
within and outside the Basque Country.

With this agreement, the aforementioned pu- 
blic companies sought to replicate the public rela-
tion success of the financing of the restoration of the 
Vitoria-Gasteiz cathedral and its famous ‘Abierto  
por Obras’ [Open for Construction] campaign 
(Fernández Florez, 2007). Thus, the Iruña-Veleia 
site joined the ranks of the select group of gene- 
rously funded archaeological projects expected to 
complement their research goals with a dash of 
spectacle. This strategy, which was heavily mined by 
the excavating team at the Atapuerca site (Burgos) 
(Hochadel, 2013), has resulted in several unedi- 
fying episodes for archaeology as an academic dis-
cipline. In this regard, the feverish searches for the 
mortal remains of various historical figures, from 
Christopher Columbus to Federico García Lorca, 
by way of Velázquez and Cervantes, stand out for 
their media impact. The controversies sparked by 
the search for these figures’ final resting places, over 
which much ink has been spilled for months at a 
time, have eluded not only any sort of academic 
rigor, but also the most elementary principles of 
contemporary archaeology, from common sense to 
a sense of the ridiculous. This would not be possi-
ble without the complicity of the media. Indeed, 
the media have honed their ability to surprise, em-
phasising the new, exotic or unusual; not only have 
the boundaries between entertainment and infor-
mation been blurred, but the predominance of the 
former comes at the expense of the latter, of what is 
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important, of what matters –or should matter– to 
the people (Rodríguez Temiño, 2007).

As is often the case with such events, the tone 
tended to magnify the finds, comparing them 
with other known discoveries, in keeping with the  
‘science by press conference’ model (Lewenstein, 
1995) based on transforming the site and its finds 
into spectacle. An elaborate production makes it  
easier to pull off the deception and commit the fraud, 
especially when the party financing it is seeking  
an immediate return in terms of public relations.

Historical forgeries can be divided into diffe- 
rent groups based on the publicity surrounding the 
first stage, i.e. the emergence of the forged artefact. 
Forgers who are solely seeking financial gain from 
the object’s sale eschew publicity and avoid talking 
to the media. The modus operandi in such cases is 
similar to that of other forgeries, such as the coun-
terfeiting of money or identity theft, requiring dis-
cretion. However, there are other types of forgeries 
for which the primary motive is public recognition 
of the forger for the demonstration of a theory or 
the contribution that the forged object makes to a 
given cause. In these cases, which are by no means 
mutually exclusive with lucrative economic inte- 
rests resulting from the recognition achieved, the 
public presentation of the object is key to the en-
deavour’s success.

The present case resembles this second type, al-
though the motives may have differed. The first stage 
of the syntax of the Iruña-Veleia case was achieved 
through the media. Following leaks to various 
newspapers6, in June 2006, two press conferences 
were held to announce the existence of the excep-
tional ostraca. At the first one, held on 8 June 2006 
at the Lakua hotel in Vitoria-Gasteiz, Gil Zubillaga 
was accompanied by the excavation team’s advisor, 

6 See, for instance, the articles published in El Correo, 
27 May 2006, “Hallan en Nanclares inscripciones del cris-
tianismo copto de hacia el siglo iii” [“Coptic-Christian ins- 
criptions dating from around the 3rd century ad found in 
Nanclares”] or in Gara, 10 June 2006, “En el yacimiento de 
Iruña-Veleia también han aparecido textos en euskara del 
siglo iv” [“4th-century Basque texts also found at Iruña-Ve-
leia site”].

J. Santos Yanguas, a professor at the University of 
the Basque Country (hereinafter upv/ehu). Special 
emphasis was placed on the early manifestations of 
Christianity reflected in some of the ostraca from 
the first set. Mention was also made of two virtually 
unknown experts –R. Cerdán, presented as a nucle-
ar physicist, and M. Rius, allegedly an Egyptologist 
at the University of Barcelona– both of whom sup-
ported the initial conclusions.

The news of the discovery of the oldest signs of 
Christianity in the West was taken up by the press, 
especially the local media, which found the story 
that the finds told especially appealing and devoted 
detailed reports to it several days in a row to expand 
on the news. These reports were based on interviews 
with the diggers and other specialists.

At the second press conference, held on 15 
June, the Basque linguists H. Knörr and J. Go- 
rrochategui –also professors at upv/ehu– joined 
Gil Zubillaga to announce, with great excitement, 
the existence of the ostraca with Basque texts, i.e. 
those from the second set. More than two hun-
dred people were invited, and the announcement 
was toasted with champagne. The press conference 
made the front page of the 16 June 2006 edition 
of Gara: “Los textos hallados en Iruña-Veleia están 
escritos ‘inequívocamente’ en euskara” –“The texts 
found at Iruña-Veleia are ‘unequivocally’ written in 
Basque”– the headline ran. The editorial, “Iruña: 
iragana mintzo zaigu” –“Iruña: the past talks”–, 
showed signs of irrepressible nationalist pride.

Thus, the press revealed that the finds had main-
ly been made in two places: in the domus of Pom-
peia Valentina, where ostraca with Latin texts and 
Christian motifs were unearthed during the 2005 
campaign, and in the domus of the Mosaico de los 
Rosetones, which stood across from the former, and 
which yielded ostraca with Basque texts and Chris-
tian motifs in the 2006 excavation campaign.

The first stage of the ‘making of’ of this fake-
buster had been successfully accomplished. Suffi-
cient ink had been spilled to prove it.

The parallels between this case and the case of 
the Zubialde paintings, which, in 1991, rocked the 
field of prehistory in Álava and around the world, 
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cannot be ignored. That year, a press conference 
was held to present the “mayor hallazgo prehistóri-
co del País Vasco” [“the most important prehistoric 
find in the Basque Country”] (abc, 13 March 1991, 
“Descubiertas en Álava unas pinturas rupestres de 
trece mil años de antigüedad” [“13,000-year-old 
cave paintings discovered in Álava”]). As at Iruña, 
the authenticity of the finds was endorsed by the 
presence of three of the Basque Country’s leading 
cave painting specialists. However, when the prepa-
rations had already begun to turn the site into a 
museum, international specialists called the pain- 
tings’ authenticity into question. Simply seeing the 
photos had sufficed for them to conclude that they 
were fake. A subsequent, more meticulous study 
commissioned by the Provincial Council itself from 
the investigators who had initially endorsed the find 
corroborated the inauthenticity of the entire group 
of paintings in more detail (Altuna, Apellániz and 
Barandiarán, 1992). The press has cited the feelings 
of frustration and embarrassment arising over the 
Zubialde forgeries as an unsuccessful precedent for 
the Iruña-Veleia case.

3. Acceptance of the hoax and the causes thereof

Although the speakers counselled caution at the 
press conferences, the strongest calls came from 
the Euskaltzaindia –Royal Academy of the Basque 
Language– and the head of the Basque Culture De-
partment herself7. However, they failed to curb the 
widespread euphoric tone.

Gorrochategui (2011b: 248-251) and, subse-
quently, Santos Yanguas (2014: 300-302)8 have 

7 See the articles published on 10 June 2006 in Be-
rria (“Zuhurtasuna Iruña-Veleiako aurkikuntzaren gai-
nean” [“Caution urged with the Iruña-Veleia finds”]) and 
El Diario Vasco (“La consejera vasca de Cultura pide ‘pru-
dencia’” [“Head of the Basque Culture Department calls 
for ‘caution’”]).

8 Interview with Juan Santos Yanguas in El Diario 
Vasco on 13 June 2006, “Veleia por ahora sólo revela que 
en el siglo iii se conocía el cristianismo en Euskadi” (“For 
now, all Veleia shows is that Christianity was known in the 
Basque Country by the 3rd century”).

pointed to two features of how the Iruña-Veleia 
case was presented in 2006 that allowed the site’s 
research team to complete the second stage of  
the forgery syntax with ease: verisimilitude and 
credibility.

The latter stemmed from two key factors: 
the professionalism of the research team at the 
Iruña-Veleia site, whose academic behaviour to 
date had been entirely consistent with the usu-
al standards of professional archaeology, and the  
scientific support with which the finds of the previ-
ous year (2005) had been presented. Mention was 
made of studies conducted at foreign labs to ensure 
the ostraca’s authenticity, specifically, C14 tests car-
ried out in France and analyses of the patinas of 
the etched surfaces at the University of Groningen 
(Netherlands)9.

The verisimilitude afforded to the ‘exceptional 
finds’ requires further explanation. Gorrochategui 
and Santos Yanguas were taken in by the use of 
original artefacts to etch the texts and simple dra- 
wings –despite the conspicuous nature of some of 
them–, a fairly standard practice in good forgeries  
(Jones, 2015: 374). They were also particularly 
swayed by the explanatory framework used to justi-
fy their mass discovery.

The first set of ostraca had primarily come from 
a closed room, a depositional unit that had been 
sealed off by a collapse. Because they were engraved 
on potsherds from an earlier period and dry bones, 
it was interpreted as a storage room for different 
types of old media used to perform writing exer-
cises in Latin and for drawing scenes of daily life. 
The hypothesis, advanced from the start, is that the 
family that lived in this home had a paedagogium 
with a tutor of Egyptian origin tasked with teaching 
Latin and instilling Christian values in the children 
of the owner of the domus and, perhaps, in those of 
other wealthy families of Veleian society too. In the 
other home, the domus of the Mosaico de los Rose-
tones, the ostraca, although spread across multiple 

9 El Correo, 8 June 2006, “Los laboratorios de Tou-
lousse y Groningen certifican la validez y la cronología de la 
pieza” (“Labs in Toulouse and Groningen certify the vali- 
dity and chronology of the piece”).
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stratigraphic units, were equally abundant. Un-
like the first set, they bore Basque inscriptions 
about everyday subjects, as well as religious 
inscriptions and likewise Judeo-Christian figu- 
rative motifs. In this case, the interpretation 
offered by the excavators was the possible exis-
tence of an ecclesia in which the people of Veleia 
were both indoctrinated and taught to write in 
their own vernacular.

I am aware that, with ten years’ hindsight, 
it is much easier to find fault with the bases 
for the alleged verisimilitude and credibility. 
Consequently, I do not intend to make value 
judgements regarding anyone’s involvement, 
but rather will simply continue with this review 
of the syntax of the forgery.

A closer look at this ‘making of’ reveals, pri-
ma facie, the suspension of critical judgement 
in the interpretation of these keys in those peo-
ple who, one way or another, participated in 
the staging of the hoax in good faith. Clearly, 
importance was not given to the ‘false impressions’ 
suggested by the factors on which the verisimilitude 
and credibility of this fakebuster were based.

In order to identify the ‘circumstantial para-
digm’ (Hoving, 1996) in the Iruña-Veleia case, i.e. 
the resistance that forged artwork kindles in experts 
and that would ordinarily trigger a more critical 
view in specialists, one had to look not at insigni- 
ficant details (as is typically done in cases of art for- 
gery), but rather significant ones: the thick strokes 
hinted at a series of oddities.

Let us begin with the explanation that lent cover 
to the archaeological record, the idea of a paedago- 
gium. With the exception of Gorrochategui (2011b: 
243-246), who expressed some surprise that the 
famous Egyptian paedagogo would teach Latin ra- 
ther than Greek, and Alicia Canto, who, in a 2008 
Celtiberia.net blog entry entitled “Iruña-Veleia. Ar-
chivo gráfico y temático de los grafitos” (“Iruña-Ve-
laia: Graphic and thematic record of the graffiti”), 
questioned the suitability of etching as a method 
for teaching/learning writing10, almost no one else 

10 http://www.celtiberia.net/es/biblioteca/?id=2372. 

has cast doubt on this interpretation. It has even 
been accepted by prominent defenders of the ostra-
ca’s authenticity, such as Rodríguez Colmenero11, 
R. Frank (2011: 17 ff.) and Martín Elexpuru12. For 
Rodríguez Colmenero, there are indications of the 
presence of one Saul of Tarsus in Veleia between 
the 4th and 5th centuries, a proselytising missionary 
with obvious teaching skills, who founded a school 
for children of the settlement. He thus reinterprets 
the ostracon with the Calvary and the inscription 
rip on the central cross as an exercise in which a pu-
pil might have engraved r(ex) i(udeorum), resulting 
in the acronym ri, to which the teacher would have 
added the p (for Passio) (Fig. 2).

It should be noted that the possible existence 
of a paedagogium in Iruña-Veleia is not necessarily 
strange. Previous excavations had already unearthed 
graffiti (Santos Yanguas, 2014: 300 f.) and even 
writing instruments, such as a stilus and possibly the 

11 http://sos-veleia1.wdfiles.com/local--files/colmene-
ro/Colmenero.pdf.

12 www.veleia.com/adjuntos/veleiaNoticias/49_ad-
junto1.pdf.

Fig. 2. Terra sigillata ostracon depicting the Calvary. Note the 
inscription rip above the main cross (Phot. dfa/afa).
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hinge of a tabella cerata (Gil Zubillaga, 2002: 134), 
materials that support this hypothesis.

However, there was strikingly little agreement 
between what is known about educational mecha- 
nics in Greco-Roman times and the archaeological 
record of Veleia. The use of ostraca in learning pro-
cesses has been demonstrated, and earlier interpre-
tations that held that they were mainly preferred by 
students ‘in the poorest circles’ have been discre- 
dited (Bonner, 1977: 165). Today, this preference 
is ascribed to established trends in certain parts of 
the Empire (Cribiore, 2001: 151 f.); however, the 
difference in the writing techniques used between 
known ostraca, mainly in Egypt, and those in Ve-
leia is eye-opening.

The preferred tools for such exercises included, 
amongst others, tabellae ceratae. Indeed, the Her-
meneumata Pseudodositheana (Dickey, 2012: 195) 
refer to the case of a student who complained that 
the wax on his tablet was hard and, thus, difficult 
to write on (cera dura est. mollis debuit esse). Quin-
tilian’s exhortation (Inst. 10. 3.31) to keep the wax 
in good condition to facilitate corrections likewise 
bears abundant testimony to their use. Certain-
ly, potsherds were also used to write on, but with 
brushes and ink. Witness the monumental work 
consisting of the potsherds from the Mons Clau-
dianus (Bingen et al., 1997) or those gathered in 
other collections from Egypt (Grafton Milne, 
1908). Therefore, the use of potsherds that, more-
over, according to the excavators, dated from one 
or two centuries earlier, for students or their teacher 
to engrave writing exercises seems, at the very least, 
strange in light of what is known, not to mention 
dysfunctional. So too, as J. Gorrochategui argued  
soon after, was the use of capitalisation, when lo- 
wercase letters were the norm (El Correo, 18 No-
vember 2006, “Los asombrosos hallazgos de Iruña- 
Veleia” [“The amazing finds of Iruña-Veleia”]).

Separately, the texts engraved on the ostraca 
from Veleia are also inconsistent with other artefacts 
of proven educational use. Contrary to Rodríguez 
Colmenero’s assertion, the existence of alphabets 
and lists of numbers does not conclusively prove the 
existence of an ancient school. Missing are the lists 

of words divided into syllables and word-building 
exercises, so common in the early educational stages 
(Cribiore, 2001: 160-180). One would think some 
might have appeared amongst the more than two 
hundred specimens found in the domus of Pompeia 
Valentina. Likewise, although lists of gods, mythi-
cal characters and even emperors abound, save for 
a few anachronistic aphorisms, there are no texts by 
Homer or other authors the repetition and copying 
of which was one of the cornerstones of learning 
(Quintilian, Inst. 10.1.15), both in the early and 
later stages of education13.

Finally, the collection’s consistency also arous-
es suspicion. Virtually all the ostraca concern the 
earliest stages in the educational process. It is as 
though this paedagogium had limited itself to the  
–deficient– teaching of the rudiments of writing 
and a handful of historical and religious concepts, 
with no further development. However, research on 
specimens related to ancient teaching underscores 
the absence of the modern concept of gradual deve- 
lopment in learning; instead, following an initial in-
troduction to the rudiments of reading and writing, 
upper-class students proceeded directly to advanced 
levels, whilst lower-class students remained where 
they were (Kaster, 1983). Additionally, classes were 
not separated, but rather were taught in the same 
space at the same time. Consequently, one would 
expect a greater plurality of inscriptions, with lon-
ger texts reproducing fragments of classics, none of 
which were found.

Thus, whilst the existence of a place of learning 
for the children of Veleia is plausible, the design 
of this explanation shows signs of a constant that 
runs through the Iruña-Veleia case: a lack of ade-
quate knowledge about the classical world. If, as I. 
P. Medvedev (2014) has argued, excellent scholars 
are usually excellent forgers, the opposite should 
also hold.

The appeal from the start to archaeometric ana- 
lytics is also a powerful sign that there was some-
thing to hide. At the presentation, it was suggested 
that the ostraca recovered in the 2005 excavation 

13 For example, O. Claud., II, 413, with a free compo-
sition about Diogenes.
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campaign had been subjected to a specific analysis 
that proved their age and, thus, their authenticity 
(Barandiaran, 2010: 28-29). This could be conclu- 
ded not only based on the media reports, but also 
on the people who participated in the presentations 
without having been part of the excavation team. 
It seems strange that a (presumably) rigorously 
kept archaeological record would be subjected to 
such testing, that the archaeologists would appeal 
to the irrefutability of the experimental sciences 
before anyone had even questioned the authenti- 
city of their finds. This would be another constant 
throughout the case.

The behaviour of Gil Zubillaga and his team 
following the alleged discovery of the ostraca was 
similarly anomalous, especially the obscurantism 
surrounding the fact that the ostraca were identi-
fied not during the excavation process, but rather 
during the potsherds’ processing (Barandiaran, 
2010: 81-85; Gorrochategui, 2011b: 257). In 
short, all of these things should have sounded the 
alarms or, at the very least, triggered a certain sense 
of disbelief amongst those who, in participating in 
the presentations, would have had direct access to 
that information. It is worth recalling that in other 
cases, such as that of the so-called Gospels of Judas 
and of Jesus’ Wife, it was precisely such anomalous 
and evasive behaviours that raised widespread sus-
picion in academia (Schenke Robinson, 2015).

In my view, there are several possible causes 
that, to different degrees, together explain why the 
experts failed to give due attention to the impres-
sions of inauthenticity they must have had. First, 
there was the very uncertainty of the moment and, 
perhaps, more limited access to the relevant infor-
mation than might be assumed. Some of the peo-
ple involved (Gorrochategui, 2011b: 248 f.; Santos 
Yanguas, 2014: 302) have also mentioned the de-
sire to believe they were true. Such finds opened in-
teresting avenues of research regarding fundamental 
myths in Basque nationalism, something that is in 
no way socially or politically irrelevant. As Grafton 
(1990: 95) has noted, we generally show less critical 
discrimination when dealing with artefacts that co-
incide with our assumptions and desires.

The alleged contribution of the ‘exceptio- 
nal finds’ of Iruña-Veleia was inarguably related to 
two fundamental aspects of Basque historiography, 
so-called vascocantabrismo –Basque-Cantabrism–, 
which has long been in its final throes, and the early 
Christianisation of what is today the Basque Coun-
try, both stories that a certain segment of Basque 
society longs to hear (Azkárate, 2003; Gorrochate-
gui, 2011b: 260).

Separately, this case has been dealt with as a case 
of individual misconduct, with repercussions in the 
academic, professional, administrative and criminal 
spheres, by those responsible for the fraud. Howe- 
ver, this type of forgery is more complex; it requires 
not only subjects to carry out the hoax, but also a 
social context that is conducive to it (Franzen, Röd-
der and Weingart, 2007).

The relationship between archaeology and na-
tionalism is inevitable and even natural (Kohl and 
Fawcett, 1995: 3); however, it is also complex and 
quite prone to manipulation. This can take place 
in two scenarios. The first consists of hard mani- 
pulation, in highly ideologised political systems or 
moments, the requirements of which directly shape 
the official archaeology conducted for the state, 
such as at the height of Francoist Spain after the 
Spanish Civil War (Díaz-Andreu, 1995: 46 ff.). 
The second type of manipulation is much subtler, 
as these needs are more diffuse. The control over 
archaeology is achieved indirectly, through less bla-
tant means, which, although seemingly banal, are 
equally effective. These might include grant policies 
that favour certain research projects over others or 
the publication of books in which the historical 
object projected onto the past is the present-day 
idea of a nation (e.g., Bazán, 2002), along with the 
subsequent inclusion thereof in school curricula. 
In this second model, the lesser political interest in 
archaeology leads to its displacement from the prio- 
rity areas of public action. That, in turn, impacts 
funding and the resources allocated to the manage-
ment of archaeological heritage, rendering careers 
in archaeology more precarious.

Díaz-Andreu (1995: 49 ff.) has pointed to the 
critical role played by the Basque nationalist agenda  
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in archaeological research from the late 19th  
century until the Spanish Civil War. Following 
the war, the nationalist influence continued to 
make itself felt, only this time it was Spanish 
nationalism. However, since Spain’s transition 
to democracy in 1978, there have been only a 
few minor attempts at nationalist interference 
in archaeological research (Díaz-Andreu, 1995: 
52), which have run up against the professio- 
nalism and independence of archaeologists and 
researchers (Santos Yanguas, 2014: 267). In the 
Basque Autonomous Community –hereinafter 
cav–, there are no known cases of attempts by 
public authorities to influence or directly inter-
fere with the agendas of research groups; there is 
likewise no evidence of the presence of archaeo- 
logists willing to act according to the ideological 
dictates of the cav, were it to have any. Whilst 
none of this prevents the existence of ‘banal na-
tionalism’ (Billig, 1995) or the acceptance and 
persistence of nationalist mythical ideology in 
society, in my view the events at issue here were 
far removed from the model of hard nationalism.

Finally, Alicia Canto was right when she alluded 
to the endemic lack of interest in Spain for epigra-
phy as one of the reasons for the hoax’s initial suc-
cess in the Iruña-Veleia case. This lack of interest 
has led to a dearth of experts in this discipline in the 
country, even in academia14.

4. The emergence of doubts

The finds stirred interest in certain online fo-
rums, which assiduously followed each new deve- 
lopment (Barandiaran, 2010: 45-48). Three stand 
out in this regard: Celtiberia.net (www.celtiberia.
net), Terrae Antiqvae (www.terraeantiqvae.com) 
and FiloBlogia (http://filoblogia.blogariak.net/). 
In the first, the very day the press conferences 
were held, a post entitled ‘Iruña-Veleia i’ went up 
to track the news. It was not long before the first 
doubts began to emerge. Some users thought it was 

14 El País, 28 November 2008, “Epigrafía y los poderes 
de Internet” (“Epigraphy and the power of the Internet”).

strange that such a diverse set of ostraca would be 
found together; others questioned the authenticity 
of ostracon ir 11422 (Fig. 3), which did not use 
the Latin spelling of Anchises and for its use of a 
mathematical symbol of implication –the double 
arrow– . Canto, an active user on both Celtiberia.
net and Terrae Antiqvae, joined the discussion not-
ing that, on the Calvary piece –ostracon ir 12108 
(Fig. 2)–, the inscription over the cross of Jesus read 
r(equiescat) i(n) p(ace) as opposed to the traditional 
i(esus) n(azarenus) r(ex) i(udaeorum) (Barandiaran, 
2010: 46-48). The ostraca with Basque graffiti were 
likewise questioned, even before they were presen- 
ted in public, on FiloBlogia (“Euskarazko idatzirik 
zaharrenak Iruña-Veleian?” [“Are the writings from 
Iruña-Veleia the oldest ones in Basque?”] (Baran- 
diaran, 2010: 56). However, this blog did not ques-
tion the specimens’ authenticity, only their anti- 
quity, due to the modernity of the lexicon used. It 
is impossible not to link this rejection generated in 
cyberspace with the first doubts expressed in the 
Basque academic world, even though this link was 
never explicitly acknowledged.

Fig. 3. Common ceramic ostracon with text referring to the genea- 
logy of Anchises. Note the presence of the mathematical 
symbol of implication (double arrow) (Phot. dfa/afa).
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Much later, it was learned that, around that 
time, Gorrochategui penned a letter to the then di-
rector of the Museo Arqueológico de Álava, a con-
vinced verista, expressing his misgivings regarding 
the artefacts’ authenticity (Barandiaran, 2010: 50-
53), which presaged his subsequent scepticism.

The next episode came in late 2006, when seve- 
ral professors from upv/ehu openly expressed to 
the media their reservations regarding the alleged 
antiquity of the inscriptions on the ostraca15. How-
ever, these reservations were not yet decisive, as 
other researchers continued to defend the finds’  
authenticity in the media16.

Late 2006 brought a rebuttal, also picked up by 
the media, in defence of the piece’s authenticity. In 
a press release, the excavation team and their advi-
sors once again took refuge behind the archaeome- 
tric analyses conducted of the patina to assert the 
antiquity not only of the artefacts, but this time of 
the inscriptions and drawings they bore too17.

The main development in the Iruña-Veleia case 
in 2007 was the departure of three of the team’s 
archaeologists18. Through them, it was learned that 
the ostraca had not been identified during the ex-
cavation process, but rather ‘discovered’ during the 

15 El Correo, 18 November 2006, “Los asombrosos 
hallazgos de Iruña-Veleia” (“The amazing finds of Iru-
ña-Veleia”) and El Correo, 20 November 2006, “Veleia: los 
arqueólogos primero” (“Veleia: Archaeologists first”).

16 El Diario Vasco, 9 November 2006, “¡Por supues-
to que aparecerán más inscripciones en Iruña-Veleia!” (“Of 
course more inscriptions will appear at Iruña-Veleia!”); El 
Correo, 21 November 2006, “El filólogo Henrike Knörr 
replica que Veleia ‘revolucionará’ la historia del País Vasco” 
(“The philologist Henrike Knörr responds that Veleia will 
‘revolutionise’ the history of the Basque Country”).

17 El Correo, 25 November 2006, “Los análisis cien-
tíficos ratifican la autenticidad de los hallazgos de Veleia, 
según los arqueólogos” (“The scientific analyses ratify the 
authenticity of the finds at Veleia, according to the archaeo-
logists”); El País, 26 November 2006, “El yacimiento de 
Veleia apuntaba maneras desde hacía tiempo” (“The Veleia 
site had been promising for some time”).

18 El Correo, 9 February 2007, “Tres de los diez ar-
queólogos de Veleia abandonan por sorpresa las excavacio-
nes” (“Three of the ten archaeologists at Veleia unexpected-
ly quit the excavations”).

cleaning stage (Barandiaran, 2010: 61-63). By the 
end of the year, doubts regarding the forgery of the 
ostraca were being expressed in academic circles, 
such as the 2nd Koldo Mitxelena Chair Conference 
(Gorrochategui, 2011a). The entrenchment and 
lack of progress in the research being conducted by 
Gil Zubillaga and Filloy Nieva’s team fed these sus-
picions, although nothing decisive was done until 
early 2008.

5. The academic rejection: a series of oddities

The situation underwent a remarkable turna- 
round in the second half of 2007, when the new 
head of the Department of Basque Language, Cul-
ture and Sport at the dfa sought to clear up the 
mysteries surrounding the Iruña-Veleia case. In 
response, Gil Zubillaga and his team submitted a 
document to the Provincial Assembly of Álava in 
support of the research, leaving the door open to 
the performance of additional analyses with a view 
to organising a public exhibition of the entire col-
lection in 2009 (Barandiaran, 2010: 94-96).

However, the response was not as expected. In 
January 2008, a Scientific Advisory Committee 
was set up for the Iruña-Veleia project, which, in 
practice, was tasked with clarifying the authenticity 
of the ‘exceptional finds’. The committee had thir-
teen members, mostly from upv/ehu, along with 
officials from the dfa and Gil Zubillaga on behalf 
of the excavation team. At the same time, reports 
were commissioned from other specialists outside 
the Basque Country. The unusually large number 
of participants in the committee was striking, as was 
the considerable presence of foreign experts, espe-
cially in the field of archaeology. Given the history 
of the controversy over the past year and a half and 
the positions staked out regarding the authentici-
ty of the finds, the exaggeratedly large committee 
seems to be symptomatic of an overreaction. The 
inclusion on it, testifying against Lurmen’s excava-
tions, of certain researchers who had until recently 
continued to defend the historical significance of 
the finds reinforces this feeling.
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The reports and opinions reviewed by the com-
mittee can be neatly divided into two clear groups, 
the first led by Gil Zubillaga and Filloy Nieva and 
the second by upv/ehu. The first group largely con-
sists of reports seeking to explain the archaeological 
record system used at the Iruña-Veleia excavations 
or related to the archaeometric techniques applied 
to the potsherds for the patina analysis. In contrast, 
the reports in the second group, which are critical 
of Lurmen’s actions at the site, fall into three areas: 
reports assessing the archaeological methodology 
used by the excavation team; philological reports 
on the inscriptions in Latin, Hebrew, Egyptian hie- 
roglyphics and Basque, as well as reports on the  
figurative representations; and reports criticising 
the archaeometric techniques used at the site. The 
content of the reports and opinions in this latter 
group is decidedly more doctrinal, which lends 
them greater authority.

The methodology followed in the archaeological 
activity was criticised by both committee members 
and external experts. This criticism nurtured the 
impression of conceptual gaps in the team’s under-
standing of the formative processes involved in stra-
tigraphy, with the ensuing effect on the reliability 
of their interpretation of the stratigraphic sequence 
and its dating. The iconographic study of the ostraca  

bearing domestic, civic or religious 
drawings yielded similar conclusions 
regarding the specimens’ inauthentici-
ty, although it was the least conclusive 
of the submitted reports. One icono-
graphic aspect that called the attention 
of the experts was the treatment of fe-
male figures, both dressed and nude, 
whose attire and voluptuousness re-
flect contemporary patterns that are 
incompatible with what is known to 
date about the classical period (Fig. 4).

The reports on the archaeometric 
analyses were especially significant, al-
though not so much due to their con-
tent per se as to their role as irrefutable 
evidence of the ostraca’s antiquity and 
authenticity. The research team had 

first performed certain analyses at the site, over the 
course of 2005, to date the strata from which the 
finds were unearthed. They subsequently performed 
additional analyses to show that the cation ratio of  
the ductus made by the incisions, in the process  
of writing on the potsherds and bone, matched that of  
the rest of the potsherd surface. As the cation ratio 
was the same, the patina on the surface of the arte-
fact and the inside of the groove matched and, thus, 
the graffiti could be deemed original. This was the 
conclusion reached in R. Cerdán’s reports19.

However, the committee experts found a lack of 
original data supporting this conclusion: the docu-
mentation provided was unusable. Thus, new tests 
were performed on a selection of ostraca to determine 
the existence, or lack thereof, of matching patinas. 
For most of the tested specimens, the spectroscopic 
response of the unaltered surface of the ostracon and 
that of the studied strokes did not match, offering 
reliable proof that they were recent20.

19 http://www.araba.eus/publicar/Informes/Veleia_
Inf_20.pdf;http://www.araba.eus/publicar/Informes/Ve-
leia_Inf_21.pdf;http://www.araba.eus/publicar/Informes/
Veleia_Inf_03.pdf;http://www.araba.eus/msginet2/Infor-
mes/Veleia_Inf_53.pdf.

20 http://www.araba.eus/publicar/Informes/Veleia_
Inf_24.pdf.

Fig. 4. Terra sigillata ostracon depicting a nude female figure (Phot. dfa/afa).
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Shortly after the committee concluded its work, 
news broke on one of the online forums following 
the twists and turns of the Iruña-Veleia case that 
Cerdán’s reports were false. This suspicion was later 
confirmed by the laboratories that had allegedly per-
formed the analyses (Barandiaran, 2010: 143-148).

Undoubtedly, the area that 
aroused the most interest was 
that related to epigraphy, hie- 
roglyphics, and Latin, Hebrew 
and Basque linguistics. In this 
field, the primary evidence of 
forgery consisted of anachro-
nisms, as well as glaring errors 
in Latin grammar that suggested 
absolute ignorance of the lan-
guage on the part of the forgers: 
more than Latin expressions, the 
inscriptions consisted of clumsi-
ly Latinised Spanish (Gorracha- 
tegui, 2011a and 2011b; Santos 
Yanguas, 2014).

In this area, the palaeogra- 
phic anachronisms stand out, 
including the combined use of 
upper- and lower-case letters, 
for example, on the terra sigil-

lata ostracon bearing the word Deidre –ir 12099 
(Fig. 5)–, which, making matters worse, is a con-
temporary female Irish name. The use of commas 
and other punctuation marks, like the use of mo- 
dern mathematical symbols indicating logical im-
plication, point in the same direction.

Similarly surprising were cer-
tain anachronistic spellings. For 
instance, the y –yod in Hebrew– 
used in the names Yavhe and Yav 
on some ostraca –ir 3361, ir 
3362 or ir 3363– would never 
have been used in antiquity, as 
Hebrew names beginning with 
yod were transcribed in Latin with 
the Latin i. This same proble- 
matic use of y was detected in the 
spelling of Cayo –ir 13380– for 
the Latin name Caius or Gaius.  
Spellings such as Anquises for An-
chises were likewise impossible. In 
the same vein, versions of names 
that were morphologically un-
likely in Latin, or even Spanish  

Fig. 5. Terra sigillata ostracon bearing the inscription Deidre Pa[v] (Phot. dfa/afa).

Fig. 6. Ostracon with text in Basque (Phot. dfa/afa).
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prior to the 11th or 12th century, were also found, 
such as Pluton and Varron –ir 11429; ir 11417– 
or Marte –ir 12379–. The Basque texts used the z  
–zure, zutan– (Fig. 6), when somewhat later Aqui-
tanian epigraphs use s. On the whole, the spelling, 
phonetics, morphology, syntax and lexicon of the 
Basque allegedly used in ancient Veleia offer clear  
evidence that they in no way pertained to the Basque 
in use in the ancient period as a whole.

Just as anachronistic were the Latin transcrip-
tions of the names of Egyptian royalty, such as 
Ramses and Seti –ir 12388–, which do not match 
what is known about ancient Egyptian and which 
differ in their details from their Greek transcrip-
tions, too. The names of the queens Nefertiti and 
Nefertari –ir 12391; ir 12392–, for instance, in 
addition to having been forgotten in Greco-Roman 
antiquity, are modern transcriptions, known only 
in the 20th century. Moreover, the hieroglyphics are 
generally not coherent expressions, but rather mere 
collections of symbols (Fig. 7).

As already noted, the Latin epigraphs from 
Iruña-Veleia lack syntax and are rife with solecisms. 
They include virtually no sentences, except for a few 
maxims and sayings that, compounding matters, 
are not from the classical period. Of all the find-
ings, these sayings are the most obvious evidence 
of forgery. In addition to the well-known motto 
of the Jesuits, Ad maiorem dei gloriam –ir 12390–, 
they include the equally well-known saying Homo  

proponit / sed Deus disponit 
–ir 11811–, attributed 
to Thomas Kempis. Fi-
nally, the phrase Si vis 
pacem, para iustitiam –ir 
12394– literally adorns 
the façade of the Inter-
national Court of Justice 
in the Hague, modelled 
after the ancient Si vis pa-
cem, para bellum attribut-
ed to Vegetius.

The Scientific Ad-
visory Committee met 
for the last time on 19 

November 2008. Its final session was devoted to 
laying out the conclusions of the different sec-
torial reports. It is worth noting Gil Zubillaga’s 
tacit recognition of the possibility that the ostraca 
had been forged by third parties, although he did 
not sign the meeting minutes21. That afternoon, 
the Scientific Advisory Committee presented its 
conclusions to the Basque Language, Culture and 
Sport Committee of the Provincial Assembly of 
Álava, where both the head of Basque Language, 
Culture and Sport at the dfa and various mem-
bers of the Scientific Advisory Committee had the 
chance to present their views22.

The immediate consequence was Provincial 
Government Order 499/2008, of 19 November, 
revoking Lurmen’s permit to conduct excavations 
at the Iruña-Veleia site, as well as its permit to 
temporarily occupy it. This was widely covered 
by the press, which stressed the content of the 
reports, especially those of the upv/ehu faculty 
members, and the dfa’s desire to more actively 
manage the site23.

21 http://www.araba.eus/publicar/Actas/afadfa_iv_
Akta_2008_11_19.pdf.

22 http://www.sos-irunaveleia.org/sesion-de-la-comi-
sion-de-cultura.

23 El Correo, 20 November 2008, “Estalla el escándalo 
de Iruña-Veleia por la falsedad de los hallazgos” (“Scandal 
erupts over fraudulent Iruña-Veleia finds”).

Fig. 7. Terra sigillata ostracon with Egyptian hieroglyphics (Phot. dfa/afa).
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6. Reasons for the forgery

The first surprising feature of the Iruña-Veleia 
case was how little control was exercised over the 
situation from November 2006 on, when the first 
suspicions casting doubt on the authenticity of the 
ostraca were made public. Although the press re-
ported that the finds had received the full support 
of the dfa, despite the Basque Government’s coun-
sel to the contrary24, there are no signs of political 
manipulation of the implications of the find.

It cannot be inferred from the minutes of the 
meetings of the Basque Language, Culture and 
Sport Committee of the Provincial Assembly of 
Álava that dealt with the Iruña-Veleia case that any 
political group, nationalist or otherwise, adopted 
an especially interested position in defending 
the authenticity of the finds or to benefit from 
them. The Partido Socialista de Euskadi –Basque 
Socialist Party– seems to have defended the 
verista theses, but without any sort of ideological 
involvement. In this regard, it is worth recalling 
that the Scientific Advisory Committee was set 
up when the dfa was controlled by a coalition 
of abertzale –in Basque, ‘patriotic’ and, thus, by 
extension ‘Basque nationalist’– parties and that it 
was they who exposed the forgery.

Therefore, it would seem that in this case the 
government was not exerting any pressure on 
the archaeologists to support a given ideological 
position, as has been the case in many other places 
(Kohl and Fawcett, 1995). On the contrary,  
I think there is sufficient evidence to suggest  
just the opposite, i.e. that the archaeologists 
pressured the public authorities. Their motive 
was neither to make a name for themselves in 
academia nor to nudge research towards postulates 
that they alone defended against the rest of the 
academic world, for their previous postures were 

24 El Correo, 23 November 2008, “Así se montó el 
calvario de Veleia” (“The making of the Veleia Calvary”) 
and Gara, 18 December 2008, “El pse insinúa que la alta 
financiación de Veleia ‘estimuló’ los resultados” (“pse [Bas-
que Socialist Party] hints that the heavy funding for Veleia 
‘encouraged’ the results”).

fully consistent with the standard lines of research 
(Gil Zubillaga, 2002). Rather, the reason is to 
be found in questions of a professional nature: 
the need to ensure the advantageous situation 
guaranteed them under the agreement with 
EuskoTren and ets, unprecedented in Spain.

The aforementioned press items show that, al-
though Gil Zubillaga publicly denied having been 
pressured by EuskoTren to present the finds, ‘peo-
ple close to him’ acknowledge that such pressures 
did exist. Gara reported that the agreement and the 
generous funding provided under it had encouraged 
the emergence of the ‘exceptional finds’, suggesting 
that at some point the agreement’s continuity may 
have been in doubt. The 18 December 2008 edi-
tion of El Correo –“El Tribunal de Cuentas criticó 
en 2001 la ayuda de EuskoTren a la empresa de 
Gil’ [“In 2001, the Court of Auditors criticised the 
funding provided by EuskoTren to Gil’s compa-
ny”] reported that the Tribunal de Cuentas del País 
Vasco (Court of Auditors of the Basque Country, 
hereinafter tcpv)–, the body that oversees public 
spending, had criticised the agreement. The tcpv 
considered it inconsistent with the aims pursued by 
the public rail company and criticised the fact that 
it had been awarded without a public tender, which 
would have ensured the application of the princi-
ples of publicity and free competition and in which 
other companies, in addition to Lurmen, might 
have participated.

The purpose of that agreement had been to 
promote the image of EuskoTren, on the heels of 
the successful financing of the restoration of the 
Vitoria-Gasteiz cathedral (Barandiaran, 2010: 13 
ff.); however, it did not seem to have achieved that 
goal to date25. Consequently, there was a situation 
of privilege, an unstable relationship and a need  
to promote the agreement’s sponsor. If these  

25 In a personal e-mail dated 26 September 2015, A. 
Barandiaran told me that in some of the interviews he con-
ducted for his work people familiar with the process had 
acknowledged that EuskoTren had not been pleased with 
the promotional return it was receiving as a result of the 
agreement. However, as he was unable to corroborate this 
information by other means, he decided not to include it.
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indications are true, then it would be reasonable to 
think that the idea for the forgery was conceived 
then. Obviously, if something spectacular was  
needed to quell the doubts, of EuskoTren and  
others, and to push the Iruña-Veleia excavations to 
the centre of the social debate in the Basque Coun-
try, the best solution was a series of finds that would 
revive two parts of the arcana of the mythical content  
of Basque nationalism: the Basque language and 
Christianisation. As noted earlier, artefacts had pre-
viously been found at the site that made it possible 
to construct a cover story to justify the appearance 
of the ‘exceptional finds’.

Although in the world of archaeology, this case 
may seem strange and anomalous, in scientific 
fields such as biomedicine, where competition for 
funding to conduct costly research is fierce, fraud 
and manipulations are quite common. Referring 
to the case of Woo Suk Hwang –who published 
ground-breaking work on the creation of human 
embryonic stem-cell lines–, Franzen, Rödder and 
Weingart (2007) have argued that Hwang cannot 
be dismissed as a ‘black sheep’ in a milieu domi-
nated by a strong deontology, but rather that the 
system itself pushes scientists towards and encou- 
rages behaviour that is hardly consistent with the 
supposed academic standards. The media’s ten-
dency to report only the most egregious cases gives 
the impression that all other research is conduc- 
ted through scientifically irreproachable channels, 
which is increasingly untrue.

7. A new stage in the syntax: the reply

This is where the syntax of forgery usually ends, 
with the academic community deciding by a broad 
majority that a fraud has been committed. Howe- 
ver, the overreaction of the parties involved in a 
matter that was not academically, politically or so-
cially vital or a priority, but which nevertheless was 
not inconsequential from an ideological and emo-
tional point of view, has left a long string of conse-
quences that have left the Iruña-Veleia case pending 
in court. Given the generally parsimonious nature 

of legal actions, the matter seems unlikely to be set-
tled any time soon26.

The cultural authorities and corporate sponsors 
filed criminal charges, accusing the management 
of Lurmen of fraud and damage to archaeological 
heritage. For now, the courts have ruled against  
EuskoTren and ets in the fraud cases brought by 
them. In the four motions for dismissal entered in 
the cases, the judges and magistrates have declined 
to classify the events as fraud on the grounds that for 
fraud to exist there must be sufficient deception to 
mislead the target of the fraud, which then engages 
in a transfer of assets –in the present case, money– 
that, in the absence of said deception, it would not 
have undertaken. As the agreement between Lur-
men and EuskoTren or ets was signed in 2001, this 
essential criterion for the crime was not met and, 
therefore, the cases were dismissed. This reality is re-
called in rather inappropriate language in a decision 
handed down in the Order of 14 May 2010 of the 
2nd Section of the Provincial Court of Álava.

Thus, the only outstanding case is the one 
brought by the dfa against Lurmen for damage 
to archaeological heritage and fraud, which is  
being heard by the Court of First Instance n.º 1 
of Vitoria-Gasteiz. This area has witnessed new  
developments.

In 2009, a replica Roman latrine created by Gil 
Zubillaga was discovered. Used by Lurmen for rec-
reationist activities, it was painted with drawings 
and words similar to those found on the ostraca. 
This led the dfa to commission graphological re-
ports to establish the possible authorship of the 
forgeries, the main conclusion of which was that a 
single brain had guided the steps of the instrument 
in both cases (Barandiaran, 2010: 171-178).

More recently, the aforementioned Court re-
quested reports from the Instituto de Patrimonio 
Cultural de España –Spanish Cultural Heritage 
Institute, hereinafter ipce–, the Ertzaintza (Basque 

26 El Correo, 8 June 2016, “La Fiscalía de Álava 
pide prorrogar un año la instrucción de la causa de Iruña- 
Veleia” (“The Public Prosecutor’s Office of Álava asks to 
extend the preliminary investigation for the Iruña-Veleia 
case one year”).
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police) and the dfa, in order to complete the pre-
liminary proceedings opened for the case. From the 
first body, it sought to know whether there was in-
deed incontrovertible evidence of forgery; from the 
second, it wished to know who might have caused 
the alleged damage; and from the third, it requested 
an economic assessment thereof.

The ipce report revealed that, in the analyses 
conducted of a set of 39 specimens, traces of recent 
metals, such as steel, were found inside the engraved 
strokes on 36 of them, along with specks of gold, pos-
sibly from a wedding band worn by the person who 
had made them. They were thus classified as contem-
porary. As for the remaining three pieces, in one case 
the graffiti were classified as original, in another, as 
possible, and in the third as original but retouched.

Only bits and pieces of information are availa- 
ble regarding the other two reports, but based on 
what is known, the Ertzaintza expert report found 
evidence of crime in the forgery of most of the 400-
450 ostraca classified as ‘exceptional finds’, as well 
as evidence of irreversible damage to archaeological 
heritage, due to the artificial modification of pots- 
herds and other items to generate expectation re-
garding their interest. As for the perpetrators, the 
report mentions Lurmen’s ‘permanent team’, with 
varying degrees of responsibility for each crime. 
Needless to say, the fingered parties rejected the va-
lidity of the Basque regional police report27.

Finally, according to a report by the dfa, the value  
of the damage is estimated at around €240,000 or 
€270,00028, an amount that, even without know-
ing the content, I find quite high. The standards for 
appraising damage at archaeological sites are based 
on objective criteria and certain parameters that do 
not seem to have been met in this case (Rodríguez 
Temiño, 2012).

In May 2017, the Court of First Instance No. 1 
of Vitoria-Gasteiz issued an order (the final pre-trial  

27 El Correo, 4 December 2015, “Eliseo Gil se defiende 
y dice que el informe policial sobre el fraude de Iruña-Veleia 
‘carece de pruebas’” (“Eliseo Gil defends himself, says the 
police report on the Iruña-Veleia fraud ‘lacks proof’”).

28 http://www.zuzeu.eus/kultura/zalantzak-dizkit-ert-
zaintzaren-iruna-veleiako-txostenak/.

step) formally charging Eliseo Gil and two other 
people.

Once the committee published its opinion, Gil 
Zubillaga’s response was defiant29. He embarked on 
a dogged quest to counter the negative reports with 
new ones that backed the allegations filed by the 
company in relation to the aforementioned provin-
cial order. The number of reports swelled as a result of  
new reports submitted to justify the authenticity  
of the finds in the criminal proceedings and to socie- 
ty at large. In all, 53 reports, opinions and expert 
evidence reports have been prepared in what may 
be the best-documented forgery case on record.

The reports that are favourable to Lurmen can 
be divided, based on their content, into those defen- 
ding the appropriateness of the excavation metho- 
dology applied by Gil Zubillaga and his team in 
their campaigns at the site; those focusing on lin-
guistic and epigraphic considerations; archaeometric 
reports; and, finally, technical forensic reports that 
question the conclusions of the handwriting tests.

The reports in the first group emphasise the per-
tinence of the excavation strategy and record system. 
The reports contain only generic considerations and 
do not attempt to rebut the objections lodged in 
the opinions submitted to the committee. There-
fore, they cannot really be considered substantiated 
contributions, regardless of who endorsed them.

That the excavations conducted by Lurmen, 
which were comparable to others carried out in Ála-
va, Spain and abroad, were methodologically ade-
quate is no doubt entirely true. Never before had 
proceedings been opened against Lurmen for poor 
archaeological practice, and its previous excavations 
have been used normally in the study of the Roman 
world in Álava.

However, this methodological adequacy sheds no 
light whatsoever on the authenticity of the ostraca. 
Nor has it been explained why, following the disco- 
very of the wealth of finds of this nature at the site, 

29 Soitu.es, 20 November 2008, “El director del ya-
cimiento de Iruña Veleia dice que el informe de la Dipu-
tación se basa en opiniones” (“The director of the Iruña 
Veleia site says the provincial government’s report is based 
on opinions”).
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the team did not take the logical measures to docu-
ment them in situ during the excavation process itself.

Gil Zubillaga’s appeals to scientific validation of 
the finds have been a constant in the Iruña-Veleia 
case from the start. Whilst the forgery of the re-
ports commissioned from Cerdán in both 2006 and 
2008 has overshadowed these appeals, it has not 
put an end to them. The post-Cerdán period began 
with reports intended to cast doubt on the analytics 
of the committee’s research group and observations 
made with magnifying glasses.

For the veristas, the concept of ‘scientific’ os-
cillates between the nature of the archaeological 
record as a source of authenticity and archaeome- 
tric analytics, the results of which are only consi- 
dered conclusive when they support their po-
sitions. Gorrochategui (2011a and 2011b) has  
reflected on the value of scientific evidence, that is, 
evidence based on the application of experimental 
techniques, compared to the conclusions drawn 
from the deductive tools of philology and linguis-
tics. His arguments are perfectly acceptable. The 
rules of the philological evolution of languages are 
a sufficient guarantee to establish the inauthenti- 
city of the inscriptions, without the need to resort 
to laboratory tests.

The language issue follows the same pattern as 
the others, although with certain nuances due to the  
varying degrees of knowledge the reports’ authors 
have about their subjects. Rodríguez Colmene-
ro, for instance, offered new readings of the most 
problematic terms, thereby mitigating the appea- 
rance of blatant forgery arising from their anachro- 
nism. He agrees with many of the inconsistencies 
identified by the committee, but finds a certain 
justification for them in the existence of a paeda-
gogium, and because they are the results of writing 
and life-drawing exercises. Both he and E. C. Harris 
engage in an exercise of belief in the authenticity by 
failing to find satisfactory answers for the reason for 
the forgery30.

30 Gara, 18 November 2015, “Es imposible falsificar 
los 400 grafitos de Iruña-Veleia” (“It is impossible to forge 
the 400 graffiti of Iruña-Veleia”).

The reports focused on Basque philology em-
phasise the lack of contemporaneous epigraphic 
records to play down the committee’s criticism of 
aspects related to grammar, phonetics and spell-
ing. Possible vestiges are adduced that are im-
possible to rebut for lack of conclusive evidence. 
This documentary void encourages interpretations 
that run contrary to the evolutionary paradigm of 
Basque and open a philological fault line, interpre-
tations with a clear significance for the ideological 
core of abertzalismo –Basque nationalism–, but 
which can hardly be used to prove the authenticity 
of the set of ostraca. Gorrochategui (2011b: 261) 
has admitted that the hoax might have prospered 
much longer had the forgery included only words 
in Basque, due to the difficulty of establishing 
known parallels.

All the participants in the academic debate over 
the Iruña-Veleia case know perfectly well that,  
in the current context, when a large group of widely 
acclaimed academic experts, such as the members 
of the committee, reach a categorical conclusion re-
garding an issue on which no one has challenged 
their expertise, filing reports with a court or posting 
them to websites are not the right way to reopen the 
doctrinal debate.

The time for reports –although not for expert evi- 
dence– in this area has passed. The way forward lies 
in publishing in prestigious, high-impact academic 
journals. The most recent papers published by veristas 
(Frank, 2011, 2012; Iglesias, 2012; Silgo, 2012) do 
not even begin to meet the necessary requirements 
to reopen the debate on the authenticity of the ‘ex-
ceptional finds’ from Iruña-Veleia. In the meantime, 
it must be acknowledged that the academic debate 
is in checkmate –to borrow the magnificent meta-
phor used by Rodríguez Colmenero– and that the 
syntax of forgery in this case has concluded, even if it 
remains ongoing in others. Indeed, the fact that the 
people in charge of the 2005 and 2006 excavations 
have not made any serious attempts to publish the 
ostraca in a journal of any prestige is, in my view, a 
tacit acknowledgement of the forgery.

In 2010, the Iruña-Veleia site was reopened to 
the public with a new master plan and an agreement  
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signed by the dfa and upv/ehu, placing the univer-
sity in charge of coordinating the work at the site 
for the next ten years31.

Meanwhile, the verista faction has not resigned 
itself to silence, despite its scant academic credit, 
mainly by embracing conspiracy theories. Having 
retreated to the blogosphere, its members struggle to 
keep the social debate alive. In 2009, they launched 
the platform sos Iruña-Veleia, which was followed 
by other websites32. This proliferation of online sites 
and their activity suggest that the syntax of forgery in 
the social sphere will not end in the near future, de-
spite the setbacks suffered by the theses of the veristas 
and the main parties involved in the real world.

In this regard, one aspect is particularly sig-
nificant. The plurality of opinion forums has not 
encouraged an enriching debate. On the contrary, 
there has been a trend towards polarisation: con-
tact between the members of the different factions 
is rare and any information that might conflict with 
the group’s interests is discredited. The verista web-
sites act not as spaces for dialogue but as bulwarks 
and echo chambers for the feelings of victimhood 
that bring the group together.

In 2012 and 2016, respectively, the first and 
second editions of the International Conference on 
Iruña-Veleia were held in Vitoria-Gasteiz, organised 
by the verista associations Euskararen Jatorria, sos 
Iruña-Veleia and Martin Ttipia. At the conferences, 
experts from different fields ratified the authenticity 
of the ostraca deemed to be false. These actions 
were reinforced with appearances in the media and 
mobilisations before the dfa, the courts and the site 
itself, intended to show that the Iruña-Veleia case 
was far from over. However, there is little academic 
or majority social support for their claims. Today, 
the media hardly pay any attention to the Iruña-
Veleia case at all.

In this regard, it is worth noting how news about 
the Iruña-Veleia case is treated in media such as  

31 Gara, 6 October 2009, “La upv coordinará el Plan 
Director del yacimiento de Iruña-Veleia para ‘alumbrar una 
nueva etapa’” (“upv will coordinate the Master Plan for the 
Iruña-Veleia site to ‘illuminate a new period’”).

32 www.sos-irunaveleia.org.

Berria, whose sympathies for the abertzale ideology 
are well known. This newspaper has supported the 
doubts regarding the authenticity of the ‘exceptional 
finds’ almost from the start, both in articles by Al-
berto Barandiaran and Íñigo Istiz and in cartoons by 
Zaldieroa. This positioning has undermined social 
support for Lurmen’s team, helping to minimise the  
confrontation. A feature story was published on  
the matter in the 5 June 2016 edition of Berria, ten 
years after the first news broke, entitled “Hautsa hauts 
gainean” –“The ash of ashes”– (Fig. 8). The story, 
which describes the exhaustion of the verista faction 
and the judicial ordeal plaguing the core members of 
Lurmen, defines the state of the question. Although 
more news can be expected following the court deci-
sion, the Iruña-Veleia case is virtually over.

8. Conclusions

One of the priority interests for considerations 
of archaeological work today is the relationship 
between archaeology and political power. This re-
lationship, which grows especially acute in deeply 
ideologised social times, manifests in many ways. 
At first glance, the Iruña-Veleia case would seem to 
meet these parameters, given the social context in 
which it took place and the subject and purpose of 
the forgery. However, I believe it can be plausibly 
concluded that the case is only superficially related 
to Basque nationalism.

The sensitivity to nationalist topics in Basque 
society clearly did influence the initial acceptance 
of the forgery, inhibiting responses based on the 
impressions of inauthenticity that the ostraca gave 
off in the eyes of experts. However, once that ear-
ly moment had passed, and especially once debate 
began to be encouraged outside the Basque Coun-
try, the response was overwhelming. The over- 
reactions of both institutions and experts may be 
related to that initial inhibition and the sense of 
having been duped.

The labour conditions of professional archaeo- 
logists are very difficult to assume in the quest for 
a lifelong livelihood; perhaps that is why the few 
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possibilities that do arise to achieve professional 
stability are generally seized upon. Obviously, that 
does not justify forgery, but the precarious condi-
tions in which the profession is carried out cannot 
be ignored, conditions that become increasingly 
unstable as the practitioner advances to each new 
life stage.

The press has played a very important role in this 
case, albeit for various reasons. First, most of the 

media relayed the ‘specta- 
cular’ news –first of the ‘ex-
ceptional finds’ themselves 
and then of the forgery 
controversy– without inde-
pendently investigating the 
claims. Indeed, the media 
outlets most enthusiastic 
in their reporting of the 
original story of the ‘excep-
tional finds’ were possibly 
also the ones to react most 
virulently upon learning of 
the forgery. Second, there 
has been no division in the 
written press between fal-
sistas and veristas. Where 
as the clearly abertzale 
newspaper Gara may have 
shown some scepticism in 
reporting on the forgery, 
Berria’s support has been 
fundamental to the falsista 
faction.

The Iruña-Veleia case 
has likewise shown that the 
syntax of forgeries involving 
historical objects linked to 
interpretations with iden-
tity implications does not 
end in academia, but rather 
lives on in certain social cir-
cles for which that symbo- 
lism is important, as it feeds 
mythical elements resistant 
to academic rigour.

Finally, I believe that the forgery of the ‘extraor-
dinary finds’ has already received enough social and 
academic criticism, with an obvious impact on Gil 
Zubillaga’s personal tangible and intangible pro- 
perty. Adding a criminal conviction would not only 
violate the principle of using such serious procee- 
dings only as a last resort, but moreover would not 
contribute to undoing the social harm caused. This 
recourse to the courts is even more surprising as 

Fig. 8. Front page of the 5 June 2016 edition of the newspaper Berria.
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there is no evidence that any sort of administrative 
proceedings were opened to recover the clearly mis-
appropriated sums, such as those supposedly used 
to pay for analyses that were never performed, a far 
wieldier approach than criminal proceedings.
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