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INTRODUCTION

WHO WERE THE CELTS?

The whole race ... is war-mad, and both bigh-spirited and quick for batde ... and
if roused they come together all at once for the struggle, ready to risk their lives with

nothing to help them but might and daring. (Strabo, Geography)

his is how the Greek historian and geographer Strabo described the

Celtic peoples of western Europe in the 1st century BC. In so doing,

he reflected the popular attitude of the Mediterranean world towards

its wild, uncivilized neighbours. To the classical civilizations of

Greece and Rome, the Celtic warrior represented the archetypal
barbarian: huge in stature, immensely strong and bloodthirsty beyond belief.
Charging naked into battle, impervious to wounds, and wielding a terrible sword with
which to take the heads of his enemies, he was the antithesis of the drilled and
disciplined soldiers of the Greek hoplite phalanx or the Roman legion. This powerful
image is still with us after more than two millennia. It is so strong that it is often
difficult to see beyond it and to discover the real nature of the Celtic warrior as an
cssential element in the structure and maintenance of ancient Celtic society. The
society in which he lived, fought and died was vibrant, rich and complex. It endured
for over 500 years across much of Europe and has left us a legacy that we can
experience in art, language and legend.

How to define the Celts continues to be a subject of controversy and often heated
debate among academics and laymen alike, and for many people can be a very emotive
issue. The term ‘Celts” — Keltoi in Greek and Celtac in Latin — was first used by the
Greek geographer Hecatacus of Miletus to describe the barbarian tribes living near the
Greek colony of Massalia, the modern French city of Marseille on the Mediterranean
coast of France, almost 2,600 years ago. He also wrote that Narbo (the modern

Narbonne), further along the coast to the west, was a Celtic town, as was Nyrax,

which is thought to be the ancient city of Noreia in Austria. In the 5th century BC the
Greek historian Herodotus reported that the Celts lived near the source of the river
Danube and also beyond the Pillars of Hercules (the Straits of Gibraltar).

A century later, the Greek writer Ephoros described the Celts as one of the four
great barbarian peoples, together with the Scythians, the Persians and the Libyans,
who lived beyond the confines of the classical Mediterranean world. References to
the islands of Albion and lerne (Britain and Ireland) also date from the same period
— in his famous voyage along the Atlantic coasts of western Europe in the 4th
century BC, the explorer Pytheas of Massalia referred to them as the ‘Pretannic Isles’
that lay to the north of the lands of the Celts.

The origin of the term ‘Keltoi’ is unknown, although it is probably itself Celtic
since it often appears in tribal names such as Celtiberi, and personal names such as

Celtillus. In the 1st century BC, Julius Caesar wrote in the introduction to his

Commentaries on the Gallic War (also translated as The Conquest of Gaul) that some of

the tribes of Gaul referred to themselves collectively as Celts, ‘although we [Romans]
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Derail of the Gundestrup
cauldron showing the
head and arms of a deity
flanked by two human
figures. Note the torc and
the horseman on the
right who appears to
interact with the larger
figure. (Werner Forman
Archive |/ National
Museum, Copenhagen)
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Hammered bronze disc
from Ireland, 1st century
AD. The main design is
made up of several circles,
varying in thickness and
profile. The large boss

is off-centre. Below it is
perhaps an indication of
a torc. (Werner Forman
Archive [ British

Museum, London)
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call them Gauls’. Writing two centuries later, the
Greek author Pausanias remarked that Keltoi
was believed to be a far older name than
Galli. As to the meaning of these
words, several explanations have
been put forward. Based on Indo-
European root words, ‘noble’ or
‘exalted’ has been suggested as a
possiblc cxplanation for ‘Celt’, and

'strong or ‘powerful’ for ‘Gaul'.

The term Galli was used by the

Romans from the beginning of

the 4th century BC to describe the
Celts who invaded Italy, and later
those who lived beyond the Alps
in present-day France. The Greeks
also used the name Galatoi, or Galatians,
when referring to the Celtic-speaking peoples
from central Furope who invaded Greece and
later settled in Asia Minor (modern Turkey) in the
3rd century BC. The term ‘Celtiberian” was used to describe
the Celtic-speaking populations in the Iberian peninsula (Spain and Portugal), who
were strongly influenced by the culture of the neighbouring Iberians. Today they are
also referred to as Hispano-Celts. According to Pytheas, the inhabitants of Britain
referred to themselves as Pretani.

The ancient Greeks described the Keltoi as living in what is now the Iberian
peninsula, in France and in the upper reaches of the Danube valley in southern
Germany. Over such a vast area, it is not possible to speak of a single Celric people or
race. They may have had much in common from the standpoint of material culture,
social structure and religious belief, but the idea of a pan—Europcan Celtic society
and belief system, which was once widely held, is now seen as inaccurate and
over-simplistic. Archaeological evidence indicates strong regional contrasts and
variety suggesting a mosaic of diverse communities across Europe. One characteristic
common to them all, however, was their language. Today, the most widely accepted
definition of the Celts is based on language. Therefore, we can say that the Celts were
those peoples living in central and western Europe in the latter half of the st

millennium BC and speaking dialects of the family of languages now known as Celtic.

THE CELTIC LANGUAGES

The Celuc languages form part of the Indo-European language group. This group,
which is one of the world’s most extensive language groups, includes every modern
European language except Basque, Estonian, Finnish and Hungarian, and also a
number of languages that are now spoken in the Middle East and the Indian sub-
continent, such as Iranian, Hindi and Urdu. Ancient Celtic can be divided into two
broad groups: Continental and Insular. As the names imply, the former refers to the
dialects spoken on mainland Europe, while the latter refers to those which were, and
still are, spoken in the British Isles and also in Brittany. Whereas the Continental
Celtic languages are now extinct, the Insular languages have survived and, although
greatly changed, are one of our main sources of information about ancient Celtic
society and its structure.

From the available evidence of place and personal names recorded on coins and
inscriptions, it is possible to distinguish several different Continental Celtic dialects.

In Iberia, Celtiberian was spoken across much of the central, northern and western

peninsula. On the western seaboard and in the south-west, a separate dialect called
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Celdic inscription written
using the Greek alphaber,
from Vaison-la-Romaine,
France. (The Art Archive
| Musée Lapidaire
Avignon [ Dagli Orti)
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Lusitanian has also been identified. Gaulish was spoken over a wide area in what is
now France and Belgium, and also across the Rhine valley. In the 1st century BC,
Caesar remarked on the division of Gaul into three parts and referred to their
inhabitants as Belgae, Celtac and Aquitani. The Romans continued to refer to them
collectively as Gauls, but there is evidence from surviving Gaulish inscriptions to
support the idea of differing dialects in Gaul. Gaulish inscriptions have also been
found in northern Ttaly. However, in the area to the north-west of the Po valley and
around the Italian lakes, an earlier form of Celtic has been detected, sometimes
referred to as Lepontic. Inscriptions here pre-date the occupation of the Po valley by
the Celts in the 4th century BC and present sufficient evidence to separate Lepontic
from the Gaulish dialect introduced by the newcomers. In central Europe, a dense
network of place names that differ from those found in the western Celric dialects,
and the known historical presence of Celtic-speaking peoples in the middle Danube
region, are thought to indicate a further Celtic dialect. The language spoken by the
Celtic migrants who settled in Asia Minor in the 3rd century BC was probably
similar to this eastern Celtic dialect.

The Insular Celtic languages are divided into two branches: Brythonic, which
was spoken in what is now England and Wales (where it remains a living language),
and which was introduced into Brittany after the fall of the Roman Empire; and
Goidelic, which is still spoken in Ireland, and which spread to Scotland and the Isle
of Man in the post-Roman period. The language spoken by the ancient inhabitants
of northern Britain, later known as the Picts, remains something of a mystery. Little
is known about it, and the few surviving examples are limited to a handful of place

nd personal names and a few inscriptions that have defied translation. It has been
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uggested that Pictish is a pre-Celtic, non-Indo-European language, although those

wm

22
words that have been deciphered seem to be related to the Brythonic dialect.

The ancient Celtic languages are also sometimes divided into two further groups,
commonly known as ‘P-Celtic’ and ‘Q-Celtic’. The apparent difference is due to the
replacement of what was assumed to be an ecarlier 'q” sound by a later 'p’ sound. For
instance, in Welsh, a Brythonic or P-Celtic language, the word for ‘son’ is map; the
equivalent in Irish or Scots Gaelic, both Goidelic or Q-Celtic languages, is mac.
Brythonic, Gaulish and Lepontic belong to the P-Celtic group, as does Galatian and
so, presumably, does the eastern Celtic dialect. Goidelic, Celtiberian and Lusitanian
belong to the Q-Celtic group. For many years, this difference was taken as clear
evidence of ‘the coming of the Celts’ at various times to various places across
Europe, particularly to the British Isles. Advances in archacology and genetics have

largely discredited this idea. The evolution of ancient European societies is now

Introduction

believed to be the result of the spread of ideas and cultural assimilation rather than
successive waves of invaders. Instead of spreading out from one small region, it is

thought that the Celtic languages evolved gradually over a wide area of Europe.

SOURCES OF EVIDENCE

Our knowledge of the ancient Celts and their world comes from a variety of sources.
Unfortunately, these sources are usually fragmentary, often ambiguous and
sometimes contradictory. They all have their shortcomings.

The accounts of Greek and Roman writers such as Herodotus, Polybius. Livy
and Caesar provide the richest sources of information that we possess on th’c Lake Halstatr, the site

- i . . . L of numerous rich finds
customs and history of the ancient Celts. They have the advantage of being closer i L v 1
p ¢ s Trom the early lron

in time to their subject, although rarely contemporary. Some merely draw their

e : Age. (akg-images |
inspiration from others. They have to be read with caution since they generally  FErich Lessing)




LORDS OF BATTLE

Halstatt warrior statue suffer from inherent problems of prejudice, distortion and misinterpretation. Greek
from the Hirschlanden and Roman authors emphasize the barbarian stereotype and reflect what their
burial, Wiirttemberg,
6th century BC. (akg-
images / Erich Lessing) differences while ignoring the many similarities between their respective societies.

civilized Mediterranean audiences expected to hear, deliberately accentuating the

Thus, the Celts were portm\'cd as savage and superstitious, quarrelsome and violent,

warlike and aggressive. However, the Romans especially did praise their courage as

worthy opponents in battle, in order to magnify their own victories over them, or
sometimes to camouflage their defeats. Classical writers were also influenced by the
memories of the violent impact of the Celts on the Mediterranean world,
especially the invasions of Italy and Greece. Their works provide a series of
snapshots of the Celts and tend to represent Celtic society as static and
unchanging, which was far from the case. Despite all this, without them our
understanding of the Celts would be very different and much poorer.

The most tangible source of information comes from the study of the material
remains of the Celts through modern archacological excavation and analysis.
Although on its own archaeology can only provide a partial picture, its great
strength lies in the fact that it is free from the prejudice of classical commentators

or mediaeval copyists (though not always from archacologists themselves). A
number of archacologists have argued that since it is not known whether the peoples
of Iron Age Europe, particularly those living in Britain and Ireland, identified
themselves as Celts, it would not be accurate to refer to them as such. While
may be true that not all those peoples whom we now consider to be Cc]ts
considered themselves to be so, some of the peoples in Iron Age Europe did call
themselves by this name. What is certain is that there was no Celtic ‘ethnicity’
or ‘race’ in ancient times, nor is there today. Recent genetic studies suggest that
the population of Europe remained remarkably unchanged between the end
of the last Ice Age, around 10,000 years ago, and the Migration Period at the
end of the Roman Empire in the 4th and 5th centuries AD.

[t used to be thought that the Celts were a completely non-literate society,
but in recent years an increasing number of 1nscr1pt10ns in Celtic lanwuaoes have
been discovered, not all of which have been successfully translated. Depending

on time and place, they are written in alphabcts borrowed from Etruscan,
Greek, Iberian or Latin. Other linguistic sources include place and personal
names, Celtic words mentioned in classical texts and also the structure
of modern Celtic languages. To these, we should also add the study of the
vernacular literature of surviving Celtic societies in the post-Roman period. As

with classical accounts, later vernacular sources must also be treated with caution.

They were written down for the first time almost a thousand years after the Celts had

been conquered and absorbed into the Roman Empire. They were recorded by

Christian monks in the early Middle Ages and, apart from the usual risk of bias, are
all solely concerned with the myths and legends of Wales and Ireland, lands that lay
at the very edge of the Celtic world in the pre-Roman period. We should not assume,
therefore, that they can be used as models for Celtic societies in other parts of Europe.
Although the linguistic evidence to support the existence of the Celts is complex and
incomplete, it provides the clearest indication of an identifiable group of peoples in
Iron Age Europe whom the Greeks and Romans referred to as Celts.

The various sources of evidence that we have at our disposal do reveal the
existence of a major group of peoples in Iron Age Europe who spoke related
languages and who shared similar beliefs, social structures, artistic styles and a
pronounced taste for war. Such shared characteristics make it both logical and
appropriate to refer to them by a common name. On their own, each of the sources
can give only a limited view. When considered together, they enable us to compile

a plausible, albeit generalized, picture of the Celts and their world.

Introduction
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CHRONOLOGY

BC

8th to 6th centuries

. 450

c. 400

387
335 and 323

281

278

275
240

225

218—202

197—179 and 154—133

133

I25

Early Iron Age Halstatt culture flourishes in

west-central Europe.

Decline of Halstatt Princedoms and expansion of La Téne
Iron Age cultures. ‘Keltoi’ first mentioned by the Greeks.

Beginning of ‘Celtic migrations’. The Boii, Cenomani,
Lingones and Senones settle in the Po valley and on the
Adriatic coast. Other Celtic-speaking tribes move south-
east along the Danube valley. Decline of Etruscan power
in northern Italy.

Celts sack Rome.

Alexander the Great receives Celtic delegations in the
Balkans and in Babylon.

Celts invade Macedonia. Victory over the Greeks at
Thermopylac. The Celts go on to sack the sanctuary at
Delphi but are defeated in battle (279). The survivors

return to the Danube valley.

The Celtic Tectosages, Trocmii and Tolistobogii cross
into Asia Minor.

Celtic Galatians defeated by Antiochus of Seleucia.
Galatians defeated by Attalus of Pergamon.

Celts defeated by Rome at Telamon. Decline of Celtic
power in northern Italy, leading to the creation of the
Roman province of Gallia Cisalpina.

Second Punic War. Celtiberian and Gallic mercenaries
play a major role in Carthaginian victories over Rome.

Rome attempts to subdue the Celtiberian tribes in Iberia.
Celtiberian resistance broken at the siege of Numantia.

Rome intervenes on behalf of Massalia (Marseille)
against the Gallic Saluvii. Beginning of Roman military
intervention in Gaul.

124‘121
118
II2—IO0I
88—66

64

6o

58—51

55 and 54
52

AD
43

6o

70s

868~
122

122-138

Chronology
)

Defeat of the Saluvii, Allobroges and Arverni by Rome.
Foundation of the Roman military base at Aquae Sextiae
(Aix-en-Provence).

Creation of the Roman province of Gallia Transalpina.

Migration of the Cimbri and Teutones, a mix of Celtic
and Germanic peoples from northern Europe. After
several victories over the Romans they are finally
defeated by Marius at Aquae Sextiae in 102 and
Vercellae in 1o71.

Galatians fight as allies of Rome in its war against

Mithridates IV of Pontus.

Galatia becomes a client state of Rome. Deiotarus of the
Tolistobogii becomes pre-eminent leader of the Galatians
under the patronage of Pompey.

Celtic Boii and Scordisci defeated by Dacian tribes from
the lower Danube.

Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul, ending in the complete
subjugation of the Gauls to Rome.

Reconnaissance in force by Caesar into south-eastern
Britain.

Siege of Alésia. Surrender of Vercingetorix.

Roman invasion of southern Britain. British resistance
led by Caratacus until betrayed in 52 by Cartimandua,
queen of the Brigantes.

Boudica's rebellion.
Subjugation of northern Britain.

Agricola defeats the Caledones at the battle of Mons
Graupius.

Roman withdrawal from southern Caledonia.
Hadrian visits Britain.

Construction of Hadrian’s Wall and its associated forts.
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PREVIOUS SPREAD

Bod da Loz, north of the
Julier Pass in Switzerland,
was a fortified settlement
on one of the trade routes
from the Mediterranean
to the north during the
Halstatt period. (akg-
images / Erich Lessing)
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CHAPTER 1

THE RISE OF THE CELTIC WORLD

The Danube has its source in the land of the Celts near the city of Pyrene, and runs
through the middle of Europe, dividing it into two portions. The Celts also live
beyond the Pillars of Hercules and border on the Cynesiani, who are the westernmost

of all the peoples of Europe. (Herodotus, Histories)

y the time they appear in the historical record in the 6th century BC,

the Iron Age peoples called Celts by the ancient Greeks inhabited wide

areas of central and western Europe, from the middle reaches of the

Danube, across southern Germany, Austria, Switzerland, France and

northern Italy to much of the Iberian peninsula. How they came to be
there and from where they may have originated remain the subject of much debate.
Neither the Greek authors who wrote the earliest accounts of the Celts, nor the
Celts themselves have anything to say on the matter. The complete indifference of
the former was expressed by the Roman historian Tacitus when he wrote that
nobody bothered to enquire into the origins of barbarians. The latter, never having
developed a fully literate culture, could not record their myths and legends, which
as a result are lost to us. Archaeological evidence, however, shows that the Celts
possessed a highly sophisticated material culture characrerized by advanced
skills and a distinctive style of decorative art.

metalworkin

o
o

BRONZE AND [RON

The formation of the Celtic world was a process that may be traced back to the
cultures of the late Bronze Age. The European Bronze Age lasted from
approximately 2500 to 800 BC. It was the period in which the production and use
of metal tools and weapons first became widespread. Although knowledge of

metalworking was known before this, with gold and copper being used to make cult

The Rise of the Celtic World

objects and personal ornaments, it was the
discovery of the much harder alloy bronze,
produced by adding small amounts of tin or
arsenic to copper during the smelting process,
that made the replacement of flint and other
stone implements a practical proposition. Both
copper and tin are relatively rare in Europe
and are found in only a small number of
locations compared with flint, which is far
more common. The adoption of bronze
technology brought about an increase in
lon_\:—distancc trade across the continent as
communities that previously had been largely

self-sufficient endeavoured to gain access to these

the exchange of ideas and artistic styles, which in
turn encouraged greater cultural uniformity.

By the late Bronze Age, in the period from
1300 to 800 BC, the Urnfield culture had become
one of the most important in Europe. It is so-called
because of its distinctive burial practice in which
the dead were cremated and their ashes placed in
ceramic funerary urns for interment in vast flat
cemeteries. The Urnfield culture spread across Europe
from the Hungarian plain to ecastern France and from
Poland to northern Italy following the decline of the Mycenaean-Minoan
civilization in the Aegean region, which provoked extensive social and economic
change in central Europe. In the Urnfield zone, the principal east—west trade routes,
linking the Black Sea with the Atlantic, crossed those from north to south between
the Baltic and the Mediterrancan. Control of trade and the production of bronze
implements led to the emergence of a social elite in late Bronze Age Urnfield
societies, which became progressively more hicrarchical, prefiguring the type of
aristocratic society that characterized the Celts of the Iron Age. At one time, the
spread of the Urnfield culture was thought to be an indication of the expansion of
the Celts from a hypothetical homeland in central Europe. However, no
archacological evidence has been found to support the large-scale movement of

peoples during this period, and the theory has now been discarded.

Early Halstatt bronze
cuirass from Marmesse,
northern France, dated
to the 8th century BC.
The style is reminiscent
of the early Greek ‘bell’
cuirass. (Musée des
Antiquités nationales,
St Germain-en-Laye,
France [ Bridgeman

Art Library)
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From the beginning of the 1st millennium BC, iron began to replace bronze as
the metal of choice for the manufacture of tools and weapons. Iron ore is far more
common in Europe than the ingredients of bronze and once forged is harder and will
retain a much better cutting edge. First introduced into Greece from Asia Minor

Detail of a Halstart about 1200 BC, ironworking quickly spread westwards across the Mediterranean

warrior statue from basin and along the Danube valley. By about 800 BC the change from bronze to iron

the Glauburg burial, technology was complete in central and southern Europe, although it would take

Hesse, sth century BC. ; G : , .
SR another two centuries or more to reach Britain, Iberia and Scandinavia.
The armour is reminiscent
FECiel o7 Briiiscan The European Iron Age is traditionally divided into two phases, each named
styles. (akg-images) after a particular archacological site where the characteristics of each were first

recognized. The earlier, or Halstatt, period has been accepted as the earliest

material culture specific to the Celts. It first emerged within the Urnfield

zone in southern Germany, Austria and Bohemia, but only developed
a distinctive character of its own with the transition from the late
Bronze to the early Iron Age, when it spread to much of western
Europe including France, Switzerland, the Low Countries, and as far
as south-east Britain and parts of the Iberian peninsula. Just as with
the Urnfield culture, the spread of the Halstatt culture, although it can
be clearly identified as Celtic, does not imply the ‘coming of the Celts’. It was
rather the result of trade and social contact between peoples who shared
similar values and who spoke similar languages. Even so, Halstatt
and Celtic are not synonymous. Some Celtic-speaking regions,
Iberia in particular, only partially adopted the Halstatt culture,
while others, such as Ireland, did not adopt it at all.
The Halstatt culture is named after the site in the Austrian
Alps where excavations in the mid-1gth century brought to light
a large number of rich burials. Living close to a major trade route
between central Europe and the Mediterranean, this community had
grown wealthy on the profits of the trade in rock salt, another prized
commodit_v essential in the preservation of food. Many of the burial
sites contained rich funerary offerings that revealed a society ruled by
an aristocratic elite and included long iron swords that were
recognized as being similar to those described in ancient Greek
accounts of the Keltoi.
Major changes followed the introduction of iron technology,
intensifying the trends that had begun in the late Bronze Age. In

the central Halstatt zone, there was a marked increase in the

The Rise of the Celtic World

number of hillforts, large fortified hilltop sites often enclosed by an intricate system
of earth banks and ditches. A change in burial practice from cremation, typical of the
Urnfield culture, to individual inhumation suggests the adoption of new belief
systems. Rich grave goods reveal the development of a reinforced social hierarchy
and the continuing emergence of a dominant elite. One type of artefact discovered

in many Halstatt burials that provides a clear indication of an elite social group is

Colour lithograph based
on the notes of Johann
Georg Ramsauer on some
of the graves he excavated
at Halstartr, 1846-63. By
the standards of the time,
the recording of the
excavations was extremely
meticulous. (akg-images /
Erich Lessing)
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Detail of the Halstatt
scabbard showing

warriors carrying spears

and shields, 6th century

BC. (akg-images /
Erich Lessing)
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horse gear. From the 8th century BC onwards, the graves of the Halstatt aristocracy

are characterized by four-wheeled vehicles together with bits and other items of

horse harness, as well as long slashing swords representative of the aristocratic
warrior. Horse trappings and four-wheeled wagons are common in burial rites in
eastern Europe and on the Eurasian steppe beyond. The growing importance of the
horse and the ceremonial wagon as status symbols for the Halstatt chiefdoms, with
the implied emphasis on cavalry in war, has been linked to the influence of the Indo-
Iranian peoples known to the classical Greek authors as Cimmerians or Scythians.
Groups of these mounted nomads moved west from the Pontic steppe north of the
Black Sea to

communities in Austria, Bohemia and southern Germany introduced new and

settle in the Hungarian plain. Contact between them and the Halstatt

exotic customs for the ruling elite to display and reinforce their status.

MEDITERRANEAN POWER POLITICS

To better understand the changes that were taking place in temperate Europe at this

(¢

time, we must also look at what was happening around the Mediterranean, sinc
the two worlds would from now on become increasingly bound together. The

8th century BC was particularly important for the Mediterranean world. It was at

The Rise of the Celtic World

this time that the carliest Greek colonies were founded, and the Phoenician trading
system developed. Greek adventurers began to explore and exploit the rich mineral
resources around the west coast of Italy and the islands of Elba, Corsica and
Sardinia. Later Greek settlement in Sicily and southern Italy itself was so extensive
that the entire area became known as Magna Graecia, ‘Greater Greece'.

The introduction of exotic goods and ideas from the eastern Mediterranean in
exchange for metals and other raw materials acted as a stlmu]us on the indigenous
cultures of the region, in particular on the Etruscans. Long considered one of the
mysterious’ peoples of ancient European history, the Etruscans had their origins in
the Villanovan culture of late Bronze Age Italy. Much of what we know about them
comes from Roman sources. In its carly history, Rome was subject to Etruscan
domination; its point of view, therefore, is inevitably hostile and prejudiced. The

Etruscans’ own language is non-Indo-European and has not been successfully

deciphered. It is not possible, therefore, for them to give us their own version of

events. The mystery surrounding Etruscan origins — that they perhaps arrived in
[taly from Asia Minor or from elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean at some

unspecified time in the ancient past — can be explained by

—
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recognizing the impact of

Detail of the bronze
embossed vessel known
as the Benvenuti Situla
showing Etruscan
chariot and warrior,
7th century BC. (The
Art Archive | Museo
Nazionale Atestino

Este / Dagli Orti)
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Bronze statuette external influences on the indigenous Bronze Age culture introduced as a result of

of a warrior from the expansion of Greek and Phoenician trade in the western Mediterranean. The
Liechtenstein dated to introduction of prestige goods encouraged the rapid development of Etruscan
the 5th century BC. Note ) ) ) ) ) ) ) L
roler M Bl society, with the aristocratic elite controlling the flow of trade. Within a hundred
e ree ruscan- ‘ b
cuirass. (akg-images | years, Etruscan coastal cities had developed commercial interests of their own and
ass. (akg-imag .

Erich Lessing) had begun to venture out along the coasts of Gaul and Iberia.
In parallel with Greek expansion around and beyond the Italian peninsula,

the Phoenicians, from the two great cities of Tyre and Sidon, on the coast of

modern Lebanon, were establishing trading enclaves along the North
African coastline as far as the Atlantic. The port of Gadir, modern Cadiz, is
said to date back as early as 1100 BC, while the foundation of the greatest
Phoenician city in the western Mediterranean, Carthage, is traditionally set
at about 814 BC. Like their Greek rivals, the Phoenicians went out in
search of metals and raw materials. In southern Iberia they found silver
and copper in abundance, where the almost mythical realm of
Tartessos, the ‘Tarshish’ of the Bible, owed its fame to the mineral
riches of the Rio Tinto and Sierra Morena. The quantity of silver
exported via Gadir became legendary throughout the ancient
Mediterranean world. From this base, Phoenician traders began to
explore the coastlines of the Atlantic to the north and south, drawn
by the prospect of further mineral wealth, and are said to have traded
for tin in Cornwall. Carthage became the centre of Phoenician power in
the western Mediterranean, with the foundation of further settlements
and trading enclaves in western Sicily, Sardinia and the Balearic islands.
In the mid-6th century BC, the Greek cities on the coast of Asia
Minor were threatened by the growing power of the Persian Empire. The
Phocaeans had founded their colony of Massalia, modern Marseille,
in 600 BC, and went on to establish settlements at Emporion, modern
Ampurias, on the Spanish Costa Brava, and at Alalia in Corsica. Faced
now with the Persian threat, they decided to abandon their home city of
Phocis and emigrate en masse to Alalia. The Etruscan cities made an
alliance with Carthage against the Greek interlopers. The great naval
battle that took place off Alalia in 537 BC was a victory for the Greeks
who, nevertheless, decided to move to a more secure area on the southern

o [talian mainland.

The battle of Alalia was a major turning point in the history of the

western Mediterranean. Following their defeat, the Etruscan coastal cities

The Rise of the Celtic World

lost much of their power. Etruscan city states inland began to develop new trade

routes across the Apennines to the Po valley and the Adriatic coast. New markets
were opened up to the north across the Alps via the Celtic-speaking Golaseccan
culture. While Carthage continued to dominate southern Iberia and the Atlantic sea
lanes, victory at Alalia left the Greeks of Massalia in control of the main trade routes
that led northward via the Rhone—Sadne valley into the heart of western Europe. For
the first time, the Iron Age communities there came into direct contact with the

Mediterranean world.

Miniature bronze cult
wagon from the Halstatt
period, 7th century BC.
(akg-images /

Erich Lessing)
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Model of the wagon
from the tomb of the
Vix Princess. (The Art
Archive / Museum
Chatillon-sur-Seine /

Dagli Orti)

THE HALSTATT PRINCEDOMS

The shift in the balance of power in the western Mediterranean that followed the
Greek victory at the battle of Alalia had a significant impact on the Halstatt
communities of transalpine Europe. In the 6th century BC there was a marked increase
in the level of contact and interaction between the Mediterranean world, transalpine
Europe and the Atlantic coasts to the north-west. The main reason for this was
Europe’s mineral wealth, particularly in tin, which was essential for production of the
bronze that was still preferred by metalworkers, despite the increasing use of iron.
The intensification of Greek-led trade passing through Massalia encouraged a
corresponding shift in the focus of power among the Halstatt chiefdoms. This was
now centred on a region stretching from Burgundy in France to southern Germany,
to the north and north-east of the corridor formed by the rivers Rhone and Saéne.
Among the most important centres of power were Mont Lassois, near the source of
the river Seine in France, and the Heuneburg, on the upper Danube in south-west
Germany. Archaeological evidence indicates rapid social change, particularly in
those areas where the flow of trade could be channelled and thus controlled. Power

was becoming more concentrated: hillforts became fewer in number but more

massive in size. The number of elite burials also fell, but those which have survived

The Rise of the Celtic World

intact display extraordinary riches. The term ‘Halstatt Princedoms’ has been coined
to describe these communities whose elites were able to control the flow of the
exotic Mediterranean products that were so avidly sought in order to enhance and
display their status. These ‘Halstatt Princes” have been compared to the legendary
kings of Ireland. Their elaborate funerary practices have striking parallels with those
of the Etruscans, with whom there was also increasing contact via the Alps.

One of the most important clements of these ‘princely’ burials was the four-
wheeled wagon on which the body of the deceased was laid and brought to his tomb.

According to Herodotus, the royal burials of the Scythians presented many

similarities. Bronze drinking vessels of Mediterranean origin are another clear

The Vix krater. A bronze
vessel intended for the
mixing of wine, it is

the largest example

ever found: 1.64m tall,
\V]‘th a C'.lp}lcitlv 0{ over
1,000 litres. (akg-images

| Archives CDA | Guillo)
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Detail of the Vix torc,
one of the treasures
of early Celtic art. (akg-

images | Erich Lessing)
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indication of clite status. A great many of the Greek and Etruscan luxury goods
imrortc& into tmnsa]pinc Eurnpc at this time were linked to the transportation,
preparation and consumption of wine. Later sources tell us how wine was much
sought after by the Celtic nobility. Vines had not yet been introduced north of the
Alps. The customs connected with the symposion, the ritual wine-drinking ceremony
of the Greeks, were swiftly adopted by the Halstatt Princes and adapted to their own
tradition of ceremonial consumption of alcohol similar to those described in Irish
texts. Two of the most spectacular examples of the wealth and status enjoyed by the
Halstate elite are the tombs discovered at Vix, near the hillfort of Mont Lassois in

Burgundy, and at Hochdorf, in Baden-Wiirttemberg.

THE VIX PRINCESS

The excavation of an early Iron Age cemetery at Vix in 1953 revealed the tomb of a
woman who was aged about 35 years old, dating from the end of the 6th century BC.
Clearly indicating high status among the Halstatt elite, the tomb of the Vix
Princess’, as this woman has become known, is rightly regarded as one of the
treasures of the early Celtic period. Her body lay on the chassis of a finely worked

four-wheeled wagon that had been used as a bier. Around her neck was a beautiful Gold shoe fittings from
the tomb of the Hochdorf

gold rorc, or neck ring, weighing almost o.s5kg (1.1lb); other gold items lay around Prince. (Land
rince. anaesmuseum

her. The burial chamber contained a bronze Etruscan wine flacon and Greek )

¢ Wiirttemberg Stuttgart;
drinking cups, and the tomb was dominated by an enormous bronze krater, or wine-  p. Frankenstein.
mixing vessel (see p.27). An astonishing 1.64m (sft 4in) tall, it had a capacity H. Zwietasch)

e
of 1,100 litres (241 gallons). It was decorated with figures

representing Greek warriors and chariots, and was surmounted
by a lid fcnturing a ﬁgurinc of a young woman. From its
artistic style, it is believed to have been made in Sparta or
perhaps in one of the Greek cities of southern
[taly. Weighing over 200kg (440lb), it is likely
to have been transported in pieces and
reassembled at its destination.

Several other female ‘princely’ burials have
been discovered dating from the end of the 6th
and beginning of the sth centuries BC,
although none compare with that of the Vix
Princess. Though far from common, they do
give us an indication of the high status of some

women in early Celtic society.
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THE HOCHDORF PRINCE

In 1977, an amateur archacologist discovered traces of a burial site at Hochdorf in
south-west Germany. Excavations revealed a wooden burial chamber in a pit 2.4m (7t
roin) deep that had been surrounded by an outer chamber built of massive beams and
boulders. It had been covered originally by a huge earth mound some 6om (196ft 10in)
across and 6m (19ft 8in) high. Like the burial of the Vix Princess, it is believed to
date from the end of the 6th century BC. The tomb conrtained the ]M)d}' of 2 man
about 40 years old, 1.87m (6ft rin) tall and strongly built. He lay on a remarkable
bronze couch, 3m (gft 1oin) long that was decorated with figures and vehicles made
by punching a dotted outline in the bronze sheet. Traces of fabric showed that it had
been upholstered. This Halstatt Prince wore an arm ring, a torc and a belt made of
gOH. Even his footwear had very thin golcl p]nqucs. These show that his ankle-
length boots had slightly curved toes, in a style that is known from Etruscan wall
paintings and also from the engraved figures on an early La Téne sword scabbard.
Beside the body on the couch had stood a four-wheeled wagon originally encased in

thin p]:ttcs of bronze and iron. Nine bronze dishes, nine drinking horns and a hrgc
The Hochdorf cauldron.

bronze cauldron from Italv are reminiscent of the Greek symposion, in which nine
(Landesmuseum ’ .

. was the ideal number of participants. The tomb also contained evidence of hunting
Waiirttemberg Stuttgart; ) €
in the form of fish hooks and arrowheads, t()gcthcr with a horse harness, an iron axe

P. Frankenstein,

H. Zwietasch)

and a spear. Although it is clear from the wealth of the grave goods and the care

with which the tomb was prepared that the

Hochdorf Prince was a powcrfu] member of
the Halstatt aristocracy, he does not
appear to have been a warrior.

Not far from Hochdorf, the
Heuneberg hillfort dominated the
trade routes that crossed the upper
Danube nearby. One of the principal
centres of Halstatt power, the site
was inhabited from the 7th to the
late sth century BC, untl it was
finally destroyed by fire. For a time,
the Heuneberg presented a unique

appearance among Iron Age hillforts in
transalpinc Europc. During the 6th century
BC, parts of its ramparts were rebuilt with

sun-dried bricks in a st_\']c rcmarkaHy like the

The Rise of the Celtic World

walls of contemporary Greek fortresses, complete with bastion towers. It is one of the
clearest indications that we have of the influence of ideas from the Mediterranean on
the Halstatt world. However, this particular example was to prove relatively short-
lived. Whoever organized the construction of the wall failed completely to take into
account the climate of central Europe: mudbrick soon dissolves in the rain. The
Heuneberg's rampart was very soon repaired in the traditional Celtic manner using
wooden beams and stone. Just like other major hillforts at this time, the Heuneberg
had a number of elite graves close by. Sadly, many of these were looted for their
treasures long ago. One, though, was discovered intact, containing the remains of
another woman of high status and the earliest traces of silk to be found in Europe.
Imported luxury items are almost unknown beyond the immediate area of the
Halstate hillforts and the richest of the surrounding elite burials. The concentration
of power that gave rise to large fortified centres such as Mont Lassois and the
Heuneberg in the 6th century BC suggests that trade for Greek and Etruscan prestige
goods and their distribution within Halstatt society were controlled by a very small

number of people: the Halstatt Princes and their entourage.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE HISTORICAL CELTS
AND THE BIRTH OF LA TENE CIVILIZATION

The Halstart Princedoms collapsed during the first half of the sth century Bc.
Centres of power such as Mont Lassois and the Heuneberg were abandoned, the
latter perhaps as a result of a violent attack. The causes of this sudden decline are
unclear. Several factors have been put forward to try to explain it: internal social
pressures linked to changing trading patterns, climate change, and in particular the

impact of the rise of warrior societies to the north.

Bronze couch from the
tomb of the Hochdorf

Prince. (Landesmuseum

Waiirttemberg Stuttgart;

P. Frankenstein,

H. Zwietasch)
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Iron dagger with gold-
plated hilt and sheath
from a Halstatt tomb,
mid-5th century BC.
Note the sun-wheel
symbols that form the
‘antenna’-type hilt. (akg-
images | Erich Lessing)

Shortly after 500 BC, trade between Massalia and the Halstatr centres of power
seems to have come to an almost complete halt. Contact between transalpine Europe
and the Mediterranean world was now redirected over the Alps via the territory of
the Golaseccan Celts and the new Etruscan settlements in the Po valley, and also
via the Greek trading ports of Adria and Spina at the head of the Adriatic.
Mediterranean luxury goods are now found beyond the Halstatt zone, in elite graves
around the confluence of the Rhine and Moselle rivers in western Germany, and in
the Marne—Champagne area of north-castern France. Similarly rich graves have also
been found further east, in Austria and Bohemia. The principal difference between
these and the rich cemeteries of the Halstatt Princes is their military aspect. The
deceased is accompanied by his personal weapons: spear, javelins and shield for the
most part, occasionally a sword. Some contain the remains of a two-wheeled charior,
which replaced the four-wheeled wagon in Halstarr elite burials. Prestige items
imported from the Mediterranean were still largely associated with wine-drinking
but were to have a major influence on the evolution of the material culture of the
later Iron Age communities of Europe. The decorative motifs on Etruscan bronzes,
with their exotic oriental influences, inspired craftsmen and artisans to emulate and
adapt these styles, moving away from the typical geometric style of the Halstatt
period. This new material culture and artistic style is known as La Téne, and is
characteristic of the Celts as they now begin to enter the historical record.

The La Téne culture is named after a site at Lake Neuchirel in Switzerland.

Excavations in the latter part of the 1gth century revealed a series of ancient timber

The Rise of the Celtic World

piles driven into the bed of the lake, which are now believed to be the remains of two
bridges crossing the river Thielle. Further discoveries included human remains,
several hundred swords and spearheads, together with other items such as bronze
brooches and cauldrons, and iron tools and ingots. The waterlogged nature of the
site preserved not only the timbers of the bridges but also a number of other wooden
artefacts, including yokes and shields which would otherwise have completely
decayed and been lost. Thanks to this, one of the bridges has been dated to the mid-
3rd century BC. The nature of the site at La Tene is still the subject of debate. It is
fairly certain that it was a religious site where offerings to the gods were cast into the
lake. However, it is possible that it was also a trading post connected to a settlement
that was abandoned after persistent flooding.

The later Iron Age culture known as La Téne is defined by its distinctive
curvilinear (curving line) art style, which was born out of a synthesis of traditional
Halstatt geometrical and Greek and Etruscan vegetal decorative forms, derived from
imported drinking vessels. It can be seen at its finest on weapons and other items of
luxury metalwork. The source of inspiration for many early aspects of La Téne
culture can be found in Italy. Ceramics and jewellery are recognizably Italian in style,
modelled on Etruscan originals. Even the two-wheeled chariot that replaced the four-
wheeled ceremonial wagon of the Halstatt culture in funerary rites, and which is
often seen as typical of Celtic warfare, is thought to be inspired by Etruscan models.
The Celtic sword, the weapon that was to characterize the Celtic warrior for
centuries to come, and which would cause such terror in the Mediterranean world,
was also developed at this time. During the 5th century BC, swords were carried by
a relatively small number of warriors. They appear in only about 20 per cent of elite
graves in the Marne—Champagne region, and even less further east in the Rhineland.
The spear or javelin was still the most widely used offensive weapon of the warrior.

Like the culture of the Halstatt Celts before it, the main elements of the new La
Téne culture developed among a minority of the Celtic peoples of Europe, and were
similarly restricted to the social elite. From the second half of the 5th century B, it
spread outwards to become the dominant culture across transalpine Europe from the
Atlantic coast of France to the Carpathian basin. Its influence was felt in Spain and
northern Italy, and by the 1st century BC had reached the British Isles. However, it
would be wrong to assume that economic contact with the Mediterranean world was
the prime cause of change in transalpine Europe. The formation of Celtic Furope
was a process that began long before the Celts emerged into recorded history in the
6th century BC. It involved Celtic-speaking cultures dating back to the late Bronze

Age and carly Iron Age. Many of the characteristics of Iron Age Celrtic society have
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Gold Schwarzenbach

cup from an elite grave in
Germany, sth century BC.
(bpk / Antikensammlung
Staatliche Museen

zu Berlin, photo

Ingrid Geske)

clear precedents in the Bronze Age, in particular the concentration of power. The

import of exotic luxury items accentuated an already existing trend rtowards
increased social stratification among Celtic-speaking communities, accelerating the
development of centralized chiefdoms and the formation of an clite class which
controlled and monopolized the flow of trade. In some parts of the early Celtic
world, such as Bohemia, there is very little evidence of imported Mediterranean
prestige goods. Yet the development of the large fortified settlement at Zavist (near
Prague) during the 6th century BC suggests that more complex societies were also
C\‘ol\'ing in response to internal pressures.

Whatever the reasons behind the rapid decline of the Halstatt Princedoms and
the rise of the La Téne warrior societies in the mid-5th century BC, it is clear that
this was a period of considerable upheaval in certain areas of transalpine Europe.
Within a couple of generations, large numbers of people began to leave their homes
and move south towards Italy. The Celts were about to emerge out of the mist and
into the glare of the Mediterranean sun. To the Greeks and Etruscans, the Celts
would cease to be the strange, distant barbarians who would trade almost anything

for wine. From now on the Celts would be a reality that was terrifyingly close.

CHAPTER 2

MIGRANTS AND MERCENARIES

They are wont to change their abode on the slightest provocation, migrating in bands
with all their battle array, or setting out with their entire households when displaced

by a stronger enemy. (Strabo, Geography)

Il the evidence that we possess indicates that large-scale movements
of Celtic-speaking peoples occurred on a number of occasions in the

later Iron Age. Over the last few years, developments in archaeology

uwi

and genetic studies have cast new light on these movements,

provoking renewed debate on their extent and significance,
particularly concerning the British Isles. Migration was one of the most effective
ways of relieving internal tensions caused by the increase in population that
occurred in some areas of central and western Europe towards the end of the
Halstatt period. Similar problems of overpopulation and the consequent drain on
limited resources had been experienced by the Greek city states in the Aegean region
some 200 years earlier in the 7th century BC. They had been resolved by sending out
groups of emigrants to found colonies around the Mediterranean and Black Sea
coasts. One of the most important was Massalia, which had a major influence on the

early Celtic Halstatt Princedoms.

"ENEMY AT THE GATES — THE CELTIC
INVASION OF ITALY
In writing about the migration of Celtic tribes to Italy, the Roman historian Livy said

that the Celts of Gaul were under the domination of the powerful tribe known as the

Bituriges. At that time, their king was Ambigatus, under whose rule Gaul had grown
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The Celtic migrations
of the 4th and 3rd

centuries BC.
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Migrants and Mercenaries

so wealthy and populous that it was becoming extremely difficult to govern. The
aging king determined to send his nephews, Bellovesus and Segovesus, to find new
homes ‘as the gods might assign them'. Reading between the lines, we might
interpret this as an attempt to remove two particularly aggressive elements from the
court and prevent them from disputing the succession. One of the principal
characteristics of Celtic society was the constant competition for power and status
among the members of the noble elite. Segovesus was assigned the Hercynian
highlands: Bohemia and the Harz mountains. Bellovesus was favoured with ‘a far
pleasanter road’: Italy. Accompanied by not only the surplus population of the
Bituriges, but also that of various subject tribes — the Arverni, Senones, Aedui,
Ambarri, Carnutes and Aulerci — Bellovesus set off with an army of vast numbers of
infantry and cavalry.

The arrival of large numbers of Celts from transalpine Europe in Italy at the end
of the sth and beginning of the 4th centuries BC is the first certain event that we
know of in Celtic history. Livy’s account suggests that the principal reason was
overpopulation, an opinion supported by Plutarch and Pompeius Trogus, who was
himself a Celt. The rapid decline of the Halstatt Princedoms and the rise of the La
Téne warrior societies caused considerable social and economic unrest. Migration
was certainly a practical solution to the problems caused by excess population and
internal conflict. Exactly where these Celtic migrants came from remains unclear. It
is possible that they originated from the Marne-Moselle area of northern France,
where the La Téne culture largely dcvcloped. However, the tribes mentioned by Livy
are known to have lived further south, along the line of the rivers Seine and Loire.
The close trading links that had developed between transalpine Europe and Italy in
the sth century BC were a major factor in the Celtic migrations a century later.
Those areas where trade was most intense were those that experienced the greatest
movement of population: three-quarters of the burial sites in the densely populated
Marne area were apparently abandoned in a fairly short space of time. A similar
phenomenon can also be seen in Bohemia. It seems likely, therefore, that the greater
part of the migrants came from these two broad areas. Further clues of their
geographical origins can be found in the names of the most important tribes
involved. The Senones and the Cenomani are recorded in both northern France and
[taly; the Boii came from Bohemia, from which tribe the region takes its name.
Nevertheless, the movement of Celtic peoples at this time was so widespread that it
is quite possible that it affected most of the La Téne region.

Classical accounts of the Celtic migrations to Italy are confirmed by archaeology.

Excavations have revealed a sudden influx of La Tene artefacts into Italy across the
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in the foothills of the Alps. This area coincides with that of the Golaseccan culture,
which is thought to have originated about 1000 BC and is now associated with the
Insubres, one of the main Celtic peoples of the Po valley in historical times.

The Celtic migrations to Italy did not simply happen. They seem to have been
carefully planned and organized by the tribal elites, almost certainly in collaboration
with, on the one hand, the Golaseccan Celts and, on the other, the Greeks of the
powerful city state of Syracuse in Sicily. One of the motives of the former was
perhaps to counter the growing influence of the Etruscans who were consolidating
their position in the Po valley, while the latter sought to extend their control north
along the Adriatic coast. In describing the intended migration of the Helvetii, a
Celtic tribe living in modern Switzerland in the 1st century BC, Julius Caesar wrote
that they spent two years preparing for the journey, building up food stocks, wagons
and draft animals, and negotiating with other tribes whose territory they would have
to cross in order to reach their destination on the far side of Gaul. While the
Insubres remained in their traditional homelands in the foothills of the Alps and in
Piedmont, concentrated around their capital Mediolanum (Milan), the three
principal groups of Celtic migrants moved further south and south-east into the

[talian peninsula. The Cenomani settled around Brescia and Verona, between the

[nsubres and the non-Celtic Veneti, forcing the Boii to cross the Po in search of land

Detail from an Etruscan Po valley from the Alps to the Apennines except for the territory of the native Celts

urn showing Etruscans of the Golaseccan culture. The impact is particularly evident in the distribution of

and Gauls fighting. La Te&ne swords. Whereas only a few examples from the sth century BC have been

(akg-images | ) ) o R .
e . found in the foothills of the Alps, the characteristic shapes of blades dating from the
Rabatti — Domingje) ) €
4th and 3rd centuries BC have been found throughout this area as well as in
neighbouring regions, especially Etruria and further south. It is highly likely that
this was due to the presence of Celtic mercenaries. Another major indication of
migration is the jewellery of high-status Celtic women. Jewellery found in burials of
female Italian Senones is similar to that worn in Champagne in the 5th century BC,
but unlike that of any others in Italy. Burial rites themselves also provide valuable
information. The Boii were the only Celtic migrants in Italy to continue to practise
cremation just as thcy had done in Bohemia. Early La Téne wagon
] ; - , ; made from bronz d
The migrants from Gaul and Bohemia were not the first Celtic-speaking peoples ’ ¢an
) o ) ) o wood, discovered in an
in Italy. Inscriptions dating from the 6th century BC, the oldest known inscriptions o pe i iy

in any Celtic language, indicate that a distinctive form of Celtic, sometimes known northern Italy. (akg-

o
(=)

as Lepontic (see p.10), was already spoken at that time in the area of the Iralian lakes images / Pietro Baguzzi)
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to settle. Their invasion of Etruscan and Umbrian territory between the Po and the

:\pcnninc mountains met with substantial resistance. Near the Etruscan city of

Felsina (Bologna), scenes of battle with Celtic warriors have been found on a
number of Etruscan burial stelae that date from the late sth century BC. The Senones

settled further south still Jlong_ the Adriatic coast, from Ariminum to the river Aso,

in SLlCh numl"crs [}'lilt t]’]C rcgion l“CCJmC kno\\'n as [hC .I‘QL‘P' L‘J”[’CUS. 'tl']C C()Ul’ltl"\' O{.

the Gauls’. Here they could dominate the valley of the Tiber, the key to central ltaly,
and threaten the Greek cities in f\pug]m and Campania. So numerous were the Celts
who settled in the Po valley and beyond, that the Romans named the area Gallia

Cisalpina, ‘Gaul on this side of the Alps’.

THE SAck OF ROME, 387 BC

At the time when Dionysius of Syracuse was besieging Rhegium {391 BC], the Celts who
lived in the regions beyond the Alps streamed through the passes in great strength and seized
the territory that lay between the Apennine mountains and the Alps, expelling the Etruscans

who lived there. (Diodorus Siculus, Historical Library)

By 400 BC, vast numbers of Celts had crossed the Alps into Italy to settle in the Po
valley and along the northern Adriatic coast. The Etruscan cities whose territories
they raided appealed for help from their neighbours. In 387 BC, the Senones, led by
a chieftain named Brennus (the Raven), laid siege to the Etruscan city of Clusium.
Ambassadors from Rome were sent at the request of the Etruscans to attempt to
mediate between the warring parties. However, in breech of custom the Roman

delegation sided with the Etruscans and took up arms against the Celts, who were

outraged at this disregard for the international law of the time. Leaving part of

his force to continue the siege of Clusium, Brennus immediately marched on
Rome, inflicting a crushing defeat on the Roman army on the river Allia, some
15km (9 miles) north of the city. The date of the battle, 18 July, was forever after
considered a day of ill omen in Rome. While the survivors took refuge in nearby
Veii, the Celts went on to sack Rome itself. According to legend, the Capitol alone
held out, withstanding surprise attacks at night thanks to the cackling of the sacred
geese. In the end, the Gauls, as they were known by the Romans, had to be bought
off after an occupation of seven months on payment of one hundred pounds of gold,
plus the \\'cight of Brennus’ sword, which he is trndi[ionall)' said to have thrown on
the scales with the contemptuous cry of ‘Vae Victis!” ("Woe to the conquered!’) in

response to Roman :()mplain[s that Ihcy were fixed.
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News of the fall of Rome quickly spread. Contemporary Greek writers noted that
an army of Hyperboreans (barbarians from the north) had taken a Greek city called
Rome far away near the ‘great sea’ (the Mediterranean). This defeat and humiliation
at the hands of the Celts had a profound and long-lasting effect on the Romans.
From that moment on, the Gauls were regarded with fear and loathing, a permanent
threat from the north, the terror gallicus. It was used to justify all manner of actions
in revenge and continued to shape Roman attitudes to the Gauls for centuries after.

The arrival of the Celts in Italy did not result in the expulsion of the native
populations. Despite their numbers, the Celts were still a minority. Archaeological
evidence points to a considerable degree of cultural exchange and assimilation,
especially between the local and Celtic elites. Although in the north the Cenomani
tended to preserve a more distinct La Téne culture, further south the Boii and the
Senones were more influenced by their Etruscan neighbours. Unlike the Celts
elsewhere in Europe at this time, many Italian Celts lived in settlements large
enough to be considered towns. The Insubres of northern Italy were already
urbanized at the time of the Celtic migration, and Etruscan cities such as Felsina
became important centres of Celtic population. The majority, however, continued to
live in a similar rural environment to that which they had known in their
homelands. The Roman writer Livy described the Boii living in small farms and
hilltop \'illages. Recent excavations at Monte Bibele in the Apennine mountains have
revealed evidence of Celtic rural life in Italy: graves in the cemetery there show a
gradual progression from purely Etruscan to a mix of Etruscan and Celtic burials
over a period of 200 years in the 4th and 3rd centuries BC. The level of integration
between the native and immigrant communities was such that the culture of the Boii
and the Senones at this time has been termed ‘Ttalo-Celtic’. Only the characteristic
La Téne sword, the symbol of the Celtic warrior, remained unaffected by local
artistic styles. It was adopted by many, including the Ligurian peoples of the r‘\lps
and Mediterranean coast of northern Italy, the Umbrian hill people of the Apennines
and the Veneti at the head of the Adriatic, all of them non-Celtic peoples. Because
of this, it is often difficult to differentiate between ethnic origins, which have to be
determined in other ways such as the type of burial rite. The predominance of the
La Téne sword throughout many parts of Italy as a weapon of choice is a clear
indication of the prowess of the Celtic military clite and the reputation of Celtic
mercenary warriors.

The Celts in Italy were by no means united. The Boii were the traditional allies
of the Insubres, whereas the Cenomani tended to side with the Veneti and often

the Romans in order to preserve their independence. The Senones were allied with
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the Syracusans and probably provided Dionysius of Syracuse with the first Celric
mercenaries who are cxplicitly mentioned in ancient sources as part of a force sent
from Sicily against the Thebans in Greece in 369—368 BC. Although their origins are
not specified, it is likely that they were recruited from Italy via the Syracusan trading
port of Ancona near the lands occupied by the Senones on the Adriatic coast in the
area of the ager gallicus. Celtic mercenary activity increased particularly following the
death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC and the subsequent break up of
the Macedonian Empire. There was intense coming and going via Italy, with
warriors seeking fame and fortune in the armies of the rivals for hegemony in
the Mediterranean, and returning with new tastes and ideas from contact with the
Greeks, Etruscans and the wider Mediterranean world. The conquest and settlement
of northern Italy by the Celts brought them into direct contact with the Greek and
Etruscan cities in the peninsula for the first time. Links with transalpine Europe
were streng
ideas, in particular the assimilation and adaptation of new styles that had a major
impact on the development of Celtic art. La Téne art is one of the most important
characteristics in the definition of Celtic culture. Many of its principal elements were
inspired by Etruscan or Iralic models, which were in turn influenced by styles and
motifs from the eastern Mediterranean. The new styles were rapidly adopted by the

warrior elite. Returning from campaigns in Italy and elsewhere, they brought back

thened, encouraging an increased level not only of trade but also of

w
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objects made in Italo-Celtic workshops, which were then copied and adapted by
Celuic artists and metalworkers with such skill and finesse that it was soon difficult
to distinguish them from the originals.

The process of cultural assimilation seems to have been interrupted after the
final defeat of the Senones by the Romans in 283 BC. Ever since the sack of Rome
over a hundred years before, the destruction of the Senones had been a constant aim
of the Romans, desperate to wipe out the shame of their defeat at the hands of the
barbarians. Their first victory was gained some 40 years after they had paid off
Brennus and his army of occupation, in 345 BC. Decades of constant warfare were
ended by a treaty between Rome and the Senones signed in 332 BC, which brought
a period of peace lasting almost 30 years. The steady growth of Roman power led to
a defensive alliance between the Senones, the Etruscans and other Italic peoples.
Despite their superiority in numbers, they were defeated at the battle of Sentinum
in Umbria in 295 BC. In 284 BC, the Senones ambushed two legions at Arettium
(Arezzo), killing the Roman consul in command. It was their last victory. The

following year, Rome had its revenge: the Senones were crushed and a Roman
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military colony founded Sena Gallica (Senigallia) to deter rebellion. The Boii, who
tried to come to their aid, were also soundly defeated. The harsh terms imposed on

both tribes by Rome ensured a long period of peace.

THE BATTLE OF TELAMON, 225 BC

In the 50 years that followed the defeat of the Senones and Boii, Rome went on to
conquer central and southern Italy, and captured Sicily, Corsica and Sardinia from
Carthage in the First Punic War (264-241 BC). From being a small city state among
many others in Italy, Rome had now established itself as one of the major powers in
the Mediterranean.

Under increasing pressure from Rome, the Boii and the Insubres formed an
alliance. Attempts to persuade the Cenomani to join them came to nothing; Roman
bribes ensured that they and the Veneti would remain neutral. The Celts then sent
envoys across the Alps to recruit mercenaries who, according to Polybius, were
known as Gaesatae. The word can be translated as ‘spearmen’ or ‘warriors’ from the
Celtic term for spear, gaesum. Thousands crossed into Gallia Cisalpina. At the battle
of Telamon Polybius gives the strength of the Celts as 50,000 infantry and 20,000
cavalry, including a substantial number of chariots. After detaching a force to secure
their flank against possible intervention by the Cenomani and Veneti, they crossed
into Roman territory under the joint leadership of the chieftains Aneroestes and
Concolitanus. In Rome, the population was filled with dread at the thought of the
barbarian Celtic hordes once again marching on the city.

The invasion started well. The Celts defeated a Roman army at Faesulae, near
Florence, and proceeded to overrun Etruria, capturing an enormous quantity of
plunder, prisoners and cattle. With no further opposition they advanced towards
Rome itself. Only three days’ march from the city, they learnt that another Roman
army, over 10,000 strong, led by the consul Aemilius Paulus, was approaching rapidly
from the south, barring their path. The Celts held a council of war. Aneroestes, who
was possibly the leader of the Gaesatae, argued against giving barttle again and
favoured a withdrawal with the booty back across the Apennines. His advice was
taken and the Celts broke camp during the night and began to retreat north.

Unknown to the Celts, and in fact to Paulus, a further Roman force under the
command of the second consul, Gaius Atilius, had been hurriedly withdrawn from
Sardinia and had landed at Pisa, north of the Celtic position, effectively cutting off their
line of retreat. From captured Celtic scouts, Atilius learned that the Celts were now

caught between two Roman armies. He deployed his army and advanced to take up a
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favourable position near the town of Telamon on the coast, halfway between Rome and
Pisa, his cavalry occupying a hill that dominated the Celts’ line of retreat.

Aneroestes and Concolitanus initially supposed that Paulus’ cavalry had
outflanked them. A detachment of Celtic cavalry and light troops was sent forward
to capture the hill. From Roman prisoners they learnt of the presence of Atilius.
Faced with the enemy to the front and the rear, the Celts deployed their infantry
facing both ways. The Gaesatae were placed facing Paulus with the Insubres in
support. The Taurisci and the Boii faced Atilius. The cavalry and chariots were
deployed on either wing while the baggage was sent to a smaller hilltop nearby under
guard. Meanwhile, Paulus had learnt of Atilius’ arrival and had sent his own cavalry
around the flank of the Celts to reinforce the high ground.

Polybius™ account of the battle of Telamon describes some of the principal

characteristics displayed by a Celtic army during a major engagement at this period:

Aemilius sending forward his cavalry to help those who were fighting on the hill ... advanced
to the attack. The Celtic order of battle which faced both ways was not only awe-inspiring to
see but was also well suited to the needs of the situation. Facing the rear, from where they
expected Aemilius to attack, the Celts had deployed the Gaesatae from beyond the Alps, and
behind them the Insubres. Facing in the opposite direction, ready to meet the attack of Gaius’
legions, they placed the Boii and the Taurisci. They placed their wagons and chariots at the
extremity of either wing, and collected their booty on a hill with a protecting force around
it. The Insubres and the Boii wore their breeches and light cloaks but the Gaesatae had
discarded theirs owing to their proud confidence in themselves, and stood naked with nothing
but their arms in front of the whole army.

At first the battle was confined to the hill. Both sides stood watching the huge numbers of
cavalry in mélée. In this action the Consul Gaius fell, fighting desperately. The Celts took his
head and brought it to their kings. However, the Roman cavalry managed at last to overcome

the enemy and gained possession of the hill. The infantry now advanced towards each other.

The Romans were encouraged by having caught the enemy between their two armies, but
were terrified by the fine order of the Celtic host and the dreadful din, for there were
numerous trumpeters and horn blowers, and the whole army was shouting its war cries at
the same time. There was such a confusion of sound that it seemed to come not only from
the trumpeters and warriors but also from the ground itself. No less terrifying were the
appearance and gestures of the naked warriors in front, all of whom were finely built men in
the prime of life, and all in the leading companies richly adorned with gold torcs and armlets.
The sight of them dismayed the Romans, but the prospect of winning such spoils made them

twice as keen for the fight.

When the light troops advanced in front of the legions and began to hurl their weapons in
well-ordered volleys, the naked warriors in the front ranks found themselves in a difficult
situation. The shield used by the Gauls does not cover the whole body, and the stature of
these naked warriors made the javelins all the more likely to find their mark. After a while,
unable to drive off the light troops owing to the distance and hail of javelins, their nerve broke
under the ordeal. Some rushed forward in a blind fury, throwing away their lives as they tried
to close with the enemy; others gave ground and fell back, creating disorder among their
comrades. In this way, the martial ardour of the Gaesatae was broken.

The main body of the Insubres, Boii and Taurisci maintained a stubborn hand-to-hand

combat with the Roman maniples. They held their ground, equal to their foes in courage and

inferior only, as a body and as individuals, in their arms. The Roman shields were far more

Migrants and Mercenaries

Flagon fitting

made of bronze

from Brno-Malomérice,
Moravia, 3rd century BC.
(akg-images /

Erich Lessing)



LORDS OF BATTLE

48

serviceable for defence and their swords for attack, the Celtic sword being only good for a cut
and not for a thrust. Finally, attacked from higher ground and on the flank by the Roman
cavalry which charged down the hill, the Celtic infantry were cut to pieces where they stood,
their cavalry taking flight. About 40,000 Celts were killed and at least 10,000 taken prisoner,
among them their king Concolitanus. Their other king, Aneroestes, managed to escape but
was pursued and surrounded. Rather than surrender, he took his own life, along with many
of his companions.

The victory encouraged the Romans to hope that they could clear the Celts from the entire

valley of the Po. (The Histories)

Paulus took command of both Roman armies and pursued the remnants of the
Celtic forces into the Po valley itself, the first Roman commander to do so. The
territory of the Boii was pillaged to such an extent that the remnants of the tribe
moved back to Bohemia from where they had come two centuries earlier. Within
five years, the Romans had subdued all the Celtic tribes of Cisalpine Gaul. Colonies
oflegionary veterans were established where their presence served to intimidate the

vanquished Celts and to insure against future rebellion.

“THE GREAT EXPEDITION’ — THE CELTIC
INVASION OF THE BALKANS

As with many legends, the story of how Segovesus, one of the nephews of the
Biturigan king Ambigatus, was assigned lands in Bohemia in accordance with the
wishes of the gods, may well contain a kernel of truth. The migration of Celtic-
speaking peoples from central Europe eastwards along the Danube valley and into
the Balkans began as early as the late 5th century BC. The apparent objective was to
gain control of the amber route between the Baltic and the Mediterranean at its most
strategic point, the Danube crossing west of Bratislava. A further, more widespread
movement occurred in the 4th century BC, indicated by the discovery of La Téne-
style objects in Slovakia, Hungary and Serbia, around Krakow in southern Poland
and in many parts of the Carpathian basin. A scattering of Celtic weapons and other
artefacts have even been found as far east as Moldova and Ukraine. Although most
come from the graves of Scythian steppe nomads who may have obtained them
through the process of gift exchange, the presence of Celtic warrior bands cannot be
ruled out and may perhaps be explained by the attraction of the Greek cities on the

Black Sea coast as a source of plunder or employment. Celtic shiclds and weapons
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appear on coins from the Hellenistic kingdom of Bosporos, on the sea of Azov, and

an inscription from the Greek colony of Olbia (Nikolaev, Ukraine), dating from the
3rd century BC, records that the threat of attack by the Galatoi was sufficiently
serious to warrant the building of a wall to defend the city.

As with Italy, the Celtic migration into south-east Europe is confirmed by both
classical sources and archacology. Again, it is unclear what prompted this
movement. The successful settlement in northern Italy, and the consequent first-
hand knowledge gained by Celtic mercenaries of the wealth and weaknesses of the
Mediterranean world, probably provided an impetus to other transalpine
communities. Unlike the invasion of Italy. however, the attraction of rich plunder
seems to have played as great a role in the Celuc incursions into Greece and

the Balkans as the search for new lands to settle. By the end of the 4th century BC,
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Art Archive / National
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Dagli Orti)
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the whole middle Danube region was dominated by Celtic speakers, although it
remained ethnically very mixed. Archaeology suggests that the Celtic invasion of the
Balkans originated from this area, which remained densely populated before and
after the great expedition. Artefacts that can be linked with the Celtic migrations
along the lower Danube valley and into the Balkans can be identified with La Téne
styles from central Europe, in particular Bavaria and Bohemia, styles which were
becoming progressively more distinct from those of the Iralian and western Celts.
However, there is almost no archaeological trace of the invasion of Greece, which
would be virtually unknown to us were it not for the accounts of ancient Greek
authors. The Greek geographer Strabo tells us that, in 335 BC, Celtic emissaries met
the young Alexander of Macedon on the lower Danube while the latter was
campaigning against the Thracians. Strabo believed that they had come from the
Adriatic. It is quite possible that they were Senones offering their services as
mercenaries. At this time in Italy a long period of almost constant warfare between
the Senones and Rome was coming to an end. It is not difficult to imagine the desire
of these Celtic warriors to seek employment elsewhere. In 323 BC, the Roman
historian Arrian recorded that another delegation of Celts travelled all the way to
Babylon, where they were received by Alexander the Great shortly before his death.
The purpose of this visit which required such a long journey is not known.
Large-scale migration of groups of Celts into the Balkan peninsula only began
after the death of Alexander, when the struggle for power between his generals
fatally weakened the Macedonian hold on the Hellenistic world. A first expedition
into Macedonia in 298 BC was repulsed. Almost 20 years later, in 281 BC, the Celts
again invaded Macedonia. The army of the Macedonian king, Prolemy Ceraunos,
was crushed and Prolemy himself killed and beheaded. Another Celtic force invaded
Thrace in the same year and sacked the city of Seuthopolis. The Greek geographer

Pausanias described how:

It was then that Brennus, both in public and in private discussion with individual Galatian
nobles, strongly urged a campaign against Greece, emphasizing the weakness of the country
at that time, the wealth of the Greek states, and the even greater riches in the sanctuaries. In
this way he persuaded the Galatians to march against Greece. Their forces amounted to over

150,000 foot and 20,000 horse. (Description of Greece)

Even allowing for exaggeration, the invaders came in huge numbers. This great
Celtic horde, a loose confederation of peoples from many different tribes, began to

move south into Macedonia in 280 BC. Only three years before, the Romans had
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broken the power of the Senones in Italy. It is not unlikely that some, perhaps many,
[talian Celts decided to throw in their lot with Brennus. In 279 BC, the invasion of
Greece began in earnest. Quarrelling among the leaders of the various factions
caused a split even before the Celts entered Greece. A substantial portion, perhaps
as much as one-third, led by Leonorios and Lutorios, decided to move towards
Thrace while the majority, under Brennus and Acichorios, continued south heading
for the great sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi, the holiest site in Greece, leaving behind
them a small force to secure Macedonia.

At first, the Celts met little opposition. Their alleged savage reputation preceded
them: tales of wholesale butchery and cannibalism, with even their own dead being
left without burial — the ultimate barbarity in the eyes of the Greeks who believed
that if the body were not buried the soul would be left to wander the earth. All who
could sought the shelter and protection of the cities, which the Celts, lacking any
kind of siege equipment, were unable to attack. A Greek army led by Athens took
up a position to defend the pass of Thermopylae, as Leonidas’ Spartans had done
against the Persians under Darius in 480 BC. At first the Greeks beat them back,
inflicting heavy losses. However, just as Darius’ forces had done 200 years
previously, so too did the Celts find a path through the mountains that enabled them
to outflank the defenders. The Celtic host now split up even further. Acichorios
marched west into Aetolia where his force sacked the city of Callium; Brennus
headed directly for Delphi. It was now almost the middle of winter. The Greeks
massed against them, calling on the gods for help. Pausanias described how Apollo

came to their aid:

Brennus and his army were now faced by the Greeks who had gathered at Delphi. Soon,
portents which boded no good for the barbarians were sent by the god. The whole ground
occupied by the Galatian army was shaken violently, with continuous thunder and lightning,
The thunder terrified the Galatians and prevented them from hearing their orders, while the
bolts from heaven set on fire not only those whom they struck but also their neighbours.

(Description of Greece)

The site of Apollo’s shrine at Delphi lies at the intersection of two geological fault
lines and is one of the places in Europe most prone to earthquakes. The trance that
the priestess of Apollo, known as the Pythoness, experienced when in communion
with the god is thought to be caused in part by the fumes escaping from deep below
the surface. If there was indeed an earthquake at this precise moment, then the

Greeks surely felt justified in claiming that divine intervention helped them overcome
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the invaders. The Greek claim that the sanctuary at Delphi was saved from the

depredations of the barbarians is disputed by other ancient authors, who believed that
it had been plundered by the Celts before they were defeated. Brennus is said to have
mocked the statues of the Greek gods, and it was alleged much later that part of the
treasure looted by the Romans from the Celtic shrine in Tolosa (Toulouse) in south-
west France had originally come from Delphi. In any event, at dawn the following day,
the Celts faced the Greek army clated by the knowledge that the gods were with
them. Now, it was the turn of the Celts to be artacked from the front and in the
flank. Despite serious losses, they resisted strongly until Brennus fell wounded. They
retreated stubbornly, killing their wounded rather than leaving them to the mercy
of the Greeks. The earth is said to have trembled again that night. Celtic losses
amounted to over 25,000 dead. In desperation, Brennus took his own life.

The great expedition had failed. Acichorios led the survivors in a disorderly
retreat, harassed by the Greeks. The Celtic host fell apart. Many returned to settle
in the Danube valley near the confluence of the Danube and Sava rivers, where they
were later known as the Scordisci. Their main centre became Singidunum, the
modern Belgrade. The Scordisci remained a powerful Celtic group for over two
centuries, continuing to raid Macedonia and Greece, and successfully repelling the

Cimbri and Teutones, a mix of Celtic and Germanic tribes who migrated south from
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the Jutland peninsula at the end of the 2nd century BC. Others returned to
Macedonia only to be defeated in 277 BC by the new king, Antigonos Gonatos, who
recruited many into his own army. Antigonos’ rival, Pyrrhus of Epirus, apparently
boasted of the number of Celtic mercenaries he had killed. The site of the defeat by
Antigonos was somewhere near the Gallipoli peninsula, which suggests that these
Celts were attempting to follow the route taken by Lutorios and Leonorios. A
smaller group eventually reached the Black Sea coast and founded the kingdom of
Tylis, from where they terrorized neighbouring Greek colonies until they were
conquered by the Thracians at the end of the 3rd century BC. Their presence has left
little trace in the archaeological record, although at Mezek in Bulgaria, not far from
the Turkish border, an elite chariot burial with La Téne artefacts has been
discovered, dating from the first half of the 3rd century BC. It is unclear, however,
whether this was a Celtic or a Thracian burial. A better indication of assimilation
between Celts and Thracians is the famous Gundestrup cauldron (see pp.58-59),
named after the site in Denmark where it was discovered. This magnificent example
of Celtic art is decorated with images of Celtic gods and warriors, but includes many

elements that are clearly Thracian and also oriental in origin.

THE GALATIANS IN ASIA MINOR

The Celts led by Lutorios and Leonorios who did not join Brennus and Acichorios
on their ill-fated invasion of Greece crossed the Hellespont into Asia Minor in
278 BC at the invitation of Nicomedes, king of Bithynia. Perhaps their aim had always
been to find new land to settle, whereas Brennus had been more interested in loot.
They were made up of three tribes: the Tectosages, the Trocmii and the Tolistobogii.
Nicomedes intended to employ his Galatian mercenaries against the Seleucid king
of Syria, Antiochus I, who ruled most of what is now modern Turkey. Antiochus
defeated them in 275 BC although subsequently, in alliance with Mithridates, king of
Pontus, they settled on the plateau region along the river Halys, land which belonged
to the Seleucids and from where Antiochus Il was unable to dislodge them. The land
on which they settled became known as Galatia. Archaeology has so far revealed few
Celtic remains in Asia Minor; excavations suggest that the material culture of the
Galatians quickly became Hellenized. Yet they seem to have resisted assimilation for
a considerable period, retaining their Celtic language for centuries. In the 4th century
AD, St Jerome wrote that the language of the Galatians was similar to that spoken by
the Gauls. From their new homeland, they raided the rich surrounding states,

earning themselves a grim reputation for savagery and slave trading. Hellenistic
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rulers made use of this reputation by hiring them as mercenaries and incorporating
large numbers into their armies. They fought among themselves and terrorized their
neighbours, as well as continuing to supply mercenaries to whoever would pay. Each
tribe had an agreed area to raid. The area around the Dardanelles was the preserve of
the Trocmii, the Tolistobogii raided the rich Greek cities of the Ionian coast, while
the Tectosages concentrated their efforts inland. Galatia soon became a great slave-
trading centre. Special taxes were raised by the Greek cities to ransom prisoners
taken in raids, but rumours of unransomed or unsold prisoners being sacrificed to
the bloodthirsty Celtic gods made many prefer to commit suicide rather than fall into
the hands of the Galatoi.

Other Celtic bands were recruited as mercenaries into the army of Ptolcmy
Philadelphos, the Greek ruler of Egypt. He soon discovered that they were a
mixed blessing. Their attempt at rebellion was discovered, and 4,000 were confined
on an island in the Nile. Rather than face an ignoble death by starvation, they chose
to commit suicide. Nevertheless, Celtic mercenaries continued to be hired by
Egyptian rulers. When discharged, they were granted land to settle in return for
duty as reservists.

Rome first came into contact with the Galatians at the battle of Magnesia
in 190 BC, when they formed a contingent in the army of Antiochus III of Seleucia.
The Roman victory in the battle was followed by a punitive expedition against
their capital at Ancyra, which drastically reduced their capability to terrorize
their neighbours. However, Rome recognized their value in the shifting political
environment of the Hellenistic east and left them a degree of power under Roman
hegemony. A century later, this hegemony was challenged by Mithridates of Pontus,
whose ambition was to expel the Romans from Asia Minor and even from Greece
itself. He began by attacking Rome’s allies. In an attempt to nullify the threat from
the Galatians, he had their leaders and their families massacred at Pergamon, having
lured them there with false assurances of his peaceful intentions. His actions
ensured that the Galatians would fight alongside the Romans commanded by
Pompey, Caesar’s future rival. Mithridates was defeated in 66 BC. The Galatians
became a Roman client state under the patronage of Pompey, who established a
single ruler for each of the three tribes. Deiotarus of the Tolistobogii emerged as the
pre-eminent leader and was regarded as sole king by the Romans. He supported
Pompey in the civil war against Caesar, but also survived the defeat and assassination
of his patron. His grandson, Amyntas, was the last independent ruler of the
Galatians. On his death in 25 BC, Galatia was incorporated as a province into the

Roman Empire.
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MIGRATIONS TO THE WEST
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often ethnically very mixed. The defeat and collapse of the Celtic armies under into the Celtic world via

Brennus and Acichorios intensified this process. Those who survived the retreat Iraly in part by returning
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to live by the sword. As such, they began to look for new opportunities

for employment. Some accepted service in the army of their former

opponent, Antigonos Gonatos, king of Macedon. Others looked to
the west.

The discovery ofob_jects in the distinctive Danubian La Téne
style clearly shows that bands of Celtic warriors and their families
migrated in substantial numbers from the middle Danube region
to several areas of western Europe about the middle of the 3rd
century BC. The Volcae Tectosages eventually settled in the valley
of the Garonne, in south-west France near the Pyrenees, between
>75 and 260 BC. Perhaps they were related to the Tectosages who
settled in Asia Minor, or perhaps they merely shared a similar name,
interpreted as ‘the Wolves with no Home™ - literally, ‘with no roof’.
Why they should have chosen to settle there is not known. Their future
tribal centre, Tolosa (the modern city of Toulouse), would dominate the
ancient trade route berween the Mediterranean and the Atlantic.
Another explanation could be the proximity of Carthaginian
territory over the mountains in Iberia with its opportunities for
further mercenary recruitment.

The migration of new Celtic groups to the Rhone valley is
also indicated by the appearance of Danubian artefacts. Polybius
wrote about the Gaesatae, who were recruited as mercenaries by
the Insubres and Boii of Cisalpine Gaul to aid them against the
growing threat of Rome. He was probably referring to the Allobroges,
whose name is thought to signif}' ‘those who come from elsewhere’. The

Carthaginian general Hannibal found them living between the Rhone and
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Circular bronze harness
plaque discovered in a
chariot grave at Somme-
Brionne, France. It is
considered to be one

of the finest surviving
artefacts of the early

La Téne period, early
sth century BC. (Werner
Forman Archive / British
Museum, London)

the Isére when marching from Iberia to invade Italy at the start of the Second Punic

War in 218 BC. Many of them and many Cisalpine Gauls may have joined forces
with him to avenge the defeat of Telamon. Polybius records that Hannibal's army
included large numbers of Celtic mercenaries, though at the battle of the Trebbia
Celts fought on both sides. Hannibal's mercenaries played a leading role in his
greatest victory against Rome at Cannae in 216 BC.

Further north, in the Champagne region, other groups began to reoccupy the
areas depopulated by the departure of the Senones in the sth century BC from
around 270 BC. Female jewellery in the typical Danubian style distinguishes these

groups from the indigenous Celtic inhabitants. Although they adopted some local

(2]

ustoms, they retained the usual La Téne male burial rituals with sword, spear and

hield. These groups can probably be identified with the Belgae, whom Caesar

w

Migrants and Mercenaries

considered different from the Celts living south of the rivers Seine and Marne, and
whom he described as the most warlike of the Gauls. The aggression of these
military groups continued to lead to conflicts after they had settled permanently.
The turbulent evolution of the new tribes in northern Gaul is reflected by
monuments and sanctuaries such as those at Gournay-sur-Aronde and Ribemont-
sur-Ancre, where quantities of weapons and spoils of the dead testify to the violence

that persisted in the region.

THE NATURE OF THE CELTIC MIGRATIONS

According to the Greek author Strabo, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, the
Celts were always ready to seek out new land and to move with family and
possessions almost at a whim. However, this view is based mainly on Caesar’s
description of the migration of the Helvetii, and takes no account of the different
social and political circumstances that existed elsewhere and at other times. The
migration of the Helvetii concerned the mass movement of a people already uprooted
by Germanic pressure, in a Celtic world under threat. The situation was very
different in the 4th and 3rd centuries BC, when the Celtic world was at the peak of
its strength and no tribe was obliged to leave its ancestral territory. Archaeological
evidence supports this. Wherever evidence indicates a possible point of origin for
the Celtic migrations, it is always in a densely populated region. There is no
discernable break, although the departure of large groups could entail a fall in the
overall level of population, as for example in the Marnian zone after the beginning of
the 4th century BC. It is perhaps more appropriate to consider the expansion of
Celtic-speaking peoples in the 4th and 3rd centuries BC as a form of colonization
caused mainly by a surplus population rather than a migration in the true sense of
the word. It can be likened to the Greek colonization of the Mediterranean and Black
Sea coasts in the 7th and 6th centuries BC and the Viking expansion at the end of
the 15t millennium AD rather than to the Germanic migrations that contributed to
the collapse of the western Roman Empire in the 5th century AD.

The migrations to south-eastern Europe and Asia Minor mark the furthest
extent of the Celtic world. The destruction of the Senones, probably the most
powerful Celtic tribe in Italy, and the defeat of Brennus’ army at Delphi at almost the
same time, marked a turning point. Thereafter, the Celts would come under
increasing pressure, not only from the Romans but also from threats elsewhere.
Their domination of much of central and western Europe would slowly diminish

over the last two centuries BC. They did not give it up without a struggle.
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CHAPTER 3

THE BONDS OF SOCIETY

In GJU! [}]CTC are onf) two CLISSCS UIYTICFI 'LL))O are Of Lih/\‘ dccount or CUHS[‘CICT&IU’OH.

The common people are little better than slaves ... The two privileged classes are the

Druids and the nobility. (Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul)

A SOCIETY IN TRANSITION

ncient Celtic society has often been described as ‘heroic’, in the sense
that it was dominated by a warrior elite whose lives were spent in
an environment of perpetual conflict. Rich grave goods, including

o
o
weapons and armour, together with later myths and legends, have
reinforced this image. Archacologists point out, however, that such
finds will only be relevant to the social elite and that the overwhelming majority of
the population of Iron Age Europe was far more concerned with the plough than with
the sword. Nevertheless, taken as a whole, the evidence we possess reveals a world in
which warfare and conflict were endemic and pla)’ed an essential part in maintaining
the structure of Celtic society itself.
Celtic society experienced enormous changes between the 6th and 1st centuries

g
BC. Unfortunately, as mentioned previously, it is difficult to form a coherent picture
because the evidence that is available to us is unevenly distributed, both geographically
and chronologically. Classical authors provide a great deal of useful information, albeit
from their own perspectives, concerning the Celts who settled in northern Italy in the
4th century BC and those who took part in the invasion of the Balkans in the 3rd
century BC. The society of the Galatians who settled in Asia Minor is well documented
by Greek writers, while Caesar provides an extensive account of late Gallic society in
the 1st century BC in his Commentaries on the Gallic War. The only picture we have of
a Celuic society that is not described by classical sources comes from pre-Christian

Ireland, the only part of the Celtic-speaking world to remain free of the domination of

Rome. Unlike the Celts in continental Europe, the Irish were able to preserve both

their language and their oral traditions, which provide a tantalizing glimpse of what
the oral literature of other Celtic peoples may have been like.

Ancient Irish myth and legend portray a society that can be compared with that of
the Halstatt Celts of the early Iron Age. The richly furnished tombs of high-status
men and women containing foreign prestige goods suggest that the role they played in
the life of their communities was very much like that of a royal dynasty. The Halstatt
Princedoms of continental Europe were brought down during the sth century BC by
the rise of groups of Celtic peoples whose social structure was dominated by a warrior
aristocracy. The migrations that these warrior societies undertook over the next
200 years effectively broke the bond between the tribe and its ancestral territory. The
institution of kingship declined among the continental Celts throughout the Migration
Period as tribes split up and coalesced into new communities. During this time, the
Celts are often described as being led by two leaders: Aneroestes and Concolitanus at
the battle of Telamon, Brennus and Acichorios in the great raid on the sanctuary
at Delphi, and Leonorios and Lutorios who led the Galatians into Asia Minor, an
interesting contemporary parallel with the system of government of the Roman
Republic, in which two consuls were elected annually to preside over the Senate. By
the 1st century BC, Celtic kings ruled only in Britain and Ireland. Gaul was dominarted
by powerful tribal confederations called civitates by the Romans, ruled by an oligarchy

of great aristocratic families.
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Drinking horn decorated
with bronze and gold
from the tomb of the
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HicH KINGS AND HEROES — THE STRUCTURE
OF EARLY CELTIC SOCIETY

Early Celtic society was organized by descent through the male line from a common
ancestor, real or mythical, with the head of the houschold representing the
incarnation of the guardian divinity of the family. At its lowest level, Celtic society
was made up of extended families or clans that were grouped together to form
territorially based tribes. In ancient Ireland, the basic family unit, the fine,
encompassed several generations. Five families, with a common ancestor, made up a
clan. Several clans that shared the same territory formed a tuath, or tribe, ruled by a
king. Large settlements were rare except for the fortified enclosures of these petty
kings and the ‘royal’ sites, such as Tara. The landscape was dotted with farmsteads
and small hamlets. Land could not be privately owned, but was held in common by
the clan. As with almost all ancient societies, agriculture formed the economic basis
of the Celtic world. By the beginning of the La Tene period, Celtic agriculture had
developed to a level where it was able to produce surpluses beyond the everyday
needs of the population. Celtic society was therefore able to support an aristocratic
elite and a specialist class of craftsmen, and to develop the sophisticated trading
system that eventually led to the beginnings of an urban civilization, especially in
Gaul. Experimental archaeology has demonstrated that varieties of ancient wheat
such as emmer, spelt and einkorn could produce harvests larger than those usually

achieved in the Middle Ages. Perhaps surprisingly, they have even been found to

produce harvests that are often larger than those achieved under similar conditions
from modern varieties (which are also poorer in protein and have lower nutritional
value). Barley was also cultivated, from which the Celts made a form of beer that
they called cervesia. The name is still preserved today in the French cervoise and the
Spanish cervezd.

Livestock played an essential role in Celtic society. One of the greatest tales in
Irish mythology, the Tdin Bé Ciiailnge ("The Cattle Raid of Cooley’), concerns the
war between the kingdoms of Ulster and Connaught that was fought as the result of
the theft of the divine brown bull of Cooley. The status of Celtic nobles depended
more on the number of cattle they owned than on the amount of land that was
cultivated on their behalf by their tenants. Cattle and pork accounted for most of the
meat they consumed. Celtic ham and other similar products were famous and
exported as far as Italy. The ability to preserve food, which became widespread with
the increase in salt mining around the beginning of the 1st millennium BC, greatly
facilitated the mobility of later Celtic populations. Hunting was mainly a pastime
reserved for the nobility and does not seem to have contributed very much to the

diet of the ordinary people.
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Silvered iron torc with bull
heads, 2nd century BC.
(akg-images / Erich
Lessing)

According to the image of ancient Irish society presented in myth and legend,

the social hierarchy was defined by the possession of cattle. Polybius wrote in The
Histories of the Celts of northern Italy, “Their possessions consist of cattle and gold
because these are the only things they can carry around with them everywhere
according to circumstance.” Those who owned livestock were accounted free in the
eyes of the law. They had the right to bear arms and participate in the tribal
assembly that elected the king and in theory approve, or at least endorse, all major
decisions, such as declarations of war. However, real power was wicelded by the noble
elite, the warrior aristocracy that Caesar referred to as a ‘senate’.

Classical texts tell us little about the common people who made up the vast
majority of the population of Celtic communities. While they were not all slaves in
the sense of the Mediterranean world, many were ‘unfree’, without legal status. The
Druids, mentioned by Caesar as being one of the two principal classes in Gallic
society, formed part of the privileged class known in Ireland as ‘men of art’, which
also included bards, who extolled the virtues of the warrior hero in poetry and song.
Craftsmen, especially blacksmiths and other metalworkers who manufactured not

only everyday tools, but also the weapons, jewellery and other finery worn by the

Celtic nobles to emphasize their wealth and rank, were also considered to be men of
art and enjoyed high status in Celtic society. The remarkable skill of Celtic
craftsmen created the La Tene artistic style that defined later Celtic culture by the
adaptation of Etruscan and other Mediterranean forms to existing native styles.
Their skill is most apparent in weaponry and jewellery. Blacksmiths made the
warriors’ weapons — high-quality spears and swords — by mixing different grades of
iron; jewellery and ornamentation were the speciality of those who worked with
gold, silver and bronze. Coral, the only raw material imported into transalpine
Europe from the Mediterranean and regarded by the Celts as possessing particular
otherworldly power, was used as an inlay and appliqué on metal. When the
technique of direct fusion onto an object was perfected in the 3rd century BC, red
glass and enamel became the preferred materials for the embellishment of both arms
and jewellery. The skill of Celtic metalworkers was known and envied throughout
the classical world. Masters of their art and of the symbolic language of the gods,
these Celtic craftsmen produced objects of subtle designs and decoration that were

imbued with the power of the supernatural.

CLIENTAGE AND FOSTERING

Celtic society was bound together by a complex web of family ties and mutual
dependence. The basis for this was the custom of clientage that established a bond
of mutual obligation between individuals of different status, in particular allegiance
in war. Originally the bond concerned the higher-status patron placing his livestock
into the safekeeping of the lower-status client. According to ancient Irish tradition,
such bonds were normally of three years’ duration, the length of time between major
tribal assemblies at which vows of allegiance and other contracts were renewed. It
was an agreement closely bound up with personal honour, and there were dire
consequences for any who did not respect their obligations. In return for protection
and patronage, the client would agree to surrender his legal rights in favour of his
patron. These were determined by his "honour price’, the equivalent of the Anglo-
Saxon custom of wergild, the amount payable by a third party in the event of
unlawful injury or death. The concept of honour price was fundamental to the legal
system of the Celts. It dictated the conduct of all judicial cases, since the value of an
individual’s oath or evidence was determined by his honour price. To bring a lawsuit
against someone with a higher honour price required the intervention of a patron of
higher rank, creating an environment in which the support of the richest and most

inﬂuential members Of the Clit€ was constamly SOUgl’lt after. Equally intense was thC
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Graggaunowen, County
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to the mediaeval period.
(Werner Forman Archive)
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rivalry among the nobility to acquire the greatest number of clients. A large retinue
was a reflection of the noble’s standing in Celtic social hierarchy: They treated
comradeship as of the greatest importance, those among them being the most feared
and most powerful who were thought to have the largest number of attendants and
associates.” (Polybius, The Histories)

Clientage could also extend to other tribes and even among tribes themselves.
For example, the rival Aedui and Sequani each had their respective client tribes in
Gaul at the time of Caesar’s campaigns. The system was reinforced by the fostering
of children into the household of a patron until they reached adulthood, 14 for girls
and 17 for boys. The legend of King Arthur tells how the young prince Arthur was
brought up in secret in the household of Sir Ector together with his foster brother
Cai. In the Tdin, the newborn hero Cachulainn is given into the care of his aunt, the
sister of his father the king, and also of the king’s closest retainers. The following
comment by Caesar can be interpreted as a reference to the continued existence of
the custom at the time of the Gallic War in the mid-1st century BC: “They do not
permit their sons to approach them openly until they are of an age to bear arms, and
they regard it as indecorous for a young son to stand in public in the presence of his
father.” (The Conquest of Gaul)

Children of freemen were sent to the households of richer patrons; the

aristocracy sent their offspring to the families of the most powerful nobles, and often
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to royal families. Sons and daughters of kings went to other royal families. Fostering
ensured not only an upbringing in a higher social environment, but also a certain
level of security by the presence of potential hostages. Perhaps most important of all,

it established bonds of loyalty that were often stronger than ties of blood:

Whenever war breaks out and their services are required, they all take the ficld surrounded
by their retainers and dependants of whom each noble has a greater or smaller number
according to his birth and fortune. The possession of such a following is the only criterion of

influence and power that they recognize. (Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul)

FEASTING, STATUS AND WAR

In ancient Irish tradition, the king was responsible for maintaining the sacred
harmony between the tribe and the land, and thus ensuring the continued
prosperity of the community. The legendary Conn represented the ideal model of
Celric kingship. In his reign it was said that the earth was worked only a fortnight a
month in springtime and gave three harvests a year.

The essential qualities required in a king in order to ensure harmony and
prosperity were strength to defend the land over which he ruled, and generosity

towards those who had chosen him to personify the community and who would
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follow him in peace and war. A king who could not lead them to victory on the
battlefield or who was physically impaired in some way would be replaced or even
climinated; one who did not share his wealth was considered to oppose the natural
order of things, which would also lead to the king’s speedy removal from the throne.
[t was therefore the king’s responsibility to provide gifts, often foreign luxury goods,
for the elite of the tribe: the nobility, the warrior heroes, Druids, poets and
craftsmen. The value of such gifts was measured by the influence they could
command in being given away. This method of redistributing prestige items to
increase influence and status is known as potlach.

The majority of the foreign luxury goods imported into transalpine Europe from

the Mediterranean involved the consumption of wine. Wine's populan’ty and rapid

adoption into traditional Celtic social customs partly explains the incredulity of
the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus when he wrote, The Gauls are exceedingly
addicted to wine brought into their country by merchants who receive an incredible
price for it: a slave in exchange for a jar of wine." (Historical Library) The Roman
merchant doubtless believed that he was getting the best of the bargain, but the Celts
knew the value of the deal. Slaves were easy to obtain, while sharing the wine freely
would reinforce the king’s or the noble’s standing in the tribe as a man of substance
and largesse whom others would wish to follow and share in his wealth. Another
Greek writer, Poseidonius, who visited southern Gaul in the early 1st century BC,
provides a fascinating first-hand account of some of the social customs of the Gauls.
Although his original works have not survived, they were widely used by other

classical authors. Here, he tells of a Gallic noble named Louvernius:

In an attempt to win popular favour [he] rode across the country in a chariot distributing gold
and silver to those who followed him. Morcover, he set up an enclosure one and a half miles
on each side within which he filled vats with expensive liquor and prepared so great a quantity
of food that for many days all who wished could come and enjoy the feast. (Histories, quoted

by Athenaeus)

The feast was an important element in the structure of Celtic society. These

social gatherings, given by the king or the noble elite, were usually wild and
drunken, sometimes deadly, and often with ritual significance. They were attended
by both free men and women, whose presence was obligatory. A strict ceremonial
procedure was observed with regard to precedence and hospitality. Seating was
arranged according to rank and was divided between the high-status guests who
sat in the hall and the less prosperous and younger who remained outside, as

Poseidonius writes:

They sit in a circle with the most influential man in the centre whether he be the greatest in
warlike skill, nobility of family or wealth. Beside him sits the host and on either side of them
the others in order of distinction. Their shield bearers stand behind them while their
spearmen are seated on the opposite side and feast in common like their lords. (Histories,

quoted by Athenaeus)

Also in attendance at the feast were bards and poets who would demonstrate their
own craft and learning, They recounted the lineage, bravery and wealth of the host and

his ancestors as well as the deeds of legendary heroes. Their songs, however, could
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either praise or satirize, and fear of losing face in front of the guests encouraged the

host to even greater acts of generosity. Poseidonius continues the tale of Louvernius:

A poet who arrived late met Louvernius and composed a song praising his greatness and
lamenting his own late arrival. Louvernius threw a bag of gold to the bard, who ran beside his
chariot and sang another song saying that the very tracks of his chariot gave gold and lar

gesse.

(Histories, quoted by Athenaceus)

Strangers were allowed to share the meal before being asked their name and
business. Food and drink were served according to status. Traditionally, the greatest
warrior received the choicest cut of pork, the champion’s portion of the thigh piece.
This was the moment when any other warrior had the right to dispute his position
and challenge him. Drunkenness would often cause other disputes that would
escalate into more serious violence. Poseidonius continues his commentary:
le combat at dinner. ,-\sscmHing_ in arms, I]’l()‘ engage in

The Celts sometimes engage in sin

ga

o
o
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mock battle drill and mutual thrust and parry. Sometimes wounds are inflicted and the irritation
caused by this may even lead to the killing of the opponent unless they are held back by friends.
When the hindquarters are served up, the bravest takes the thigh piece; if another man claims

it they stand up and fight in single combat to the death. (Histories, quoted by Athenacus)

Poseidonius also describes an extreme gesture of potlach in the context of a feast:

of wine, and having distributed the gifts among his friends and kin, lay stretched out face
upwards on his shield. Another warrior then cut his throat with his sword. (Histories, quoted

by Athenacus)

We should probably view such an extraordinary act in the context of the constant
competition for status among the Celtic nobility. The feasting, the consumption of
wine and a belief in life after death should all be raken into account. That an
individual was prepared to die in this manner would undoubtedly ensure that he
would be remembered as a man of renown.

Amidst the drinking. boasting and singing, one of the warriors might propose to
lead a raid and would encourage others to join him, tempting them with the prospect
of loot and glory. The number of men who agreed to follow was determined by his
status. The more volunteers he could recruit, the greater would be the chances of a
successful outcome. A raid that brought spoils for him to distribute among his
followers would further enhance his status as a leader. On a future occasion he
would then be able to attract an even larger retinue, which in turn would have higher
expectations of success and loot to be gained. Small-scale raids on neighbouring
clans to reive a few head of cattle would grow into inter-tribal conflicts and wider
raiding over greater distances. Groups of warriors fighting as mercenaries in foreign
armies were a logical step in this process. Once established, this cycle of conflict fed

on itself and became essential to the maintenance of early Celtic society.
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A WOMAN’S PLACE

The discovery and excavation of the tomb of the Vix Princess and other female

graves of the Halstatt period clearly demonstrates the high status of some women in
early Celtic society. From the accounts in ancient Irish myths and legends, such
women apparently enjoyed the same rights as men, although these rights were
dictated by the individual's place in the social hierarchy. A noblewoman could own
property in her own right, choose her own husband, divorce him at will, accompany
him to war and even fight alongside him. Diodorus Siculus wrote that the women of
Gaul were not only like their menfolk in their great stature, but were a match for
them in courage as well. This quality was depicted, probably in caricature, by the

Roman author Ammianus Marcellinus in the 4th century AD:

A whole band of foreigners will be unable to cope with one of [the Gauls] in a fight if he calls
in his wife, stronger than he by far and with ﬂashing eyes, least of all when she swells her neck
and gnashes her teeth, and raising her huge white arms, she rains blows and kicks like shots

discharged by the twisted cords of a catapult. (The Late Roman Empire)

The hero Cdchulainn was said to have received instruction in the arts of war from

the Druidess Scarthach. A woman of royal descent could succeed to the throne in

72

the absence of a male heir, and could rule in her own right, rather than through her
husband, if she were married. Perhaps the most famous example of this is Boudica,
who became queen of the Iceni on the death of her husband at the time of the
Roman conquest of Britain (see pp.186-9o). Another, again in Britain at the same
period, is Cartimandua, queen of the Brigantes, who divorced her husband and
married one of his closest retainers. The question of women wielding power in
Celtic society remains unclear, however. We know of no other female rulers among
the Celts apart from Boudica and Cartimandua, whose influence may be a
consequence of the upheaval caused by the Roman invasion of Britain.

According to Caesar, Celtic men had one principal wife; others could be taken,
but were considered of lower rank or merely as concubines. Despite his remark that
a husband also had the power of life and death over his wife and children, it is
clear from the following comment that marriage was far more a contract

between equals among the Celts than in Roman society:

The men take from their own goods a sum equal to the dowry that they
received from their wives and place it with the dowry. An account of each
sum is kept between them and the profits saved. Whichever of the two
survives receives both portions together with the profits. (Caesar, The

Conquest of Gaul)

Nevertheless, the privileged position of Celtic noblewomen was
tempered by the obligations of the political and dynastic marriages

with which alliances within and between tribes were usually sealed.

THE EvoLuTIiON OF CELTIC URBAN
CIVILIZATION

The continual competition for wealth, power and status among
the Celtic elite created a situation that was inherently unstable.
This may have been one of the causes of the disruption that
occurred in many parts of western and central Europe at the
time of the Celtic migrations. However, from the latter half of
the 3rd century BC, archaeological evidence indicates that the
formation of new and powerful tribal confederations in transalpine

Europe slowly restored a degree of stability to Celtic society.
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One of the most significant factors in the development of Celtic society at this
period was the introduction of the use of coinage. The Celts of northern Italy were
already accustomed to using coins as a medium of exchange instead of barter.
Returning Celtic mercenaries who had been paid in cash by their Mediterranean
employers were probably responsible for introducing it into the Celtic world north of
the Alps. In Bohemia, the Boii favoured the gold stater of Philip II of Macedon, which
continued to be struck long after his death, becoming a sort of ‘dollar of the ancient
world’. The Belgae of northern Gaul preferred the stater of Tarentum, a Greek city at
the southern tip of Italy that had always been a major employer of Celtic mercenaries.
Within a very short time, however, Celtic gold and silversmiths were producing their
own imitations of Greek and Macedonian originals. It is perhaps no coincidence that
the first local coinages were produced in the Rhone valley at the same time as the
settlement of the Allobroges, who may have been the Gaesatae mentioned by Polybius.
Celtic metalworkers also began to interpret and rework the images on the coins to
portray their own heroes and ancestors. Thus, the head on the obverse now often
appeared with a torc or other symbol, while the reverse featured a chariot or horse.
From the 2nd century BC onwards, different communities can be identified by the
images on the local coins. The introduction of sub-divisions of coins made them more
convenient to use in everyday commercial life rather than merely in large-scale

transactions such as the payment of tribute.

A further stage in the evolution of Celtic society, and an indication of the economic
growth and prosperity of Celtic Europe, is the appearance of a new type of settlement.
Polybius referred to such a settlement as a polis, while Caesar used the term oppidum.
Both terms designate an enclosed site, and also a ‘town’ or ‘city’, suggesting that they
were sufficiently recognizable in the eyes of both Greeks and Romans to merit such a
description. They can be traced back to the hillforts of the Halstatt Princedoms and
the preceding Bronze Age, but, unlike their predecessors, they were not all situated on
hil]tops. While making the best use of existing natural features, they were established
on important trade routes, often near river crossings or at the mouths of valleys.
The modern definition of an oppidum (plural: oppida) is based on Caesar’s account of
those he encountered in Gaul: a large, often fortified urban centre, which is usually
considered to be a tribal stronghold in view of its size and density of population, and
because of the variety of artisan, commercial, administrative and rcligious activities
that were carried on there. More than 200 oppida have been discovered across Europe,
from southern Britain to the middle Danube, and from central Spain to northern Italy.
Many survived to become the foundations of modern European cities, including
Colchester, Paris, Milan, Geneva, Budapest and Salamanca. Fortunately for us,
Bibracte, in modern France, one of the most important of all Celtic oppida. did not
become overlaid with 2,000 years of further urban development and, as a consequence,
has been the subject of extensive and continuing excavation.

In 58 BC, Caesar described Bibracte as ‘by far the largest and richest oppidum of
the Aedui’. The Aedui were one of the most powerful and influential Celtic tribes of
central Gaul in the 1st century BC. Throughout most of Caesar’s campaigns, they
remained loyal to the treaty of friendship that they had signed with Rome almost
three-quarters of a century before. On several occasions during his campaigns in

Gaul, Caesar used Bibracte as his winter quarters and centre of operations.

Bibracte was abandoned at the end of the 1st century BC when the Aedui
established a new urban centre, either voluntarily or ‘encouraged’ by
the Romans, on a new site on lower ground nearer to the river

Saéne. In honour of the emperor, it was named Augustodunum,

the modern French town of Autun. Bibracte was located on the !
summit of Mont Beuvray, some 25km (15% miles) to the west of | §
Autun, on a hilltop site that controlled a number of important
trade routes between northern and southern Gaul. Large-scale
excavations since the early 1980s have revealed the extent of this
remarkable Celtic city. Covering an area of 135 hectares (334 acres), it

was surrounded by a rampart over skm (3 miles) long. Its permanent
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Reconstruction

of the murus gallicus
at the entrance to the
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population is believed to have been at least several thousand. The traces of many

wooden and stone structures have been found, some with a floor area of room?>
(1,076ft*) and often with a second level, indicating the existence of an elaborate
street plan and of different zones devoted to a variety of commercial and artisan
activities, in particular metalworking. It also possessed a number of public spaces.

The most visible remains of Bibracte, and of all the oppida that have survived
to the present day, are the fortifications. The murus gallicus, the ‘Gallic wall” or
rampart, is the most common type in central France and southern Germany. The
ditch and earth ramparts typical of hillforts were reinforced by an elaborate system
of interlacing timbers laid horizontally and fixed together with iron nails up to 30cm
(xft) long. The timbers were then filled with rubble and faced with dressed stone.
They were extremely resistant to assault by undermining or by battering ram, and
more difficult to scale than the sloping earth ramparts that were still a common
feature of Belgic oppida north of the Loire and in southern Britain.

The oppidum of Bibracte was an important political and economic centre,
channelling trade goods to and from the Roman south. Like other oppida in Gaul
south of the Loire and in southern Germany, it had evolved rapidly from the latter half
of the 2nd century BC. The reasons for the sudden appearance of these Celtic urban
centres remain unclear. They were not merely a response to an external threat since
not all of them were fortified, nor were they all sited on the basis of purely defensive
or strategic considerations. It does seem likely, however, that political unrest was
a significant factor in their emergence. The expansion of Rome into southern Gaul
and the creation of the province of Gallia Transalpina, as well as the continuing
consolidation of Roman conquests in Iberia, caused competition among Celtic
tribes to intensify. Their efforts to satisfy Rome's ever-increasing need for raw
materials led to conflict for control of trade networks. Manpower became a major

commodity. Inter-tribal warfare was waged to procure captives to be sold as slaves,

thousands of whom were required every year to maintain the labour force in Italy in
the 1st century BC. The subsequent seizure of land resulted in increased centralization
as communities sought to defend themselves, and in the abandonment of the former
custom of collective ownership of the land in favour of a system of private property.
The development of a monetary-based economy and the growth of direct
trading links with the Mediterranean had a substantial impact on Celtic society.
The aristocratic elite were no longer so concerned with the pursuit of military
glory as a means to ensure and enhance their status. To a certain extent, parallels

can be drawn with the Halstatt Princedoms of the early Iron Age, whose position

and prestige were based on their control of the distribution of foreign trade goods.
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Aerial view of the fort
of Dun Connor, Ireland.
This type of settlement
is reminiscent of the
castros of north-western
Iberia. (Werner
Forman Archive)

Whereas the evidence of the wealth revealed in Halstatt tombs strongly suggests

a society ruled by a monarchy, by the time the ‘city states’ of Gaul had emerged,
the ancient responsibilities of Celtic kings as described in Irish myths and legends
had been divided among members of the nobility. This noble oligarchy, or ‘senate’,
still dominated the tribe through the assembly of freemen, but instead of electing
a king, every year they elected a magistrate, called a vergobretos in Gaul, who
oversaw everyday affairs. All important decisions continued to be submitted to the
senate while the entire assembly of freemen was consulted only on rare occasions.
The term of office of the vergobretos and the specific responsibilities of the nobles
were limited to one year. The former was also forbidden to travel outside the
territory of the tribe and could not stand for re-election. All these restrictions
were intended to prevent power being concentrated in the hands of one man.
Severe sanctions were imposed on anyone who by his prestige or actions
was judged to be seeking to achieve personal power. Celtillus, the father of
Vercingetorix, one of the greatest leaders of the Celtic resistance against Caesar in
Gaul, was accused of trying to restore the monarchy and become king of the
Arverni. Despite his large following among the Arvernian nobility, his attempted
coup failed and he was executed.

The insights we have into the structures of Celtic society from the tales of pre-
Christian Ireland and from Caesar’'s Commentaries on the Gallic War in the 1st century
BC represent two distinct stages in a long process of evolution: the archaic era that

reaches back to the Bronze Age past, and which has much in common with the

|

‘heroic” age of Homeric legend in Mycenaean Greece, and the sophisticated city states
emerging in Gaul which were ultimately prevented from developing into a fully urban
civilization b}' Roman intervention. This evolution was b}' Nno means consistent
throughout the Celtic world. Celtic oppida in southern Germany and Bohemia show
little or no sign of Mediterranean contact at this time, suggesting that exposure to the
civilized” cultures of Greece and Rome was not the driving force in their
development. Only in southern Gaul, near the Mediterranean coast, did classical
influences make themselves felt. In the 2nd century BC, the oppidum of Entremont,
near Marseille, the principal settlement of the Saluvii, developed into a Greek-style
town with masonry defences modelled on those of nearby Greek coastal cities.

At the eastern extremity of the Celtic world, the Galatians who settled in Asia
Minor were closely observed by the Greeks who lived in close proximity to them and
who had to suffer their depredations. As a result, a great deal is known about their

social and political structures. Each of the three Celtic tribes that had crossed the

Hellespont in the wake of the great expedition into the Balkans in 279 BC was
divided into four clans headed by a chieftain called a tetrarch by the Greeks. These
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chieftains were assisted by three military advisers and a judge. Between them, the
12 clans appointed 300 ‘senators’ to attend an annual assembly at a shrine called the
drunemeton, literally ‘the oak sanctuary’. The three tribes and their respective clans
were too jealous of their own independence to achieve any semblance of unity.
We know of only one failed attempt by a noble, Ortiagon, to unite the Galatians
against the Romans in the early 2nd century BC, by which time the clan chieftains
considered themselves to be kings in their own right.

The development of Celtic urban society in Gaul was abruptly halted in the mid-
1st century BC by Caesar’s invasion. Paradoxically, this society’s very success made
its downfall almost inevitable. The increasing concentration of power weakened
Celtic society and made it more vulnerable to attack. Greater economic prosperity
made the oppida in Gaul and southern Germany a tempting target not only to Rome,
but also to other peoples whose societies were less developed. By seizing the oppida,
the surrounding territories would also fall. Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul are, to a
certain extent, concentrated around a series of sieges. In targeting the centres of elite
power, the oppida, he ensured that he was able effectively to subdue the entire
country in six years, until the revolt led by Vercingetorix broke out in 52 BC (see
pp-163—71). Rome had far greater difficulty in conquering regions that were still
politically and economically decentralized, such as Iberia or northern Britain, where

effective control took decades or even longer to achieve.

WARFARE AND SOCIETY

War affected and conditioned the organization of the entire Celtic social, economic
and religious system, just as war's own development was conditioned by the
characteristics of the society.

Stable occupation of the land from the late Bronze Age onwards and differences in
access to the means of production introduced social differences that were accentuated
by the appearance of a class of skilled artisans. With the spread of private ownership
of land and the development of the client system, larger and more cohesive social units
began to be formed. The most powerful of these units produced aristocratic warrior
lineages who sought to extend their influence by acquiring clients. The social and
economic structure of early Celtic society was therefore a determining factor in
imbuing it with a warrior ethos. War constituted the primary means of achieving
prestige and wealth. The frequent raids organized against neighbouring tribes and
territories and later service as mercenaries can be understood in this context. The

CXF&DSiOD Of thCSC warrior groups cncouragcd a process Of PI‘OngSSi\‘C .CtltiCiZQIiOI‘L.

that would have forced other peoples to adopt a similar way of life as the best means

of defence. This helps to explain the spread of Celtic warrior society from the end of

the 5th century BC. Even before the period of the great Celtic migrations, the Celts
practised ritual emigration, with expeditions lasting until the participants had decided
to settle or had been killed in the attempt. Young men of military age devoted

themselves to raiding and war in territories far away from their native communities.

The Bonds of Society

The magnificent Agris
helmet restored from

the fragments found in
western France. Made

of iron, it is gold plated
with silver, bronze and
coral decoration. Dated
to the late 4th century BC.
(Musée de la Société
archéo]ogique et
historique de la Charente

| Bridgeman Art Library)




LORDS OF BATTLE

82

This way of life, typical of pre-urban societies, contributed to the instability of Celtic
society, and also explains its capacity for expansion, sometimes over large distances.

War in Celtic society also had a sacred and magical character. To be admitted to
the warrior brotherhood, an individual would have to undergo initiation rites in
order to prove his courage and commitment. Young Celtiberian warriors had to
demonstrate aggression by cutting off the hands or heads of prisoners. The warrior
groups were led by the chieftains, who would have been the most powerful and
experienced among them, and who had demonstrated their ability to lead successful
and profitable campaigns. In Iberia, warriors swore sacred oaths to the chieftains to
follow them to the death, a practice known as devotio. Opposing warrior groups
settled conflicts by a heroic combat between two champions whose fate decided that
of their respective forces. Such combats are also documented in the legends of the
Trojan War in Homer's Iliad. This ideological framework explains the special
relationship of the Celts and especially the Celtiberians with their weapons. Literary
sources frequently mention the warrior’s refusal to surrender his arms, preferring
death instead, as shown by the practice of committing suicide in accordance with
devotio, which demanded that a warrior could not outlive his leader in battle. Cicero
claimed that the Celtiberians delighted in battle and lamented if they were ill. Death
in combat was glorious for the Celtiberians, and this is shown by the fact that those
who fell in combat were rewarded with a specific funerary ritual: the exposure of the
corpse to be devoured by vultures, which were considered sacred and entrusted with
taking the deceased to the ‘Otherworld’, where he would share in the feast of the
gods. The rich warrior graves found elsewhere throughout the Celtic world,
complete with a panoply of arms, can in many cases perhaps be interpreted in the
same way: as the burial of a famous warrior who died in battle.

Interestingly, from the middle of the 2nd century BC, weapons no longer
appeared in tombs. A possible reason is that, in an age of intensifying war with
Rome, the need for weapons made it necessary to abandon the custom of deposition
of weapons in tombs. However, the evolution of an urban Celtic society seems a
more logical explanation. Weapons would lose much of their symbolic value if social
status depended less on war than on wealth. Their absence could therefore be
related to the appearance of oppida from the end of the 3rd century BC.

The periodic raids that Celtic warrior groups made into neighbouring territories
can be understood as a way of gaining prestige, social status and wealth. The same
motives impelled them to fight as mercenaries in the armies of the Mediterranean
powers, where their warlike skills were much valued. Celts served as mercenaries

mainly before and after the confrontation with Rome, when the Celtic world was

reaching its apogee and was not yet itself under threat. Mercenaries were not
individual soldiers of fortune, but well-organized groups of warriors. Through
mercenary contact with the Greeks, Carthaginians and Romans, tribal forces became
larger and better organized until they could be considered real armies. The armies
would still be led by charismatic chieftains revered by their followers through devorio.

The concept of war underwent important changes as the Celts came into direct
contact with the Mediterrancan world. In the evolution toward a Celtic urban
society, torcs, the famous Celtic neck rings, other jewellery and fine metalwork
replaced weapons as status symbols. Earlier traditions still survived, however.
One tradition was that of the warrior brotherhoods, which adapted to an urban
environment. Another was the continued existence of the tribal military structure,
as shown by the absence of standardized weapons and discipline, rather than the
development of a true citizen army like those of the Roman Republic or the hoplite
armies of the Greek city states. The nature of Celtic warfare changed from
small-scale feuding between family groups and neighbouring communities to large
conflicts between tribal confederations and the life and death struggle against
Roman domination. The Celtic urban centres were ruled by the most powerful
clans, which constantly sought to increase their power and territory. A major
consequence was the increasing importance of cavalry as the preferred tactical arm
of the Celtic noble elite, who were now comparable to the cquites, the ‘knightly’ class
of the Roman Republic. Their interests and concerns were no longer those of the
warrior hero. These differences help explain the seemingly ambivalent attitude of

many Celtic political leaders during the Gallic War.
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CHAPTER 4

SHADOWS — ILLUSIVE IMAGES
OF THE CELTIC GODS

The Gauls all claim to be descended from the god Dis Pater, saying that this

tradition has been banded down by the Druids. (Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul)

eltic religion remains a constant source of mystery and fascination.

Images of Druid rituals and of human sacrifice Jccp in forest clcarings

are still those which most often come to mind. The fact that the ancient

Celts never recorded details of their belief systems only serves to

reinforce this. Yet there is pcrhaps more available evidence for Celtic

religious belief than for any other aspect of Celtic culture. We are again reliant upon
the accounts of classical writers and the vernacular literature of the Insular Celts of
Wales and Ireland from the early Middle Ages. As always, such sources must be
treated with caution. Caesar’s account in his dcscription of Gallic society in the
1st century BC, although comprehensive, provides only a snapshot of conditions that
existed at a particular time and in a particular p]acc, Ancient Welsh and Irish myths
and legends must be viewed in the context of the Christian monastic environment
through which they have come down to us. It is unlikely that Celtic religion was
consistent throughout Europe in the later Iron Age, nor was it fixed and unchanging.
[n recent years, the discovery and excavation of religious structures such as shrines

and sanctuaries, together with the study of burial customs, ritual behaviour and
iconography, have produced a greater understanding and insight into Celtic religious
practices. The only' first-hand testimony that we possess is in Celtic art. Potcntin“}' the
most rc\'cu]ing. it is incvitably sul’jcct to \\'idcl}' c]il-fcring interpretations. We are left,
therefore, with only a fragmentary and distorted image of the spiritual world of the
Celts from the available sources. Neither have we any idea how this world may have

evolved. The situation is further complicated by the influence of older belief systems,

Shadows — Illusive Images of the Celtic God

the immense diversity of the Celtic world, the relative isolation of some regions and

the impact of social and economic change brought about by contact with the classical
civilizations of the Mediterranean world. Nevertheless, despite the mass of disparate
evidence, a number of broad similarities can be detected that enable us to reconstruct
some semblance of the religious beliefs of the Celts.

The evidence we possess almost certainly relates ro only a small part of the Celtic
pantheon, probably the gods most venerated by the social elite, and in particular the
warrior aristocracy. The Celts worshipped many gods and goddesses, of whom the

names of over 200 have been preserved. A number of individual deities seem to have

w
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been revered throughout the Celtic world. Their functions were first described by
Caesar in comparison with their Roman equivalents. Unfortunately, he did not list
their Celtic names. Mercury was apparently the most honoured as ‘the inventor of all
arts’. Then came Apollo ‘who averts disease’, Mars ‘the lord of war’, Jupiter ‘who rules
the heavens and Minerva ‘who instructs in industry and craft’. The Roman poet
Lucan named three gods to whom the Gauls offered human sacrifices: Teutates, whose
victims were drowned, Taranis, whose victims were burnt, and Esus, to whom victims

were sacrificed by hanging. Teutates was probably a generic term meaning ‘god of the

tribe’, from the Celtic word teuta meaning ‘tribe’ or ‘people’. He is identified with Mars,

Shadows — [llusive Images of the Celtic God

to whom, according to Caesar, the Gauls consecrated their spoils of war. Taranis,

whose name comes from the Celtic word for thunder, taran, was probably a god of the
heavens and can be equated with Caesar’s Jupiter. His symbol was the wheel. Esus
means ‘good’ or ‘capable’ and is linked with Mercury. He has also been equated with
Lugos or Lugh, called the ‘Shining’ and ‘Many-skilled’ in Irish myth. Through Irish
legend we know of the Dagda, the ‘good god” who protected the tribe and at the same
time fulfilled the functions of giver of wisdom and lord of battle. His female

counterpart was the Morrigan, often referred to as the ‘Queen of Darkness’, the
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Stone figurine from

Gaul. The prominence
of the boar suggests the
shape-shifting ability

of many Celtic deities.
(Ancient Art
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goddess of fertility and destruction. Overlaying this ancient duality are deities

such as Brigid, the ‘Exalted’, the daughter of the Dagda, and Lugh who

shared many of the Dagda’s skills. Both Brigid and Lugh were widely revered

in Britain, Gaul and Iberia. Their arrival in the pantheon of Irish gods is a
possible indication of the gradual Celticization of Ireland. Caesar’s Dis Pater,
known in Irish myth as Donn, ‘the Dark Lord’, was the mirror image of Lugh,
‘the Lord of Light'. This balancing of complementary opposites is reflected in
the pairing of two heads, which is a recurring theme in Celtic art.

The names of other Celtic gods are known from inscriptions of the
Roman period and also from place names: for example, Belenos, another
name for the sun god in Gaul; Camulos, a war god in Britain and Gaul

whose name was preserved in Camulodunum, the oppidum of the

Trinovantes, the modern-day Colchester; Cernunnos, the horned god

and lord of the animal kingdom, whose origins are said to reach back

to the Stone Age; and Epona, the Gallic horse goddess. Lugh gave his
name to several European cities, including Lyon in France, Leiden in
the Netherlands and Lugo in Spain. Some gods were associated with
specific locations, in particular natural springs and other watercourses:

Sulis was the goddess of the hot springs at Bath in Somerset, while

Sequana was the goc[dess of the source of the river Seine in France,

regarded by the Gauls as an especially holy place. Many, perhaps most,

Celtic gods were simply local deities whose names have seldom been

preserved. The difficulty faced by the Romans in attempting to equate

the gods of the Celts with their own was compounded by the absence
of any firm image of the divine. The role of the image was not intended
to represent the real world, but to illustrate the hidden workings behind
it. Unlike the Mediterranean peoples, the Celts did not envisage their deities in
human form, at least not until the end of the 2nd century BC, when classical
influence began to make itself felt in Celtic religious iconography. Diodorus Siculus
tells of the astonishment of Brennus when he stood before the statues of the Greek
gods in the great sanctuary at Delphi in 279 BC: "When he came upon images of
stone and wood, he laughed at them, to think that men believed that the gods had
human form.” (Historical Library)
One of the characteristics of some Celtic deities at least was the ability to change
their appearance at will. The prevalence of shape-shifting and zoomorphism (the
portrayal of gods and men in animal form) emphasizes the important place that

these creatures occupied in Celtic religious belief and acknowledges the subtle
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complexity of Celtic reality. Certain birds and animals held a particular significance
for Celtic warriors and were revered for the