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PREFACE

As a child, I sometimes wondered why people told jokes about Englishmen, Irishmen, Welshmen and Scotsmen. Why should our origins and differences matter? Part of growing up was realizing that they do matter and trying to understand why. We do not benefit from ignoring our own cultural identity and physical origins or by casually derogating those of others.

The English have traditionally had uneasy relations with their ‘Celtic’ neighbours. Part of the unease has to do with history, part with nationhood and part with territory. Perhaps I could illustrate this by a mid-twentieth-century anecdote:

Welsh idyll

I was taken as a babe-in-arms for my first holidays to a cottage on the side of a mountain in North Wales. Sixty years ago, my aunt had ‘inherited’ some sticks of furniture and the informal lease of the cottage, at a peppercorn rent, from an elderly English headmistress. More of a shepherd’s hut built of massive granite blocks, the cottage had one small living room and two tiny bedrooms. Yet, for several decades it housed many members of our extended family over Easters and summers.

I made annual pilgrimages to this magic hut over the next twenty years. There was lots of nothing for kids to do in the cottage. On a small shelf on a convertible sofa were mildewed books and torn society magazines collected during the 1930s. My elder brother and sister played with the farmer’s daughter while my younger sister and I tried to trail after. In my late teenage and early university days in the sixties, I regularly dragged my Oxford friends up to the cottage in Wales. I remember once the farmer’s daughter, who was by now married, making a sharp comment about one of my guests’ open-air washing habits. I enquired about this from my friend, a rather posh debutante, who explained innocently that she had given up washing in the chipped enamel bowl in the shed and started going straight to the spring. Here she had regularly bared her lovely body to the cows and sheep in the hillside field. Unfortunately, the spring overlooked the bus stop and the milk churns on the coastal road, and so more critical eyes from the village enjoyed the treat.

Towards the end of my clinical studies, things changed abruptly. My elderly aunt received her written marching orders from the farmer’s daughter, who on the death of her own mother had inherited the farm. As my cousins were leaving after their last holiday there, they noticed a contractor’s van on the hill. Workmen had come to install an electricity transformer beside the cottage. My aunt was very upset. Above all, she felt a sense of betrayal that the capital of friendship she had built up over such a long time had evaporated with the death of the farmer’s wife. She felt that the old lady would never have allowed it. Of course, whatever her dubious squatting rights, my aunt had no moral right to such expectations or feelings of betrayal. Our large English extended family had enjoyed exclusive use of the cottage for a negligible rent. I was very fond of my aunt, but her view of her relationship with the farmer’s family was rose-tinted. Like my own mother, she treated the farmer’s daughter in the same bossy way as she did her nephews and nieces. This, combined with a conviction that she was right, usually left the opposition speechless.

Tight-lipped but courteous was indeed how I usually found the Welsh-speaking farmer’s family on the occasions I ventured into their parlour. The farmer’s wife may just have been too polite, or at a loss to know how to deal with this prolonged unremunerative tenancy. Her daughter, with more education and a different perspective, must have been waiting some time. There was obviously a pressing reason for terminating the tenancy: to improve the cottage and let it out at a more commercial holiday rate. But the body language I saw at the time also indicated a deep sense of resentment and outrage. We were foreigners, we had strange ways and foreign English names – even Germanic, like my father’s – and we had unjustified control of their property.

Stirring it

There should be no doubt as to the very real power and impact of perceived national and regional identity. There is certainly no mistake about this among the modern populations of the British Isles* outside England. Disputes, attacks, mutilations, murders and occasional bombings are committed annually in the name of such divisions. A wide range of overt and hidden considerations of ethnicity affect the regional allocation of UK Government spending, and Britons are constantly reminded, both in their history books and in the modern history of their political institutions, of the importance of regional division. Football teams are named after ethnic labels, and fans fight under their flags. No British person hears more than a sentence from another before mentally placing them in their regional context.

I argue in this book that these divisions are real and consistent. They have a deep and very ancient history, which can be traced both culturally and genetically to two widely separated European regional origins for our ancestors. Even the ‘myths’ of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon ethnicity represent the same two real divisions. As with all folklore, however, these labels ultimately mean something quite different, and may refer to older events. The distortions of history, propaganda and misunderstanding need to be viewed in the context of other evidence if we are to separate actual events from fiction.

Why do I feel the need to write a book which emphasizes national and ethnic divisions, when these have caused such grief and ought to be buried? Well, first I believe in celebration of our diversity rather than cultural levelling. Pretending that differences should not exist is a political fib. I just do not accept that a sense of pride in culture and diversity is the primary cause of nationalistic crimes. The causes of such crimes can be more clearly identified in the deliberate agenda set by some politicians – as can be seen from the recent history of Germany and the Balkans. Interest in our cultural and biological diversity is sinister only when the agenda are competitive, derogatory or exclusive. Of course, such sinister agenda are not exclusive to individuals in power, but people of different cultures usually manage to co-exist without genocide until stirred up by ambitious politicians.

The Origins of the British describes the story of the peopling of the British Isles since their recolonization after the end of the last Ice Age, from about 15,000 years ago. I combine genetics, climatology, geology, archaeology, linguistics, culture and history to reconstruct and explain our roots and differences. Most speculation on our roots centres on resonant ethnic labels, such as Celts, Anglo-Saxons, Vikings and Normans. This book is no exception to that emphasis, but those labels do not mean quite what we have been led to believe.

There is a rising trend of scepticism about the validity of terms such as ‘Celtic’ and ‘Celts’, which is apparent in several recent books written by archaeologists. Despite this, it is indeed true that there are systematic genetic differences between the so-called Celtic regions of the western British Isles and England, and that there are some parts of the British Isles which show close genetic links to Scandinavia. Perceptions of ‘Celtic’ and ‘Viking’ ethnicity held by people living in, say, Ireland and York are not simply meaningless, and should not be flushed away by the bathwater of academic Viking- and Celto-scepticism. But while traces of invasions, from the historical period and just before, do exist in today’s regional genetic patterns, the overall picture of deep genetic divisions between England and the British Atlantic coasts and islands is much more ancient than is implied by the story which tells of how Anglo-Saxons ethnically cleansed other Britons from their land. Some geneticists still actively promote the Anglo-Saxon wipeout view. Equally, documentaries that invite us to join a quest to trace the ‘Blood of the Vikings’ miss the point that our relationships with Scandinavians are much older than the Viking raids.

Likewise, the perception of genetic and cultural differences between ‘Celtic’ regions and England has a basis in reality, but has little to do with the nineteenth-century orthodoxy, still current today, of Celtic origins in Iron Age central Europe. Rather, the regions of Wales, Cornwall, Ireland and western Scotland have for many thousands of years shared genetic and cultural links with Iberia and the French Atlantic coast. I hope to establish more clearly than ever before the true genesis of the peoples we currently call insular Celts: the Scots, Welsh, Cornish and Irish.

From the Neolithic period, we shall travel from megalithic complexes like Stonehenge and massive passage-tombs like New grange in Ireland to the extraordinary preserved Neolithic village of Skara Brae in Orkney (Plate 5). During the Bronze and Iron Ages, we can marvel at the swirly designs of British gold and bronze artefacts, previously thought to support Celtic origins in Central Europe, to the precious ornaments found in exotic Saxon burials such as the one at Sutton Hoo. In each case, the British have continually adopted and developed new ideas, language and cultural practices from the recurrent invasions from across the North Sea and the English Channel, while managing to retain most of their prehistoric genetic heritage. That process of cultural borrowing from new visitors continues today.

The book is based on similar research to that employed for my previous book, Out of Eden: I have used the so-called phylogeographic approach to follow and date gene flow from different parts of the Continent into the British Isles. Details of the methods I have used can be found in the appendices. However, I should mention here that, as in the previous book, I have used personal names as nicknames or aides-mémoires for the major gene groups. In each case, I have chosen a personal name, from the appropriate region, which starts with the first letter of the technical name (i.e. from the consensus scientific nomenclature). So, for example, I have called the male gene group R1a1 Rostov, since it is strongly associated with the Ukraine, ‘Rostov’. As before, this is intended not to personalize such small elements in our genome, but to help the reader keep track of the migrations of different gene groups. And also as before, there will be the odd academic reviewer who still regards this practice as a familiarity and trivialization unworthy of their genes and their discipline. Too bad. I agree with my publishers and other reviewers that it helps a general readership.

Genesis: think not what we can do for the media, but what they might do to us

In 2004, I gave a talk on my book Out of Eden at the Edinburgh International Science Festival. The topic was a genetic perspective on the peopling of the world by humans. Arrangements for the lecture at the excellent Royal Museum seemed largely to be run by bright medical students. The talk went well, but the morning before I had made the mistake of responding to a request from the publicity lass to provide more of a local angle for the Scottish newshounds. Although there was no mention of Scotland in any of my books, I unwisely agreed to be available from my hotel room to offer some opinions on where the different regional populations of the British Isles had come from and on the ancient division of English and Celtic speakers. I say ‘unwisely’ because of what subsequently happened in the media.

I gave several interviews to reporters from my Edinburgh hotel-room phone on the Sunday morning, and then gave my book talk that evening in the grand lecture theatre of the Royal Museum. I saw no journalists. I signed books, answered keen, well-informed questions, and then ate duck in a French restaurant with my wife. Later we crossed the Grassmarket, back to our hotel, to sleep. On the bank holiday morning of our drive back to England, The Scotsman appeared under my hotel-room door.

I couldn’t miss the front-page article, titled ‘Scots and English aulder enemies than thought’,1 with the accompanying editorial leader ‘Relatively well connected’. I went to a newsagent. The Herald also ran the story, giving it more space on an inside page: ‘English-Scots split goes back 10,000 years: genetic proof of Celts’ ancient ancestry’.2 The Independent ran a front-page article under the heading ‘Celts and English are a breed apart? Absolutely, says Professor’.3 Other Scottish and English national papers ran the story in various forms and under different bylines. I could tell that they were all syndicated from just one of the interviews I had given, since multiple errors were repeated, such as a fabricated description and a title of an imaginary post in Oxford that might have been taken from a Roald Dahl book. Other persistent errors included the erroneous claim that all of this was in my book and had been discussed in my lecture of the previous day.

The syndicated story then appeared on the newspapers’ own Internet pages, from where it spread in ripples to a wide spectrum of other websites. For example, a BBC news page announced that ‘Scientist mulls Anglo-Scottish split’.4 A page run by a coven of witches found interest in the idea of the English–Scottish split; various genealogy web-groups conducted fierce discussions, to which I was invited to contribute, and did. A Fascist site calling itself White Stormfront took up the story, and one of their brave anonymous contributors depressingly volunteered that ‘the English have always been mongrels’. In fact, the latter was a true enough statement of ancient admixture, but made racist simply by choice of a derogatory noun. Over a hundred secondary reports and blogs arose in the following week, and my book sales rocketed on Amazon.

Mixed feelings? Certainly. Although pleased with the sales, I was annoyed and embarrassed by the errors and by the news editors’ titles, which scratched away at old cultural wounds. The use of the term ‘Celts’ in this way actually perpetuated the old myths. Of course, I immediately wanted to correct the errors – although not in the newspapers. Instead, I contacted my editor Pete Duncan at Constable & Robinson. After I had unloaded my feelings to him, he challenged me to tackle the errors and myths in book form. I did, and here it is.

What amazed me most was the extraordinary public interest in the question of who are the Celts and the English. There are millions of people, both in the British Isles and in the English-speaking diaspora in North America, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, who visit genealogy websites and are fascinated and eager for more information on their own origins, their ‘British roots’. It is easy to dismiss the exact geographic and temporal origins of the British Celts and the English as questions for the academics, but that is not how most of us see them.

Ethnic identity, Celtic vs English, highland vs lowland, is real for millions. Consequently, there is a huge media market ministering to such perceptions. But the problem of ancient rivalry is not easily confined to such simple labels. If we take just one of the most intractable ethnic feuds in modern British community life, that of Catholics vs Protestants, and then look at its representation in one of our best-known forms of ritual warfare, football, we find the Celtic term creeping in with fresh spin. At one time the football clubs Everton and Liverpool were identified as Catholic and Protestant rivals in Liverpool, a former Viking colony and one of England’s largest Irish colonies. Farther north, in Scotland, Glasgow still sports exactly the same rivalry and violently polarized allegiances, but between clubs named Celtic and Rangers.



 

* I should say from the start that throughout this book I use the term ‘British Isles’ (and, only very occasionally, ‘British’) in the traditional sense: to refer to all the islands in the immediate vicinity of Britain, including Ireland, Shetland and Orkney (and even more distant ones such as the Channel Islands which were included in the genetic dataset I have used). I appreciate that many Irish do not regard themselves as British, with good reason. My inclusion of Ireland as part of the British Isles is only to avoid repeating the geographic reality, and not to make any contemporary political statement. I also use ‘Britain’ in the Roman sense to refer to the ‘big island’ in place of the cumbersome political term Great Britain with its overtones of the Act of Union.


PROLOGUE

Facing the Atlantic

Many people regard the different regional populations of the British Isles as ‘races apart’. Words like ‘race’ have in general little validity or utility, but it is certain that Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Cornwall and England all have different cultural histories. The idea of genetically putting Brits in their places was not completely off the top of my head and, although never attempted before in popular science writing, has been an interest of mine for some time. Five years ago, I attended a wonderful lecture on the prehistory of the peoples of the European Atlantic coast by archaeologist Professor Barry Cunliffe of Oxford University. I was so inspired by his passionate talk and novel angle on West European prehistory that I immediately set out to study the genetic and archaeological evidence. I continued that interest over the years, while subsequently writing a book on another topic. Cunliffe illuminated a story of cultural continuity of the Atlantic coast peoples, stretching from the west of Scotland, down through Wales, Ireland and Cornwall, then across the Channel and south through Normandy and Brittany, right down to Spain and Portugal. The cultural unity and trade links of this coastal strip had somehow persisted as a binding force, from the Late Mesolithic, over 7,000 years ago, when the sea level had risen enough for colonists to penetrate between Ireland and Wales from the south, through to modern times.

This cultural continuity of the Atlantic coastal strip overlays the extraordinary millennial cycles of change and influence coming in from elsewhere in Europe. The coastal network was the main thrust of Cunliffe’s lecture, but I am a daydreamer, and several other gems attracted me while listening to his talk. These were two observations, probably related. One, more a realization on my part, was that when Britain and Ireland were first recolonized in the Late Mesolithic, they were still connected (until 8,500 years ago) by dry land across the North Sea to the Continent, thus geographically filling in Cunliffe’s image of the Atlantic coast’s cultural continuity. The second observation was that England had repeatedly missed out on the cultural fashions that periodically swept up the Celtic Atlantic coast from the south over the last 10,000 years. Rather, England tended to link culturally with north-west Europe, on the other side of the North Sea.

Even today, with the landbridge gone, the tip of Brittany is closer to Cornwall than to anywhere else in France or up the Channel. So, it seemed that, for cultural reasons, the natural route of explorers and traders from Spain, the French coast and the Mediterranean, through the ages, was towards the west coast of Britain, not the east. The cultural-geographical link directly across the southern entrance to the Channel between Brittany and Cornwall, and on to Wales, Ireland and Scotland, remained intact whether it was the introduction of styles of megalithic monuments to Ireland, or Tristan’s to-and-fro seafaring peregrination between these places. He voyaged by sea to all these ‘Celtic’ countries of the Atlantic façade, in different versions of the original Dark Ages romance, while he wandered blindly towards betrayal of honour and trust, in his love for Isolde.1

Of course, my interest was pricked by the possibility that there might be real genetic parallels for the recurrent cultural movements into the British Isles. These, according to my reading of Cunliffe’s story, should have been from two sources, one up the Atlantic coast from the south and the other from north-west Europe, indicating that people may have migrated (or invaded) from these two directions. This was a hope both vain and sanguine, since dramatic movements inferred from the archaeological record always tend to have a much fainter and more conservative genetic parallel; and even conquests of the historical period may have represented no more than the imposition of an elite minority rather than a mass influx of a different nation (think of the Norman conquest – in the long run our conquerors became anglicized; we did not become French). In other words, fashion and culture move faster and more comprehensively than the people who carry them, and genetic traces of individual cultural sweeps may be disappointingly faint.

On the other hand, my hope was that the conservatism of inter-regional gene flow also allowed those same genetic traces to persist for thousands of years in the same communities. The one great advantage of the British Isles for genetic study over continental Europe (or any other continent, for that matter), apart from their isolation, is that it was a landscape empty of people after the Ice Age. At its worst, half of Britain was covered in an ice sheet and the rest was polar desert. This left a clean genetic sheet, a blank slate, until about 15,000 years ago, with no confusing genetic traces remaining from any hunter-gatherers who may have lived there before the ice.

The reality of the genetic picture was potentially much more illuminating than I had hoped. At the time I attended Barry Cunliffe’s Linacre Lecture there were already enough genetic data in the literature to underwrite his cultural view of a unique and ancient Atlantic coastal community. Even by using just a crude marker system such as ABO blood grouping, a line could be drawn north–south along the Welsh border or its physical embodiment, Offa’s Dyke. The physical line separates the Welsh from the English, as Saxon King Offa had intended. But it also effectively points to the genetic links that non-English regions of the Isles have with one another – and ultimately, as I shall explain, more with Spain and the Basque Country than with the immediately adjoining European lands of north-west Europe.

Other more specific markers, such as mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) and the Y chromosome, gave clear confirmation of this two-source picture, but with subtle differences corresponding to characteristic male and female migratory patterns. MtDNA (only passed down through our mothers) is most useful for dating and recording initial colonizations and true migrations, for instance where whole communities move from one region to another. The Y chromosome (held only by males) in general gives a much sharper geographical pattern and is useful in detecting male-dominated migrations such as conquering elite-invasions. There is slightly less consensus, at present, on the calibration of the male-chromosome clock. These male/female differences are valuable in illuminating the reasons for new cultural waves in the archaeological record.

Origins of the Celts: Central or Southern Europe?

One observation shines bright from the genetics. The bulk of informative male gene markers among the so-called Atlantic Celts are derived from down in south-west Europe, best represented by people of the Basque Country. What is more, they share this Atlantic coastal link with certain dated expansions of mtDNA gene groups, representing each of the main, archaeologically dated, putative colonization events of the western British Isles. One might expect the original Mesolithic hunter-gatherer colonists of the Atlantic coast, over 10,000 years ago, to have derived from the Ice Age refuges of the western Mediterranean: Spain, south-west France and the Basque Country. And that was indeed the case: shared genetic elements, both in the British Isles and Iberia, did include such Mesolithic mtDNA founding gene lines originating in the Basque region.

Perhaps more surprising and pleasing was the identification, among ‘Atlantic Celts’, of gene lines which arrived later, in the British Neolithic period, deriving ultimately from the very first farming communities in Turkey. The British Neolithic began over 6,000 years ago, but the archaeological and genetic evidence points to two separate arms, or pincer routes, of Neolithic migration into the British Isles from different parts of Europe, each with its own cultural precursors and human genetic trail markers. Most Neolithic migration more culturally than genetically is apparent, but in this instance human migration is supported by genetic evidence.

One of these migrations may have come up the Atlantic coast and into Cornwall, Ireland and Wales, preceded in France by the arrival of a particular pottery type known as Cardial Impressed Ware. Cardial Ware had in turn spread mainly by sea, west along the northern Mediterranean coast via Italy and the Riviera, and then across southern France to arrive near Brittany by around 7,000 years ago. In parallel with this cultural flow, specific gene lines appear to have travelled along the northern Mediterranean coast, round Spain and directly through southern France to the British Isles. In the case of this real Neolithic migration, however, the Basque Country seems to have been partly bypassed. The other Neolithic migration went up the Danube from the Black Sea to Germany and the Netherlands (but more of that later).

What is truly remarkable about the Mediterranean coastal Neolithic spread, as sketched by genetics and archaeology, is that there is another parallel trail, one which may explain the origins of the Celtic languages. New evidence places the split that produced the Celtic branch of the Indo-European language family rather earlier than previously thought. Dating of this branch split could put Celtic linguistic origins at the start of the European Neolithic, consistent with the separate southern Neolithic expansion round the coast of the Mediterranean. The final break-up of the Atlantic coast Celtic languages may have been as early as 5,000 to 3,000 years ago, during the Neolithic period in the British Isles.

While the genetic evidence for an ancient southern origin for the ancestors of modern British Celts provides a ringing echo to Cunliffe’s archaeological vision of the Atlantic cultural network, it is very different from the familiar scene painted in history books, and from nineteenth-century romantic re-creations, of a once vast Celtic empire in Central Europe. There is another rider, since most of those southern ‘ancestors’ arrived even earlier than the Neolithic.

The last three hundred years have seen the construction of the orthodox picture of the Celts as a vast, culturally sophisticated but noisy and warlike people from Central Europe who invaded the British Isles during the Iron Age, around 300 BC. Central Europe during the last millennium BC was the time and place of the exotic and fierce Hallstatt culture and, later, the La Tène culture, sporting their intricate, prestige, Iron Age metal jewellery wrought with beautiful, intricately woven swirls. Hoards of such weapons and jewellery, some fashioned in gold, have indeed been dug up in Ireland, seeming to confirm Central Europe as the source of migration. The swirling style of decoration is immortalized in a glorious illuminated Irish manuscript, the Book of Kells, evoking the western British Isles as a small surviving remnant of past Celtic glory. This view of grand Iron Age Celtic origins on the Continent and progressive westward shrinkage since Roman times is still held by many archaeologists. It is also the epistemological basis of strong perceptions of ethnic identity held by millions of the so-called Celtic diaspora now residing in the former British Empire and America.

Not all archaeologists see it that way. Dissidents include Colin Renfrew, who in his landmark Archaeology and Language: The Puzzle of Indo-European Origins, published in 1987, questioned the evidence for this whole perspective of invading ‘Celtic ethnicity’. In fact there is now a growing consensus view of the lack of evidence, both in the archaeology and in early historical documents, for any large-scale pre-Roman Iron Age invasions of the British Isles, apart from shared Belgic tribal names across the Channel (of which more below).

Although mainstream archaeologists, on principle, do not refer to it much, there is a large corpus of Irish legendary-historical records, written down and collated by various cleric-academics over the past 1,500 years, which echoes the views of the dissident archaeologists. These unique texts fail to support the concept of any military invasions of Ireland after those of the Late Bronze Age. The latter invasions, stretching back from the Bronze Age to the Late Neolithic, are all explicitly recorded in the Irish Kingship Lists as coming from the Mediterranean region, in particular from or via Spain and even from Greece, suggesting an alternative legendary reconstruction of Gaelic history.

More recently, Simon James has been more outspoken than his fellow-archaeologists. In his book The Atlantic Celts he describes the story of the Iron Age Celtic invaders of the British Isles from Central Europe as just that – a story. In particular, he unravels a modern myth created in the early eighteenth century by a Welsh antiquarian, Edward Lhuyd. The term ‘Celtic’ had never been applied to inhabitants of the British Isles until the time of Lhuyd, who correctly identified the relatedness of languages spoken today in Brittany and throughout the western British Isles. Lhuyd was not the first to arrive at that conclusion, and he believed in successive Celtic waves, but he erred in conflating this linguistic unity with the Roman nonlinguistic term ‘Celtae’. The latter was used during classical times, often rather loosely, to describe tribes somewhere in Western Europe, in much the same ill-defined way that some people nowadays speak of ‘Asians’. Unfortunately, the pseudo-ethnic terms ‘Celtic’ and ‘Celts’, with their Central European Iron Age baggage, have stuck since the nineteenth century.

James speculates that Lhuyd, living in the eighteenth century, preferred the term ‘Celtic’ as a language label to the more geographically appropriate ‘Gallic’ for obvious nationalistic reasons. The connection, or further conflation, of Atlantic Celts with the Iron Age Hallstatt and La Tène cultures has no basis in direct linguistic evidence,2 and came with nineteenth-century archaeology. By this time, Lhuyd’s linguistic idea ‘Celtic’ had matured into a rich story of ethnic identity with strong nationalistic overtones telling of ancient Celtic invaders. The Romantic-heroic image was seized upon by people living in the non-English-speaking parts of the British Isles. They had plenty of real history to remember, of English oppression over the previous 1,500 years.

The English

This is where one of the most deeply embedded of British roots myths comes in: namely, that the English story starts late in the day with Angles, Saxons and Jutes, as inferred from the illuminated writings of the Dark Age clerical historians Gildas (sixth century AD) and the Venerable Bede (seventh century). Here the label ‘myth’ is mine, rather than that of any dissident archaeologist.

I agree that much of the unique genetic, cultural and linguistic identity of the English did come from the nearby continent of north-west Europe, but I contend that this process started, not as some blitzkrieg during the Dark Ages, as we learn from our history books, but long before the arrival of the Romans. What is more, Beowulf – our first written poem and the only surviving complete saga in Old English – used a Germanic language, one of whose ancestors could have arrived in England even before the Romans made their mark in Britain.

Apart from the etymology of our country’s name, how did the conventional view of the English as descended from recent Saxon invaders come about? The Saxon story goes right back to the Dark Ages. Bede and St Gildas tell respectively of fierce invading Angles from Angeln (in Schleswig-Holstein, northwest Germany), or Saxons from Saxony and Jutes from Jutland over the fifth and sixth centuries AD. And then there is the well-documented history of Anglian and Saxon kingdoms covering England for half a millennium before the Norman invasion. The Saxon suffix ‘-sex’, for example (Sussex means ‘south Saxons’), is plastered all over our English shire-names.

So, who were those Ancient Britons and their descendants remaining in England to be slaughtered when the legions finally left? For recent scholars, the presence in Roman England of some Celtic personal and place-names suggests that occupants of England were Celtic-speaking at that time. This argument could gain further support from the story of Iron Age Celtic invasions driving through England, if that were true. There is a reasonable linguistic evidence for the presumption that there were ‘Celts’ living in England before and during the Roman occupation. But then, in the absence of any other linguistic evidence, this firms up to the modern linguistic view that before the Roman invasion all rather than some Ancient Britons were ‘Celts’ and Celtic-speaking.

It is natural to conclude that something cataclysmic happened in England during the Dark Ages. Many think, for instance, that the Celts were totally eradicated – culturally, linguistically and genetically – by invading Angles and Saxons. This sort of logic derives partly from the idea of a previously uniformly ‘Celtic’ English landscape, together with the clear evidence of uniformly Germanic or Norman modern English place-names today, and the preponderance of Germanic words in modern English.

Now, Gildas and Bede painted a grim picture, but neither actually specified complete ethnic cleansing. Some geneticists, and rather fewer historians and archaeologists, however, still believe that these invasions were massive and involved the influx of whole communities from Germany. In the extreme view, invaders were thought to have swept across a defenceless and largely depopulated England and to have replaced all the remaining ‘Celts’ in the country. Such complete replacement, not only of a people but of their presumed ancient English Celtic linguistic and cultural heritage, would have to be explained in the context of the lack of any Celtic linguistic substratum in English of any period.

How sure can we be that England was universally Celtic before? Roman writers, for instance Strabo, explicitly exclude Celtic affinities of the English on various grounds, such as greater size and less yellow-hair. Unfortunately we have little to go on as to what Romans actually meant by ‘being like Celts’. From his own stated view of ‘Celtic’, Strabo would have meant southwest rather than Central European. Tacitus, on the other hand, felt that those Britons living near Gaul were more like the Gauls physically and linguistically as a result of migration, although it is probable that he meant the Belgic and not the Celtic Gauls (see below). He was more explicit about some other Britons that we now choose to call Atlantic Celts. Referring to the Welsh, whom he calls ‘a naturally fierce people’, he states: ‘The dark complexion of the Silures, their usually curly hair, and the fact that Spain is the opposite shore to them, are an evidence that Iberians of a former date crossed over and occupied these parts.’3 This observation can hardly be support for the notion that the other parts of the British Isles were necessarily the same or had a common ancestry even at that time, and merely reinforces the new genetic evidence I shall present in this book.

So, if not ‘Celtic’ by Strabo’s description, but rather Gaulish according to Tacitus, who were the Britons occupying England at the time of the Roman invasion? The Belgae of northern Gaul (Belgium and France north of the Seine) had tribal namesakes in England during Caesar’s time (e.g. there were tribes called Belgae and Atrebates around Hampshire as well as in Gaul). Tacitus, like Caesar, reported that between Britain and Gaul ‘the language differs but little’.4 As we know from Caesar’s famous opening paragraph of the Gallic Wars, which begins ‘All Gaul is divided into three parts’,5 ‘Gaul’ included the Belgae in northern Gaul, a region that stretched from the Rhine as far south as the Seine and Paris. However, unlike the Celtae of the middle part of Gaul, who he said identified themselves as Celtic in their own language, Caesar did not specify the language of the Belgae – stating repeatedly, however, that they mostly descended from the Germani.

The history of early coins in Britain reveals a pre-Roman influence that is predominantly derived from north Gaul. The earliest coins to circulate in south-east England, c.150 BC, were made in Gaul and were produced by the Belgae. The richest Iron Age treasure ever discovered in Britain was unearthed at Snettisham in Norfolk. A burial date of c.70 BC is suggested by coins found in the majority of such hoards as grave goods, along with bronze, silver and gold torcs (Plate 16). Coins were subsequently produced locally throughout southern England, but not in contemporary Cornwall, Wales, Scotland or Ireland.

Even farther north, the curious Iron Age culture of East Yorkshire known as the Arras Culture, characterized by chariots and square burial barrows, lasted for four hundred years until the Roman invasion and showed cultural links with northern Gaul. The fact that the Romans would call the inhabitants of East Yorkshire ‘Parisii’, a name also given to the tribe who went on to found Paris, has led some to speculate that these people were immigrants from northern France.

So, one might surmise that the ‘common language’ referred to by Tacitus as being spoken on both sides of the Channel was not Celtic, but was similar to that spoken by the Belgae. From present linguistic geography, and from numerous hints dropped in Caesar’s Gallic Wars about languages spoken in northern (Belgic) Gaul, the language shared across the Channel is more likely to have been of the Germanic group (see Part 3). If so, it might have been a member of the West Germanic branch of Indo-European (i.e. something like Dutch, Flemish or, more likely, Frisian) rather than Atlantic Celtic (Gaulish). In other words, a Germanic-type language or languages could already have been indigenous to England at the time of the Roman invasion. In support of this inference there is some recent linguistic analytic evidence, which I shall discuss, that the date of the split between Old English and Continental Germanic languages goes much further back than the Dark Ages, and that English may owe more to Scandinavian languages. But such speculation merely adds to the confusion that standard comparative linguistic analysis already places Old English (the language of Beowulf) on its own separate branch, and closer to Frisian than to Saxon. The last observation is clearly inconsistent with the orthodoxy of Angles and Saxons replacing Celts, quite apart from the near-complete absence of Celtic words in either Old or Modern English.

Modern popular images of the sort of English people the Romans met on their arrival, and left on their departure, vary. They range from the dark, feral, woad-painted savages, gibbering a version of Cornish, depicted in the recent Hollywood movie version of King Arthur’s story, to the more honest admission of ignorance shown by French cartoonists René Uderzo and Albert Goscinny in their famous Asterix comic-strip adventures of Celtic-speaking tribes in Brittany (Plate 3). In Asterix Goes to Britain, the cross-Channel connection is caricatured in the form of a moustachioed, spindly-legged toff in plus-fours, a fraffly polite British cousin of the Gaulish Asterix. Named Anticlimax, he comes over from England to Asterix’s village in Armorica to ask for help fighting the Romans. In sketching the latter portrait they create their hallmark mixture of slapstick and modern contemporary lampoon, underwritten by a canny reading of the classics.

Uderzo and Goscinny incidentally come much nearer the mark than Hollywood. In one frame, Asterix echoes Tacitus’ comparison in telling his friend, the huge, dull Obelix (who has just violently misunderstood the purpose of a handshake with Anticlimax), that ‘they don’t talk quite the same as us’. If the cousinship and the people and language links had been Belgic rather than Gaulish, the sketch would, in my view, have been very close to reality. The first coins struck in Britain, around 40 BC, bear the name Commios. It is believed that this might well be Commius, a king of the Belgic Atrebates, who fled to Britain in 51 BC after rebelling against Julius Caesar.

My unorthodox view of English roots does not deny the historical significance of the imposition on the indigenous population of an Anglo-Saxon ruling elite. There are ample historical records for the establishment of Saxon kingdoms in England – Wessex, Essex, Kent, Sussex, East Anglia, Northumbria and Mercia – and of violent internecine warfare, but that may have been carried on against a pre-existing English cultural and genetic background.

The English maternal genetic record (mtDNA) denies the Anglo-Saxon wipeout story. English females almost completely lack the characteristic Saxon mtDNA marker type still found in the homeland of the Angles and Saxons. The Y chromosome evidence is potentially more informative, but the same data have been used by researchers variously to ‘prove’ either a wipeout or slightly less than 50% replacement. In this book I shall show that although there is some evidence for invasion in the first millennium AD, the ‘replacement’ was a mere 5%. So what does the Y chromosome say about English links with the Continent? A picture emerges that is surprisingly similar to that provided by mtDNA. There are general English similarities with Frisia, but these result mainly from common colonization history and intrusions in Neolithic times. Interestingly, the sixth-century writer Procopius of Caesarea mentions the Frisians as Dark Age invaders of the Isles, but his second-hand report is highly suspect. Specific genetic links do exist between the English and the European source regions suggested by Bede, but they do not support the wipeout theory.

A picture thus comes into focus of the ‘Anglo-Saxon invasions’ as less of a replacement and much more akin to the later Norman conquest: that of battles for dominance between various chieftains, all of ultimately Norse origin. Frisian, Jute, Angle, Saxon, Norman: each invader shared much culturally and, except in the last case, linguistically with their newly conquered indigenous subjects.

So, how far back in time can we trace the linguistic-genetic links across the North Sea? Or to put this question another way, for how long have the English been different from their Atlantic Celtic neighbours to the west in Wales, Ireland and Cornwall, and to the north in Scotland? The cultural record indicates that the continuous trade relationship between England and the nearby Continent carried on in parallel with substantial incoming gene flow back well over 5,000 years before the ‘Saxon Advent’. The line separating the English from the rest of the Isles is repeated in different expressions of the cycles of glorious artistic and funerary traditions over the same period. Examples are trade networks of various kinds, distribution of megaliths and passage graves and portal tombs, pottery beakers and their exclusive trade networks, and gold torcs.

This story of two sets of Britons has echoes back in the introduction of farming – which, incidentally, arrived first in Ireland. The spread of farming to the western British Isles by the Mediterran ean route, as mentioned above, contrasts with a parallel but separ ate spread into north-west mainland Europe up the Danube from the Black Sea, arriving in the Netherlands by 7,300 years ago. The north-westerly Neolithic cultural expansion was hallmarked by the spread of another type of pottery, known as Linearbandkeramik. From archaeological evidence, northern Neolithic traditions, although not Linearbandkeramik, may have spread across the North Sea to Norfolk and Cambridge by 6,200 years ago (see Chapter 5), thus possibly taking the roots of English separate identity back over 6,000 years.

A note of caution

Academe is naturally conservative. Added to this, the excesses of Nazi ‘racial anthropology’ shocked scholars elsewhere into moving towards extremes of political correctness. Migrations became equated with racial ‘Aryan invasions’. As a consequence, anything that sails too close to overt ‘migrationism’ has been frowned upon in English archaeology for the past fifty years. Likewise, Colin Renfrew, in his revolutionary popular book on Indo-European origins, Archaeology and Language, peppers his essentially migrationist message with qualifications and caveats against such practice.

As explained above, I strongly endorse such caution about seeing migrations where there is evidence only for cultural spread. I also argue in favour of the conservative nature of prehistoric gene flow in both of my books on genetic trails (Eden in the East and Out of Eden). Again, in this book, I argue that those who arrived first on the physical landscape tend to dominate the modern genetic one. But this does not mean ignoring genetic evidence for real migrations when it is there. Three aspects are special about the British story. First, the British Isles were cleared of people after the last Ice Age, thus avoiding the complication of a Palaeolithic gene pool. Second, and uniquely for such a small region in Europe, there is a deep genetic line dividing England from the rest of the British Isles. Third, the separate genetic source regions for the English and the Atlantic Celts are clear and distinct, and correspond to specific interpretations of the cultural evidence.

* * * *

In the spirit of Caesar, I have divided this book into three parts, the first and last deal with Celts and Anglo-Saxons mainly, since they dominate modern ethic perceptions in these isles. The second part contains the genetic meat of our real origins from the Ice Age to the Iron Age. Some may wish to start there first.


Part 1

THE CELTIC MYTH: WRONG MYTH, REAL PEOPLE


1

‘CELT’: WHAT IT MEANS TODAY, AND WHO WERE THE CLASSICAL HISTORIANS REFERRING TO?

Insular Celts: a modern myth?

Most people living in the British Isles today believe that until the ancestors of the English arrived, the aboriginal population of these isles were Celts. This concept underlies current British ethnic perceptions. Yet no Roman or Greek author ever explicitly referred to the British or Irish as Celtic or Celtic-speaking. Is the Celtic story a myth and if not, how much of it is true? Who were the Celts?

Since how we view Celtic cultures today is probably most important for how we view them in the future, we should start with current perceptions. Nearly all adults in the British Isles will at least have heard of the terms ‘Celts’ and ‘Celtic’, and will have some opinion. Many of those living in non-English parts of the British Isles probably even recognize one another’s descriptions of the terms, but opinions on their meaning will vary.

I recall vague descriptions from my own reading: ‘A once great people, with no written history, speaking distinctive archaic tongues, now beaten back to their last strongholds in the western parts of the British Isles; brave, clannish, warlike, disunited, makers of fine jewellery and beautifully decorated weapons; poetic but illiterate creators of some of the most haunting oral European legends of magic, bravery and tragedy’ (Plates 1–3). Other random images that might spring to mind are of the French cartoon characters Asterix and Obelix (whose only fear was the sky falling on their head), of football clubs and T-shirts, or perhaps references to Ireland and faeries, as in Yeats’s Celtic Twilight.1

How has this picture been built up over the years? In its 1913 edition, Webster’s dictionary confirmed these stereotypes, defining ‘Celt’ thus:

Celt … n. [L. Celtae, Gr. Keltoi …] One of an ancient race of people, who formerly inhabited a great part of Central and Western Europe, and whose descendants at the present day occupy Ireland, Wales, the Highlands of Scotland, and the northern shores of France.

This was a definite improvement in tone on the entry to the 1828 edition of Webster’s, which dismisses Celts as ‘One of the primitive inhabitants of the South of Europe.’ But note the later record contains an interesting change of European territory, reflecting a nineteenth-century move in archaeological perception towards a Celtic homeland in Central Europe. Not everyone sees Celts that way today, and not everyone defined them so specifically in the past. The Greeks and Romans, respectively, used the terms Keltoi and Celtae, and were, after all, contemporaries of the people they called Celts; but they never mentioned any connection with the British Isles.

Language is regarded as extremely important in modern perceptions of Celtic identity and ethnicity. One linguist, Myles Dillon, even insisted that language is the test;2 and that the only agreed definition of Celts should be people who spoke Celtic dialects. By ‘Celtic’ he presumably meant the branch of Indo-European languages called Celtic by modern linguists. This view is at odds with classical descriptions of Celts, which were not primarily based on language, so it does not seem helpful. After all, the ancients, not linguists, introduced the term ‘Celt’.

Classical commentators, following the excellent example of the first known historian, Herodotus, generally gave quite detailed and broad-based accounts of regional populations, many of which are still of great interest. Unfortunately for the preoccupations of modern archaeologists, they paid rather little attention to language. Also, as we shall see, Herodotus and those who followed him were less than specific or consistent about whom they meant by ‘the Celts’, let alone what language they spoke. This means that there is potential for doubt as to whether the modern Celtic languages have any connection at all with classical Celts, let alone the sort of identity that is claimed today. So it is rather important to be sure that there is no confusion about what is meant by the term ‘Celtic’. Needless to say, confusion is just what has happened.

The only parts of Europe that now speak what modern linguists call ‘Celtic languages’ are the British Isles and Brittany. This creates difficulties in linking those languages with the putative origins of Celtic culture in Austria and southern Germany, an area of Central Europe that is German-speaking today. As we shall see, there is clear evidence for the presence of Celtic tongues in ancient times in parts of France, northern Italy and Spain (i.e. in south and south-west Europe), but during Roman times they were largely replaced by local hybrid Romance languages – French, Italian and Spanish. There is no such evidence for Celtic languages ever having been spoken in a ‘Celtic homeland’ in Central Europe, and therefore no reason to argue that Romance languages replaced them there. So if prehistorians and linguists of the last 150 years wanted to find a convincing homeland for Celtic languages, why on earth were they looking in Central rather than south-west Europe? The short answer is that Herodotus, in his identification of the geographical location of the Keltoi, mistakenly thought that the Danube rose somewhere near the Pyrenees rather than in Germany (but more of that below).

Celto-sceptics

Some archaeologists have, over the last couple of decades, become quite red-faced about the whole issue of Celts. They warn against the dangers of racial migrationism and point to the lack of archaeological evidence for mass migrations into the British Isles during the Iron Age. They further question the relevance and meaning of Celtic ethnicity. Their reasoning is that whatever the term ‘Celt’ may have meant to the ancients, it was not based on a clearly defined language group and thus does not amount to an adequate ethnic description.3 Furthermore, they argue that classical Celts bear little relation to the modern imagined picture of the origins of Atlantic coastal Celts. Following this argument through, they give the modern construct of the romantic Celtic story the mantle of a myth with the apparent intention, in one case, of invalidating any use of the word.4

There are two problems with this attack on the commonly used words ‘Celt’ and ‘Celtic’. First, such sceptic arguments will not make the words go away or stop being used. Classical authors used the terms for a thousand years. Second, the term ‘ethnicity’ has no better claim than ‘Celtic’ to a clearly defined usage. While dictionaries still conservatively define ‘ethnicity’ with reference to ‘race’ and language, anthropologists have driven current usage much more towards softer concepts of perception, affiliation and self-identification. A common mother-tongue is not a prerequisite for this.

Debunking the myth of the Central European Celtic linguistic and cultural homeland is a long overdue task, but we should not lose the baby with the bathwater, and it is important to separate the fallacy of the ‘Celtic homeland’ from the possibility that the ‘Celtic’ language story may still have something to tell us. To make that differentiation, we have to look at the evidence for the origins of Celtic culture and of modern Celtic languages in rather more depth.*

Words from the past: Celtic philology

In their debunking of the modern Celtic story, archaeologists such as Simon James (in The Atlantic Celts: Ancient People or Modern Invention) seem to blame early linguists for the persistence of logical errors in the Celtic myth.5 I think this is unfair: they should really be blaming recent generations of their own profession for constructing the myth of a Celtic Iron Age homeland in Central Europe.

The person whose name features most prominently in these Celto-sceptic polemics died a long time ago and was neither a trained linguist nor an archaeologist. He belonged to a breed of general scholar that has all but died out in the last hundred years. He was an antiquarian named Edward Lhuyd who lived in Oxford in the early eighteenth century, and was keeper of one of the oldest museums of all, the Ashmolean. Lhuyd could also be called other names, although such labels were yet to be coined. He has been called a Welsh nationalist,6 and also a philologist, on the basis that he was one of those who founded the discipline. But above all he was a persistent, innovative, hard-working and self-motivated scholar. (Historical linguists, or philologists as they used to be called, were an early product of the Enlightenment, preceding archaeologists. Antiquarians became self-aware as professional ‘archaeologists’ only towards the end of the nineteenth century.)

The accessibility of written and spoken European texts, both ancient and modern, combined with the rational clarity of thought and enquiry encouraged by founding Enlightenment philosophers, provided Lhuyd with a powerful cultural microscope, a time machine requiring no equipment save pen and paper, access to a library and hard work. But one does not have to be a scholar to see that some languages, such as English and German, show systematic and measurable links as soon as one looks at them. For Lhuyd and other philologists, the excitement was electrifying. It must have seemed as if the dusty craft of words was providing a new window into the past that required only a little cleaning to remove all opacities.

Lhuyd put years of his life into field and library research on the syntax and lexicons of the languages of Wales, Ireland, Scotland, Cornwall and Brittany, both historical and modern. Actually he owed some of his impetus and inspiration to the work of a Breton, Paul-Yves Pezron, who published a book entitled Antiquité de la nation et de la langue des Celtes, autrement appelés Gaulois in 1703.7 Lhuyd apparently helped as an entrepreneur in arranging swift translations of Pezron’s work into English and Welsh. The English translation appeared in 1706 under the title The Antiquities of Nations, More particularly of the Celtae or Gauls, Taken to be Originally the same People as our Ancient Britains, only a year before Lhuyd’s own magnum opus, Archaeologia Britannica.8

The creative extension of Pezron’s French title in its translation into English is telling, and summarizes the two basic hypotheses shared by the two men. One of these extended the application of the ‘Celt’ terms, beyond the meanings given them by the ancients, to include the people and languages of the British Isles. In other words, these eighteenth-century bookworms created the concept of insular Celts.9

The other, less justified hypothesis was the implicit assumption that all ‘Ancient Britons’, including those previously living in England, were celtic-speaking. Crucially, no mention was made of a Central European homeland. Although their work was a milestone in historical linguistics, it should be remembered that neither of the hypotheses was new; the Scottish scholar George Buchanan had suggested both ideas previously in outline as early as 1582.10 Unlike Pezron and Lhuyd, however, Buchanan had made a more objective and systematic analysis of all the classical sources, and had even tried to marshal evidence for an ancient celtic-speaking England, from place-names and standard Roman sources such as Tacitus, Strabo, Ptolemy and Caesar.

Buchanan had also linked north-west Spain with Ireland and northern England on the basis of the respective tribal names – Brigantia and Brigantes – assigned by Ptolemy during Roman times. Buchanan argued for three related ‘Gallic’ dialects spoken during classical times in the British Isles: Belgice, spoken in northern Gaul and south-east England; Celtice, spoken in Spain, Ireland and Scotland; and Britannice, a language ancestral to Welsh.11

Simon James speculates at length on the reasons for Lhuyd’s choice of the term ‘Celtic’ rather than ‘Gallic’, implying that this was a pivotal decision that gave rise to later myths. He suggests Lhuyd’s own nationalism, the recurrent poor relations between the French and the English, and the coincidence of the date of publication of Lhuyd’s own book with the Treaty of Union between England and Scotland as possible factors in this decision and in the subsequent explosion of popular interest in things Celtic.12

But this emphasis on the origin and effect of opting for the ‘Celtic’ rather than the ‘Gallic’ label, and Lhuyd’s contribution to it, all seems to me perhaps laboured, or at least a polemic decoy. Disembodied slogans do not work alone. If the concept of an insular-Celtic or Breton Gallic heritage was a mere fad of the Enlightenment and Romantic eras, it would have died long ago and would have no continuing popular resonance, let alone the power to survive in the names of British football teams and the modern French cartoon characters Asterix and Obelix. Whatever his supposed motives or inaccuracies, Julius Caesar had already made the connection between language and the terms ‘Celtae’ and ‘Galli’, nearly two thousand years before, in the first paragraph of his famous campaign epic Gallic Wars (see p. 10). Both Lhuyd and Pezron seem to have been even-handed, whether one agrees with them or not, in using the terms ‘Celtic’ and ‘Gallic’ interchangeably. Given the classical texts available then, as today, the hypothesis of the geographical relationship between Ancient Celts and the celtic languages of Brittany and the British Isles was a reasonable provisional interpretation of new linguistic data.

What has always been lacking is a systematic testing of the linguistic model against alternative scenarios for the geographical origins of the Ancient Celts and the cultural relevance of celtic languages. The dominant view over the past 150 years has been that Celts had their origins in the Iron Age cultures of Central Europe. Although apparently the more glaring howler, this does provide such an alternative scenario for systematic comparison. James13 is less ready to name and shame his archaeological colleagues and forebears of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries for perpetuating that leap of imagination than he is to lampoon Lhuyd. The Central European homeland theory cannot be put at Lhuyd’s door, although he did believe in Iron Age migrations to Britain. Luckily, this alternative model is independent of the linguistic question, thus reducing the overlap of evidence and the opportunity for circular reasoning.

After many pages on Lhuyd, Simon James has this to say on the Central European Iron Age connection:

During Victorian times, as scientific excavation began to develop, major discoveries in mainland Europe were ascribed, with considerable confidence, to the continental Celts or Gauls of the classical texts. Of particular importance, were the finds in Hallstatt in Austria and La Tène in Switzerland. At Hallstatt, many richly furnished Early Iron Age graves were excavated. The finds proved to be related to material from a wide region north of the Alps, and seemed to correspond in time and place to the earliest Greek references to Keltoi (around the sixth century BC).14

He goes on to describe similarities between some of these cultural finds and burials in eastern France and the Rhine basin, and adds:

Again on grounds of date and geographical location, these remains were identified with the Celts or Gauls which classical sources reported had poured into Italy from just these areas around 400 BC. The unique traits of the artefacts … became identified with Celtic Gaulish peoples, and the areas … thought of as ‘Celtic homelands’.15

Now James is clearly not impressed by the quality of evidence for these connections, but he devotes much less space to exploring the story of this archaeological inference than he does to Lhuyd. Nor does he cite the relevant classical references used for constructing this part of the Celtic myth. From my reading of his argument and those of other Celto-sceptic debunkers, however, the Central European homeland story was the weakest link in the chain of the insular-Celtic identity construction, when compared with the linguistics and requires most careful testing.

Locations for the Celts given by the classical writers

Since evidence for the supposed homeland of the Celts is central to the story of British origins, I rang Simon James to ask him how on earth anyone could have come to the conclusion that the Celts originated in Central Europe. More specifically, I mentioned Herodotus and asked him which classical sources, imputed in his book, had been used by archaeologists to place Celts north of the Alps in Central Europe.

Herodotus

As I already suspected, the main sixth-century BC ‘source’ was the grand historian himself, Herodotus, who, in a discussion on the difficulty of measuring the length of the Nile, demonstrated in a passing comment how little he knew about the source or course of the Danube:

[The Nile] starts at a distance from its mouth equal to that of the Ister [Danube]: for the river Ister begins from the Keltoi and the city of Pyrene and so runs that it divides Europe in the midst (now the Keltoi are outside the Pillars of Heracles and border upon the Kynesians, who dwell furthest towards the sunset of all those who have their dwelling in Europe).16

In this quote Herodotus is clearly talking about Iberia in southwest Europe, but mistakenly thinks that it held the source of the Danube. In published reconstructions of Herodotus’ distorted view of the route of the Danube through Europe, historical geographers have uniformly taken ‘Pyrene’ to refer to a Pyrenean rather than Central European location. Avenius (Proconsul of Africa, AD 366) in his description of the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts of south-west Europe (in which he also discusses the Celts),17 mentioned the port of Pyrene as being near Marseilles. Livy also mentioned ‘Portus Pyrenaei’.18 Both writers were probably referring to the Roman port later popularly known as Emporiai (meaning ‘markets’) situated at the eastern end of the Pyrenees – now the Spanish archaeological site of Ampurias.19 This is the simplest explanation, consistent with three of four geographical locators, for Herodotus’ western or Iberian source of the Danube, implicit in his statement. These three locators are the Latin name for those mountains, Montes Pyrenae, and Herodotus’ two statements that ‘Keltoi are outside the Pillars of Heracles’ – i.e. beyond Gibraltar – presumably on the Atlantic coast of Iberia – ‘and border upon the Kynesians, who dwell furthest towards the sunset of all those who have their dwelling in Europe’ – i.e. the Kynesians (referred to in other writings as the Kynetes, Cynesians or Conios) lived at the westernmost point of Europe, in south-west Iberia. This third locator fits with other authors’ statements that the Kynetes were neighbours of Tartessus (i.e. north-west of Gibraltar in the Gulf of Cadiz).20

The fourth and least credible locator is, of course, the geographical source of the Danube, which, from the first three locators, Herodotus incorrectly thought to rise in the Pyrenees. Nineteenth-century historians were well aware that the source of the Danube is in Germany and should have recognized the inconsistency. Unsurprisingly, Herodotus did locate the mouth of the Danube correctly – discharging into the Black Sea, much nearer to his own home – and did acknowledge that his information for the rest of the Danube’s long course in Europe was second-hand from other sources (Figure 1.1).

It is clear that the inference from this passage in Herodotus that Celts came from Central Europe is at best wishful thinking and at worst deliberate distortion. The more rational view of Herodotus’ description is obviously that Celtic lands were in south-west Europe and he had got both the course and source of the Danube wrong. This puts those nineteenth- and twentieth-century archaeologists out on a very shaky limb – and not the same one Buchanan, Pezron, or Lhuyd were sitting on. The view that there was a connection between celtic languages and the classical Celts is consistent with Herodotus’ statement of proximity to the Pyrenees and with the good evidence that celtic languages were spoken in France and Spain during early classical times.

[image: image]

Figure 1.1 Which Danube? Herodotus lived in Halicarnassus, and his knowledge of Western Europe was sketchy. Although he realized that the Celts were far to the west, near the Pyrenees, he mixed this location up with the actual source of the Danube in Central Europe. This mistake unwittingly spawned the nineteenth-century myth of Celtic origins in Iron Age Central Europe.

This alternative view led me to search for any other classical references which might give more specific or consistent early geographical locations for the Celts. Since Herodotus may have been deliberately misread, I needed to take the same legalistic approach to any original source. In this way, it might be possible to tease out a more consistent and specific picture.

During classical times, the Celts had a particular aversion to putting anything about themselves in writing. This frustrating quirk was due not to a lack of literate Celts in the Roman Empire, for they certainly wrote about other things, but apparently to a real disinclination to write about themselves. So over roughly a thousand years from the sixth century BC, we find numerous references to ‘Keltoi’ (Greek) and ‘Celtae’ (Latin) by mainly non-Celtic classical authors. This long period of use implies that the term ‘Celt’ was continuously regarded as a useful descriptor, whatever evolutionary changes there were in its meaning.

Several classical authors clearly used ‘Celts’ in the nonspecific sense of ‘Western Barbarians’. This lack of clarity about peoples, ethnicity and geography is still common today and should not be used as an excuse to bin all classical descriptions of Celts. Many British today refer to ‘Asians’ when what they mean is ‘people from the Indian subcontinent’, and an apocryphal story of a television quiz has an English girl identifying the language spoken by people in China as ‘Asian’. This kind of loose usage obviously reflects more on the knowledge of the user than on the specificity of such terms. It cannot be used to invalidate statements by other classical authors, who were more careful with the terms they used. I do not intend to tabulate every word that was written about the ancient Celts. Others have done this at length, both arguing for, and against the Central European Celtic homeland.21 In reviewing these commentaries, I will focus on those statements by classical authors, which demonstrate specific locators and valid context.

The orthodox geographical interpretation

When I rang Simon James with my question about original classical sources for the orthodox view of Celtic origins, he also pointed me at two books written over the past two decades with titles resonant of the world of Obelix and Asterix. These were Barry Cunliffe’s Greeks, Romans and Barbarians22 and David Rankin’s Celts and the Classical World.23 As an afterthought, he mentioned John Collis’s recent book, on the sceptical side of the fence.24 As it happened, I got access to the older ‘orthodox’ books several weeks before I obtained the sceptical one. So I shall start first with my own impressions, gained by perusing their cited evidence and that of Barry Cunliffe’s more recent views as expressed in his book Facing the Ocean.25

Avenius and Himilco

In his search for Celtic origins, Rankin quotes from Avenius’ fourth-century AD poem Ora maritima extensively and, in my view, inconclusively. His stated reason for using this rather late commentary is Avenius’ own claim to have had access to many texts, some very ancient. The most important of these is the lost text of Himilco’s Periplus of the Northern Sea. Himilco was a Punic (Carthaginian) admiral who explored the north-west coast of Europe at the end of the sixth century BC. Avenius’ poem gives verifiable information on the Atlantic coasts of Spain and Portugal, mentioning the Pillars of Hercules (Straits of Gibraltar), Cadiz, Tartessus and the Gulf of Oestrimnicus, and the impressive Cordillera Cantabri mountains (ridge of Oestrimnis) towering over its southern shore.26

At this point, however, Avenius’ account becomes more difficult to follow. According to him, within the Gulf of Oestrimnicus arise the Oestrimnides Islands. Since Avenius describes these islands as rich in the mining of tin and lead and mentions the use of curraghs (leather-covered coracles), Rankin identifies them as either the Cassiterides (the ‘tin islands’ used by the Phoenician traders) or just as Cornwall.27 According to modern interpretation of other sources,28 ‘Cassiterides’ is thought to refer, misleadingly, both to Cornwall and to the north-west coast of Spain, neither of which are islands in their own right. Avenius says that Tartessus traded with the Oestrimnides, which would certainly fit the archaeology of the long-term trade between the Cadiz (then known as Gadir) area and north-west Spain.29

One might even add the peninsula of Brittany, also a source of tin, to the ‘peninsular’ tin islands of the Cassiterides. The tip of the Breton Peninsula is nearer to that of Cornwall (Land’s End) than it is to any other part of France outside Brittany. The lack of any reference by Avenius to the English Channel highlights this key geographical feature, which through the ages determined and directed the Atlantic coastal trade route from Spain and southern France and then along the western fringes of the British Isles (Figure 1.2).30

Cornwall would make sense as one of the Oestrimnides, because Avenius goes on to say that it is two days’ sailing from there to the Sacred Isle (Ireland), inhabited by the race of Hiberni, with the island of the Albions (Britain) nearby. Finally getting to Celts – the ultimate point of the quote – Avenius’ report of Himilco’s sea voyage takes us further north. Since the preceding leg of his voyage brought Himilco to the Irish Sea, this next section of his port-by-port periplus (literally his captain’s log) presumably sees him moving north through the Irish Sea to the west coast of Scotland:

… away from the Oestrimnides

under the pole of Lycaon (in the Northern sky)

where the air is freezing, he comes to the Ligurian land, deserted

by its people: for it has been emptied by the power of the Celts

a long time since in many battles. The Ligurians, displaced, as fate often

does to people, have come to these regions. Here they hold on in rough country

with frequent thickets and harsh cliffs, where mountains threaten the sky.31

The wild, freezing, mountainous country would certainly fit Scotland. If so, it would be the only classical reference that directly links Celts with the British Isles – a tantalizing anomaly.

Even more anomalous, however, is the confusing reference to some former inhabitants in this northern wasteland who were chased out by the Celts. Himilco called these unfortunates the Ligurians. Avenius goes on to say that the Ligurians had at first hidden themselves in the interior of this northern land before gaining sufficient courage to migrate south to Ophiussa (Portugal) and then to the Mediterranean and Sardinia. The reason that these lines of the Ora maritima are all so odd is that numerous classical references place Ligurians ‘at home’ in the Italian and French Riviera, and there is no other mention of a homeland near Scotland. Indeed, the Italian Riviera is today called Liguria, and has a distinct Franco-Italic dialect known as Ligurian. Several authors, includ ing those cited by Avenius, relate that Celts and Ligurians jostled with the Greek Marseillaise for space in this region in the first millennium BC.
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Figure 1.2 Early voyagers up the Atlantic Coast: Pytheas and Himilco. Pytheas the Greek bypassed Spain to get to Britain in the late fourth century BC. He may have reached as far north as Shetland. Himilco, a Carthaginian admiral, is reputed to have sailed to the British Isles two hundred years before – via Cadiz.

The simplest explanation is that Avenius, ignorant of the geographical location of Liguria, had performed a mistaken scissors-and-paste job on his many ancient source texts and confused the Riviera with Scotland. This does not wash. Given his post as Roman Proconsul of North Africa towards the end of the Roman Empire, and the kudos he hoped to gain by his literary effort, it is highly unlikely that he was ignorant of Liguria on the Riviera over the other side of the Mediterranean. He may, however, have known something we do not about the origins of the Ligurians and their connections with Celts, and the British Isles, not to mention Himilco’s throwaway remarks about Ligurians travelling south via Portugal and Sardinia – both locations on the Phoenician trade network.

In the context of Phoenicians, the other very remote possibility is that Avenius actually meant people in Scotland similar to Phoenicians i.e. Semitic-speaking. This would fit a theory elaborated by German linguist Theo Vennemann, which argues among other things, that Picts were a Semitic-speaking remnant of a pre-Celtic people in the British Isles (see p. 251).

Other modern readers of these lines of Avenius have placed Himilco’s northern Ligurians variously in northern Spain or the Baltic coast. I think that the best approach is to accept the most parsimonious text analysis, which is that Himilco thought there were Celts and some other people in Scotland, but to be sceptical about the reference. So we are left with this mysterious suggestion of migrational links up and down the Atlantic coast.

So much for Avenius, who, whatever else he wrote, gave no comfort to the concept of a Central European Celtic homeland. Rather, he raises the possibility of an Atlantic coastal connection. A major problem in trying to untangle such later Roman accounts is their recurrent references to the same earlier Greek sources, many of which are now lost.

Strabo and Pytheas

There was another early explorer whose trip to the British Isles may partially validate or even replace some of Avenius’ geographical claims. This was the explorer Pytheas, of the Greek colony of Marseilles, whose account of his own 330 BC odyssey is unfortunately lost. Instead, his text comes to us in fragments, reproduced with venomous incredulity as asides in Strabo’s Geography, which was written in Greek around AD 20. Strabo repeats Pytheas’ names of Atlantic coastal promontories, in particular Cabaeum (Brittany), with a people called the Ostimioi, and their offshore islands,32 the outermost of which was called Uxisame (today’s Île de Ouessant, or Ushant, off the tip of Brittany). Strabo states that these were all part of Celtica, rather than Iberia. The similarity of geography and names has been used to link Himilco’s Oestrimnis and Oestrimnides with the Ostimioi and thus, at least partly, with Brittany, but does not clear up the confusion of identity between the Spanish and Breton sources of tin on either side of the huge Bay of Biscay.33

North of Brittany, Pytheas the Greek seems to have taken much the same route as Himilco the Punic admiral, moving via Cornwall to the Irish Sea and even beyond Scotland, to Shetland and Orkney. Other accounts confirm and fill out the role of Cornwall.34

As an expert on the archaeology of the Atlantic coast, Barry Cunliffe has drawn some of these and other fragments and strands together with the more solid cultural and archaeological evidence. He makes a geographic reconstruction of the mid-first millennium BC tin trade between the producers on the Atlantic coast (the Atabri/Cantabri of north-coast Spain, the Cornish and the Bretons) and the middlemen in southern France and Spain and the rest of the north-west Mediterranean coast. His reconstruction identifies two separate rival networks (Figure 1.2).35

The Punic/Phoenician state consortium to which Himilco belonged ran the southern and older of these two networks. The locations of Punic pottery suggest that it stretched mainly from Cadiz, north along the coast just as far as north-west Spain. Since this western Mediterranean consortium also controlled the Straits of Gibraltar, the rest of the Mediterranean traders – in particular the Greeks – were prevented from using this gateway to the tin-producers.

So instead, the Marseilles Greeks seem to have used their connections with the people of ‘Keltiké’ (as Pytheas called southern France, according to Strabo) around Marseilles and Narbonne, who most likely used an alternative cross-country route just north of the Pyrenees to gain access to the Atlantic coast from the Mediterranean, thus bypassing Gibraltar (Figure 1.2). This may seem quite a trek, but there are good waterways most of the way across, starting from Narbonne, moving up the river Aude and through the Carcassone gap to Toulouse, and then down the river Garonne to Bordeaux and the Gironde on the Atlantic coast. Cunliffe neatly resolves some of the reasons for Strabo’s disbelief at Pytheas’ travel times by using his own text to suggest that Pytheas, as a Greek pioneer, actually took this trade route across Keltiké. By his discoveries further north, Pytheas could have opened up an opportunity for the rest of the Mediterranean to bypass the Punic/Phoenician Atlantic coastal monopoly in their search for tin (Figure 1.2).36

However, if Cunliffe is correct, then Pytheas, with such satisfactory travel arrangements, is unlikely to have been travelling alone, without a courier, or as a novice tourist. In other words, he would have been taking advantage of a pre-existing river– land–river–sea trade route worked out by the established local inhabitants of Keltiké. According to the Central European home land theory, these locals could not have been Celts when Pytheas made his trip in the fourth century BC since, as Cunliffe goes on to show,37 the Celts would have been either still in their Central European homeland or moving east into northern Italy. Yet Himilco, who made his own trip up the Atlantic coast nearly two centuries before, seemed to claim that the power of the Celts was very much in evidence in northern Britain.

Again we are led down the Atlantic coast rather than into Central Europe for the Continental connections of the Celts. Strabo himself is explicit on the antiquity of the Celts in the region of Narbonne, where Pytheas might have started his journey across Keltiké:

This, then, is what I have to say about the people who inhabit the dominion of Narbonitis, whom the men of former times named ‘Celtae’; and it was from the Celtae, I think, that the Galatae as a whole were by the Greeks called ‘Celti’ – on account of the fame of the Celtae, or it may also be that the Massiliotes, as well as other Greek neighbours, contributed to this result, on account of their proximity.38

In this passage Strabo defines the geographical and tribal origin of the term ‘Celt’ and how it then spread by some process of inclusive labelling. If there should be any doubt about this southern centre of gravity, there are other classical commentators who concur. Diodorus Siculus, writing in Greek rather earlier than Strabo, states:

And now it will be useful to draw a distinction which is unknown to many: the people who dwell in the interior above Massalia [Marseilles], those on the slopes of the Alps and those on this [northern] side of the Pyrenees mountains are called Celts (Keltoi), whereas the peoples who are established above this land of Celtica in the parts which stretch to the north, both along the ocean and along the Hercynian Mountain [today’s Massif Central], and all the peoples who come after these, as far as Scythia, are known as Gauls (Galatai); the Romans, however, include all these nations together under a single name, calling them one and all Gauls (Galatai).39

This apparently independent confirmation of Strabo’s geographical identification of a Celtic heartland in the extreme south of France is very revealing. First, it seems to limit their range ‘of former times’ not to southern Germany, but to Narbonne: a small area around Marseilles, north of the Pyrenees, west of the Alps and south of the Massif Central, and probably east of Aquitane. Second, but equally important for untangling the Celtic mystery, both Greek authors feel the need to explain how the local term ‘Celt’ came to be conflated by Roman writers such as Julius Caesar with the much larger regional labels of ‘Gaul’ and ‘Gauls’.

And others

Apart from anything else, this southern homeland would go a long way to explaining anachronistic mentions of Celtici in the south-west of Spain and Celtiberi to the east of Madrid as early as the sixth century BC.40 This information comes from authors such as Herodotus, Eratosthenes (third century BC)41 and Ephorus (405–330 BC), who is cited by Strabo: ‘Ephorus, in his account, makes Celtica so excessive in its size that he assigns to the regions of Celtic most of the regions, as far as Gades [Cadiz], of what we now call Iberia’ (see also below).42 Diodorus Siculus, probably citing Poseidonius, states that the ‘Celtiberes are a fusion of two peoples and the combination of Celts and Iberes only took place after long and bloody wars’.43

The Romantic mythologist Parthenius of Apamea (first century BC) gave a telling and charming version of the popular legend of the origins of the Celts in his Erotica pathemata,44 which preserves the Spanish connection and even hints at Ireland. Heracles was wandering through Celtic territory on his return from a labour – obtaining cattle from Geryon of Erytheia (probably Cadiz). He came before a king named Bretannos. The king had a daughter, Keltine, who hid Heracles’ cattle. She insisted on sex in return for the cattle. Heracles, struck by her beauty, had a double motivation to comply. The issue of this union was a boy and a girl. The boy, Keltos, was ancestor of the Celts; the girl was Iberos. Rankin speculates further that the homophony between ‘Iberos/Iberia’ and the Irish mythical ancestor, Eber, may be more than coincidence.

We can provisionally accept this literary evidence of a Celtic homeland in the south of France, but several critical questions remain. How much of the spread of ‘the Celts’ was due to this conflation of terms (combined with ‘the fame of the Celts’ and consequent Roman labelling, as Strabo speculates), and how much was due to real population migration, invasion and/or cultural expansion? This issue might be amenable to genetic study, as I show later, but it forces a reappraisal of the terrifying and documented Celtic invasions of Southern and Eastern Europe (including Italy and Anatolia) in the fourth and third centuries BC, in which they sacked Rome itself (390 BC).45 Instead of streaming across the high passes of the Alps from Germany and Austria to the north,46 could these Celts have been anticipating Hannibal’s example, a couple of centuries later, by crossing the Alps farther south into Italy, from a homeland in the south of France?

Rankin, in his book Celts and the Classical World, has a whole chapter on the early and long association of the Celts with the south of France and the Greek colony of Marseilles. On the persisting assumption that the Celts came from Central Europe, he has this to say:

It is reasonable to suppose that the Celts had arrived in the region of Southern France some considerable time before their irruption into Northern Italy. By the fifth century BC they had established themselves firmly in what was to become Cisalpine Gaul, and at the end of that century were strong enough to threaten the safety of Rome.47

In spite of placing Celts so early in southern France, Rankin is still clearly convinced of the primacy of southern Germany as the Celtic homeland. He describes as ‘an abiding preoccupation of the Roman mind … the vulnerability … to invasion … especially from the north.’48 Cunliffe, in his 1987 book, is more explicit, drawing maps (Figure 1.3) showing big Celtic arrows driving south from the Marne–Moselle–Bohemian region straight into Italy.49 Yet the Celtic tribes that Livy and other Roman historians describe as taking part in these fearsome fourth-century BC invasions, the Senones and Boii, were associated, in Caesar’s time, with parts of France south of the Seine.50

It may be claimed that several of these Celtic tribes, for instance the Boii, were subsequently associated with Bohemia. But Strabo makes it clear that Bohemia was where the Romans, who had subsequently got the upper hand over the Celts occupying northern Italy, pushed them later at pain of extinction.51 While archaeologists base the identity of the northern invaders on types of artefact, there is very little support in the classical literature for a Celtic homeland in the north, let alone for the Celtic invasion of Italy coming directly from the north through the high passes of the Austrian and Swiss Alps.52
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Figure 1.3 Which Celtic homeland? Iron Age in Central Europe, as argued from the Hallstatt and La Tène expansions, or a Neolithic trail from south-west Europe, as suggested by language and Atlantic cultural distributions?

As for the third-century BC Celtic invasions of the Italian Adriatic coast and Greece and Asia Minor, Strabo is again explicit in placing their ultimate starting points in France south of the Seine. The Veneti came from Armorica,53 and the Volcae Tectosages, who invaded Delphi in Greece and Galatia in Turkey, came ultimately from the Pyrenees.54

Julius Caesar

Strabo cites Julius Caesar extensively in his description of the distribution of the Celts in Gaul. So, bearing in mind Strabo’s clarification on the ultimate southern origin of the term ‘Celts’ in Narbonne and its extension to Gauls, we might as well hear now what the iconic warrior-historian had to say himself in his memorable but lean opening lines of the Gallic Wars:

All Gaul is divided into three parts, one of which the Belgae inhabit, the Aquitani another, those who in their own language are called Celts, in our [Latin] Gauls, the third. All these differ from each other in language, customs and laws. The river Garonne separates the Gauls from the Aquitani; the Marne and the Seine separate them from the Belgae.55

Although debunkers of the Celtic myth have argued that, in writing this document, Caesar had hidden agenda aimed at self-justification to his Roman audience, the lack of contradiction by other authors gives authenticity to this simple description (Figure 2.1a).

First, Caesar places a northern limit on the Celts within Greater Gaul and in Western Europe as a whole. The Seine and the Marne define this northern limit, which is much farther south than today’s French border and excludes all but a small sliver of the putative Central European Celtic homeland. Significantly, Caesar includes southern French locations of the tribes Livy identified as previously having invaded Rome.56 Caesar’s use of these two rivers, as both northern Celtic and celtic-language boundaries, is consistent with evidence from place-name analysis. (I shall come back to this northern Celtic boundary from another perspective in Chapter 7, and at the same time discuss the controversial place-name evidence in terms of where celtic languages gave way to Germanic-branch languages in Caesar’s Gaul.)

Second, consistent with Strabo’s narrower south-eastern French Celtic homeland, Caesar’s Celtic zone of Gaul included, by default, Narbonne in the south. Third, and perhaps most important in the context of identity, Caesar, in his economic style, tells us that the term ‘Celt’ is applied to one region only, and also identifies people of this region of Greater Gaul as ‘Celtic in their own language, Gallic in ours’ (‘qui ipsorum lingua Celtae, nostra Galli appellantur’). Caesar may have conflated Celts and Gauls elsewhere, but his meaning on this point is unambiguous, even to my rusty Latin: the Gauls of this central region of Greater Gaul called themselves Celts in their own language. I shall come back to the relevance of celtic languages, but first a digression on the Celtic homeland.

Authority and the archaeological myth of the Celtic homeland

By this time in my reading of Rankin, I had seen sufficient of his key quotes from classical sources to get a strong impression of Celtic origins in south-west Europe, rather than the Central European homeland he was promoting in the 1980s. I almost began to wonder why Simon James had directed me to read such books if the evidence used, and the classical texts referred to, were so contradictory to the orthodoxy of the Celtic Central European Iron Age homeland.

At this point I belatedly received the new book written by the Celto-sceptic John Collis: The Celts: Origins, Myths, Inventions.57 Collis, Professor of Archaeology at the University of Sheffield and a leading British authority on the European Iron Age, confesses, on the first page of his acknowledgements, to having been a sceptic since his Cambridge student days in the 1960s, and perhaps even from his schooldays, when he first read Caesar and Herodotus. It is a testament to the power of academic conservatism that he has waited so long before committing himself so publicly in book form. Could this be regarded as an act of academic bravery, even in someone so senior? In Hans Christian Andersen’s tale ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’, only a small boy had the temerity to point out that the Emperor had not a stitch on.

Having at last taken this decision, Collis makes a magnificent job of debunking 150 years of archaeological conviction-scholarship. As I mentioned above, James gives us three timorous lines of politely concealed incredulity, obliquely referring to unspecified details of ‘time and place’ as orthodox evidence for Celtic origins north of the Alps.58 By contrast, the more senior author Collis devotes three and a half chapters out of eleven to deconstructing such evidence, naming and shaming the authorities responsible for this academic castle of cards.

I shall sketch this part of Collis’s book here, while recommending the reader to his more thorough treatment. After cover ing the classical writers and early linguists, Collis enigmatically entitles his fourth chapter ‘Race and time’. ‘Time’ here refers to the realization in the nineteenth century of the vast time depth in prehistory, in contrast to Bishop Ussher’s rather shorter Biblical chronology, commencing in 4004 BC. Collis uses the term ‘race’ to introduce early concepts, growing during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, of racial differentiation and a new sense of nations, all mixed up with linguistics and comparative craniometry (head-measuring).

Collis quotes one anatomist, the otherwise brilliant Paul Broca (who gave his name to the speech area in our brains), confidently stating in 1864 that the Celts had arrived in central Gaul introducing the ‘more civilized’ Bronze Age to Europe from Asia in the East. Broca associated this event with a hypothetical change in head shape in the population. His strident picture of racial migration takes on a surreal tint, however, when he admitted that opinions varied as to whether ‘broad-heads’ replaced ‘long-heads’ or vice versa.59

Against this background of early and distinctly flaky anthropology, elements of which were later to be developed and used by the Nazis to justify the Holocaust, the new ‘Celts’ were conceived and underwent a strange gestation. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the term ‘Celtic’, unearthed initially by linguists, became re-established, after a gap of over a thousand years, as a reincarnated ethnic label – although clearly not meaning quite the same as could be inferred through the smoky window of the classical texts.

John Collis contrasts the views of mainly French authors of the nineteenth century on the origins of the Celts. The most conservative of these, Amédée Thierry, rather wisely stuck to the classical sources such as Livy, Caesar and Strabo, coming up unsurprisingly with Caesar’s Middle Gaul as the original location of Gauls. In his Histoire des Gaulois (1827), Thierry gives the location of the Celtic homeland as south of the Seine and the Marne and well west of the Rhine, missing out most of the south-west third of France and the pre-existing Roman province of Narbonensis, presumably because of Caesar’s vagueness farther south.60 But Thierry argued for a Gallic presence in France from at least 4,000 years ago, with early invasions of Spain some time between 3,700 and 3,500 years ago, and of northern Italy by 3,400 years ago, based on some interesting interpretation of certain texts.

So far, so good. Thierry gives a text-based reconstruction that could be challenged rationally; but in the year Thierry published his book, another Frenchman, Henri d’Arbois de Jubainville, was born who subsequently had a profound effect on the nature of recon structions of ‘Celtic prehistory’, replacing reason with conviction.61

D’Arbois de Jubainville published books and papers in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, but somehow managed to infuse the rest of the twentieth century with his views on the issue of the Celts. His chronology was based mainly, but loosely, on the classics rather than the new archaeological interpretations; but his reconstructions were altogether more creative than either, accepting mythological statements in parallel with those of classical historians. He also made extensive but selective use of linguistics. D’Arbois de Jubainville saw four phases of colonization, or ‘empires’. The first (undated) consisted of hunters and herders living in caves. The second empire was Iberian, dating from 6000 BC, with hunters and herders from Atlantis, speaking a non-Indo-European language, forced by the disappearance of their land to colonize new territory (i.e. Spain). He dated the third of these exotic empires at 1500 BC, formed by Ligurians (à la Himilco) as the first of the Indo-European speakers, bringing agriculture and colonizing from the East, thereby displacing the Iberians. The fourth empire was embodied by the Celts arriving from southern Germany in 500 BC, representing the second wave of Indo-European-speakers from the East.

The first three of d’Arbois de Jubainville’s mythical empires seem to have been conveniently forgotten or dismissed, because, as Collis says, they were ‘fanciful conjecture’. But this makes it all the more surprising that the fourth has survived in name, date and location into the twenty-first century, let alone as the orthodox paradigm of Celtic origins, since the way he abused the evidence from the classics in its creation was equally fanciful.

Collis appears to ‘give face’ to d’Arbois de Jubainville for the fourth empire by saying that the reasons for his belief in the late arrival of Celts ‘need more careful consideration’. In this gentlemanly faint-defence Collis cites the Frenchman’s arguments: ‘Firstly … the evidence of the introduction of Indo-European languages, the assumption of their easterly origin, and their relatively late appearance in western Europe … secondly … claims [of] evidence for population change in the historical record’.62 But when we find that the sources for these arguments are taken from Herodotus and the Periplus of Himilco as quoted by Avenius, Collis’s cover as apologist is blown.

As we have seen, those tantalizing classical fragments are insufficient to form any but the flimsiest of hypotheses about the origins and dates of classical Celts or any other West European tribes, let alone their languages. And then we hear that this evidence was what d’Arbois de Jubainville used to construct the story ‘that the south of France was taken over by the Gauls around 300 BC’ from Central Europe63 – in the face of all the classical sources that give a much earlier date (see above). We may wonder if Collis is being tongue in cheek or just kind to his colleagues, who were all taken in by it for the next hundred years.

After this, Collis’s real sceptical stance becomes apparent. Still citing d’Arbois de Jubainville, he continues: ‘For the eastern origin of the Celts, he uses Herodotus’ assertion about the Danube rising in the territory of the Celts [e.g. in Central Europe] as well as Polybius’ statement that the Gauls invaded northern Italy from the other side of the Alps [e.g. from the north].’64 As I had guessed when reading these texts myself, Herodotus’ misunderstanding of the source the Danube is what underpins the whole house of cards of the German homeland theory. It is further used to prop up an indef ensible interpretation of Polybius, since ‘the other side of the Alps’ clearly refers to France and not to Germany. There is more discussion of d’Arbois de Jubainville’s distortion of his other sources, and some description of French archaeologists who carried this torch of Celtic origins ultimately through to this century, but Collis’s message is clear.

In his fifth chapter, ‘Art and archaeology’, Collis explains how this basic misunderstanding of classical sources was then combined with the exciting new nineteenth-century finds of exotic jewellery and weaponry from Hallstatt and La Tène in Austria and Switzerland to create the cultural-archaeological picture of the Celts we have today. The unjustified assumption of origins of Celts (whoever they were) in Central Europe, and their late expansions into the rest of Europe from there, led to further unjustified assumptions of cultural asso ciations, followed by inferences about migration and ethnic replacement. British archaeologists then come under the torch for conflating the glorious art and precious metalwork of Iron Age Britain (Plate 2) and Ireland with this view of invading Celts in 300 BC.

At the same time, Collis recapitulates the whole history of western archaeology in a revealing and cathartic way. At the same time as these Romantic ‘evolutionary’ notions of human ethnicity were developing, the principles of modern archaeology with its own folklore were being established. The concept of three stages of ‘civilization’ – the ‘three Ages’ of Stone, Bronze and Iron – was first conceived in 1823.65 In 1863, an earlier Stone Age, or Palaeolithic, represented in the caves and river gravels of France and the more southerly part of Europe, was distinguished from the more recent or Neolithic Stone Age remains found throughout Europe.66 These crude chronological divisions were reinforced by stone tool typology, an approach that lent itself to relative chronology. Chronology in those pre-carbon-14 days also depended on context, known historic sites and battles, dated coins and pot typology, and on careful stratigraphy and type comparison between sites.

Like most people, I find it quite amazing that so much useful information was inferred in the past – and still can be inferred – by using these practical, reason-based, pre-hi-tech methods. That is what makes field archaeology still such compulsive television viewing today, much more exciting than the whizbang special effects used by film producers to imply technical wizardry in their Palaeo-documentaries. We all have a bit of the tracker in us.

Worthy though Collis’s charting of the growth of knowledge and ingenuity among archaeologists may be, it remains an inadequate veil to obscure his colleagues’ persistence in sticking to d’Arbois de Jubainville’s particular myth-structure of Celtic origins. Collis seems to paint a Swiftian picture of the dons of his profession as erudite, supremely articulate historian-scholars. Archaeologists, in spite of their more practical leanings, which dominate most of their day-to-day work, would seem to create their grand reconstructions in cycles of sudden leaps of conviction and group-persuasion, followed by detailed consolidation and prolonged stasis. On top of these cycles of theory are imposed further cycles of fashion and process. Fads such as migrationism (enthusiasm for movements of people) and diffusionism (enthusiasm for movements of culture) move in and out of fashion, irrespective of the weight of evidence for or against particular events. There is now a school of what is called processual archaeology, which concentrates less on cultural history and more on processes such as the way humans do things (behaviour) or the way things decay. Then there is post-processualism … However, in spite of Collis’s criticisms, their heavy load of other ‘isms’ and a false start on Celts, archaeologists would seem to the observer to have achieved the most extraordinary advances in European prehistory over the last hundred years.

Geneticists also come in for a deserved pasting, with well-aimed punches from Collis in his frenzy of debunking. He derides both the research in the context of the ‘Celtic’ question and papers pub lished by geneticists seeking to ‘prove’ the later Anglo-Saxon replacement.67 I hope to resuscitate some of the relevance of genetics from such onslaught later on.



 

* To avoid having endlessly to repeat the distinction between, on the one hand, the terms ‘Celt’, ‘Celtic’, ‘Celtae’ and ‘Keltoi’ as used by whomever and however loosely, and, on the other hand, the modern definition of ‘celtic languages’, from here on I shall use lower-case ‘c’ for the celtic languages and a capital for everything else Celtic (except in passages quoted from other sources). The reason for this particular distinction is the sceptics’ doubt that Celt and celtic languages have any solid or meaningful connection.


2

CELTIC AS A LANGUAGE LABEL

Written in stone

Having demolished the evidence for a Central European homeland and any specific association of Celts with the Hallstatt and La Tène cultures, John Collis moves back briefly, in the penultimate chapter of his Celto-sceptic book, to language. Here he mainly bemoans the unhealthily close relationship between linguists and archaeologists in the nineteenth century, which has persisted in some quarters until today. Along with the obvious problem that ancient artefacts without writing do not identify the language of the maker or wearer, there is the tendency to force both language and culture into similar monolithic racial stereotypes, where the reality is of diversity, difference and mixture.

The twelve conclusions that Collis reaches in his last chapter are mainly deconstructions of the struts of the modern Celtic myth, but the only hint of reconstruction, albeit half-hearted, comes from his seventh conclusion, which refers to language:

One interpretation of the historical and linguistic evidence also seeks the origin of the Celts in south-west Germany, but other interpretations of the classical sources are also possible, indeed perhaps more likely, and would include central and western France.1

This brings us conveniently back to the point in the last chapter at which I digressed into archaeological homeland myths. I had just referred to Caesar’s comment that the people he called ‘Celts’ in Middle Gaul called themselves Celts ‘in their own language’ (Figure 2.1a). Since Caesar’s assertion contradicts those who claim that Celts did not use the term for themselves, and broaches the whole question of the identity of celtic languages, it might be worth asking whether there is any evidence for the linguistic affiliation and identity of the language Caesar calls ‘Celtic’. In other words, is there a systematic record from Roman times, of a dominant, indigenous non-Latin language, in Caesar’s Celtic Gaul, which could be related or linked to modern insular-celtic languages?

As it turns out, there are numerous records of such a language, and it was spoken in just those places unambiguously identified in classical literature as Celtic or occupied by Celts from at least as early as 300 BC: France south of the Seine, northern Italy and Spain (Figures 2.1a and 2.1b). To classical authors, the two more northerly regions were known respectively as Trans-Alpine Gaul and Cis-Alpine Gaul, named from the Roman point of view: Gaul-on-the-far-side and Gaul-on-the-Roman-side of the French Alps.
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Figure 2.1a Who were the Celts in classical times? According to Caesar, Gaul was divided into three parts. The middle part, spoke celtic and was mainly south of the Seine and Marne, although there was a north-eastern extension as far as the Rhine. In the north, the Belgae were mostly ‘descended’ from Germani. Arrows show Celtic tribal invasions of Italy (around 600 BC, according to Livy).

These dead but not completely lost languages, for which there is clear archaeological evidence, are ancient Gaulish in Trans-Alpine and Cis-Alpine Gaul, and Celtiberian in east-central Spain. The evidence for Gaulish is extensive and includes bilingual inscriptions of Rosetta Stone quality and inscriptions accompanied by unmistakable depictions.2 Gaulish inscriptions are found in southern France from the third century BC until the first century AD, initially in Greek script and later, post-Caesar, in Roman script. Some Roman inscriptions are found in central France; the latest of them, from the third century AD, was recently discovered (1997) in Châteaubleau, about 40 km south-east of Paris.
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Figure 2.1b Where was the evidence for celtic language in classical times? Map of Europe and Asia Minor with the percentages of ancient place-names that were celtic shown as contours. The highest frequencies were in Celtica, Britannia and Iberia. Their absence in western Ireland is due to lack of data. Unexpectedly low rates, e.g. in northern Italy and Galatia, are due to the 10% contour cut-off point used for contrast.

Although very similar, the Italian or Cis-Alpine version of Gaulish is usually called Lepontic. Lepontic is not an Italic language, although the earliest inscriptions from northern Italy are dated (controversially) to the sixth century BC and are written in Etruscan script. This early celtic-linguistic date in Italy would clearly be consistent with Livy’s disputed historical claim for early Celtic invasions of northern Italy.3 Gaulish, lacking its own script, would be unlikely to reveal similarly early dates for inscriptions in France before the Roman invasion.

For some reason, however, Collis seems particularly unwilling to accept Livy’s early date of 600 BC for an initial Celtic invasion of northern Italy from Gaul. However, if we review Polybius and Livy for the actual origins of the first northern Italian Celts,4 in spite of their disagreement over the exact date (respectively c.400 BC and c.600 BC), we find no suggestion that they came across the Alps from any direction other than the west – from Gaul, south of the Seine. Livy in fact gives the names of several Alpine passes, which makes it clear that these early invading Gauls came from Trans-Alpine Gaul (i.e. southern France) rather than from Germany or Austria.5

This early date – written in stone – is consistent with trends to move back the age of the celtic-language family using other methods (which I shall discuss further at the end of this chapter and later in the book). Also, the early break-up of celtic languages, combined with Caesar’s language link, is consistent with the inference from Himilco’s Periplus that insular Celts could have arrived in the British Isles at least as long ago as the mid-first millennium BC (see Chapter 1).

The quality of these extant records of an ancient Gaulish relative of the insular-celtic languages, and its clear association, in time and place, with the Celtic cultures of south-west Europe, make Pezron’s and Lhuyd’s suggestion of a Celtic link across the Channel less of a false leap of imagination than Simon James and John Collis imply. The critical false step seems to have been the conviction of nineteenth- and twentieth-century archaeologists that the Celtic homeland was in Central Europe. Far from being the nationalist, New Age amateurs that the Celto-sceptics paint them as, those Enlightenment bookworms Pezron and Lhuyd made the most useful theoretical advance in the past three hundred years of Celtic studies.

The Gaulish records are not the only evidence of celtic languages in south-west Europe, but they are the best, both for textual reference and for inscriptions.6 Iberia is the other region with the clearest evidence for the coincidence of both Celtic people and celtic languages in early classical times.7 Collis reviews a number of classical sources which refer to Celts in Iberia. These mention mainly Celtiberians, who appear in the texts as a hybrid product of invading Gauls from France and indigenous Iberians, who battled at first, then buried the hatchet and joined cultures. Other Celtic groups are referred to as being in Iberia, such as the Celtici.8

The record of Iberian inscriptions shows Celtiberian as a major Continental branch of celtic languages. This evidence comes from around seventy inscriptions totalling around a thousand words dating from the third to the first century BC. These were mostly written in the Iberian script but sometimes also in Roman script. The outstanding ones are three major texts on bronze tablets found at Bottorita, near Zaragoza in north-central Spain. The longest and most famous inscription is a tessera hospitale (a written promise of hospitality), written in Celtiberian on both sides. From the existence of four rock inscriptions in the north-west of the Iberian Peninsula, Lusitanian has also been suggested as an ancient celtic language. But this attribution has nothing like the quality of written evidence that Celtiberian has (Figure 2.1b).9

The archaeological evidence does indicate a specific Celtiberian cultural area coincident in time and place with the inscriptions in north-east central Spain to the west of the River Ebro. There is also extensive and overlapping textual, place-name and personal-name evidence for a Celtic presence throughout the north-westernmost two-thirds of the Iberian Peninsula (Figure 2.1b).10 Tribes known as the Celtici on the western Atlantic coast of the peninsula seem well attested,11 which is consistent with evidence from place-names.

The use of evidence derived from place-names to suggest a celtic-linguistic origin has been criticized. In some cases, the arguments for derivation from celtic appear circular, self-fulfilling and even deliberately misleading. More recently, stricter linguistic criteria have been applied in order to reduce dubious attributions, particularly to celtic.12 From the distribution of names with the ending -briga (‘-hill’), one celtic element that does seem to have consistency and common specificity with place-name evidence elsewhere,13 it appears that the Celtici and other putative Celtic tribes, such as the Gallaeci and Lusitani, spread up the rivers from the coast, deep into the hinterland of northern and western Spain (Figure 2.1b).

That apart, the place-name evidence for celtic languages much east of the Rhine or in other parts of Northern Europe is not convincing. A recent workshop was convened by linguists to establish just what proportion of European place-names on Ptolemy’s famous map of the second century AD could be reliably identified as celtic.14 Several broad conclusions emerged. Numerically, the centre of gravity and greatest diversity of forms for Continental celtic place-names were in France south of the Seine, Spain and northern Italy, as predicted by the distribution of early celtic inscriptions. There were very few celtic place-names much east of the Rhine or north of the Danube. There is a similar paucity of celtic place-names in the southern Balkans, Romania and Hungary, to the south-east.15

Archaeologist Colin Renfrew comments on the circularity of linguistic arguments based on ‘evidence’ for Celtic populations in Eastern Europe: ‘Very often the claims for a Celtic population in those areas are backed up by discussion of objects found there which are in the La Tène art style.’16 Clearly, the La Tène art style is not linguistic evidence of Celticity, and its Celtic connection is based only on the Central European Celtic homeland theory, thus creating a circular loop of association. There is also a possibility that the Celtic invasions into Greece and beyond into Anatolia (in modern Turkey) took celtic languages into the region subsequently known as Galatia. This is borne out by the new systematic place-name work (Figure 2.1b).17 But, as Renfrew points out:

Whatever the status of Galatian Celts, they have little significance for the origin of the Celtic languages, since it has never been suggested that a Celtic language was spoken in Anatolia prior to the supposed arrival of these intruders in the late third century BC.18

To summarize: in agreement with inscriptional evidence for early celtic-language distribution, classical historians seem to place the oldest records of the Celts in Narbonne, southern France, and also Italy and Spain, the earliest dates being written in stone around 600 BC. The simplest interpretation, and the one most consistent with the partially conflicting sources, is that the Celts originated somewhere near the south of France and then spread southwards to Spain and eastwards across the French Alps to invade parts of Central Europe, Italy and even Anatolia by at least the third century BC. The classical writers’ confusing practice of conflating Gauls and Celts was common but acknowledged specifically, even by Caesar. We have to assume that he did intend the reader to understand that there were celtic speakers as far north as the Seine – as evidenced by people who called themselves celtic speakers. Their presence in the areas identified by Caesar is again supported by the distribution of place-names ending in -briga. However, it is not clear when they got there. The classical view of Celts as people speaking celtic languages and originating in south-west Europe is supported by writers such as Strabo, Diodorus Siculus and Caesar. The modern view, derived from Buchanan, Pezron and Lhuyd, that these classical celtic languages are related to modern insular-celtic languages, is well supported by the finding of extant celtic inscriptions and other primary linguistic evidence confined to those areas where Celts were first attested – namely southern France, Italy and Spain.

On the other hand, it is difficult to infer a clearly Central European origin for Celts from any of the classical writers. To cite the La Tène or Hallstatt art styles as favouring such an origin is an invalid argument, based on nineteenth-century misconceptions. And for twentieth-century scholars to cite those styles as primary evidence for Celts immediately becomes a circular and invalid argument. Further, there is no linguistic evidence whatsoever that those celtic speakers originated in southern Germany or anywhere east of the Rhine. Use of the excuse ‘absence of evidence is not evidence of absence’ is no good either because the original assumption that Celts were associated with the very real spread of La Tène and Hallstatt art styles had inadequate textual or linguistic support in the first place.

Collis’s only constructive conclusion, in his excellent deconstruction, is grudgingly to acknowledge that if there were a historical-linguistic link between Celts and celtic languages, then their origins would include central and western France rather than south-west Germany.

So, we are left with objective evidence of the presence of Celts and celtic languages in France, Italy and Spain during Roman times. By combining inferences from early Greek writers with modern linguistic analysis, we can see that the presence of Celts and celtic languages in south-west Europe, and maybe even the western parts of the British Isles, stretches back to before the middle of the first millennium BC.

In my view, this perspective vindicates Lhuyd’s provisional naming of his clutch of non-English languages of the British Isles as Celtic with a big ‘C’, although I shall continue to use the small ‘c’ for language. We can now move on to look at them in more detail.

Celts and celtic languages in the British Isles

I have done my best to vindicate much of Pezron and Lhuyd’s broad linguistic claims, and, unlike Simon James, I feel that these claims justify continuing the study of modern insularceltic languages in the context of the classical Celts. But, there are several loose ends to address. The most important of these is their tacit assumption, still perpetuated, that all Ancient Britons were celtic-speaking (i.e. that the whole of the British Isles spoke celtic languages). While much of the western and northern British Isles was unarguably celtic-speaking, as far back as records go, the same cannot necessarily be claimed for England. There is fairly good evidence that over the past two thousand years celtic languages were spoken almost universally in those areas – Wales, Cornwall, Cumbria, Scotland and Ireland – that we now associate with a ‘Celtic heritage’. Indeed, hundreds of inscriptions on stone, made after the Romans had left, are ample evidence of how celtic languages thrived in Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Cumbria and Cornwall. However, England (apart from the West Country and Cumbria), although rich in stone inscriptions, is notably practically devoid of any in celtic dating from any period (Figures 2.2 and 7.4).19

As far as the subjective visual impressions are concerned, Tacitus compared the southern Welsh exclusively to the Spanish in one of the few contemporary descriptions of the people of south-west Britain:
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Figure 2.2 Gallo-Belgic coins and their British derivatives do not overlap later celtic stone inscriptions in the British Isles. That is possibly a coincidence, but it is consistent with a prior Belgic human (and/or cultural) migration to southern England, which could be inferred from Caesar and Tacitus. (For detail of Gallo-Belgic coin distribution, see Figure 7.3.)

The dark complexion of the Silures, their usually curly hair, and the fact that Spain is the opposite shore to them, are an evidence that Iberians of a former date crossed over and occupied these parts.20

The Silures inhabited south Wales. Along with the Ordovices in central Wales and the Deceangli in north-west Wales and Anglesey, they put up an extremely fierce and prolonged resistance to Roman occupation – a sense of independence that has lasted. Tacitus here makes a direct migratory connection between the Silures in Wales and the people of Spain, on the other side of the Bay of Biscay. He makes this comment based on physical appearances, in a throwaway remark that is reminiscent of similar casual subjective comments still made today about the Mediterranean appearance of Welsh people.

The Spanish connection also makes one think again of the ancient Greek and Punic references to the tin trade along the Atlantic coast from Spain up to the west coast of Britain. These references support the possibility that a ‘Celtic’ entry to the western side of the British Isles came from the south rather than from the nearby Continent on the other side of the Channel. What other information Tacitus may have based this remark on we shall never know, but it also emphasizes that there was a lack of similarity between the Welsh and the English even in his day. I shall discuss the Spanish connection shortly, but for the moment such comments mean that we cannot assume that the inhabitants of Roman England had exactly the same origins as the Welsh, let alone being ‘Celtic’ or universally celtic-speaking.

I shall come back to the question of what other languages apart from celtic were spoken in Roman England in Chapter 7. For the time being, however, the patchy evidence in England tells us that we cannot assume that the Ancient Britons of England all spoke celtic, or that the English language is merely the result of complete physical and cultural replacement of Celts by the Anglo-Saxons starting from around AD 400. In those parts of the British Isles that were clearly celtic-speaking throughout (Figure 2.1b), there is abundant evidence from inscriptions, literature and modern languages to chart their history of change and movement since Roman times.

Britain: direct linguistic evidence

Most of the known recent celtic languages of the island of Britain form a group known as Brythonic. As far as Wales and western England are concerned, it is fairly safe to assume that Brythonic celtic languages have been in continuous use since Caesar’s time, and most likely before. Apart from Welsh, Cornish is the only other living Brythonic language on the British mainland. Cornwall (or Kernow) was also known by Romans as Dumnonia and by the Saxons as the Kingdom of the West Welsh. Cornish (Kernowek) was spoken continuously until three hundred years ago. From then it declined, and just before the twentieth century it became extinct. The last monoglot Cornish speaker may have died in 1676, but there were still a number of fluent native speakers available for Lhuyd’s work, and he included the language in his study. As the result of work by a number of enthusiasts in the twentieth century, reconstructed Cornish has now made a dramatic revival, with an estimated 3,500 speakers today. Cornish is now officially recognized by the United Kingdom Government as a minority language under the European Charter for such.

There is good evidence that Brythonic celtic languages, probably South-west Brythonic, were also spoken elsewhere in the West Country, in Devon. After the Romans left, the Kingdom of Cornwall persisted during the Dark Ages.

Other surviving Brythonic remnants

As may already be clear, Breton, the celtic language of Brittany, was no ancient Gaulish remnant stranded on the horn of the Continent (as was mistakenly thought by Pezron) but a Brythonic tongue, closely related to Cornish, which at some point over the past several thousand years moved across the short stretch of water between Britain and Brittany. Evidence for Old Breton, dating from the eighth to the eleventh century AD, can be found in lists and glosses in documents and as names in Latin texts. There is evidence for some borrowing from Gaulish into Breton, which is either an indirect sign of its longevity in Brittany or of the presence of Gaulish so far north and so late. Although not recognized officially by the French Government, Breton has half a million speakers, thus rivalling Welsh as the most flourishing of all the modern celtic languages.

Another Brythonic language, now extinct, can be fairly safely inferred: Cumbric, which was similar to Welsh. Pictish, formerly spoken in northern Scotland, is claimed to have been Brythonic, but whether this claim covers all languages present there in the first millennium AD, apart from Scottish Gaelic, is still disputed by a few (see below).21

Except in Cornwall and Wales, there is little evidence from the spoken word remaining today to support the view that Brythonic languages were spoken throughout England in Roman times. However, even today, remnants can be found of a Brythonic-celtic language previously spoken in Cumbria and elsewhere in north-west England. When I was a child, the only celtic words spoken north of Wales were from dialects of a language closely related to Welsh, known generally as Cumbric. Even now, I can recall my brother being taught by a friend at school how to count from one to twenty in numbers used by North Country shepherds to count their sheep. As far as I remember it went something like this: yan, tan, tether, mether, pimp (5), sether, hether, hother, dother, dick (10), yan dick, tan dick, tether dick, mether dick, bumfit (15) yana bumfit, tana bumfit, tetherer bumfit, metherer bumfit, giggot (20). Many distinct variants of this sheep-counting system are recorded from the Lake District (Cumbria) and the Pennine Hills, north from the west coast right through to Ayrshire in the western lowlands of Scotland: in Keswick, Westmoreland, Eskdale, Millom, High Furness, Wasdale, Teesdale, Swaledale, Wensleydale and Ayrshire.22

This method of counting things in four tallies of five up to twenty was known as ‘scoring’, hence the term ‘score’ for twenty. Counting in fives reflects the use of fingers, if not toes. After twenty, a scratch or score was made on a piece of stone or wood and the scoring recommenced. The word ‘tally’ comes from the Latin talea, meaning literally a stick with notches.23 Cumbric scores have even been found in a number of places in the USA. In Cincinnati we find een, teen, tother, feather, fib, soter, oter, poter, debber, dick; and from Vermont there is eeni, teni, tudheri, fedheri, fip, saidher, taidher, koadher, daidher, dik. Cumbrian settlers presumably took these celtic counting-words to the New World. Children’s counting rhymes also retain relics of Cumbric scores, although the counting is in fours, presumably to suit the rhyme: from Edinburgh, for example, ‘Inty, tinty, tethery, methery; bank for over, dover, ding …’ and the universal ‘Eeny, meeny, miney, moe …’24

This numeric digression from celtic remnants in England took us briefly to Welsh, which I shall come back to in slightly more detail later. Linguistic reconstruction, a well-recognized method based on knowledge of systematic sound changes, indicates that both Welsh and Cumbric are related but distinct languages sharing a common ancestor, with Kernowek, in Brythonic Celtic. This branch has descendants only in mainland Britain and in Brittany, and is distinct from another group of insular-celtic languages, found in Ireland and Scotland and known collectively as Gaelic or Goidelic (see below).

Tribal names

When we look at what Roman writers have to say about the tribes of northern England, we find that they mention one group which occupied all the areas where the Cumbrian celtic-language relicts are still found. They were known as the Carvetii, but that is about all that is known about them from the texts. Their territory included all of Cumbria (the Lake District) and parts of north Lancashire and south-west Durham (the Pennines), and south-east Dumfries and Galloway in Scotland (Figure 2.3). They were probably mainly hill farmers, with few large settlements apart from ones associated with the numerous Roman forts in the area. They did not make their own coins. For some obscure reason their entire county and its towns were left out by Claudius Ptolemy from his famous second-century Geographia (chapter 2 ‘Geography of Albion Island of Britannia’). This omission was probably a block clerical error, since there is none of the concordant detail that should be expected, for instance cross-classification of Carvetian towns with their neighbours, the Brigantes. Their Roman provincial capital was Luguvalium (Carlisle). Further north into western Scotland, the area occupied by the Damnonii would have corresponded geographically to where today’s remnant Brythonic counting numbers are found in Ayrshire.

[image: image]

Figure 2.3 Ancient British tribal names, locations and capitals. The tribes between Dorchester and Canterbury all had connections with the Belgae (‘B’ on map); the ‘Belgae’ and ‘Atrebates’ even shared tribal names. In addition to the Roman defence walls (Antonine and Hadrian’s), Offa’s Dyke is shown, since it has been claimed to have been based partly on a previous earth defence rampart built by the Roman emperor Severus at the beginning of the third century AD.

Although connections have been and still are made between the Carvetii and their neighbours, the Brigantes, the evidence is indirect. The Brigantes were also a putative Celtic people and much the largest tribal grouping of northern England. They occupied most of England north of the Rivers Humber and Mersey that was not occupied by either the Carvetii on the west or the Parisii in East Yorkshire.

Much is known about the Brigantes’ interactions with the Romans, for whom they were generally a collaborating client tribe. They had a queen, rivalling Boudicca in fame, who feigned to shelter the fleeing rebel leader Caratacus and then promptly handed him over to the Romans in chains. They had a Roman capital at Isurium Brigantum (Aldborough, North Yorkshire). However, the Celtic claims rest mainly on their distinctive tribal name, which, having a celtic derivation, was shared with various other contemporary tribes also thought to be Celtic. The derivation of the name may be from the Celtic mother-goddess Brigit, also known as Brigantia. Ptolemy mentions in his Geography three tribal locations with this name, one in northern England, another in south-east Ireland and Brigantinus Portus of the northern Gallaeci tribe. Also known as Brigantium Hispaniae, this was the ancient seaport of La Coruña in northwest Spain and the western terminus of a major trade route in tin, gold, lead and silver.25

There was also a clutch of similar place/tribal names connected with Lake Constance on today’s Swiss/Austrian border. The people of Central Raetia were called the Brigantii. Their tribal capital was Brigantium Raetiae (now Bregenz), and Lake Constance itself was then called Brigantinus Lacus.26

John Collis has an interesting map on which he shows the relevance of such Brigant-name links between the Continent and various parts of the British Isles. He assigns three levels of relevance: accepted, possible and rejected. He seems to accept the name link between the south-east Irish and English Brigantes tribes,27 which would tend to favour the ‘celtic-speaking’ label as well as ‘Celtic’, since there is no lexical evidence for any non-celtic ancestral languages in Ireland. However, he implies, reasonably, that such a general name may lack tribal specificity. The Roman town name Cambodunum, however, does appear in both the northern English and west-Austrian locations, implying that the sharing of the root ‘Brigant-’ is more than just a coincidence.

The story of the British Brigantes does not stop there, since such a general label may have been supplied to the Romans, as a tribal description, by celtic-speaking informants, without the tribe necessarily being celtic-speaking. The English historical linguist Kenneth Jackson, in his classic Language and History in Early Britain,28 has a whole appendix on the problematic name used by Bede and others for the northernmost ‘Anglian’ tribe of Anglo-Saxon Britain, the Bernicii, who inhabited Bernicia on the east coast of North umberland. Although he opposes the idea, Jackson shows that the name could be derived through Welsh from the tribal name Brigantes. As he points out:

if Bede’s Bernicii … really represents a British tribe-name borrowed for the designation of the northernmost Anglian settlers, it can hardly have been taken over any later than the seventh century … it is plain that it had become … recognised by the Britons as now an English and not a British name, before c.600.29

The paradox of Welsh writers naming a northern ‘invading Germanic-speaking tribe’ by the name of the British tribe they wiped out, and calling them English, can be resolved if the original Brigantes of the north country were not celtic-speaking, and were not really wiped out – merely invaded by new elites from Scandinavia. There is also the problem that the celtic stem brigant- (meaning ‘high person’ or ‘high place’) was used alternately to mean highlanders or people of the goddess Brigit. The former could simply be a description of terrain, the latter of religion.

Interestingly, Collis seems less completely convinced of the ‘possible’ celtic link between the Parisii of Yorkshire with their namesakes the Parisii of northern Gaul, who gave their name to the modern French capital. The former appear to have left some very unusual cultural remains, unique in the British Isles, but with links in northern France and Belgium. The Continental Parisii, like other tribes of England twinned by name across the English Channel, such as the Atrebates and Belgae, were situated mainly north of Caesar’s politico-linguistic boundary between the Belgae of northern Gaul and his ‘celtic-speaking Gauls’ to the south of the Seine. Admittedly, the Parisii were only just to the north of the Seine. I shall come back to the Parisii later on, but for the moment I wonder whether there is a strong reason to argue that they were, to borrow Caesar’s classification, Celtic rather than Belgic.

Collis also puts the Damnonii of Ayrshire and the celtic-speaking Dumnonii of Cornwall into the category of ‘possible’ tribal name-links. Since there are surviving elements of Brythonic celtic language in both locations, this link could be promoted to a ‘probable’.

The only other such external name-link that Collis allows for Romano-British tribes in the island of Britain is that between the Atrebates of Belgica and the Atrebates of the English south. When the Romans invaded in AD 43, the Atrebates already occupied a territory which covered Sussex, Hampshire, Berkshire, west Surrey and north-east Wiltshire. On the other side of the Channel, the Gallic Atrebates were situated well into northern Gaul; in other words they were Belgic and, in spite of what Collis says, possibly non-celtic-speaking. Collis accepts the name-twinning of the Atrebates across the Channel, but strangely not that of the tribe that actually carried the name Belgae. The English Belgae were close neighbours of the Atrebates and had their capital at Winchester (Venta Belgarum, ‘Market of the Belgae’). It is not clear why Collis chose to indicate the Atrebates link but not the equally general Belgic one. They are equivalent in some respects, both having general meanings in their celtic derivations: ‘Atrebates’ means ‘settlers’, and ‘Belgae’ ‘people from Belgica’. But these names may have been labels imposed by Celtic informants, so neither of these links can be taken as proof that the respective tribes were necessarily either Celtic or celtic-speaking, since even Caesar does not suggest this (see discussion on Belgae and Atrebates in Chapter 7).

There is another English tribal name-link which Collis does not mention, the Cornovii. These people lived just on the east of the northern Welsh border in Staffordshire, Shropshire and Cheshire, with a regional capital at Wroxeter (Viroconium). They shared their name with a tribe, recorded by Ptolemy, in the northern tip of Scotland. It is not clear whether this is a coincidence, since the name could simply mean, in Latin, ‘people of the horn’. However, they both share one characteristic with all the western regions of Roman Britain, which were most likely to have been celtic-speaking: the absence of coinage at the time of the Roman invasion.

Inscriptions and names

Coins are useful archaeological date and culture markers, for many reasons, but for our purposes they are useful in the negative sense. At the time of the Roman invasion, most of southern England, excluding Cornwall and the West Country, already both made and used coins (Figures 2.2 and 7.3). Along with many other cultural features of the pre-Roman south of England, this practice – and indeed many of the imported coins – derived mainly from the rebellious northern Gallic region of the Belgae rather than from Caesar’s celtic-speaking part of Middle Gaul. Unfortunately, rulers’ short-form names inscribed on the coins give little more information than is already available in the contemporary literature.

In contrast to the practice in southern England, none of the other tribes I have mentioned so far – the Welsh tribes, the Cornish Dumnonii, the Carvetii, the Brigantes, the Cornovii – made or used coins at that time. This penury also applied to Ireland and Scotland, suggesting that, in the British Isles, the lack of coins in Roman times was associated with the survival of celtic language after the Romans left (Figure 2.2).

While this difference between southern England at the time of Caesar and the rest of the British Isles could simply have been a random geographical association, it is reflected in reverse by the near-total absence of celtic language to be found in stone inscriptions in the same areas of England set up either during or after the Roman occupation (Figures 2.2 and 7.4). In contrast, Cornwall, Wales and Ireland, and to a lesser extent Scotland, have a rich record of inscribed stones attesting to their celtic-language heritage from soon after the Romans left.30

The main positive evidence for celtic-language use in Roman England comes from linguistic research into place-names of Roman Britain and personal and tribal names cited in contemporary documents and on tablets and coins.31 Although there is clear evidence for some celtic-derived names in Roman England from all these different sources, their relative frequency compared with equivalent parts of the rest of the Roman Empire (only 34% in England according to one study – see Figure 7.232) does not give the sort of overwhelming endorsement required for confidence in a 100% celtic-speaking England. (This concern is acknowledged in recent critical studies33 ; I shall discuss this evidence in more detail in Chapter 7.)

So to summarize, the West Country, Wales and northern England were home in large part to tribes for which there is some evidence for a celtic-language link: the Brigantes and Cornovii through their names, and the Welsh tribes, the Cornish Dumnonii and the Carvetii through surviving celtic-linguistic substrata and a presumed connection with the Brigantes during Roman times. For the tribes of the south coast of England, of whom the Roman historians had most to say, there is less evidence for Celtic culture or name, or for celtic-language use.

I have mentioned living evidence for Brythonic celtic being spoken in Brittany, Wales, Cornwall, northern England and southern Scotland, but there are claims that Brythonic was previously spoken throughout Scotland (by the Picts), and even in Ireland.

Picts …

The Picts, supposedly painted, aboriginal tribes of northern Scotland, have always been a problem to place, since whatever language or languages they originally spoke have apparently disappeared except for a few scraps of evidence. They seem to have been linguistically replaced at least in western Scotland by Scottish Gaelic and ultimately by English during the first millennium AD. Scottish Gaelic was spoken by people of the Irish Dalriadic kingdom, thought to have invaded from Ireland in the fifth century AD – although, as we shall see below, there is more than one opinion on their time of arrival.

A number of theories have been put forward as to what language or languages the Picts spoke, and argument still continues, but a careful article written as long ago as 1955 by Kenneth Jackson still covers most and rejects quite a few.34 The main problem is the lack of direct evidence of almost all kinds used in language reconstruction, such as texts or surviving linguistic remnants, which could be used to compare with place-names. Even celtic inscriptions, which are so useful in attesting to celtic language in other non-English parts of the British Isles, are absent in a large part of the areas supposedly occupied by the Picts.

The Medieval author Adamnan wrote in his Life of St Columba (completed around AD 692–7)35 that Columba used an interpreter to converse with the Picts. Presumably this meant that they spoke a different tongue from Columba’s, which was Irish Gaelic. Since Scottish Gaelic is similar to Irish Gaelic, that would tend to exclude Gaelic, unless Pictish was a particularly archaic form.

Bede refers to Pictish in his Ecclesiastical History ( AD 731). Bede lived in Jarrow in the north of England at a time when Pictish was still being spoken in Scotland. His first-hand observation should, hopefully, be more useful than his historical compilations of Gildas, who was much more concerned about religion than accuracy. Twice, Bede clearly indicates that there were four indigenous languages spoken in Britain: Gaelic, British (i.e. ‘Brythonic’), English and Pictish. He describes Picts as invaders who arrived windswept in Northern Ireland in longboats from Scythia. Not being allowed to settle there, they made their home in Scotland.36 How they reached the British Isles from Scythia, east of the Mediterranean, Bede does not make clear, but elsewhere in Medieval literature the region of Scythia is sometimes alluded to as the ultimate Norse homeland in the Danish and Icelandic sagas.37 The longboats might imply the Picts were from Scandinavia (see Chapter 10), but in any case this story from Bede makes it clear that he did not think that they were either British or Irish. His linguistic skill should have been enough to work this one out for himself.38

Bede also refers to the Pictish name for modern Kinneil at one end of the Antonine Wall (a Roman fortified defence, stretching between Edinburgh and Glasgow, north of Hadrian’s Wall) as Peanfahel. While this appears to support the view that Pictish was not the same as Gaelic, it would leave a puzzle. In a Brythonic language (also known as P-celtic – see p. 88), pean or penn might mean ‘end’, but the second half of the name, -fahel, would appear to be Gaelic, meaning ‘[of] wall’. A name meaning ‘end of wall’ is appropriate for the location, but the word would be a compound mixture of Gaelic and some P-celtic language. Kenneth Jackson points out that such compounds are no rarity, and gives the etymology for some other words and place-names that support the presence of a P-celtic language north-east of Edinburgh. He argues that this was ‘a Gallo-Brittonic dialect not identical with the British spoken south of the Antonine Wall, different from the British-P-celtic used south of the Antonine Wall, although related to it’. According to the place-name evidence, this ‘P’-celtic language would have been distributed in Scotland north-east of Edinburgh and the Forth river.39 This distribution coincides with the main Scottish concentration of celtic-inscribed stones on the east coast (Figures 2.2 and 7.4).

However, Jackson argued, from the evidence of Ogham inscriptions (Ogham being an alphabetic script used throughout insular-celtic-speaking areas often with celtic–Latin bilingual inscriptions in the fifth century and onwards), that there was a third language in northern Scotland apart from Scottish Gaelic and the P-celtic language: ‘The other was not Celtic at all, which would fit the relative absence of celtic place-names in northern Scotland, nor apparently even Indo-European, but was presumably the language of some very early set of inhabitants of Scotland’ (Figure 2.1b).40 Jackson’s concept of a third language is now viewed by some as a minority view, but Colin Renfrew in his book Archaeology and Language chooses to take it seriously, referring to Jackson as having been ‘the leading living authority’.41 German linguist Theo Vennemann has recently suggested on place-name and other evidence that this non-Indo-European Pictish language could have been derived from Semitic as a result of Neolithic intrusions of forebears of the Phoenicians (see p. 250).

This would leave ancient northern Scotland with three distinct languages, one of which was spoken to the west and two to the east of the Grampians for a large part of the first millennium AD. However, the western language, Scottish Gaelic, which apparently displaced the other two, is regarded as an intruder during that period. What is odd about the disappearance of Pictish is that the Picts were in the ascendant during the Dark Ages, according to both Gildas and Bede. Their attacks on England were stated by Gildas as being part of the reason for inviting the Saxons, so why should both their putative languages have disappeared so comprehensively, when Gaelic was essentially the dominant language of the Argyll west of the Grampians? I shall come back to this puzzle again in the second part of the book.

… and Scots?

The generally accepted view is that Scottish Gaelic was derived not from Scotland, or Caledonia as the Romans called it, but from Irish Gaelic, from the Irish tribe previously called the Scotti by the Romans. This may come as a surprise to some readers, but is generally felt to be incontestable. It seems that not even the name ‘Scot’ belongs in Scotland.

But – find an incontestable position, and there will be sure to be someone to oppose it. In an appropriately titled article ‘Were the Scots Irish?’ in the august archaeological journal Antiquity, Scottish archaeologist Ewan Campbell, of the University of Glasgow, recently did just that. He starts his polemic by outlining the conventional story of how

the Scots founded the early kingdom of Dál Riata in western Scotland in the early sixth century, having migrated there from north-eastern Antrim, Ireland. In the process they displaced a native Pictish or British people from an area roughly equivalent to the modern county of Argyll. Later, in the mid-ninth century, these Scots of Dál Riata took over the kingdom of Alba, later to become known as Scotland.42

Campbell then claims that ‘There had never been any serious archaeological justification for the supposed Scottic migration’, citing a 1970 study which failed to find any archaeological evidence for cultural transplantation, into either Scotland or other parts of western Britain such as Galloway. He then goes through the inconsistencies and gaps in the archaeological and historical evidence.43 It is Campbell’s analysis of the linguistic evidence that is most likely to raise objections – from linguists. He does acknowledge that the phenomenon of Ogham inscriptions came from Ireland. However, he does not mention Patrick Sims-Williams’ inference from those inscriptions that the Irish Gaelic language and names made significant inroads into Wales over the same period, although their influence subsequently faded.44

This evidence for an Irish linguistic intrusion during the Dark Ages does not necessarily invalidate Campbell’s main alternative. He suggests that, rather than being limited by the Irish Sea until the first millennium AD, Gaelic languages and culture had extended across the North Channel between Antrim and Argyll and Galloway for much longer, perhaps back as far as the Iron Age. A glance at any map of the British Isles shows that geographically, his argument is sound. Ireland, the Isle of Man and western Scotland are very close to one another across the Northern Channel, far closer than the steps on the sea-trading links between northern Spain, Brittany, Cornwall, south-west Wales and County Wexford in Ireland. From the Bronze Age onwards, the sea route would have been far easier for trade than overland, and northern Scotland had the added geolinguistic barrier of the Druim Albin, the ‘Spine of Britain’, the Grampian Highlands.45

… and Irish?

Campbell also argues for Brythonic intrusions in the opposite direction, from Britain into Ireland. He is not alone. Ivernic, for instance, is said to be an extinct Brythonic language that was spoken in Ireland, particularly in the south-west, by a tribe called the Érainn (Irish) or Iverni (Latin). There are several independent fragments of evidence to support the notion of Brythonic languages having been spoken at some time in some parts of Ireland, either before or after the present insular-celtic Gaelic (or Goidelic) branch became dominant. David Rankin points to Ptolemy’s description of eastern Ireland, which he says mentions four ‘British-sounding and possibly British connected tribes, such as Brigantes’. Rankin suggests that these could have been possible refugees from the Romans in Britain.46

These ideas of Brythonic speakers in Ireland are also bound up with legendary concepts of multiple pre-Roman invasions of Ireland. Not the least used of the sources is the traditional written Irish (Goidelic) record, in particular the Lebor Gabála Érenn,47 drawing on the oldest traditions of all from the celtic language, which records four invasions. Such traditions record, among others, several presumedly celtic invasions, including Cruithni (Priteni, or Picts) and the Firbolgs (or Érainn), who comprised three groups from either Greece or Spain. These invasions are all supposed to have occurred before the final invasion of the Gaelic Milesians, also either from Greece or Spain.

David Rankin has reviewed this controversial argument, presented most strongly by Thomas O’Rahilly in 1946,48 that there was a pre-Gaelic, Brythonic presence in Ireland. Although Rankin is equivocal, he does feel that the linguistic evidence points towards an agreement with the Irish legends that the last invasion, that of the Goidels or Gaels, was from Spain.49 However, to make this point Rankin assumes that Gaelic was coeval with prehistoric Spanish-Celtic languages, while Brythonic was coeval with Gaulish in France.

P’s and Q’s

As with people and genes, trees of ancestry can be reconstructed for languages based on the degree of shared characteristics in particular shared innovations or changes. Problems arise when the retention of some characteristics do not match those of others. Rankin’s attractive simplistic division for the ancestry of Welsh celtic from Gaulish in France and Irish celtic from Spain is based on the well-known shared use of a ‘P’ sound in Brythonic languages where Gaelic languages would use a hard ‘Q’ consonant, This division was used, among others, by the linguist Karl Horst Schmidt to construct a controversial formal deep-split language tree with P-celtic – which includes Brythonic, and also Gaulish and Lepontic – on one branch, and Q-celtic – which includes Gaelic and Iberian celtic – on the other. On this basis, Brythonic and Goidelic (i.e. Brittonic and Irish in Figure 2.4a) are on opposite sides of the celtic tree, and the Continental celtic languages are scattered in between.50 The problem is that, as usual, linguists are divided down the middle. In this case, they disagree on the relative importance of the P/Q division. The deep structure of the celtic language tree would be different if P’s and Q’s in celtic just turned out to be a convenient description of Brythonic vs Goidelic, rather than a valid way of dividing the origins of Continental and insular-celtic languages as well.51
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Figure 2.4 Celtic confusion. Schmidt’s (a) and McCone’s (b) alternative trees of insular-celtic provide radically different interpretations of origins from the Continent. In Schmidt’s tree (partly based on the P/Q change), Gaelic (e.g. Irish) links with ancient Celtiberian in Spain, while Brittonic (e.g. Welsh) links with ancient Gaulish in France. In McCone’s version (based more on ‘areal’ similarities), Brittonic and Gaelic are more closely related to each other.

The P- and Q-celtic classification is indeed a useful rule of thumb for dividing Brythonic from Goidelic insular-celtic languages, based on the use, in various shared words, of a p sound in Welsh and a hard c, q, g or k in Gaelic. A simple example can be seen in Welsh numerals which use p in pedair and pump for ‘four’ and ‘five’ rather than the Gaelic hard c in ceathair and cuêig. Old Gaulish has petor/petvar and pempe/pinpe for four and five, which according to this rule would make it P-celtic.

But for some celtic linguists the existence of a consonant change between Brythonic and Goidelic is as far as it goes, and deep celtic-language ‘genetic’ splits based on this linguistically common shift may be unwise. Such P and Q changes have also occurred in other Indo-European languages with q>p being much commoner than p>q. For example, the reconstructed root words for ‘four’ and ‘five’ at the base of the vast Indo-European language tree are kwetwores and penkwe. Like Goidelic, most Romance languages, including Latin and French, have retained the k sound (e.g. quatuor, quatre) but converted the p in penkwe to qu (e.g. quinque, cinq). However, two ancient Italic dialects, Umbrian and Oscan, went for p in both words, in the same way as in Brythonic. Similarly, most Greek dialects have gone the p way, converting the kw to p or t in four but retaining the p in five (e.g. pessares/teseres and pempe/pende). Greek is only very distantly related to most European languages including celtic. So, this p to q consonant change is common in either direction in Indo-European languages, and although it is useful, it cannot be used as a stable marker for deep language splits. In other words, if you watch your P’s and Q’s too closely you may get a Greek grandmother.

In spite of the apparent consistency of the P/Q split in the British Isles, Brythonic and Goidelic do have a number of similarities which make them even closer to each other than either is to the extinct celtic languages recovered from inscriptions in south-west Europe. This similarity leads to an alternative tree of celtic languages with three deep branches: the insular-celtic group, Gaulish/Lepontic and Celtiberian. We then need to ask whether the relatedness of Brythonic and Goidelic results from common ‘genetic’ descent, or from geographic closeness – a so-called areal phenomenon, as suggested by linguist Kim McCone of the National University of Ireland (Figure 2.4).52

This question of which language tree to use is not as academic as it seems, since it obviously affects any attempted reconstruction of which part of Europe (e.g. Spain vs southern France or Italy) each of the Brythonic and Goidelic branches might have come from and when. The importance of language history to anyone but linguists is, apart from natural curiosity, what it might contribute to the history or prehistory of peoples and their cultures. Although language is likely, on balance, to be rather more about movement of culture than about movement of people, both aspects are fascinating to the interested layperson as well as the academic. And as we shall see from the human genetics, the Irish legendary connection with Spain may not be as risible as some archaeologists make it out to be.

Dating celtic-language splits

From this thumbnail sketch of linguistic comparison we can see that, although the common ancestry of the Continental and insular-celtic languages is not in doubt, the structure of that relationship is anything but agreed by scholars. In trying to deduce the geographical origin of a group of languages in a historical context, the dating of splits and changes is as important to the historian as the reconstruction of the order of branching of the language tree is to linguists. Although in previous decades linguists made confident dates of deep splits in languages, based on the evidence of word-sharing, some have had their fingers burnt, and rather than try again they have tended to avoid the practice. Others have simply never strayed from the tight confines of the last couple of thousand years, for which period the written word in documents and inscriptions is the ultimate test of time and place.

Scholars studying celtic languages have shared this reluctance. For the British Isles, they do have the advantage that the large body of extant inscriptions and other texts provides a tremendous opportunity to look in detail at sound changes over the past 1,600 years. They can cross-check their dates against those determined by the archaeologists.53 While this makes possible a microscopic in-depth exploration using the core tool of their craft (known as the comparative method), the evidence on which it is based needs to be rigorously determined and of high quality, which means that this approach cannot be extended back any further than the first celtic inscriptions, around 2,500 years ago. Celtic linguists are therefore content for the big questions of European Celtic homeland origins and dates, first posed so long ago, to remain on the shelf.

One of the main methods previously used to date language splits depended on measuring the degree of change in numbers of shared words (cognates – quite literally, words with a shared birth) between related languages. Since our vocabulary is also our dictionary or lexicon, this mathematical approach to language diversity is called lexico-statistics and the dating method glottochronology (see below). Family trees can be constructed, based on the degree of lexical sharing between related languages. Such trees, although they may look superficially similar to some of the trees produced using the strict comparative method, are fundamentally different in concept and meaning.

The comparative method is used in a rigorous tree-building approach (as with genetics) and places groups and subgroups of related languages on the tree, with exclusively shared sound changes (called innovations) appearing in new subgroups. Not only that, but such sound changes are expected to be similar and reproducible in cognate words throughout the lexicon. For instance, th is retained in English, but was systematically changed to d in Old High German – German der becomes the and dunne becomes thin in English. Systematic reproducibility of sound changes is a hallmark of the comparative method.

Counting words

In contrast, the lexico-statistical tree, while it ideally uses attested cognate words as the basic unit of measure, concentrates on the proportion of cognates shared between related languages, rather than structuring according to the strict rules of the comparative method. Lexico-statistics is thus more similar to phenetic analysis, meaning literally a comparison of phenotypes (the different varieties actually seen in a population, rather than the genes or ‘genotypes’ that underlie them). The phenetic approach was used in the past by population geneticists, and still is by physical anthropologists, to compare human populations around the world. Those biologists compared the frequency of common markers, such as different aspects of head shape, between populations to see how close they were to one another. The trouble with this statistical method is that for living human populations it gives very blurred trees.

On this comparison of ‘genetic vs phenetic’ methods, the strict comparative approach may sound better and more rigorous, and for most academic purposes it is, but there are some problems. It is very difficult to use the comparative method for dating language change unless, as in the case of historical documents and inscriptions, one has a rigorous, historical/archaeological method of checking dates.

Lexico-statistical analysis, on the other hand, is a quantitative technique and thus lends itself more to the use of the data to estimate dates of splits back beyond the written word. Using the comparative method, individual words, say in English and German, can be identified as sharing a common ancestor by inheritance rather than by borrowing. So, for example, the two words mentioned above (thin and dunne) can be shown ultimately to have a common Germanic ancestor which has changed in a systematic way in each language. These words are cognates. By contrast, the fact that English beef and French boeuf have a common origin and meaning results from the Norman Conquest and is an example of borrowing. The French have more recently borrowed the same word back in biftek (meaning ‘beef steak’).

Since some words drop out of use from individual languages, there is a decay process, rather as there is with radiocarbon. Counting up the proportion of remaining shared cognate words between two languages is thus some measure of the closeness of their relationship in time. This general principle can be used to reconstruct a tree, with dates on the branches. The dating method is called glottochronology.

The chief problem with glottochronology is that the decay appears to occur at different rates in different language groups, and that puts a fatal flaw in the method. For this reason among others, most linguists long ago rejected the glottochronological method of dating language splits using lexico-statistical data as inaccurate. Further more, since the measurement of the percentage of shared cognates is a measure of decay of relationship, this also means that one has to assume accurate identification of cognates between more distantly related language groups if it is to be calibrated securely. Differ entiating cognates from borrowed words becomes increasingly difficult the more distant the relationship.

There is a general issue which affects both the comparative and the glottochronological method: a large number of different languages on a single large landmass do not simply branch in a tree-like genetic manner from one another. Neighbourly languages co-exist in a multilingual environment and interchange their content: i.e. there may be a lot of borrowing of words and even syntax between languages. Where such neighbourly languages are largely related, as in Europe, the borrowings – although initially obvious – may become increasingly difficult to detect as borrowings rather than inheritance. Undetected borrowing distorts both kinds of language tree (comparative and lexico-statistical) and is probably the main underlying reason for structural differences between them.

So, what to do? There are basic differences between the disciplines of archaeology and linguistics on the one hand, and sciences such as geology and biology on the other. In their attitude to the scientific method, some linguists seem to misunderstand the meaning of, or are unable to accept, uncertainty. They interpret the scientific method as implying authority, rigour and certainty, while scientists accept that, in many situations, comparisons have to be made using measurements that have some degree of error and theories of classification with a degree of uncertainty. A statistical approach has to be used to handle such uncertainty. Unlike disagreements between academic authorities, there are standard methods of dealing with sources of observational error and of uncertainty. Archaeologists, in contrast to linguists, have learnt through experience that if a method such as carbon dating gives inaccurate results at first, it should not be thrown out of the window, but attempts should be made to sort out the problems of error and improve it.

My observer’s take on all of this is, ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try, try and try again.’ That does seem to be happening, at least amongst some linguists. A huge set of cognate data on Indo-European languages, originally published in the early 1990s by Hawaiian linguist Isidore Dyen,54 one of the doyens of lexico-statistics, has recently been recycled in some high-profile publications.55 Rather than just reinventing Dyen’s analysis and conclusions, these publications use new tree-building methods developed to deal with similarly heterogeneous data in genetics studies.

Dyen made an observation on celtic languages which has not really been disproved or falsified in subsequent re-analyses. Although it shows some relationship with the three Indo-European branches which are dominant in Europe, Germanic, Italic-Romance and Balto-Slavic (described as ‘Meso-European’ by Dyen), the celtic group tends to stand on its own as a deep branch sharing fewer than 20% of cognates with them. Put simply, this suggests that celtic languages separated from the other three groups before those three split from one another. Not only that, but even the branching within insular celtic is also deep (see Figure 6.2a).

Dyen’s dataset includes seven dialects from surviving insular-celtic languages, two each of Irish and Welsh and three of Breton. His analysis confirms general points from the comparative method: these three groups are internally consistent (i.e. on a regional basis their dialects are as closely related to each other as are other modern dialects, such as different types of Swedish); and that Welsh and Breton dialects group together as Brythonic, and are separate from Irish dialects (Goidelic).

But there the similarities stop, in terms of the expected degree of relationship. When Dyen analysed the two large Meso-European branches, Romance and Germanic, he found that each Romance dialect shared between 47% and 67% of cognates with each Germanic dialect. On the other hand, only 30% to 36% of cognates were shared between Brythonic dialects and Goidelic dialects, suggesting deeper splits within the celtic group. I should stress that this is not a false result, that might possibly follow from borrowing between Irish and Welsh56 as a result of the geographical proximity of Ireland and Wales; rather the opposite – the older genetic relationship is apparently still strong. On this scale of percentage-shared-cognates, the deep ‘celtic split’ between Brythonic and Goidelic is on the same scale as that between Lithuanian and Slavic languages or between the various Indic languages.

What does this mean? In a relative sense, it is consistent with Schmidt’s argument for a deep genetic split between Irish and Brythonic languages rather than McCone’s (later) insular-celtic classification, based on an areal effect (Figure 2.4).57 Schmidt postulated a deep split between Goidelic (Irish) on the one hand and all the rest, including all the Continental celtic languages (Celtiberian, Lepontic and Gaulish) and Brythonic, on the other. This implies a very different history and age of separation of the Goidelic languages from the rest.

Edinburgh professor of linguistics April McMahon and her husband geneticist Robert McMahon confirm these deep celtic relationships in a re-analysis of Dyen’s data, using various different tree-building methods.58 While the McMahons urge caution against rushing into dates,59 Russell Gray and Quentin Atkinson of Auckland University have done just that in the journal Nature,60 again using Dyen’s dataset. Gray’s own headline attempts to use lexical analysis to prove the validity of linguist’s trees of Pacific languages, based on cognate sets provided by the same linguists, have been justifiably derided for circular reasoning and false logic. However his luck changed when he joined forces with the moderating influence of three other mathematicians, Quentin Atkinson, Geoff Nichols and David Welch and worked on the Indo-European tree.

In the first of two collaborative papers (see also pp. 292–3), Gray and Atkinson’s estimate for the Goidelic/Brythonic split is 2,900 years ago – during the Bronze Age. This could be conservative, since their estimates for the break-up of Romance and Germanic languages are only 1,700 and 1,750 years ago respectively, and in the latter case would seem to be an underestimate (see Figure 6.2).61

Count everything

Just before Gray and Atkinson’s paper appeared in Nature, the geneticist Peter Forster at the McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, University of Cambridge, published a comparable figure (3,200 years) for the break-up of Continental and insular celtic, using a completely different dataset and method of estimation.62 Whereas the Dyen dataset included only well-attested, living and thus data-rich insular-celtic languages, Forster bravely took information from Continental Gaulish inscriptions and compared this linguistically with insular-celtic languages, both living and extinct.63 However, his tree explicitly acknowledges borrowing, resulting in ambiguity of some branches, thus causing the tree to become more of a ‘network’. Possibly as a result of this, Forster’s tree shows the two insular-celtic language branches Brythonic and Goidelic to be more closely related to each other than to Gaulish, but only just, and with a (branch ambiguity) at the break-up point.

The closest relatives to Gaulish are the insular-celtic Old Irish, Welsh, Scots Gaelic and Breton languages – in that order.64 In Forster’s tree, Gaulish is separated from the others by a very rough estimate of 5,200 years, consistent with the inference from Himilco’s Periplus that insular celtic could have arrived in the British Isles rather early. In Forster’s words:

For the fragmentation of Gaulish, Goidelic, and Brythonic from their most recent common ancestor, the … tree yields [an age of 5,200 years65], but this … should be regarded as exploratory because it is based on only three estimators, i.e., three descendent branches. The [age of 5,200] years would represent an oldest feasible estimate for the arrival of Celtic in the British Isles, and indeed is expected to be close to the actual date if the phylogenetic split between Gaulish and Insular Celtic was caused by the migration of the Celtic language to Britain and subsequent independent development in Britain.

On a deeper scale, Forster’s network tree also ‘yields a date for Indo-European fragmentation in Europe, as a whole,’ of 10,100 years ago,66 which is at least comparable to the figure arrived at by Gray and Atkinson (7,300 years), who used a much larger dataset. These old estimates are consistent with Colin Renfrew’s theory that the Indo-European language family originally expanded into Europe on the back of the arrival of the first agriculture there.67 I shall return to these dating methods later (see Figure 6.2a).

Coming back to the celtic branch, these two studies – which used completely different sources and methods – seem to agree that the break-up of individual celtic languages happened perhaps twice as long ago as the separation of each of the two largest West European groups, Germanic and Romance, and roughly the same time as the separation of Lithuanian from Slavic (although obviously these conclusions have to be acknowledged as provisional). Such datings would be more consistent with a Neolithic or Bronze Age celtic expansion than with the Iron Age one previously suggested under the southern German homeland theory (see Chapter 1). Not only that, but since Irish (Goidelic) and British (Brythonic) seem to be on opposite sides of a deep divide (Figure 2.4), the possibility of two early movements of celtic languages to different parts of the British Isles before 1000 BC is not disproved. Finally, on an even deeper timescale, Gray and Atkinson’s estimate of the separation of the ancestor of the celtic branch from the common ancestor of the other two West European language groups, Romance and Germanic, is very old indeed, with a Neolithic scale estimate of 6,100 years – or even older, if we accept Forster’s estimate.

Irish legends

Such a deep history of linguistic colonization, if real, might resolve an interesting apparent anomaly which lies at the core of Irish legend and culture. According to the orthodox academic view of ‘Iron Age Celtic invasions’ from Central Europe, ‘Celtic’ cultural history should start in the British Isles no earlier than 300 BC. Yet Irish legend has all the so-called mythological cycle of invasions from the Continent done and dusted by 1700 BC, which is the time of some of the earliest copper-mining in Ireland at Mount Gabriel in Cork. On this basis again, the first of the mythological invasions would have been at about the same time as the very earliest copper mining in Ireland, at Ross Island. These legendary estimates are based on two Medieval documents which list names and dates of Irish kings following the last Gaelic invasion, both pre- and post-Christian.68

The last three of the six invasions in the mythological cycle were over within the comparatively short period of 234 years.69 The first of these last three groups of invaders were the Firbolgs, whose name is generally given a celtic derivation by linguists. The Firbolgs are said to have fled Greece, where they had been enslaved and made to carry earth in bags. They were supposed to have made ships out of these bags and sailed to Spain before arriving in Ireland, where their dynasty of nine kings lasted only thirty-seven years. Around 1900 BC the Tuatha Dé Danann, skilled artisans, replaced the Firbolgs and supplied another series of nine kings, who ruled Ireland for a further two hundred years, until 1700 BC.70 The Tuatha Dé Danann worshipped Dana, who was synonymous with Brigit, the Celtic mother-goddess.

The last of the legendary invaders were the Milesians, who, as mentioned above, have been identified by both archaeologists and traditionalists as being Gaelic, and as coming from Spain and possibly ultimately from Asia Minor. I have already noted David Rankin’s discussion on this theory, which partly relies on Thomas O’Rahilly’s reinterpretation of the traditional or legendary texts; I am now coming back to it again in the context of linguistic dating. O’Rahilly accepted the orthodoxy of the Iron Age as the period for all ‘Celtic’ invasions and simply changed the dates of the mythological invasions to suit, by cutting out 1,600 years between the last invasion and the birth of Christ. He re-dated the Gaelic invasion at 100 BC, thus effectively killing off nearly all the numerous pre-Christian Irish kings. But he still accepted the older mythological cycle of invasions as valid evidence from before those king lists. O’Rahilly (and Rankin) also accepted that there was an association between the multiple earlier invasions, which O’Rahilly now dated over the previous 600 years, and Brythonic languages arriving from the nearby Continent. In arguing for these dates, and for the final Milesian invasion representing the arrival of Goidelic or Gaelic from Spain, O’Rahilly clearly creates a dating problem or anachronism by comparison with the much older language splits discussed above.71 O’Rahilly, if he were alive today, might not accept the new linguistic dates. However, the anachronism can be addressed by replacing the southern Germanic homeland theory, for which there is less and less evidence, with a Spanish homeland theory, for which – as we shall see – there is ample genetic data and even archaeological evidence of cultural connections.72

Metals, beakers and celtic languages

If celtic languages moved into the British Isles not in the Iron Age but, as suggested by linguistic dating evidence, in the Bronze Age or earlier, then the dates of nearly 2000 BC implied by the Irish king lists may not be so fantastic.73 It should be remembered that the earliest text relating to these dates74 was written in the twelfth century AD. However, it was based on a compilation of older texts now lost to us, and gives considerably more credible detail and cross-references for the last two thousand years than do any of the chroniclers, such as Gildas,75 whose works are still relied upon in reconstructing the Anglo-Saxon invasion.

Barry Cunliffe gives parallel archaeological evidence for such an early cultural spread up the Atlantic coast from Spain to Britain and Ireland. In spite of this, in his more recent book Facing the Ocean he still seems to sit on the fence when it comes to origins of ‘the Celts’ and their languages. In apparent deference to the orthodoxy, he still uses a map (Figure 1.3),76 reproduced from his 1987 book,77 of Celtic tribal arrows coming out of southern Germany. But elsewhere he acknowledges its evidential weakness and describes an alternative archaeological southern-origin view which argues that cultural continuity along the Atlantic coast could have fostered the development of a celtic lingua franca along the coast. He adds:

It could be further argued that the language had developed gradually over the four millennia that maritime contacts had been maintained, perhaps reaching its distinctive form in the Late Bronze Age … the archaeological and linguistic evidence support each other without being dependent.

Cunliffe then suggests that the famous Beaker pottery archaeological phase, which moved with early metallurgy into Ireland, might be a marker for this cultural-linguistic spread: ‘In this model Beaker prospectors were the carriers of the Celtic language.’78

The specifics of the first metal mining dates are critical in Ireland, in view of the legendary last three ‘invasions’. Cunliffe points out that, after Spain, where copper was being extracted as early as 3000 BC,

[t]he main source of copper in the northern part of the Atlantic zone in the third and second millennia [BC] was Ireland … Two major mining complexes have been located in the south of the country, together spanning the period from c.2400 to 1500 BC … The earliest so far known is at Ross Island … Co. Kerry … the mines were in operation from 2400 to 2000 BC … A later more extensive series of mines was opened at Mount Gabriel … west Cork… [They] were in use over about the two centuries from 1700 to 1500 BC … Finally we must turn to [north] Wales, where some thirty mining sites are now known … [F]our … were in operation in the first half of the second millennium.79

Significantly Cunliffe notes that ‘the earliest [Irish] metallurgy seems to be coeval with the appearance of the earliest beakers’,80 which confirms his view of their association as cultural markers.

The distributions of so-called Maritime Bell Beakers, a distinct form of pottery traded along the Atlantic and western Medi terranean coasts of France, Britain, Spain and northern Italy in the early third millennium BC (see Chapter 5 and Figure 5.12b) are remarkably coincident with the map of inscriptional evidence for celtic languages over two thousand years later. More specifically, when tin later came to be used to make bronze, it was mined from the same key metal-rich locations of the Atlantic coast (western Spain, Brittany, Cornwall, north Wales and southern Ireland) that made up the later tin trading networks of the first millennium BC discussed earlier (see pp. 40–1).

Finally, I should like to reiterate a point about dates and the Irish legends. There is a recurring theme in Irish tradition that the ancestors of the last two invasions arrived in Spain, by sea from an ultimate homeland in the eastern Mediterranean. The earliest linguistic dates given by Forster and Gray appear to suggest an early Neolithic date for the separation of the common celtic ancestor, well before the splitting of the other two West European language branches, Italic and Germanic.

Cunliffe has something to say on this Mediterranean trail. When discussing the theory of Beaker–celtic association (see also Chapter 5), he notes that ‘Other archaeologists have taken a more radical line, in considering Celtic languages to have been carried to the west much earlier by Neolithic cultivators.’81 ‘Other archaeologists’ refers to Colin Renfrew’s theory of the agricultural spread of Indo-European languages and the role of celtic languages in that spread.82 Cunliffe refers to this Mediterranean ‘roots’ possibility himself in terms of Neolithic trade between the Mediterranean and Atlantic coast from the fifth to the third millennium BC. For evidence of this, he cites the trade in Cardial Impressed Ware, a distinctive type of pottery which, during the early Neolithic, spread from Italy along the Mediterranean coast to southern France and through his favoured Garonne river route to the Atlantic Coast (see p. 203 and Figure 5.1). As we shall see, there are many genetic parallels to such events during the Bronze Age, the Neolithic and even earlier.

Summary

Celts were real rather than mythological people to the Roman and Greek authors for over a thousand years. Ancient literary evidence points to their early presence in Spain, southern France and Italy, thus contradicting the nineteenth-century view of their origins in southern Germany. Inscriptional evidence indicates that languages closely related to insular celtic are found in the same southern distribution over the same period, and were the main vernacular alternative to Latin there. Given this distribution, Caesar’s remark that people in central Gaul, south of the Seine and Marne rivers and west of the Garonne, referred to themselves as both Celts and celtic-speaking is consistent with Buchanan’s and Lhuyd’s view that there was a close link between insular celtic and the classical Continental Celts. This contradicts the Celto-sceptic view that the term ‘Celtic’ is based on a worthless myth best left, with its fuzzy linguistic associations, in the classical period.

There is good direct and circumstantial evidence that insular celtic was present in most parts of the British Isles at the time of the Roman invasion, although not as abundant in the one place where there should be the most evidence – England. Controversial linguistic-dating evidence may link the spread of celtic languages, not with the spread of Central European Iron Age Hallstatt and La Tène cultures as presently held in the orthodox view, but from a different region in earlier times stretching from the Bronze Age possibly back to the Neolithic.
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