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Preface

I have tried, in this book, to bring social anthropology and Celtic
studies into a fruitful meeting. The resulting hybrid is not part of any
genre, and has few precedents that I know of. J. R. R. Tolkien wrote:

To many, perhaps to most people outside the small company of
the great scholars, past and present. ‘Celtic” of any sort is . . . a
magic bag, into which anything may be put, and out of which
almost anything may come. . . . Anything is possible in the fabu-
lous Celtic twilight, which is not so much a twilight of the gods as
of the reason.

(Tolkien, 1963: 29-30)

I have tried to deal here with a great range of material, and have put
a foot into many pointed controversies. I have, moreover, left un-
done a great deal that I would have liked to pursue, failing to find
either time in life or room in the book. When I look at all this, I
wonder if the Celtic madness to which Tolkien refers might not have
afflicted me, in spite of all my efforts to deny it. It is no exaggeration
to say that all the chapters of this book, and even many of their
subsections, want to be books themselves.

I am very aware that the greater the attempted scope of the work,
the greater will be the deficiencies. There is also a risk that the social
anthropology will be over-familiar to the social anthropologist, and
the Celtic material banal to the Celticist. Nevertheless, I hope that the
intrinsic interest of the material, and of the meeting of subjects, will
compensate for this. I have also tried to make this work an introduc-
tion to some major themes of modern social anthropology ~ themes
which are illustrated, and I hope given life and interest, by detailed
examples. This book was not conceived as a primer in social anthro-
pology, but I like to think that it may, at least in some small part,
serve this function.

The book grows out of a rather unusual combination of interests
and experience. I have learned two Celtic languages, Breton and
Scottish Gaelic, through having carried out four years’ fieldwork in
western Brittany and the Scottish Highlands and Islands. I have a
long-standing interest in the relationship between language, history
and ethnicity, which I have studied largely through Celtic material.

xiii



xiv Preface

I have been interested in the relationship between intellectual stud-
ies and ordinary life, both in the past and the present, and this too I
have studied through primarily Celtic examples. I have a profes-
sional training in social anthropology, for good or ill, and I have a
deep interest in Celtic matters, without necessarily being inspired
by, or enthusiastic for, Celtic themes per se. The result is a work that
owes little to conventional disciplinary boundaries. I am not as well-
qualified to attempt this work as I would have wished; ideally, it
would have been undertaken by a committee of specialists. No such
committee exists, however, and if I had not attempted this work,
probably nobody else would either. It is in this spirit that I offer the
present work, aware that there must always be more to do, and more
to learn.

This book is about ‘the Celts’. There is, however, a strong bias to
those examples that I know best — the Scottish Gaelic and the Breton.
It would take a much longer book to deal explicitly with all the
examples. Nevertheless, I am confident that the approach can be
applied to the generality of Celtic material. I hope that readers with
more intimate knowledge of the Irish and Welsh examples (not to
mentijon the Manx, Cornish and Gaulish) will do the comparative
speculation for themselves. The material relevant to my concerns in
this book is potentially limitless. The specific selection presented
here is, then, to some extent arbitrary, resulting in part from acci-
dents of my own experience. I have, however, a wide enough ex-
perience of comparative material not presented here, to be confident
that even if I had written the book around entirely different examples,
the same conclusions would have emerged.

There are, as already intimated, many things which this book
would like to be, but is not.  began with the intention of concentrating
on classical dealings with the Celt. All the questions of definition
and interpretation could have been fought in the classics: the same
questions recur, however, in the modern material, which is why I
have reduced the classical component to a chapter.

The American angle is also more or less unexplored. I make
occasijonal reference in what follows to North American dealing
with the Celtic fringe, but this is rarely more than incidental. The
place of the Celtic fringe in the North American conceptual space is
a fascinating topic; its exploration, however, would require another
book.

There is also a wealth of unexplored comparative examples. There
is, for example, in popular reporting from north-western Europe
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(from say, France, Germany and Britain), an apparent similarity in
reported character of the Celtic, Latin and Slavonic peoples of Europe
- all of them inconstant, emotional, eloquent, moody, unreliable,
free from structure, overlapping into nature, and so on. I argue
below that, in principle, we might expect all ‘other’ people to be
perceived in this way. It is not surprising, therefore, that from a
single point of view, there will be a continuous surrounding periph-
eral zone, apparently sharing the same characteristics. I leave open,
however, the question of what is at the centre of this structure of
perception in larger European terms, just as I leave undiscussed the
many points of similarity between the Celtic, Latin and Slavonic
examples.! This, too, must wait for another work.

When one is asking questions about the constitution of a particu-
lar concept or category, one is obliged to do so using other concepts
and categories which may be equally problematic, but which are not
themselves under scrutiny. In order to create motion in one part of
the conceptual space, one is obliged to assume lack of motion in the
other parts — to fit the lever, to find a fulcrum, one has to have
somewhere to stand. A reader might well wonder, for example, why
the Celts should come under such scrutiny when others are left alone
— the English, the French, the Germans, the ‘Indo-Europeans’, and so
on? There is no reason, of course, other than the practical limitations
of argument and space. A like approach to other categories of Euro-
pean ethnic and linguistic analysis is invited, and could only be
welcome.



1
Who Are the Celts?

This title has a familiar ring. It might announce a very different kind
of book, one of a series through which a publishing house hoped to
turn ethnic variety into book sales. The series might include other
titles like “Who are the Greeks? — the Egyptians? — the Germans?’ The
form of the books in this series would be similar, telling the story of
a people from their origin to modern times, passing, with illustra-
tions, through the ups and downs of history.

What I provide here is not at all this kind of book. Indeed, this
volume might be regarded as a deliberate criticism of such a pub-
lishing exercise (and of the academic enterprise associated with it).
‘Who are the Celts?’ is an honest interrogative, and what I give here
is not a scholarly answer to a magisterial and rhetorical question. I
present, rather, a series of interlocking puzzles, out of which a ghost-
like presence emerges, to which we have given the name ‘the Celts’.

The main problem concerns the continuity of the Celts. The Celts
are, in common usage, one of the great peoples of early Europe. They
apparently emerge, from archaeological evidence, in central and
southern Europe, sometime in the first millennium sc. They seem to
have occupied or invaded the greater part of Europe during the
centuries up to the birth of Christ. The Greeks knew them as northern
barbarians, and the Romans knew them better, as northern barbar-
ians who were progressively incorporated into the Empire. After the
barbarian invasions brought about the collapse of the Roman order
in western Europe, the Celts faded from the scene as a major Euro-
pean force, being thereafter confined to the far north-west — to the
areas that came to be known as Wales, Brittany, Ireland and Scotland.
These are the areas where rather small numbers of people today still

- speak languages that linguists call ‘Celtic’.

I give below (see p. 6) a brief conventional historical survey of the
Celts. Here, however, I shall pose the problem which lies behind this
book, along with a few possible solutions. In Greek and Roman
antiquity we find societies that were, like all societies, interested in
their own frontiers, their own geographical and conceptual
boundaries. The Celts formed, in a sense, the northern boundary for

1



2 The Celts

both the Greeks and the Romans, and as such provoked interest and
commentary. This must not be overstated, for both the Greeks and
the Romans were immeasurably more interested in themselves than
they were in northern barbarbians. Nevertheless, the classical sources
give a fairly consistent picture of what Greece and Rome thought
about the Celts. This picture is interesting enough in itself. What is
most intriguing about it, however, is that many modern commentators
on the Celts find it applicable in its essentials to those people called
Celts in the present day. There is a continuity, in judgement of the
Celts, of well over 2000 years. What is the nature of this continuity?
We can look briefly at a few possible explanations:

Explanation 1: To most people who have written about this, the ques-
tion might seem fatuous, and the answer obvious. In the last century,
it was a commonplace of thought that a race of people (‘the Celts’,
for example) was biologically self-reproducing, and that the endur-
ing cultural characteristics of a race derived from this biological
continuity. Biology determined social characteristics for races of man
just as much as for species of animal. No surprise, then, that the
modern descendants of the ancient Celts should be much like their
ancestors, in the same way as modern elephants are indistinguish-
able from the elephants that Hannibal rode over the Alps. This
manner of thinking about human groups is now almost completely
superseded within British academic anthropology. It is, however,
still lively in the world at large, and is far from having lost all its
power in other academic spheres. Criticism of this form of thinking
is widespread enough for it to need little exposition here, although I
deal with it briefly below (see p. 76).

Explanation 2: If the continuity is not biological, there may still be a
continuous cultural tradition. The Celts, in antiquity, had a culture
specific to them. Given that every new generation of Celts learnt this
culture relatively unchanged from its elders, cultural continuity is
discernible from earliest times to the present day.

In both these explanations, the continuity, however it is carried, is
real and objective. Celts were really like that, and they are really the
same today.

Explanation 3: Perhaps the Greeks and the Romans had a fixed idea
of what they thought barbarians were like, and reproduced this in
their writings, irrespective of what barbarians were really like. We
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might further imagine that mediaeval and Renaissance European
scholars simply reproduced classical commentary on the barbarian,
out of respect for classical opinion. Given the great prestige of the
classics, and the heavily classical bias of much education until recent
times, this explanation has much to recommend it.

Explanation 4: We might argue that the Greeks and the Romans both
represented societies which had a great interest in their own order,
structure and propriety (as societies do). Both looked at the barbarians
on their northern borders, and found there manners and habits
which contradicted many of their own, and seemed therefore of-
fensive, entertaining or absurd. This develops explanation 3, by
allowing some real observation of barbarian habits to enter into the
picture. European commentators, since the Middle Ages, found in
the Celts a similar contradiction of their own order, and so found
sympathy with classical commentary.

Clearly,the arguments so far presented are not exhaustive; nor are
they mutually exclusive, and there may be elements of all of them in
‘Celtic continuity’. It is principally explanation 4, however, which I
pursue in most of what follows. I argue that the continuity of the
Celts is not derived from anything intrinsic to these people, but
instead derives from a particular kind of culture-meeting — a meet-
ing between a self-consciously civilising, powerful, centralising cul-
ture, which produces written records, and a much less powerful
culture which leaves no or few written records. The continuity in the
characteristics of this culture-meeting gives us continuity in the Celts.
It is in many respects fortuitous and arbitrary that the characteristics
of culture-meeting in Europe over 2500 years, should have been such
as to tie the modern ‘Celts’ so convincingly to their ancient ‘ances-
tors’. This book might be seen, therefore, as an attempt to demolish
certain kinds of interpretation of the Celt (those represented, say, by
explanations 1 and 2). What survives at the end of the argument is
less substantial than a living flesh-and-blood race, or an enduring
and ancient culture surviving into the present.

One further general explanation is needed. Although of a differ-
ent logical order from the other four, its consequences pervade them:

Explanation 5: The Celts have represented, and still represent, in the
European order, manners and habits which are ‘old-fashioned’. In
the lineage of the Celtic peoples that is commonly drawn up, this has
nearly always been true, with only limited reversals. The content of
the material drawn into the opposition modernjold-fashioned has
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changed continually, but the structure of the opposition has en-
dured. I must stress, in order to avoid vexatious misunderstanding,
that the judgement upon what is modern and what old-fashioned is not
my own: it is, rather, the judgement of those peoples and societies
that have bordered the Celts, that have been Celts, and that have
moved across the border in one direction or another.

CELTIC STUDIES AND SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY

It is now a familiar notion, within social anthropology, that anthro-
pology, and some other aspects of humanistic study (notably lin-
guistics) moved from being almost uniquely historical studies in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to being primarily a-his-
torical or structural studies in the later twentieth century. This has
been discussed by a variety of anthropologists (see, particularly,
Evans-Pritchard, 1962). In the nineteenth century, anthropologists
cooperated with linguists, biologists and folklorists, all intent upon
the same enterprise - the reconstruction of the history of languages,
cultures and races (or peoples), and the explanation thereby of the
modern world. The history of those people that came to be called
Indo-European, after the language family of the same name, was an
intellectual preoccupation which united many disciplines, anthro-
pology among them, in a great and, in the linguistic sphere at least,
profoundly fruitful endeavour. The study of the Celts and the Celtic
languages was not the most important part of this scholarly effort,
overshadowed as it was by the study of the Italic, the Romance, the
Germanic, the Greek and the Indo-Iranian languages and cultures.
The Celtic languages and peoples were, after all, in many senses a
fringe issue. Celtic studies, however, although rather lately incorpo-
rated into the mainstream,' benefited from the effort of study in
historical linguistics, and added to its achievements.

In the 1920s, however, within social anthropology, a revolution of
thought and method took place. Anthropology, according to
Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, was the study of primitive people
who did not have history. The various methodological and empirical
confusions which led to this position are too complicated for dis-
cussion here, but it is sufficient for our present purposes that social
anthropologists virtually abandoned the study of Europe, and at the
same time virtually abandoned the study of history. They went to
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‘primitive’ peoples overseas, peoples which had no record of their
history, and which could therefore be assumed to be changeless, as
the functionalist model of social equilibrium required. Within Europe,
however, the Celtic folklorists, linguists and archaeologists went on
their historical and historicist paths, reconstructing with ever greater
sophistication and erudition the history, language and culture of the
Celtic peoples. For two generations, therefore, Celtic studies and
social anthropology almost completely stopped meeting.

When social anthropologists again turned their attention towards
Europe in the 1970s (with only isolated earlier attempts), they turned
to the Celtic regions; not always, however, for very good reasons.
The Celtic regions had the folk-reputation in Britain, France, Germany
and elsewhere, as they had almost always had in the history of
Europe, of being backward and faithful to tradition. Social anthro-
pologists had become used to studying primitive and timeless peo-
ple, and the Celts seemed ripe for the sickle. They began, therefore,
to study Celts of various kinds by participant observation, and to
construct synchronic studies of the structural relationship of institu-
tions.” What anthropologists who ventured into these areas discov-
ered was a formidable and sophisticated body of scholars and schol-
arship, and a tradition of historical, cultural and linguistic enquiry
unbroken from the nineteenth century. To the synchronically minded
anthropologist, the concerns of these scholars seemed outmoded,
but there was no doubting their tremendous learning. To the Celtic
linguists, folklorists and historians, on the other hand, the concerns
of the synchronically minded social anthropologist no doubt seemed
vacuous, and, given the ignorance of history and historical linguis-
tics which an anthropologist typically takes into the field, presump-
tuous as well.

Post-war social anthropology slowly abandoned any rigorous
theoretical formulation which excluded history and historical stud-
ies. The bias against them remains, however. Celtic studies, mean-
while, has never seriously departed from its nineteenth-century
models. The time is ripe, perhaps, for bringing Celtic studies and
social anthropology together. It seems absurd, in dealing with a
‘people whose history excites such avid interest, to ignore this history.
What I try to do in this work, at any rate, is to look at some aspects
of the history of the Celts which seem to invite anthropological
treatment, and where anthropological insights might be of general
use.



6 The Celts
THE CELTS — A CONVENTIONAL AND CONDENSED SURVEY

My purpose here is not to give a full archaeological and linguistic
survey of Celtic origins and continuities. Some background is needed,
however. What follows, both in relation to the origins and early
history of the Celts, and to the histories of the modern ‘Celtic’ peo-
ples, is, it must be stressed, highly condensed, and necessarily passes
over many difficult questions of interpretation.

It is also worth noting that any picture of early Celtic Europe is
necessarily based upon a rather comprehensive ignorance. I make
this point, since one could be forgiven for thinking, after reading one
of the many illustrated books on the Celts,? that the authors had been
round pre-Roman barbarian Europe with camera and tape-recorder.
This is unfortunately not the case. Our ability to portray the early
Celts is partly a tribute to the great effort of scholarship within Celtic
studies over the last hundred years or so. It is also, however, and
predominantly, a tribute to the modern imagination - a subject to
which we shall return.

The Celts, as defined by commonly accepted archaeological or
linguistic criteria, might be said to emerge from prehistoric darkness
in the first half of the first millennium sc. Different authorities give
remarkably different figures for this emergence, and Professor Ellis
Evans, a leading Celtic scholar, and professor of Celtic studies in
Oxford University, has recently observed that: ‘The quest for the
origin of both the Celtic and Germanic peoples brings us face to face
with what we can only describe, if we are honest, as problems of
profound obscurity’ (Evans 1980-2: 233).

Characteristically, however, the more obscure the problems, the
more scholarship, argument and speculation have gathered around
them. There is an immense body of scholarship devoted to the ar-
chaeological and linguistic aspects of Celtic ‘origins’, and to attempted
reconstructions of the many and various aspects of Celtic life in the
pre-historic period. A look at any of the major periodicals (La Revue
Celtigue, Zeitschrift fiir Keltische Philologie, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic
Studies, etc.) will give some idea of this. It is worth noting some
conclusions of this work under two headings — archaeology and
language.

The Celts - from archaeology

In archaeological terms, the Celts are associated with three different
‘cultural periods’, as defined by modern archaeology. The first of
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these is centred upon urnfield cremation sites, and is dated to the
end of the second millennium sc, with expansion through large parts
of Europe in the early first millennium sc. The second centres upon
the first evidences of iron-working in Europe, called ‘Hallstatt” after
the small town in Austria where the first major relevant archaeologi-
cal finds were made, mostly in the 1870s. The third, like ‘Hallstatt’,
takes its name from a relatively insignificant modern location, this
time La Téne in Switzerland, where archaeological finds were made
in the late 1850s. ‘Hallstatt’ culture is commonly reckoned to take
Celtic Europe from ¢.800 Bc to ¢.600 or 500 sc. The more artistically
and culturally refined ‘La Téne’ culture then emerges in the middle
of the millennium, and lasts in some form or another until the
Roman occupation of much of Europe in the last century Bc (after
which it is progressively diluted, lingering longest in unoccupied
Ireland). All three ‘cultures’ appear to have begun in limited areas,
and then to have spread widely. By the mid-third century Bc, some-
thing identifiable on these definitions as ‘Celtic’ culture had spread
to most of Europe.

The Celts — from linguistics

In linguistic convention, Celtic is a term used to describe a branch of
the Indo-European languages. If we adhere, for brevity, to the
dendritic model of historical linguistics, then we can call the Celtic
languages a branch of the Indo-European tree, of the same status as
the Germanic or Italic language groups. These three branches can
then be grown back into an earlier Western Indo-European, although
this is little more than a fine-sounding name for ignorance. The
relationship between the Celtic, Germanic and Italic linguistic groups
has been much debated, and again the conclusion must be one of
agnosticism, albeit of the most erudite kind.* In the absence of writ-
ing, which barbarian Europe in the first millennium Bc effectively
lacked, almost no linguistic record survives. The classical world
eventually spread a knowledge of writing to much of Europe, but by
then the three major language groups of western Europe, the Italic,
Celtic and Germanic, seem to be already well-differentiated, and
attempts at reconstructing earlier events have not produced any
general agreement.

With the advent of writing, exiguous linguistic evidence from
Celtic areas starts to appear. Writing was, however, virtually all in
Latin or Greek. The main sources for Celtic are the use of names of
people and places which are Celtic within Latin and Greek texts, and
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memorial inscriptions. With the Roman expansion into Celtic Gaul,
a good deal of such evidence becomes available. Again, much ex-
tremely subtle scholarly effort has gone into the attempt to make the
most of these slender evidences.

Gaulish is the earliest Celtic language to have attested forms, and
is the only Continental Celtic language of which anything substan-
tial is known. All the other surviving evidence is from the insular
Celts, or from off-shoots of these (‘insular’ is used, in the Celtic
context, to distinguish the Celts of Britain and Ireland from those of
Gaul and the rest of the European mainland). Gaulish is the Celtic
language assumed to have been spoken throughout Gaul at the time
of the Roman invasions in the middle first century sc. Gaul became
a prosperous and peaceful Roman province, and remained so for
several hundred years, but no connected prose in the Gaulish lan-
guage has survived (to the great frustration of modern linguists).
The longest extant text is on the large bronze known as the ‘Calendar
of Coligny’ (found in 1897 in a vineyard in Coligny, in the department
of Ain in south-eastern France), which is often taken for an instrument
of druidical astronomy, and contains over sixty words (some repeated,
however, and none in obvious syntactic relationship to one another).
By the end of the Roman period, Gaulish had been abandoned, and
the language spoken was a variant of the vulgar Latin of the Roman
Empire, which became, in the course of time, the language we now
know as French.

The modern Celts

The modern Celtic language group is divided into two parts, often
called p-Celtic and g-Celtic. The p-Celtic languages (otherwise known
as Brythonic, Brittonic or British) are Welsh and Breton. The g-Celtic
languages (otherwise known as Goidelic) are Irish and Scottish Gaelic.
Until this century, a form of Gaelic lingered on in the Isle of Man,
and was called Manx. Until the very late eighteenth or early nineteenth
century a form of p-Celtic survived in Cornwall, and this is commonly
called Cornish. Both Cornish and Manx must now be regarded as
extinct, although attempts are being made to revive them.’ The dis-
tinction between p-Celtic and g-Celtic derives from the observation
that many words which begin with ‘p” in Welsh or Breton, begin
with a ‘k’ (or, in earlier orthographic convention, a ‘q’) in Scottish or
Irish Gaelic. Familiar place-names provide a simple example. The g-
Celtic word for ‘head’ or ‘top’ is ceann; the p-Celtic is penn. This word
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has been incorporated into many place-names in the British Isles. In
its g-Celtic form it has been Anglicised as ‘kin’-, and is present as
‘end’, ‘extremity’ or ‘head’ in many place names in Scotland and
Ireland - ‘Kintyre’, for example, means, ‘land’s end’ (“-tyre’ repre-
senting an Anglicisation of the genitive of tir, meaning ‘land’). In its
p-Celtic form it is found, with the same meaning, in place-names
throughout England, Wales and Lowland Scotland - ‘Penrith’, for
example, means ‘head (or main) ford” (-rith’, see Welsh rhyd,
meaning ‘ford’).

The ‘p-'/‘q-" alternation is thus of a simple kind, although its
origins are fiercely debated. An earlier ‘Common Celtic’ is assumed,
but no consensus exists on when the p/q division occurred, or
where. It has in the past been common to argue that the ‘q-Celts’ (if
we may, for the moment, so personify a linguistic abstraction) were
the earlier occupants of Ireland and Britain, displaced in the south
and east by later waves of ‘p-Celtic’ invaders. More recently, atten-
tion has focused on the possibility that the ‘p” and ‘q’ dialects are an
entirely insular development, deriving from a split in a single pho-
neme, separately developed on either side of the Irish Sea, at a
relatively recent date (see Hamp, 1962). There is no space here to go
into this, but it is worth drawing attention to the very different
anthropological consequences of these two linguistic explanations.
The first involves the clamour of invasions and displacements, with
all its associated paraphernalia of argument about superiority and
inferiority, priority and modernity, origins and destinies, and relative
chronology. The second substitutes instead a quiet linguistic change,
perhaps hardly noticed by those living through it, and not even
reflected in different orthographic traditions until long after it had
occurred. Much argument has gone into the rights and wrongs of the
first explanation, and the second is a useful counter to it. We shall
meet some rather similar problems when we look at the ‘origins’ of
the Celts.

The modern ‘Celtic’ languages are as follows:

Irish Gaelic

Irish Gaelic tends to be regarded as the indigenous language of
Ireland, since virtually nothing is known about the language of the
‘pre-Celtic’ inhabitants (who are known through archaeological and,
to some extent, mythological, sources). Irish Gaelic (once commonly
known in English as ‘Erse’) was, as far as we know, the language
spoken across Ireland for most of the first millennium ap. It was never
the language of urban Ireland, since urban settlements were first
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made by Norse traders and settlers in the ninth century ap, and these
were subsequently taken over by Norman French, and later English,
traders and settlers from the late twelfth century onwards. Irish has,
therefore, in some senses, been in social retreat for over 1000 years.
The linguistic situation was, however, for many centuries fairly stable,
as the majority of the Irish population remained rural and Gaelic-
speaking (with a strong association, in the post-Reformation period,
between Catholicism and Gaelic). It was not until the nineteenth
century, and particularly the mid-century potato famines, that the
slow retreat of Gaelic turned into a rout. Assessment of the modern
linguistic situation is complicated by the fact that Irish Gaelic has
been, since 1922, the first official language of Independent Ireland,
and has been much taught in schools. This has done little to halt the
rapid decline in the number of habitual speakers of the language, but
it has produced a large number of people who have some knowledge
of the language. This sometimes leads to very inflated claims of the
number of speakers. In fact, those who use Gaelic as a normal me-
dium of everyday communication, outside the university corridors,
now number about 20,000, many of whom live in areas in the south
and west designated as the official ‘Gaeltacht’.

Scottish Gaelic

Scottish Gaelic is now thought to have been carried to south-west
Scotland by emigrants from north-east Ireland in the fifth and sixth
centuries aD, as part of the great flux in the populations of Europe at
the time. Roman power was retreating, leaving behind a more-or-
less Romanised and Christian p-Celtic-speaking population, for which
no truly adequate term exists in modern English. The term ‘ancient
Britons’ will not do, conjuring up as it does images of naked barbar-
ity and woad. ‘Roman Britons’ has a rather alien feel, although it is
perhaps the best term available. A term is needed to express the
indigenous nature of the population (‘British’ in the same sense that
the Irish were “Irish’), and at the same time convey the sense of self-
conscious civilisation of a people that had, for several centuries,
formed an important part of the Roman Empire.

This society in Britain had long been troubled by incursions of
‘Picts’® from the north, Angles and Saxons from the east, and Irish
froin the west. It has been plausibly argued that the Gaels came from
Dalriada in Northern Ireland, by invitation of some post-Roman
British power, to provide a political and military buffer between
British power in what is now Cumbria, Galloway and Strathclyde,
and the perennial military nuisance of the Picts to the north. At all
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events, the Gaels came, settling first in the islands and coastline of
what is now Argyll (as well as the Isle of Man). Over the next few
centuries, British power in northern England and the Scottish Low-
lands was gradually eclipsed (lingering longest in Strathclyde),
squeezed between Gael and Anglo-Saxon. The invading Anglo-
Saxons occupied most of what is now England, as well as large parts
of the Lothians. The Gaels, for their part, expanded into most of
Scotland, incorporating (by a rather intriguing dynastic procedure)
the Pictish kingdom (or kingdoms) of the north, and conquering the
British kingdom of Strathclyde. By the middle of the eleventh century,
Gaelic was the socially dominant language of large parts of mainland
Scotland north of the Forth-Clyde line (excepting the Norse northern
and island areas), and of parts of the western area between Clyde
and Solway.

There were, however, substantial remnants of British-speakers in
the south-west, and the western and northern islands and seaboard
were largely Norse. Moreover, from the early eleventh century (and
the process dates from well before the Norman Conquest of England),
the Scottish Gaelic court had begun to look south for its models of
sophistication. The influx of Anglo-Saxon aristocracy immediately
after the Conquest, and the subsequent Anglo-Norman arrivals, in-
troduced French and English as the languages of the court, of ver-
nacular literacy, and of social advancement and aspiration. The so-
cial supremacy of Gaelic in Scotland was brief and incomplete, and
by the twelfth century it was well on the retreat. The Highland line,
a major geographical boundary, became a kind of de facto boundary
between English and Gaelic, with a measure of socio-linguistic sta-
bility: English (or, say, a Germanic dialect closely related to English,
which some prefer to call ‘Scots’) was the language of the Lowlands
of the south and east, and of the major political and social forces in
Scotland; Gaelic was the language of the Highlands and Islands to
the north and west. The eclipse of the independent political power of
Clan Donald in the fifteenth century was the end of any Gaelic-based
independent political power in Scotland. Since then the history of
Scottish Gaelic has been one of continuous social and geographical
retreat,” a retreat which has only been accelerated by compulsory
schooling and modern media of communication.

Today, the language is almost entirely confined to the Inner and
Outer Hebrides, a few remote peninsulas of the western mainland,
and the emigrant communities of the larger Scottish cities. There are
about 90,000 Scottish Gaelic speakers, although they are an ageing
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population. Only in the Outer Hebrides do children still commonly
speak the language, and is it present in strength in schooling.?

Welsh

Welsh is considered to be the indigenous language of Wales, in
much the same way that Irish is of Ireland. The claim of Welsh is,
however, grander still, since it can be seen as the descendant of the
language(s) spoken throughout the areas now known as England,
Wales and Scotland, until the time of the Roman invasion, and in
many areas and social strata until much later. Latin only replaced the
native p-Celtic language in Roman Britain in the highest social
spheres, and a Celtic language remained the vernacular of the major-
ity. The '‘Roman British’, after the withdrawal of Roman power,
were, as we have seen, accosted from virtually all sides. The socio-
linguistic history of Welsh, however, is commonly thought of as tied
more to that of Anglo-Saxon (and of its modern descendant, Eng-
lish), since it was Anglo-Saxon or English that eventually replaced
British in most of its range (the less-enduring replacement of British
by Gaelic in Strathclyde is less commonly dwelt upon, for reasons
which we will come to). With the relentless incursions of the Anglo-
Saxons from the middle of the fifth century onwards, British re-
treated to the west. By about the middle of the seventh century, the
Anglo-Saxons had reached the sea at the Bristol Channel and west of
the Pennines (see Jackson, K. 1953:208-9). Henceforth, the once-
common British language was divided into three effectively penin-
sular forms — Cornish, Welsh and Cumbrian. Cumbrian survived
until perhaps the fourteenth century, and Cornish until about 1800.
Only Welsh survives today, and its social and geographical retreat is
still continuing. It is, however, still widely spoken in Wales, par-
ticularly in rural areas and in the north. The population of Wales
today is about two million, and the number of Welsh speakers about
400,000; the proportion of Welsh-speakers has recently fallen, for the
first time, to below 20 per cent of the population. Nevertheless,
although the language is undoubtedly still in long-term decline, the
picture for Welsh is much more hopeful than for any other Celtic
language, with a lively presence of Welsh in many Welsh schools,
and at university level.

Breton

Breton is widely spoken in rural parts of western Brittany. At the
time of the Roman invasions of Gaul and of Britain, a ‘Celtic’ lan-
guage was spoken in Gaul, and was apparently closely related to the
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language spoken in Britain. The modern Welsh (or at least the modern
Welsh-speakers) are commonly regarded as the descendants, ethni-
cally and linguistically, of the British whom Caesar encountered on
his first foray into Britain. It might seem reasonable to regard the
Bretons, similarly, as survivors of the Gauls. This explanation of
their presence, however, although long-held, is not now favoured.
The consensus today is that the Breton language is descended from
the language spoken by immigrants from Britain, who came during
the troubled period of the collapse of Roman authority and admin-
istration in northern Europe (the question is still contested, how-
ever).? Faced with civil disorder, and invasion from barbarian Irish
in the west and barbarian Anglo-Saxons in the east, Roman-British
Christian civilisation went in strength to Brittany, giving Brittany
and Breton their names. The nearest relations of the modern Breton-
speakers, from this point of view, are the modern Welsh-speakers.
The ancient Gauls are only rather distant cousins. As in the other
Celtic-speaking areas, during the formation of feudal Europe the
native aristocracy was either dispossessed, or abandoned its Celtic
language in favour of the language of a more powerful and, so it
seemed, a more sophisticated neighbour. Although Brittany main-
tained its independence as a Duchy until the middle of the sixteenth
century, its aristocracy had been French-speaking for several centu-
ries previous to this. Accordingly, the Breton language has long been
in social and geographical retreat, but the densely populated rural
areas of western Brittany remained, until this century, a stronghold.
Since the introduction of compulsory schooling (almost always in
French), however, and the ready availability of French-language
media, Breton has declined rapidly. Today, virtually all its speakers
are bilingual, and the great majority are over 40. There are perhaps
nearly 500,000 Breton-speakers today, which makes Breton, in these
crude terms, the most spoken Celtic language. The age-structure of
the Breton-speaking population, however, and the nearly complete
absence of new recruitment, make Breton also very vulnerable, and
unlikely to survive in any strength into the twenty-first century.
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‘A Branch of Indo-European’

The adjective ‘Celtic’ has its most respectable and formal use within
linguistics. The idea of the Indo-European languages is a result of the
increasingly scholarly and scientific study of language in the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries. Similarities between otherwise very
different languages in Europe had long been noticed, with erudite
Romans speculating on the relationship of their own language to
Greek.! Gerald of Wales made some thoughtful suggestions about
the relationships between disparate languages in the late twelfth
century, which have been seen as an early attempt at comparative
Indo-European linguistics.” Only in the late eighteenth century, how-
ever, did thoughts on this subject begin to assume their modern
form. Before then, attempts to understand the relationships between
different languages had usually aimed at derivation from Greek or
Latin {as privileged languages of ancient scholarship), or from Old
Testament Hebrew. In 1786, however, William Jones, in a now famous
address to the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, noted that Sanskrit,
the language of Indian religious learning, had remarkable affinities
with Latin and Greek. He further suggested that these three languages,
and indeed other European languages, and Persian, had a common
origin. As Lockwood says, ‘the modern science of comparative phi-
lology had begun’ (Lockwood, 1969:22).

The progressive scholarly elaboration of these ideas represents,
perhaps, the greatest modern intellectual achievement in the hu-
manities.® The group of related languages to which Jones had drawn
attention came to be called ‘Indo-European’ (although, in studies
written in German, as many were, ‘Indo-Germanic’ was also com-
monly used). The theory of the Indo-European languages supposed
that there was, behind all the modern Indo-European languages, a
single common ancestor language a ‘Common Indo-European’),
from which all the different modern languages had, over the years,
diverged. This ‘Common Indo-European’ was not attested, in that
no record of it survived, but increasingly sophisticated study of the
earliest recorded forms, and of the laws of sound change, enabled
the construction of hypothetical common forms. From this recon-
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structed ‘Common Indo-European’, the rest of the languages of the
group were then derived, according to systematic developments of
various kinds. So, from the ‘Common Indo-European’ of very early
date developed the ancestor languages of the major different mod-
ern groups of languages — ‘Common Germanic’, ‘Common Slavonic’,
‘Common Celtic’, ‘Common Italic’, ‘Common Hellenic’, ‘Common
Indo-Iranian’, and so on (as well as the ancestor languages of his-
torically attested languages or language groups which have now
disappeared — Tocharian, Anatolian, and others). These then gave
rise, over time, to the languages we know today: for example,
‘Common Germanic’ produced German, Dutch, Danish, Norwegian
and English; ‘Common Italic’ Latin, and thence French, Spanish,
Italian, Portuguese, Catalan and Provencal; ‘Common Slavonic’
Russian, Polish, Czech, Serbo-Croat and Bulgarian; ‘Common Celtic’
Welsh, Breton, Irish and Scottish Gaelic; and so on.

This is to put the matter crudely, but a crude understanding is
also a common one, and as such is useful in dealing with popular
handling of these ideas. The development over time of the Indo-
European languages is often expressed figuratively in a dendritic
model (Figure 2.1). This figure represents only a selection of western
Indo-European languages, and the full picture is very much more
complicated. A more detailed picture, for the Celtic languages, might
look like Figure 2.2.

The model of the development of the Indo-European languages
was elaborated in Europe during a period of strenuous and strident
nationalism and nation-building. The nineteenth century in Europe
is justly called an ‘age of nationalism’, and efforts in linguistic schol-
arship were closely tied to the political and ideological sphere. Be-
fore this period, the relationship of language and political institu-
tions was far from close. The phenomenon of the ‘nation’, so normal
now as to seem virtually part of the natural order, is of relatively
recent date, deriving from the gradual transformation and decline of

Figure 2.1
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Figure 2.2 (extinct languages underlined)*
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the power of the Catholic Church in Europe, much accelerated after
the Reformation. The nations (if we may call them such) of pre-
nationalist Europe were united as much by the common interests of
an aristocratic or mercantile class, as they were by the common
language and culture of all the inhabitants. The language spoken by
the lower orders was often a matter of indifference to the upper
orders, and some of the major political entities of Europe were
linguistically exceedingly diverse (the Hapsburg Empire, for exam-
le).

F Gradually, however, the idea developed that a nation should be
characterised by a common language, spoken by all that belonged to
it; and the same idea developed its reciprocal form — that every
language was, or ought to be, a nation. Much has been written about
these developments in recent years, in the general reappraisal of
nationality that has followed the two devastating European wars of
the twentieth century, wars for which nationalism might be blamed.’

Within the notion that a language was a nation, the dendritic
model of language development provided by the Indo-European
theory was not only a genealogy of languages — it was also a
genealogy of peoples, races, nations and cultures. A near-mystical
theory of the identification of race, nation and language was devel-
oped. The origins of this theory were rather diverse, but it is often
credited to Herder, writing in German in the late eighteenth century .®

The model of the development of the Indo-European languages
was, within this framework, a kinship genealogy of the grandest
kind. The figurative branching model was taken, quite literally, to
represent demographic and geographical expansion. The political
consolidation of nations which had names from within the model,
seemed only like a realisation of the natural order. Language, cul-
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ture, people, race and nation were, in important senses, the same thing.
So, the fortunes of a language, of an ethnic or national label, or of an
archaeologically definable culture-type, were all taken as evidence
of one another, or rather of the same thing — the fortunes, so to speak,
of the race. If a culture or a language seemed to expand, then this
was taken to be evidence of the growth and vigour of a biologically
definable human population; if an ethnic label moved across the
map, this was taken to be a movement of flesh-and-blood people,
carrying their language and culture with them.

Closely tied to the linguistic and nationalistic models of devel-
opment were theories of human development of the most general
kind. The notion that man had developed from more or less animal
origins, through barbarism, and thence to civilisation, was an old
one. In eighteenth-century Europe speculation upon this subject
became particularly fashionable, and much was written about the
relationship between modern European society, as it then was, and
both the ‘savage’ societies discovered overseas, and the ancient
barbarian societies attested by classical and mediaeval Latin and
Greek sources.” The idea that modern society was a refinement and
a sophistication of an earlier and natural crudity came very readily
to mind, and received various and diverse expressions.® ‘Civilisation’
was generally regarded as a desirable development away from
‘barbarity’; a development, however, that was neither inevitable nor
irreversible (with the image of the decline and fall of Rome always in
the imagination). There was also, however, a recognition, which
Tacitus had developed in detail, and which was frequently echoed
subsequently, that civilisation was not all gain: that while earlier
society might have been less refined, it was also the better for it —
more honest, natural, straightforward, and so on.’ Material con-
cerning the Celts, increasingly available as it was both from modern
and ancient sources, figured prominently in these discussions.!

After 1859, such discussion was further fuelled, and given an
apparently new and scientific legitimacy, by the publication of
Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), which provoked a furious
debate about the evolution of man and society, and the relationship
of man to the natural world. This drew speculation about the history
of society into the framework of biological evolutionary theory, with
societies viewed as increasingly sophisticated adaptive mechanisms,
which progressed from ‘early primitive’ forms to ‘modern developed’
forms. ‘Modern’ and ‘developed’ were usually taken to mean, un-
arguably, ‘better’ (although moral judgement is irrelevant to evolu-
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tionary theory as properly understood). Observers and theorists
from modern Europe were strongly inclined to regard their own
society and social practices as the most modern and developed, the
‘best’, and so set themselves to cultivating evolutionary trees which
put themselves at the tops of the branches, and all other societies
somewhere lower down. The best-known writer of this tendency
was Herbert Spencer, a formidable Victorian polymath."

Congruent with this discussion of social evolution, was a discussion
of the development of the ‘races’” of man. Mankind, it was argued,
was divided into biologically different races. It had already been
established, not without controversy, that all mankind was of one
stock, of one biological origin.” Nevertheless, the different races
within this one species were involved in a ‘struggle for survival’,
with the best and brightest coming to the top and forming great
civilisations, and the dunces lagging behind in the backwater of
Stone-Age savagery. It is easy, from our own vantage point, to see
that these theories were by and for Europeans, and their self-con-
gratulation and complacency has subsequently attracted a good deal
of ridicule. It is worth remembering, however, that the industrialised
European world in the late nineteenth century had undergone a
period of remarkable change; evenness of judgement about such
things could not have been easy. The stark clarity of the difference
between ‘savagery’ and ‘civilisation’ required explanation, and gave
an excitement and interest to all speculations on the subject. The
place of the Celts in nineteenth-century European thought must be
understood in the light of this.

Cultures and races were fitted, then, into an evolutionary scheme.
The Indo-European language model, with its forward dendritic
growth, seemed entirely congruent with models of the evolution of
society and race. The units of these disparate models were, indeed,
commonly understood to be essentially the same thing — races, that
is, with societies and languages proper to them. So the adjective
‘Celtic’ denoted a language, a society and a race, forging its unique
path through time.

This apparent unity of argument concerning the evolution of
species, race, society and language had the effect of collapsing and
confusing very different time-scales. The diverse ways in which
these merge into one another are often subtle, and could be the
subject of an entire monograph on metaphors and models of human
development. We can try to set up the problem, however: The dif-
ferentiation of the early hominids from the other hominoid apes
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began perhaps 15 million years ago; hunting might have begun 3
million years ago; a man-like species emerges perhaps with the
middle Pleistocene hominids assigned to the genus Homo and the
species erectus, one million years ago; modern man might be said to
emerge, in an anatomical sense, perhaps 50,000 years ago; agriculture
begins in Mesopotamia about 10,000 years ago, and reaches northern
and western Europe some 5000 years later; the beginning of the
differentiation of the Indo-European languages might be set about
4000 years ago; the earliest recorded evidences of the Indo-European
languages (Vedic religious texts), date to about 1000 Bc; the Bronze
Age in north-western Europe takes up more or less the second
millennium 8¢, and the Iron Age in the same area begins in the sixth
century Bc; settled agriculture replaces pastoralism in many areas
only in the last 1000 years; urban society takes over from an essen-
tially rural society only in the last 100 or so years, in a process which
is still far from completed, even in Europe.

These ideas are expressed without any of the refinement, elabo-
ration and reservation which they demand. The reason, however, for
assembling such a diversity of information, is to point out the con-
sequences of allowing ourselves to luxuriate too uncritically in the
notion that language, society and race all evolve together; if we do,
it is all too easy to allow these different developments, and all their
greatly disparate time-scales, to collapse into one apparently coherent
picture. The biological features implied by the idea of ‘race’, allow
the notion that one is dealing with the differentiation of man from
the animals. The earliest linguistic records are readily confused with
the origin of language itself. Language is often regarded as the prime
difference between man and animal, and as such the question of the
origin of language is as keenly interesting as it is obscure. It is both
easy and tempting to think that the linguistic records we have will
tell us something about this. The origin of human language might
plausibly be put well back into the Pliocene period, several millions
of years ago. There is every likelihood that men have been commu-
nicating in sophisticated languages for at least the last 100,000 years.
Nevertheless, surprisingly sophisticated linguists have been prepared
to talk about the earliest surviving linguistic evidences (which are
2000 or 3000 years old) as if they were very much closer to the origins
of language than our own speech. This has its parallel in a long-
standing tendency to treat the languages of existing ‘primitive’
peoples as if they, too, were languages only just out of the cradle.”
The earliest literatures of the Celtic languages are, in this spirit, often
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talked about as though they represented the infancy and springtime
of the human imagination. The Indo-European language model is,
strictly speaking, about languages and not about people at all; rarely,
however, does one find an account which does not, so to speak, fill
the language categories with mobile and expanding populations.
The development of the Indo-European languages, and their dis-
persal, is imagined as a branching and growth through time, and the
implication of the model is to derive both the languages and the
peoples speaking them from a point source — one of those holes in
the ground which models of this kind notoriously require. The de-
velopment and dispersal of Homo sapiens is imagined according to a
very similar pattern, and the peopling of Europe, and the peopling
of Europe with ‘Indo-Europeans’, tend to look very like one another,
although these are events of an entirely different conceptual order,
and take place within disparate time-scales.

I discuss below the general social tendency to judge ‘other’ soci-
eties as existing in a state of nature. This is a common feature of
social judgement, and it is one which has been multiply rendered in
intellectual accounts of our own past. Virtually all of the great changes
mentioned above, on time-scales varying from 10,000,000 years to
100, can be represented as a movement from ‘nature’ to ‘culture’.
The earliest stages are, so to speak, a movement from beast to man,
with all that that implies in popular and intellectual discourse in the
loss of instinct and passion, the gain of rationality and judgement.
The earlier stages of social development are commonly characterised
as a continuation of this primal process. Hunting, as a form of
subsistence, looks like a ‘natural’ stage from within an agricultural
setting (even without the many confirmative images provided by the
survival of ‘hunting’ as a recreation within modern societies.").
Pastoralism, with its movements, tents and animals, looks like a wild
social landscape from the settled agricultural village. And agriculture
and rural life, finally, look like a state of nature from the urban
setting. It is easy, therefore, when dealing with developments within
this sequence, to be unclear, and even unsure, of the appropriate
time-frame — in a sense, they will all serve, one at once or all at the
same time.

The Celts, therefore, have a long history of being tied up in a
discourse of race, language and culture - a discourse which has
indeed, in important senses, created them. Since the end of the
Second World War, the more unattractive aspects of racial discourse
are less conspicuous than once they were. The rethinking has,
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however, to date been very local in its effects. The revision or denial
of the concept of ‘race’, for instance, is one which has so far an
interestingly limited social distribution, and in world terms those
who are prepared to dissociate biological and cultural inheritance
completely are probably only a small minority. In the European
intellectual context, the rethinking of the concept of ‘race’ is typically
carried out against an intellectual obbligato of discussions of Nazi
Germany and apartheid South Africa. On the political margins of
Europe, however, in nations and areas that can feel that their role in
the last war was one of virtuous innocence, and that they had no part
(or no recent part) in colonialism and its works, a surprisingly innocent
invocation of the desirability of purity of race can sometimes be
found, along with an assertion of the necessary link between race,
character, culture and language. Just shows this for Greece (see Just,
1989a), and the same is sometimes true in, for example, the Celtic
areas and Scandinavia. The discourse is not, in such cases, supremacist
in the old ugly way, but it is happy to invoke what one might call
‘desirable difference’. I make this point, because it might be felt that
the discourse of ‘race’, in its old style, was completely discredited.”
This is true, but only in limited ways, and only in limited areas of
thought.

Scholars today, however, often make at least some attempt to
distinguish between different aspects of the once apparently unitary
concept of race - language, culture, nation and people — and indeed
to disavow the concept of ‘race’ altogether. Nevertheless, after all the
disavowals have been made, the equation of language, culture and
people is still regularly made, explicitly or otherwise. How else, after
all, are we to take assertions of the kind:

It is reasonable to accept that in the fourth and third centuries BC
the Celtic peoples dominated northern and central Europe from
the Black Sea to Spain. This is the message of the Greek and
Roman authors, who, together with the archaeologists of the
present time, are convincing on this point.

(Rankin, 1987:10)

Or:

It is a historical fact that the Celts in their heyday did traverse and
occupy huge tracts of Europe in the second half of the first millen-
nium B.C,, ranging from Galatia in the east (beyond Europe) in
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Asia Minor to Ireland in the west, from the Balkans and southern
Italy and the Hispanic peninsula to lands bordering the North Sea
and Scotland.

(Evans 1980-2:234)

If there is no transfer from a linguistic definition of Celtic to a
demographic definition, then how could a ‘Celt’ exist at all? Scrupu-
lous scholars may try to separate the various aspects of being Celtic;
many give primacy to the linguistic definition,' while others try to
stay with an ethnological definition.”” Ellis Evans is firm that ‘lin-
guistic doctrines should not be lightly mixed with ethnographic or
archaeological ones; to do so only means running the risk of com-
promising the more or less firm base of our views about [linguistic]
inter-relations and affinities’ (Ellis Evans, 1980-2:255). He then goes
on, however:

Both Celts and Germans were in turn expanding, marauding, and
conquering peoples, markedly different from each other and for
ever, it seems, consciously or unconsciously rejecting each other
because of a deep-seated and pernicious incompatibility. They
came from different cradles and mercifully, I believe, are a very
long way from being indissolubly fused together.

(ibid.: 255)

Even allowing for the degree of hyperbole which we might expect in
a memorial lecture in the University of Wales, this is an unarguably
direct assertion of the existence of the people, the Celts, with their
own inalienable character and lineage, and who speak the language,
or languages, defined as Celtic.

It takes only a moment, however, to remember that adults can
change their language during their lifetime, and that children very
readily learn as their first language a language which is not mother-
tongue to their parents. People can change their ‘ethnic” allegiance
during their lifetimes; can change the label by which they are known
and know themselves, according to biographical convenience. It is,
therefore, simply unwarranted to continue treating the spread and
survival of languages as being entirely congruent with the spread
and survival of named biological populations. There is every reason
to suppose that direct descendants of the unambiguously Celtic
Gauls that sacked Rome in 390 Bc, rode with Alaric and Attila under
completely incompatible ethnic labels 800 or so years later; every
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reason to suppose that direct descendants of the British who rose
under Boadicea now live in Suffolk under Anglo-Saxon names. These
points may seem obvious, but they go a long way towards emptying
the category ‘Celtic’ of much of its content. Before looking more
closely at the content of the category, I wish to look at some problems
of naming.



3
Calling People Names

A continuity of naming is often the simplest continuity of all, and
provides a thread through history along which other continuities -
of race, language or culture — can be traced and imagined.! Those in
the modern world who use the term ‘Celt’ to describe both ancient
and modern inhabitants of Europe often allow this usage to imply
continuity between the two very different ages — between pre-classi-
cal barbarian Europe, and the modern world of the Celtic fringe. The
continuity, however, is retrospectively imposed. It is not a continuity
which was lived by those people who are united, over the ages,
under the title ‘Celts’.

Before looking more closely at the early use of terms related to
‘Celt’, we must consider some general features of the naming of
peoples. Modern social anthropology has come to recognise that an
‘act of naming’ is always specific to a particular context. The catego-
ries to which names are given, and the names themselves, are the
product of a particular social viewpoint, with its own definitional
requirements. This is as true for the naming of peoples as it is in all
other areas of social life. It is commonly assumed, however, in look-
ing at the histories of peoples, that naming is a simple reciprocal
matter, and that groups of people have only one name, by which
they know themselves and by which they are known to others. We
can exemplify this simplicity if, for example, we take two groups,
and define them formally as A and B; then A may have a vernacular
term ‘¢’ for itself, and a vernacular term ‘d’ which it uses for B; and
B in its turn, uses the same terms, ‘d’ for itself, and ‘¢’ for A. Thus:

Example 1

terms used for A terms used for B
terms used by A c d
terms used by B c d

We can exemplify this rare simplicity through the English-speaking
Welsh and the English. Let A be the English-speaking Welsh, and B
the English, thus:

24
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Example 2

terms used for A terms used for B
terms used by A Welsh English
terms used by B Welsh English

So, the English-speaking Welsh call themselves ‘the Welsh’, and call
the English ‘the English’; the English call themselves ‘the English’,
and call the English-speaking Welsh ‘the Welsh’.

The names used by one group, however, by itself and for others,
need not correspond with the names used by another group. If we
take two groups, A and B; then A may have a vernacular term ‘c’ for
itself, and a vernacular term ‘d’ for B; B may, in its turn, have a
vernacular term ‘e’ for itself, and a vernacular term ‘f’ for A. Thus:

Example 3

terms used for A terms used for B
terms used by A c d
terms used by B f e

For a relevant real-life exemplification of this, let the Welsh-speaking
Welsh be group A, and the English be group B; then:

Example 4

terms used for A terms used for B
terms used by A Cymry Saeson
terms used by B Welsh English

Or let the Gaelic-speaking Scottish Highlanders be group A, and the
English (or Scots)-speaking Scottish Lowlanders be group B; then:

Example 5

terms used for A terms used for B
terms used by A Gaidheal Gall
terms used by B Highlander Lowlander

These examples invite extensive discussion of context, history, ety-
mology, dialectal forms and so on. Nevertheless, if we content our-
selves for the moment with the formal simplicity of the examples, we
find that we have introduced a potentially devastating complexity
into our reading of inadequate or exiguous sources, when we are
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trying to reconstruct the histories of peoples. In examples 3, 4 and 5,
all four terms are different, and histories and accounts written from
within one tradition would give an entirely different impression
from histories written within the other. In both these examples, we
have some access to histories written within both traditions, and can
be aware of the problem. Often, however, this is not so. Much of the
history of early Europe is available to us only through one half of the
terminology.

Examples 3, 4 and 5, complicating as they might be, nevertheless
represent a reciprocality and symmetry which is uncommon, for
they assume (or figuratively impose) a mutual agreement about the
aptness of the bounded groups, and about the appropriate location
of relevant boundaries. Where there is no such agreement, it is much
more difficult to present figurative models. Consider, however, the
following:

Example 6
terms used for: A B C D
terms used by: A e f f f
B f 8 f f
C f f h f
D f f f i

This is an attempt to render, in a formal manner, a situation where
every group has a name for itself (the four groups A, B, C and D
calling themselves, respectively, e, g, h and i), and has one term for
everybody else (a term like, say, ‘foreigners’ or ‘strangers’; we leave
aside, for the sake of simplicity, the very strong possibility that the
different groups speak different languages). The vernacular English
usage of terms like ‘continental’, ‘European’, and ‘foreign’, has much
in common with this figure. So also do the original meanings of the
‘names’ employed in examples 4 and 5 (see p. 56). Terminological
usages of this kind are harmless enough when the linguistic and
social background is very familiar, and the etymologies of the terms
transparent. When these conditions do not hold, however, then we
run a grave risk of misinterpretation. If we were examining, say, the
location of ‘foreigners’ in twentieth-century Europe, some 1000 years
hence, and using only very partial and ill-understood surviving
records, it would be easy enough to make the assumption that the
‘foreigners’ were an ethnic group, a tribe perhaps, or a nation, which
was scattered all over the European map, living in more or less
peaceful co-existence with other peoples. One might find oneself
arguing about whether a particular archaeological find, or a place-
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name, was or was not ‘foreign’. Departments of Foreign Studies
might spring up. The more enthusiastic lecturers in Foreign Studies
might trace their own ancestry to the foreigners, and argue their own
thirtieth-century dignity and pride on the grounds that the Foreign-
ers were the original inhabitants of Europe, who once ruled it from
the Urals to Gibraltar, from the Hebrides to the Bosphorus. . . . And
SO on.

We can complicate the matter still further. Many of the terms used
by human groups for ‘self’ and ‘other” are purely relative: they move
as the context of discussion moves. So, for people in a small village
in Shropshire, the people in the next village are ‘foreigners’. For
people from these two villages jointly visiting Shrewsbury, all the
people in Shrewsbury are ‘foreigners’. For the people from all these
towns and villages, watching Shropshire play another county in a
cricket match, all the visiting team and their supporters are ‘for-
eigners’. And so on, until the Martians arrive.

Furthermore, many terms which we might take for national or
tribal identifications turn out, upon inspection, to rest upon criteria
which are diverse, temporary and malleable ~ occupation, language
and place of residence, for example. Ardener says:

[Dlocumented cases are beginning to emerge of relationships be-
tween neighbouring peoples — different ‘tribes’ if you will - which
spread the population dynamic over some aggregate much larger
than any one ethnicity. Imagine that if you ran away to sea you
became a German, or to become a Londoner you gave up your
mother tongue.

(Ardener, 1974:31).

Ardener adduces African examples in support of this. His reference
to Germans and Londoners was intended to be deliberately pro-
vocative, to prepare the mind for exotic examples; in fact, however,
within these very familiar terms, we can recognise the processes.
Much immigration to London has precisely had the characteristic
that Ardener notes, with those that have lost their mother-tongue
now being fully ‘Londoners’, both in their own eyes and in the eyes
of others; and the notion of ‘running away to sea to become a Ger-
man’ is strikingly similar to the processes of occupational recruit-
ment to the label ‘German’ within the Hapsburg Empire.?

There can be no doubt that many of the terms and groupings with
which we make sense of our history — Viking, Celt, Anglo-Saxon,
Roman and so on — were subject to these kinds of process. To make
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sense of this we must move away from the notion that a ‘tribe’, or an
‘ethnic group’, is recruited essentially from within, through its own
biological reproductive power. Recruitment and disaffection, growth
and diminution, result not only from biological features of demog-
raphy, of birth and death, but also from processes of definition and
redefinition - from the movement of people between categories, and
the movement of categories around people. We must, therefore,
abandon the idea that ‘ethnic groups’ have demographically ‘hard
edges’, and are bounded like biological species against their neigh-
bours. The edge of an ethnic group may indeed seem ‘hard’, from
within the understanding of those that live on one or even both sides
of it, but this is a conceptual matter essentially independent of bio-
logical recruitment; the ‘hard edge’ may in fact permit a continuous
flow of individuals across it. It is in this light that we must look at the
categories of ethnic ascription in the ancient world.

Many of the terms of social self-understanding, by which peoples
make sense of themselves and of others, are the semantic substance
of a boundary between the social and the less-than-social, the human
and the less-than-human, the civilised and the less-than-civilised.
Many perceptions, actions, ideas and words can be fed into this
boundary distinction, but the existence of a perceived boundary
between ‘self’ and ‘other’ is about as near as we come to a social
universal. It has become commonplace within social anthropology
to think of boundaries of this kind as consisting of a mental or
ideological opposition between things on either side of the boundary;
or, in other words, the boundary and the opposition are different
forms of expression of the same phenomenon. These notions of
boundary and opposition have come to be of great importance, so
much so that they have a right to be considered the central feature of
modern anthropology. Problems of boundary are not, as they might
at first appear, a peripheral and abstract matter — they are, rather, the
substance of society itself: a society is no more or less than a web of
boundaries. And these boundaries are primarily located not in
concrete reality, but in the mind.

When a society (if we personify it for the moment) is thinking
about itself, it commonly defines itself within a system of oppositions,
with itself as the most prestigious element. Thus, any particular
society commonly thinks of itself as properly and fully human and
civilised. It gives substance to this idea by opposing itself to the
social and natural world around it. So we find a characteristic fabric
of ideas built around oppositions like social/wild, human/sub-
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human, human/animal, cultural/natural, civilised / uncivilised, well-
mannered/ill-mannered, and so on. These oppositions are phrased
very generally, to express a common feature of social representation
(one multiply attested both from modern ethnographic work and
from historical sources). A society uses the natural world around it
within this kind of thinking, opposing itself to the plants, animals
and spaces of the uncontrollable, unsocialised and dangerous wild.
A society, however, also opposes itself, in pursuit of its own self-
definition, to other human societies around it — an opposition, say,
between ‘self and other’. So we have a few crude oppositions:

human/animal
self/other
culture/nature

It seems to be in the nature of human thought that apparently
disparate oppositions, which share one only of their terms, are lined
up with one another, and brought together in a single potent idea.
The three oppositions listed above, for example, are commonly
brought together as if they were one. So the human cultural self (or,
say, one’s own society) is opposed to the animal wild of the ‘other’;
neighbouring societies are rendered as wild, natural and animal-
like; other manners can be construed as an animal-like lack of man-
ners, other languages as an animal-like lack of language. Any dif-
ferences in culture between one society and its neighbours can be
drawn into this system of thought.

Ideas of this kind must be fed into all the arguments so far advanced
about the definition of a group and its neighbours. Such ideas are
not, it must be stressed, a curiosity, occasionally observed in exotic
contexts - they are, rather, the very stuff of thought and theory about
the bounding of human groups. Our own term “foreign’, in its etymo-
logy, contains the notion of a simple boundary between the human
space of a settlement and the wild of the forest (from the Latin foras,
meaning ‘outside’, itself derived from a term meaning ‘entrance to a
dwelling’; a term, therefore, that occupied the most significant bound-
ary between the domestic space, and the wild outside). The ‘foras’,
or the ‘forest’, was thus a space in which wild, natural and danger-
ous people, ‘foreigners’, might be found (cf. above, example 6).
Words for dangerous ‘others’, based upon this kind of boundary
distinction, abound in language — the merest domestic threshold can
provide the conceptual substance of a category distinction which
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will people the world with strange, threatening and anti-social al-
iens.

Herodotus’ term for the northern barbarians, keltoi, is of obscure
origin; it was probably not a compliment, however. Stokes has
suggested that the word is related to terms in other Indo-European
languages meaning ‘foreigner’ or ‘enemy’? It has also been sug-
gested that ‘Celt’ is cognate with Old Norse hildr, meaning ‘war’, and
some sort of association with violence or disorder is not improbable.*
Many terms of ethnic ascription and self-ascription, which are not
open to etymological inspection, have, as their probable etymologi-
cal ancestry, some derogatory association with wildness, violence,
dirtiness, indiscipline, peculiar habits in food, dress, language, sex,
and so on (see p. 56).

In modern European vocabulary, we find a conspicuous difference
between polite terminologies for other peoples, and vulgar and de-
rogatory terms applicable to the same groups. In England, for ex-
ample, where textbooks and newspaper articles speak of the Irish,
Scots, Welsh, French, Germans and Italians, public-house conversa-
tions shout of Micks, Jocks, Taffies, Frogs, Krauts and Wops. We
might feel, in such cases, that we could answer the question ‘Which
is the “real” name?’; the ‘real’ name would be the formal alternative,
the other a slang term of abuse. We might also discover, however, on
investigation, that the ‘slang’ term was the more commonly employed
in conversation, which makes the question of the legitimacy of the
two terms rather more problematic. At any rate, the polite term
would be much more common in written accounts, with the vulgar
term as a common spoken form. The records of the ancient world, of
course, leave us only written accounts, and it is tempting to suppose
that the terms of ethnic ascription employed in these accounts are as
polite and formal as those that we use in our own writings. This is
probably a mistake. There is no reason to suppose that there was, in
the ancient world, any sense of the need to be polite to barbarian
neighbours. The terms of abuse would, in all probability, have been
the proper names, and vice versa.

Many modern writers treat the Celts of early Europe as if the Celts
themselves knew who they were — knew, that is, that they were
Celts, and what a Celt was, and where the borders of the Celts
stopped and started. They assume, explicitly or implicitly, that the
Celts called themselves Celts. There is, however, very little evidence
for this. If the Celts did not know of themselves as such, however,
what is the nature of the grouping? Most modern authorities would
at least defend the legitimacy of the category on general grounds ~
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arguing perhaps that the Celts, whether they knew it or not, were a
coherent and objectively definable ethnic group (or a grouping of
groups), recognisable by its language (or languages), culture, art,
archaeological remains, and so on. This is a modern, external,
scholarly and retrospective definition, which does no harm as long
as its limitations are recognised. This scholarly and retrospective
definition, however, is constantly allowed to slide away into the
notion that there existed a ‘people’, the Celts, who had some kind of
definitional integrity beyond that accorded them by scholars many
centuries later. The apparently coherent use of the term keltoi in Greek
sources, and its echo in later Latin sources, is a ready support for
this: why would the Greeks and Romans speak about Celts so fre-
quently, if the Celts were not really there?

The earliest written accounts in Europe were provided by the
Greeks and the Romans, and by those who learnt the arts of writing
from them. The ‘Celts’ were, in the first place, entirely outside this
world. Terms ancestral to ‘Celt” and “Celtic’ first appear in Greek
texts from the fifth century 8c, and denote barbarians living to the
north and west of the known and, to the Greeks, civilised world.
There is no evidence at this stage that the term was accepted by the
people to whom it was applied, that it was a self-appellation, or that
there was a unitary ‘Celtic’ language. The term, rather, was used by
the Greeks to describe obscure barbarity. It is worth quoting the
lexicon on the variety of meanings of the adjective barbaros, to get some
idea of the mixture of linguistic, cultural and moral disdain that it
expressed:

Barbaros: barbarous, i.e. not Greek, foreign: as substantive barbaroi,
all that were not Greeks, or that did not speak Greek. Plato divides
mankind into Barbarians and Hellenes, as the Hebrews gave the
name of Gentiles to all but themselves. 2. From the Augustan age,
the term was applied by the Romans to all nations except them-
selves and the Greeks: but the Greeks still affected to look upon
the Romans as barbarians.

(Liddel and Scott, 1890: 127)

The Latin dictionary gives us the following (among others):

Barbarus: foreign, strange, barbarous, opposed to Greek or Ro-
man; foreign, strange in mind or character; uncultivated, ignorant,
rude, unpolished; wild, savage, cruel.

(Lewis and Short, 1886: 222)
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We are here in familiar anthropological terrain. As we have seen, it
is a widely shared feature of human societies that they define
themselves as the only truly human people. Everybody else is more
or less indiscriminately rendered sub-human by the opposition. In
many languages, the term for ‘ourselves’ also means ‘human’ or
‘people’. The term for others necessarily partakes of non-human
features — animal, wild, sub-human, anti-human - by virtue of the
opposition. Lévi-Strauss begins the third volume of his Structural
Anthropology, with the tale of the Amerindian tribe whose generic
term for their human neighbours translates as ‘louse-eggs’.

We know from Classical sources in general that the Greeks shared
with the Romans a virtually complete disdain for the languages of
those people whom the Greeks had first called barbaroi. From the
nearly 1000-year period when the Continental ‘Celts” were in contact
with literate societies of the Mediterranean, virtually no texts in
northern barbarian languages survive. Literate Greeks and Romans
were not troubled by the ethics of multicultural education. For them,
there was only one, or at most two, languages, worthy of attention.
The rest were vulgar noises, animal cries, babble, chatter, jabber; or,
indeed, barbarous — an onomatopoeic rendering of the language of
those who went ‘barbarbar . . . .

How, then, are we to interpret Greek references to the keltoi?
Some of the earliest references are in Herodotus, and date from the
midd]le fifth century Bc. Herodotus tells us, in sweeping terms, and
within a conception of European geography since proved to be far
from accurate, that the keltoi occupy the northern and western areas,
all along the Danube to its source in the far west, in the Pyrenees.
The geography was to a considerable degree imaginary, and I think
we must suppose that the ethnic group was also imaginary in im-
portant senses. Greek references to the keltoi are often read as if
Herodotus were using the word in the same way that a modern
linguist might use the term ‘Celts’. This is surely mistaken, however.
Herodotus, in putting the keltoi in the northern and western un-
known, is extending an empty category into ignorance. The term
probably had linguistic significance, but this must be viewed as
largely negative — meaning, perhaps, ‘non-Greek speakers in the
north-west’. There is no justification for supposing that these people,
the keltoi, spoke a language proper to them which was Celtic.’ Greek
indifference to other languages was total, and we can suppose no
linguistic erudition on their part. It is a mistranslation, therefore, to
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think of the keltoi as being Celts in the modern sense, unified ra-
cially, linguistically and culturally.

It is probably no exaggeration to say that we had by far better
translate keltoi with some generalised term of modern vernacular
racist abuse, than by a prim and sanitised term from the lexicon of
Indo-European linguistics. The Celts, for ancient Greece, were, so to
speak, ‘the wogs in the north’. It is reasonable to infer that, in com-
mon usage, keltoi had much of this favour. Given our knowledge of
the way social boundaries work, and of the kind of social boundary
which the Greeks were expressing in using the term keltoi, the bal-
ance of probability must surely be strongly against the notion that
the Keltoi, over such a great expanse of Europe, were self-defining as
such. If we think of ‘keltoi’ as like a modern vernacular racist epithet,
then it becomes much easier to see how this particular social boundary
operated. For, of course, those who use a deliberately offensive term
like ‘wog’ do not bother, in their usage of it, to draw fine distinctions;
the term is one of general disparagement, for people of any different
colour, culture and origin. If inspected closely, the people so reviled
may turn out to speak a great variety of sophisticated languages, and
to come from widely disparate cultures. Those who characterise
them as ‘wogs’, however, know nothing about this, and care less. If
we were trying to infer the ethnic make-up of the world from in-
formation drawn from this particular kind of modern and un-
selfconsciously vernacular English, we might commonly meet two
telling phrases: ‘foreigners are all the same’, and ‘wogs begin at
Calais’. It is easy to see what picture of the world we would have to
draw. So it must surely have been, for the ancient Greeks, that great
swathes of the European unknown were filled with keltoi.

The Greeks used the forms keltoi and galatai more or less indis-
criminately. The two are best regarded as orthographic variants of
the same word, perhaps reflecting local differences, in time or place,
in pronunciation of the term. Writers in Latin adopted the form
celtae, from the Greek. The Latin term galli, however, came to share
the same semantic space. Indeed, the two terms keltoi and galli effec-
tively meant the same thing, as subsequent commentators have per-
ceived. The conclusion usually drawn from this is that the keltoi and
the galli were the same people, in an objective cultural and linguistic
sense (were, that is, Celts®). This surely oversteps the evidence, how-
ever. What we have, rather, are two terms whose synonymy derives
from a nearly identical definitional structure - both are indiscrimi-
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nate terms for ‘uncivilised barbarians in the north’, and on that basis
alone they ‘mean the same thing’. The terms, and their synonymy,
tell us nothing about the presence or absence of ethnic uniformity
among the barbarians. The galli were, for the Romans, the northern
barbarians of immediate relevance, just as the keltoi were for the
Greeks.

Eventually, both galatai and galli came to be historically identifi-
able, and self-identifying, places and peoples. A group of European
barbarian (‘Celtic’) mercenaries in the Greek armies eventually broke
away and settled in central Anatolia (modern central Turkey) in the
early third century Bc. These continued to be known to Greek speak-
ers as Galatai, and it was to these ‘Galatians’ that St Paul, writing to
the outposts of Christendom, addressed one of his epistles. By this
time, no doubt, the ‘Galatians” knew of themselves as such. ‘Galli’,
similarly, eventually provided a name for the parts of north-western
continental Europe that were incorporated into the Roman Empire,
as ‘Gallia” (or, as we remember it in English, ‘Gaul’). Gaul was a
prosperous and stable part of the Empire for over 400 years, and
during this period there is no doubt that its inhabitants became
Gauls, and would have described themselves as such when visiting
other parts of the Empire. These later developments of the terms into
self-ascriptions are, however, no evidence of the early situation.
Assuming that the barbarians of the fifth century Bc called them-
selves, and thought of themselves, as keltoi or galli, is rather like
assuming that the pre-Columban peoples of the American conti-
nents thought of themselves as ‘Indians’, or, indeed, ‘Americans’.
Kruta (author of Les Celtes, 1976) says (my translation):

The current state of our knowledge leaves us uncertain about the
time from which it becomes appropriate to give the name Gauls to
the western Celts and Galatians to the eastern Celts (the beginning

of the 3rd century B.C.?)
(Kruta, 1976: 5).

We must ask, however, ‘appropriate for whom?’ Galatai and galli
are names given to northern barbarians by, respectively, Greece and
Rome. They are not indigenous barbarian concepts. The western and
eastern Celts are divided at this period because there are now two
peoples, the Greeks and the Romans, providing accounts of them.
The division is between Greece and Rome, and tells us nothing about
the barbarians themselves. No advances in the ‘current state of our
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knowledge’ could provide an answer to the question that Kruta is
asking. Powell (author of The Celts, 1958) notes the similarity of use
of keltoi, galatae, celtae and galli, citing Greek and Roman authorities
(the only authorities available), and concludes:

It would probably be impossible to unravel the story of this ambi-
guity in names, but for the present purposes it is safe to conclude
that the Celts long continued to regard themselves by this name
however much other names within their nation may have come to
the fore from the fifth century.

(Powell, 1958: 21)

There is no safety in this supposition at all; nor is there any evidence
for Powell’s contention that: ‘With regard to the actual name itself,
the Greeks wrote it down as Keltoi, having received it orally from the
native pronunciation’ (ibid.: 17). Powell’s view here derives not from
any historical source, but simply from the faulty assumption that
most cases of naming are of the kind represented in examples 1 and
2, above (p. 24-5). The fact that the Greeks called the north-western
barbarians keltoi does not tell us anything about what these barbarians
called themselves.

It might be argued that, since keltoi was not the only term used by
the Greeks for barbarian peoples peripheral to their world, then it
must express some capacity to differentiate between different kinds
of barbarian. The term did not mean, so to speak, ‘savages’ in the
most general sense; rather, it meant ‘savages in the north-west'.
Powell, again, says:

It seems safe to deduce that, at the time of Herodotus, the Greeks
recognized the Celts to be a major barbarian people living west
and north of the Western Mediterranean, and beyond the Alps.
Ephorus, writing in the fourth century B.C. counted the Celts
amongst the four great barbarian peoples of the known world —
the other three were the Scythians, Persians and Libyans.

(ibid.: 16)

This early Greek capacity for ethnic differentiation needs to be looked
at closely, however. The quadripartite ethnic structure of the world
beyond Greece owes a great deal to basic features of spatial geom-
etry and symbolic orientation within the Greek world-view. It was
surely a demand for a spatial symmetry which led to this four-part
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ethnic structure, rather than facts of ethnic differentiation in the
greater world. What, indeed, could be more improbable than that
the rest of the world should organise itself so symmetrically for the
benefit of the Greeks? J. Thomson, the historian of ancient geogra-
phy, gives an account of the geographical world-view of the ancients
- an interesting blend of myth, symbolism, ignorance, speculation,
and slowly increasing knowledge (with the last element far from
dominant).” He gives a sequence of map-like representations of the
world according to the earliest authorities, and we find in each case
an ethnic label for the four quadrants — north-west, north-east, south-
west and south-east. The north-west is in every case occupied by
‘Celts’, and the north-east by ‘Scythians’. The south-west (Africa,
more or less) is filled according to Ephorus with ‘Libyans’, and
according to the Ionian map with ‘Ethiopians’. The south-east (the
Middle East, more or less) is usually filled with ‘Persians’, although
the Ionian map has ‘Indians’. The Jonian map is as shown in Figure
3.1. It is from this order of geography that the Celts derive, as we
should remember when considering the ethnological implications of
the terminology.

We know from other evidence that it would be quite wrong to
take Greek use of ‘Persian’ as evidence of ethnic, linguistic and
cultural homogeneity in the Middle East. As we have seen, however,

Figure 3.13
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many modern commentators interpret keltoi in this way, thereby
assuming that the north-west was indeed full of a single people
properly called Celts. The existence of some rather similar descrip-
tions of these northern barbarians is taken for evidence that these
barbarians were all Celts, even in the absence of the term ‘Celt’.
Thus, Powell, referring to the Gaulish invasions of Italy in the early
fourth century Bc (see p. 44), says that ‘these invaders were Celts as
is shown by their names and description, but the Romans called
them Galli’ (Powell, 1958: 20). I discuss in Chapter 11 the question of
what the classical commentators observed, and why they commented
as they did. Greek and Roman writers, rather like modern European
social anthropologists, were interested in the Celts because of the
differences from Greek or Roman social normality which they ap-
parently provided. As long as there were differences, it was not of the
first importance what exactly these were. For example, a striking
difference between the barbarians and themselves, for both Greek
and Roman authors, was that the barbarian men wore lower body
garments that parted at the crotch - trousers, so to speak.” Wherever
this difference was noted, classical commentators could suppose
that they were dealing with the same ethnic group. Are we, however,
justified in inferring any kind of ethnological uniformity? It seems
doubtful. We might again profitably look at modern representations
of the savage for an analogy. Nakedness, for example, defined sav-
agery for generations of Europeans: as a criterion of identification, it
was of the first importance for those with clothes; for the great
diversity of those without, however, it was of no relevance at all.
There is no more reason to suppose that breeches operated as a
criterion of unification in Iron-Age Europe, than there is to suppose
the same in the modern world. Tacitus (ap 55-120) provides one of
the last, as well as one of the best, classical commentaries on the
northern barbarians, in his Germania. This is ethnologically rich, and
is a strong candidate for the title ‘the first ethnography’, but even in
this work: Tacitus writes as if any province, any provincials, any
army, any enemy might serve equally well’ (Mattingly, 1948: 19).
There is an essential truth here, and it is one which we should bear
in mind when considering all Greek and Roman writings on eth-
nological subjects.

1 have tried to show that the terms used by the Greeks and
Romans for the northern barbarians do not provide such accurate
ethnological information as is commonly supposed. Terms used for
social description are subject to similar processes. The Greeks used
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the term ethnos to describe a unit of the barbarian social order. In
modern Greek, the term ethnos has come to mean ‘people’ in the
sense made familiar by romantic nationalism in the nineteenth cen-
tury. It is used by modern Greeks for themselves, and by scholars all
over the world who are anxious to draw their concepts from the
classics, as a term expressive of intimate self-definition.?

In the earliest recorded uses of ethnos, however, in Homer, the
term was not used for familiar groups of people sharing a culture,
an origin, or a language. It was used, rather, to describe large un-
differentiated groups of either animals or warriors. Frequently, ethnos
was used for an animal multitude (bees, birds or flies), which was
then used as a simile for a like multitude of warriors, where great
size, amorphous structure and threatening mobility were the quali-
ties to which attention was being drawn (e.g. Iliad 2.87 and 2.91;
4.59-69; 12.330). We might gloss the term as ‘throng’ or ‘swarm’,
both of which terms have ambiguously animal and human possi-
bilities. Aeschylus used ethnos to describe the Furies (Eumenides 366),
and also the Persians (Persai 43, 56; see also Herodotus 1.01). Sophocles
used it for wild animals (Philoctetes 1147; Antigone 344). Pindar, again
in very early recorded use, employed the term to describe groups of
like people, but again people whose location or conduct put them in
some way outside the sphere of Greek social normality (the husband-
killing women of Lemnos, for example; Pythian Odes 4.448). Aristotle
used it for foreign or barbarous nations, as opposed to ‘Hellenes’
(Politics 1324.b.10). When Herodotus described the Greeks in his
famous passage (8.144), ethnos was not a term he employed. Romans,
writing in Greek under the Empire, followed the trend of earlier
usage, and used the term to describe the provinces - areas that were,
that is, not Rome (see Appian Bella Civilia 2.13; Herodianus 1.2.1;
Dion Chrysostom 4.3.11).

We might perhaps compare early Greek use of ethnos to modern
English ‘tribe’ — a term still used by many educated people to describe
all political units which are not of the familiar nation and nation-
state kind. Aspects of naturality, non-legitimate social organisation,
disorganisation and animality, are strong in ethnos — a term used not
for a kind of social structure, but as an expression of the absence of
structure." The Keltoi were, par excellence, a people of the ethnos -
defined by social disorder and absence of order, living in animal-like
hordes and swarms, pulsing and threatening on the social horizon.
The collocation to kelton ethnos, then, in ancient Greek, is not best
translated, as it might well be, by ‘the Celtic people’; more proper to
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the spirit of the phrase would be an expression like ‘a swarm of
foreigners’. The Celts and their society, as we know them from the
classics, were positively defined in only one limited sense, through
the difference perceived by the literate Greek and Roman worlds
that have left us our records.

Eventually the Greeks themselves, who had been central to the
definitions of ancient Greece and subsequently of Constantinople,
became peripheral to the definitions of Ottoman Istanbul. The term
ethnos, which they had long used to describe alien and peripheral
kinds of social organisation, came to be applied, in Greek usage
under the Ottoman Empire, to the Greeks themselves. It was as a
term for intimate self-description that ethnos settled into modern
Greek,"” and this sense was incorporated into the analytical preten-
sions of social scientific vocabulary, in terms like ‘ethnic group’,
‘ethnicity’ and so on.

The Greeks made no distinction between Celts and Germans, and
this failure has puzzled some later commentators, since the distinction
is so important in Europe in a later and much better documented
period. It is often said, to account for it, that the Greeks had not yet
learnt that the Celts and the Germans were different, or that they
sometimes made mistakes of identification. Rankin, for example,
says that the Greeks and Romans ‘occasionally were mistaken about
the ethnic affiliations of more remote tribes with whom they had not
yet made contact’ (Rankin, 1987: 1). Mistaken, however, in whose
terms? It makes much more sense, from an anthropological point of
view, to accord to the Greek category its own systematic success: it
did not fail to account for the difference between Celts and Germans;
rather, it expressed a truth about Greek perception, which was that
northern and western Europe were, as far as Greece was concerned,
full of the same kind of barbarian - barbarians, that is, who shared
the essential characteristics of being uncivilised, and unable to speak
Greek.

Posidonius (c. 135 - 51 Bc), and through him Strabo (c. 64 Bc — AD
19), regarded the Germans and Gauls as close kin, very similar in
physical features, manners and customs.’ Julius Caesar was the first
writer to distinguish clearly between Germans and Gauls, on the
basis of differences in language, religion and customs (Caesar vi. 21-
4, i. 47), but in Caesar’s case the need for a revision of the ethnic
categories was a clear one. If the people east of the Rhine were Gauls,
then Gaul had not been conquered. Greek historians laboured under
no such imperative, and continued to use the category keltoi in a way
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that modern commentators find indiscriminate; they ‘continued for
centuries to speak of Germans as Celts, adhering to the antiquated
idea that northern Europe was inhabited only by Celts and Scythians’
(Anderson, 1938: xxxix). We will return to this point, for it is of
enduring interest.



4

‘A Wave of Barbarians . . .

I have suggested that there is no necessary relationship between the
name given to a people, the archaeological or cultural evidence, the
linguistic evidence, and the flesh and blood. It is often argued that
the spread of the archaeologically defined culture styles across Eu-
rope is accompanied by a spread of place-name elements of a Celtic
kind. There is a serious danger of circularity here, however, in that
an archaeological feature found in a place with a Celtic name will be
called Celtic on that account; its presence elsewhere can then be used
as evidence of the ‘Celtic’ nature of the local place-names, and so on.
Much argument of this kind has gone on, and there is, of course, no
ultimate tribunal. Let it be, however, that a new language - a Celtic
language - and a new culture — a Celtic culture - spread across large
parts of Europe together during the first millennium sc. What can we
then say about the people?

The simplest interpretation would seem to be that a new people
accompanied the new language and the new culture. This interpre-
tation then gives us our new ethnic or racial group — the Celts. The
demographic questions posed by the evidence of barbarian expan-
sions are, however, far from solved. The Celts give every appearance
of having expanded, in the most dramatic and striking way, in the
La Tene period. They settled northern Italy, and sacked Rome in
390 Bc.! They plundered Delphi in 279 ¢, and served as mercenaries
in the armies of ancient Greece. It is reckoned to have been a group
of disaffected Celtic mercenaries that crossed into Asia Minor to
found Galatia, commonly assumed to have been the eastern outpost
of this particular barbarian expansion.

The Celtic sack of Rome in 390 sc did not seriously impede the
growth of Roman power, for it was only a temporary incursion. The
fear of the potential of the barbarian masses remained in Rome,
however, as the ‘terror gallicus’.? The fear of Gaul was allayed with its
incorporation into the Empire in the first century Bc, but the fear of
the barbarian masses remained. We might regard the apparent Celtic
expansion as an early presage of the seemingly endless waves of
barbarian humanity which were to come out of eastern and central
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Europe, the Cimbri, Goths, Huns, Vandals, Franks, Angles, Saxons,
Langobards, Avars and the like, which overwhelmed and variously
dismembered the Western Roman Empire.

What, however, did a wave of barbarians look like? The metaphor
is worth taking seriously. In viewing the passage of a wave through
water, we have the illusion of sustained forward movement, al-
though in fact only movement in a vertical dimension occurs: the
water does not move forward, but simply up and down. Waves at
sea only truly give rise to forward movement when they break — at
the moment, that is to say, when they collapse, spending such energy
as they have. The picture that we get from early archaeological and
linguistic evidence of the Celts is, a5 we have seen, one of expansion.
The Celts, like the Indo-Europeans before them, and like their suc-
cessor barbarians, seem to have expanded, demographically, in a
very genuine sense. From a small source, in the salt mines of Hallstatt
or the swamps of La Téne, they emerge in ever-increasing numbers,
and overwhelm everything around and before them, on a continental
scale. There is, it might well be agreed, an inherent demographic
improbability about this. Edwin Ardener provides the following
insight:

In the past, certain steppe-peoples seemed, to settled observers, to
resemble animal populations in their frightening apparent ten-
dency to multiply in numbers and to burst out of their bounds.
They appeared to ‘swarm’. They swept like a terrible plague,
suddenly dwindling as rapidly as they grew. The ancient cases of
the Huns, Goths, and other German tribes, and medieval cases
such as the Magyars, Mongols, and the like, are deeply ingrained
in the historical consciousness of our civilization. . . . How often
have we heard of the dessication of the inner Asian steppes driv-
ing out virile hordes? Yet if we take the classic case of the Huns,
we know that the swollen masses under Attila included almost
every people from the Rhine to the Urals. The swarm effect, as it
was experienced, was a combination of mobility plus accretion.
(Ardener, 1974: 28-9).

The ‘swarming’ of the Huns could have occurred without any
significant numerical change in the originating population at all.
We have indeed no certain knowledge of the precise definition of
the originating population. When the Attilan entity collapses in
A.D. 454 we catch glimpses of small remnant groups of successor
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‘Huns’ incorporated in other rolling, swelling ethnicities. A cen-
tury later the Avars ‘swarmed’ by incorporating a large Slavonic
population. The rapid collapse of their apparent numbers in A.D.
796 was such that a Russian proverb came to say: 'They perished
like the Avars, and there survives of them neither progeny nor
heir’.

(ibid.: 30)

The process I describe has as much in common with the growth
and collapse of a fiduciary phenomenon like the South Sea bubble
as it has with any biological one. The sudden shrinking of such
barbarian enemies is a function of their presupposed size. . . . It is
not (I emphasize strongly) that population changes played no role
at all in any of these matters, but that they were overlaid, and
totally reshaped by changes in the mode of self-identification of
the ethnicities concerned.

(ibid.: 30)

Much of this we can apply, mutatis mutandis, to the Celts. If we re-
turn to our wave, the forward motion can be largely insubstantial, a
motion not of people, but of a self-identification. An example from
modern fashion might illuminate this. ‘Punks’ first appeared on the
streets of London in the early 1970s. They appeared a few years later
in the streets of Stornoway, the main town of the Outer Hebrides.
We need not conclude that the original ‘punks’ had rapidly multi-
plied by biological reproduction, and owing to population pressure
in their homeland had invaded outlying islands in search of living
space. Something moved in time and space, certainly, but it was not
people as such - it was, rather, a self-definition, a self-identification.
Archaeologists, looking back upon the twentieth century, may no-
tice that the Coca-Cola bottle had spread throughout the known
world by 1950, and had been completely replaced by the Coca-Cola
can in many locations by 1990. We know, however, that they would
be wrong to conclude, as well they might, that the Coca-Cola bottle
people had emerged from North America, and spread throughout
the world, massacring all others as they went; or that they in their
turn had been displaced and massacred by the Coca-Cola can peo-
ple. The assumptions of ancient archaeology do sometimes look
rather like this.

I do not mean to say that the processes of Celtic expansion ex-
cluded genuine demographic accumulation. The Celts, moreover,
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emerge in a period of innovation in agricultural and metal-working
techniques, a period therefore disposed to demographic growth. It is
surely necessary, however, to take into account the possibility that
what were moving across the map were names and fashions, not
people at all.

Before leaving the metaphor of the waves, we can look in some
detail at Livy’s account of the sack of Rome by the Gauls in 390 Bc. The
account is of the breaking of a barbarian wave, remembered with
fascinated horror by the settled urban inhabitants of a self-consciously
civilised city. We can remember that when a wave breaks it is most
visible, and nearest its end:

Calamity of unprecedented magnitude was drawing near . . . now
that a strange foe, of whose power [Rome] knew nothing either
directly or by hearsay, was on the march from the Atlantic Ocean
and the furthest shores of the world. . . . The Gauls . . . wasted no
time; . . . they flamed into the uncontrollable anger which is
characteristic of their race, and set forward, with terrible speed,
on the path to Rome. Terrified townships rushed to arms as the
avengers went roaring by; men fled from the fields for their lives;
and from all the immense host, covering miles of ground with its
straggling masses of horse and foot, the cry went up ‘To Rome!”

... in spite of warnings the sheer speed of the Gallic advance was
a frightful thing. . . . The ground . . . was already swarming with
enemy soldiers, and the air was loud with the dreadful din of the
fierce war-songs and discordant shouts of a people whose very
life is wild-adventure.

The Romans were routed; many fled to a neighbouring town; those
left in Rome withdrew to the Citadel, leaving the walls unmanned,
and the streets empty:

The Gauls could hardly believe their eyes, so easy, so miracu-
lously swift their victory had been. For a while they stood rooted
to the spot, hardly realizing what had happened; . .. when no sign
of an enemy was anywhere to be seen, they marched, and shortly
before sunset, reached the vicinity of Rome. . . . news came that
the Gauls were at the gates; the anguish of personal bereavement
was forgotten in a wave of panic, and all too soon cries like the
howling of wolves and barbaric songs could be heard, as the
Gallic squadrons rode hither and thither close outside the walls.
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The Gauls waited outside Rome throughout the next day, appar-
ently fearful of entering the city, then:

A night having passed without action, the Gauls found their lust
for fighting much abated. . . . When therefore they entered on the
following day, it was coolly and calmly enough. The Colline Gate
was open, and they made their way to the Forum, looking with
curiosity at the temples and at the Citadel. They . .. then dispersed
in search of plunder; finding the streets empty. . . .

For the Romans beleagured in the Citadel the full horror was
almost too great to realize; they could hardly believe their eyes or
ears as they looked down on the barbaric foe roaming in hordes
through the familiar streets, while every moment, everywhere
and anywhere, some new terror was enacted: fear gripped them
in a thousand shapes; now here, now there, the yells of triumph,
women’s screams or the crying of children, the roar of flames or
the long rumbling crash of falling masonry forced them to turn
unwilling eyes upon some fresh calamity, as if fate had made
them spectators of the nightmare stage-scene of their country’s
ruin. _

(Livy, 382-8)

Help was on its way to Rome, however, from Romans organising
outside the city; the leader of the Romans exhorted his troops as
follows:

The enemy is near — his disordered columns are close upon us.
They are big men ~ brave men too - at a pinch - but unsteady.
Always they bring more smoke than fire — much terror but little
strength. See what happened at Rome: the city lay wide open, and
they walked in — but now a handful of men in the Citadel are
holding them. Already they are sick of the siege, and are off -
anywhere, everywhere - roaming the countryside; crammed with
food and soused in drink they lie at night like animals on the bank
of some stream - unprotected, unguarded, no watches set - and a
taste of success has now made them more reckless than ever.
(Livy, 390)

After this exhortation, the Romans, in a series of engagements, routed
the Gauls. What, however, if this particular wave had not broken at
Rome, but had passed over it? Already, with the Gauls at the gates,
and the Roman aristocracy huddled in the Citadel:
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Thousands more — mostly plebeians — who could neither have
been lodged nor fed on the small and inadequately provisioned
hill, streamed in an unbroken line from the city towards the
Janiculum, whence some scattered over the countryside while
others made for neighbouring towns — a rabble without leader or
common aim. For them, Rome was already dead; each was his
own counsellor and followed where his hopes led him.

(Livy, 386)

The Etruscans, moreover, fairweather allies of the Romans at this
time, seized the opportunity to plunder and attack Roman territory.
Ultimately, they were punished for this by the victorious Romans,
but it was clearly a close-run thing. It took Juno’s sacred geese and
their cackled warnings to prevent the success of a night-time Gaulish
assault on the Citadel, which might, perhaps, have been the end.
Had the wave not broken here, but moved on, we might have no
record of the event at all; or perhaps we might have a vague recollec-
tion, in a footnote, of the inconsequential slaughter of a few hundred
people who, it is thought, called themselves Romans. Instead, of
course, we have an episode of crisis that rings down from antiquity,
through the history and mythology of Imperial Rome.

The ethnic redefinition failed, then, broken upon the rock of the
Roman Citadel. The thousands of streaming plebeians, for whom
Rome was dead, woke up to find that it was alive, and that they were
still Romans; the Etruscans, happy to assist in an ethnic redefinition
which involved the disappearance of Rome, found to their subse-
quent cost that it had not worked. And the Gauls, the physical
embodiment of this wave of humanity, and its breaking, vanished as
quickly as they came. The picture is a poignant one. The Romans in
the Citadel looked down on the barbarian hordes, described by Livy
in images that recur throughout the confrontation of settled urban
civilisation with nomadic barbarism - hordes that swarmed, that
talked, sang and cried like animals, moved fiercely and fast, drank
swinishly, were quick to anger, brave in battle, disorganised, over-
numerous, unsteady. The Gauls, for their part, walked in awe and
curiosity around Rome’s empty streets, as uneasy in the face of
Roman urban life as the Anglo-Saxon conquerors of Britain were to
be 800 years later, and clearly not quite sure, having won the battle,
what to do next. One is reminded of the passage of the Scottish
Highlanders through urban Britain on their march south in 1745.
The Gauls, like the Highlanders, were doomed, not primarily because
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they lost a battle, but because the processes of accretion to their
‘ethnicity’, or say perhaps their ‘side’, had failed them. As Livy tells
us, the final Roman victory ‘was bloody and complete: the Gallic
camp was taken, and the army annihilated’ (Livy, 395).

We know, of course, that Rome eventually spread itself widely,
taking over large parts of the areas that are retrospectively defined
as ‘Celtic’. The Roman Empire expanded in this way, however, not
by massacring the original inhabitants, but by persuading them,
with more or less conviction, that they were Roman. What expanded,
again, was a self-definition, not a biological population. Just as bar-
barian waves roll across the map, so empires expand and disappear,
with all the appearance of cataclysm, yet leaving most people much
as they were, bobbed up and down, perhaps, upon the wave of a
moving name. The lightning spread of Islam across the Middle East
and northern Africa was not a military conquest, nor a displacement
of peoples. It was, rather, a highly successful and painless recruit-
ment drive.* The spread of the Roman Empire was often of the same
order. It ultimately failed, not only because it started to lose military
engagements, but also, and perhaps predominantly, because it lost
both the will and the ability to make those that opposed it into
Romans. In Ap 410 Alaric the Goth entered and sacked Rome, the
first enemy to succeed in doing so in the 800 years since the Gauls.
Alaric did not want to destroy Rome, but, having conquered it, he
wanted to be allowed to become important in its hierarchies. Those
in control of the definition of the prestiges of Rome, however, could
not stomach the idea. And so the Western Roman Empire defined
itself out of existence, to be later recreated by many hopeful would-
be emperors, from Odoacer, through Constantine and Charlemagne,
to Napoleon and Mussolini.

I dwell upon this question because it raises issues which are
modern in an anthropological sense, and which have not yet been
taken into account in the great bulk of writing upon the histories of
ethnic groups. For most authors, the Celts are a flesh and blood
people, with a name that is theirs by right of birth, back to the dawn
of history.

The conflict between an interpretation involving ethnic definition
and redefinition, and one involving conquest, population move-
ment, displacement and massacre, raises itself at many critical points
in the history of Europe. There are many examples involving the
Celts: Is France a Celtic country — did the Gauls remain, changing
their language to Latin and taking their name from the Franks? Or
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did the invading Franks take the language of the Romanised Gauls
but kill most of them? Is England a Celtic country - did the Anglo-
Saxons come in great numbers, and kill or drive out all the original
Roman, British or Romano-British inhabitants, or did they come as
aristocratic conquerors, settling as lords in a land otherwise inhab-
ited by Celts who rapidly learnt to speak Anglo-Saxon? Did the
Britons who moved to Brittany in north-west France in the period of
the fall of the Empire go as conquerors, finding a country empty, a
country full of Gauls, a country full of Romans? Did they go in great
numbers, as helpless refugees, or in small numbers, as invited
mercenaries or colonists? And so on, for Ireland, Wales and Scotland.
It is important to bring these questions to the fore, if only because of
the vast amount of ink that has been spilt over them — more ink,
perhaps, than blood.

‘... WHO CALL THEMSELVES CELTS’

I have argued that the ‘Celts’, in their classical form, are a group
whose definition occurs within somebody else’s world-view, and
that this has rather important consequences for our interpretation of
the evidence. The classics, however, present at least one evidence
that the term was used by the Celts of themselves. The first few
famous phrases of Caesar’s Conquest of Gaul run: ‘Gaul comprises three
areas, inhabited respectively by the Belgae, the Aquitani, and a
people who call themselves Celts, though we call them Gauls’. One
might reasonably conclude that the people in north-west Gaul, ‘who
call themselves Celts’, are a group of those same people to whom
Herodotus drew attention several hundred years before. One might
go further, and conclude that just as the people Caesar found in Gaul
‘called themselves Celts’, so also did the people noticed by Herodotus,
and that we are therefore dealing with a self-realising ethnic group
(or “people’, or ‘tribe’), cleaving to its own ancient and proudly held
name. One cannot, strictly speaking, disprove any such idea, al-
though we might be surprised, if this were so, by the absence of
groups elsewhere which ‘call themselves Celts’.

The construction usually put upon this is that Herodotus’ ‘keltoi’
and Caesar’s ‘Celtae’ were both Celts in an objective sense, with the
language, culture and name proper to this people. There are other
possibilities, however. We might, for instance, suggest that there
was, in Gaul, indeed a people who called themselves something like
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‘Celtae’, and that Caesar, or some of those around him, assimilated
this to an ancient and originally Greek word for northern barbarian
- a word already in their vocabulary. With its antecedents, the term
would seem very appropriate, and there would be no comeback for
the people whose name was so traduced. The long confusion of the
name of the earliest Germanic intruders into the Roman Empire, the
Cimmri (or Cimmerians — see Conan the Barbarian) with the Welsh
Cymry, provides a plausible real analogy; so, too, does Bede’s pseudo-
historical assimilation of the Scots (or Scotti) to the Scythians (Skythai)
of Greek classical record. Or, in a slightly different way, perhaps
some people in Gaul had become aware, at some stage during their
long relationship with the classical world, that they existed in some-
body else’s vocabulary as ‘Keltoi’ (for a useful model, we can look to
the use of the term ‘Welsh’, used by the Welsh as a name for them-
selves). We can only guess, but this might have happened through
the long-standing Greek trading colonies on the Mediterranean coast
of Gaul, centred upon Massilia (the modern Marseilles), and trading
far up into France. One unambiguous message from the archaeology
of the period is that goods from the Mediterranean civilisations —
metalwork, wine, jewellery - were held in very high esteem in
barbarian Europe. And just as the imported goods were held in high
esteem, so might the imported vocabulary. The history of the coloni-
sation of the world by Europe in the modern period is rich in examples
of peoples who have taken, as their own name, a name originally
given them by powerful and privileged visitors. It is likely enough
that the same thing happened somewhere in Gaul in the few hundred
years before Caesar wrote.

My observations on this problem are, of course, entirely specula-
tive. They are, however, based upon processes which are commonly
found in cultural meetings in the modern world, and amply re-
corded. We have a choice. Either we ascribe the consonance between
Caesar’s Celtae and Herodotus’ keltoi to universal features of human
classificatory thought, and application of these at a small-scale social
and linguistic level. Or we are obliged to consider the possibility of
a people occupying most of the European continent, at a period
when communications and travel posed the gravest difficulties, who
considered themselves to be united, as a people, by their culture and
language. Which is the more probable?

Further slender evidence for people who ‘called themselves Celts’
lies in the existence of a single place-name — ‘Celtici’ found in south-
west Spain during the Roman period. Powell calls this ‘the only case
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where the name of this widespread people found any geographical
memorial” (Powell, 1958: 16). Again, however, we must invoke ear-
lier arguments. Powell is in a sense perfectly right, but we must ask
‘who defined the widespread people?’, and ‘who gave them a name?'.
If the Greeks and Romans had a widespread term for barbarian
peoples, it is not altogether surprising that it might appear, in their
records, in a place-name (see p. 59).

Edwin Ardener has discussed problems of this order at some
length (see 1972; 1974), and in a recent piece he draws a picture of the
anthropologist and the native chief discussing astronomy. They are
talking about the stars (the Great Bear, Venus, Orion and so on). The
native chief says to the anthropologist, ‘what I don’t understand, is
how you found out their names’ (Ardener, 1991). If names come
from a source of sufficient authority, then they will be accepted -
they will become real. But nothing is identified and nothing has a
name, in and of itself, outside the processes of human social and
linguistic identification; and these processes are proper to specific
social and linguistic situations. The only one of these that we have
access to, in the classical period, is that of the classical authors
themselves. The Celts were like the stars of the Great Bear, coher-
ently patterned from a limited and distant viewpoint, but made up
of elements joined together by nothing other than that viewpoint,
and otherwise disparate and, figuratively or literally, great distances
apart. We can safely suppose that the European barbarians lived
their lives oblivious of the Celt-like picture that observers saw.

Many writers on the Celts have allowed the grandiose implica-
tions of a Europe-wide definition to colour their perceptions:

In the fifth and fourth centuries B.C., the Celts achieved their
greatest prosperity, and expansion over the face of Europe.
(Powell, 1958: 65)

At that time a territory stretching from Ireland to Galatia was in
Celtic hands. ‘For two centuries,” says Grenier, ‘they (the Celts)
were the greatest people in Europe. . . . About 300 BC the power
of the Celts is at its height and seems inexhaustible in energy and
in manpower’.
This rapid expansion over an enormous area implies great fe-
cundity and a great spirit of adventure.
(Dillon and Chadwick, 1972:6; citing Grenier, 1923: 99-100)
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The picture that we get is of a people brave and gay, physically
powerful, and amazingly successful in the early period. From
Galatia in Asia Minor northwest to Scotland, and south again to
Andalusia, one could travel in the third century BC without leaving
Celtic territory. And although there was no empire, it was one
culture.

(ibid.: 17)

At the height of their powers the Celts occupied in Europe an
enormous territory bordered in the west by the Atlantic, from the
Iberian peninsula to the British Isles, in the north by the inland
edge of the great northern plain of Germany and Poland, in the
east by the arc of the Carpathians and in the south by the
mediterranean coast. . . .

(Kruta, 1976: 28)

It is reasonable to accept that in the fourth and third centuries BC
the Celtic peoples dominated northern and central Europe from
the Black Sea to Spain (Momigliano 1975: 51). This is the message
of the Greek and Roman authors, who, together with the archae-
ologists of the present time, are convincing on this point.
(Rankin, 1987: 9-10)

I close with Rankin, in order to draw attention, once again, to the
stark degree of disagreement which may lie beneath apparently
compatible phrasing. If the Greek and Roman authors convince us
that the Celtic peoples dominated northern and central Europe, it is
because they were convinced themselves. And it is true that the
archaeologists have taken the terminology offered to them by the
ancients, and drawn their categories accordingly. But even so, we
still know almost nothing about the categories of ‘self’-ascription of
the Celts. When Powell talks of ‘prosperity and expansion’, Dillon of
‘amazing success’, Kruta of ‘occupation’ at the ‘height of power’, and
Rankin of ‘European domination’, how are we to take all this? For
we must ask: ‘power’ for what? ‘expansion’ in relation to what?
‘prosperity and success’ for whom, in whose terms? In every case,
the relevant frame of reference for such terms is provided by two
structures which have been made to interlock - (1) the self-centred
perceptions of the classical world, and (2) the structure of academic
historical inquiry in Europe since the Renaissance. Between these
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two, ‘Celtic Europe’ is a kind of empty space, in which mythical
figures disport themselves. We need not deny, of course, that there
were local experiences of prosperity, expansion, power and success
in barbarian Europe, but we know nothing about the relevant frames
of experience, which would allow us to tie these into their local
context of significance. We can, however, be sure that that context of
significance was not, even incipiently, ‘Europe from the Hebrides to
Asia Minor, from the Carpathians to the Pyrenees’.



5

Celts into Welshmen

It is worth noting that Europe has still not seriously begun to aspire
to the degree of ethnic uniformity which the term ‘Celt’ imposes
upon Iron-Age Europe. When the Western Roman Empire failed, the
definitions of a power with transcontinental structures and aspira-
tions failed at the same time. When the barbarians invaded, much of
the European map was, for a brief moment, almost completely ob-
scured. Emerging again into the light of history, it was transformed.
Where once a single definition prevailed, we have a thousand frag-
ments of boastful and vainglorious self-identification. Christianity
gave writing to the post-Roman world, and with it the power not
only to name things, but to have these names remembered. The
apparent discontinuity in European forms of self-definition at this
stage is, therefore, only a trick of the record. If history had proceeded
differently, and Iron-Age Celtic Europe had been offered the oppor-
tunity to define itself and its discontinuities, and to leave written
record of these, then the supposed great unity of the Celtic people
would never even have suggested itself to subsequent observers.

We can, then, say that with the disappearance of the ancient
world, the Celts disappear too, in a significant sense. It will be clear
by now that this does not mean that they were massacred or dis-
placed by invading barbarians of a different totem. Rather, the
structure of definition which had brought the Celts into existence as
a category - the clear distinction between civilised Greece and Rome,
and the barbarian north — was broken and lost. After the Germanic
invasions of Europe the term ‘Celt’ almost disappears from view,
and does not re-emerge for many centuries.

The category keltoi survived, however, in the Greek of the Eastern
Empire, Byzantium. This is little noticed, however, for Byzantium
holds only a small place in the popular historiography of western
Europe.! When we speak of the "The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire’, we usually think of Rome and the Western Empire, and
tend not to follow the story, with Gibbon, through to the fall of
Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks in Ap 1453. Christianity’s
early division into the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions

53
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contributed largely to this alienation of Byzantium from western
European thought. The Renaissance furthered this, concentrating on
the traditions of ancient Greece and Rome. When nationalist Greece
fought for its (re-) establishment against Muslim domination in the
early nineteenth century, it did so within terms of debate established
by the major European powers of the time, particularly Britain. It is
no accident that the aspiring nation of modern Greece looked for its
lineage to the ancient Greece of English public school education,
rather than to the much more recent and locally relevant traditions
of Byzantium and Greek Orthodoxy.

It is hardly surprising, in this context, that the continued use of
the category keltoi in the Eastern Empire is so little regarded. The
term was used in much the same sense that I have accorded it in
ancient Greek, for northern and western barbarians. From Con-
stantinople, non-Orthodox early mediaeval Europe had all the ap-
pearance of barbarity and disorder which ancient Greece had found
in the keltoi. Within the terms of modern comparative linguistics and
ethnology, the peoples of early mediaeval Europe were of various
kinds — Latin, Germanic, English, and so on. They were all capable of
being dismissed, from Byzantium, as keltoi* — a rag, tag and bobtail of
worthless, uncivilised, unreliable people (see p. 182).

We have seen that the ancient Greeks used the term keltoi for
peoples that modern linguists and ethnologists might wish to dis-
criminate as ‘Celts’ and ‘Germans’, and that most modern com-
mentators regard this as a ‘mistake’. The Byzantine use of the term
keltoi to describe a mixed group of ‘Germans’ and ‘italians’ in twelfth-
century lItaly is an apparently compounded and absurd extension of
this error.? This, of course, is the view we must take if we continue to
regard ‘Celtic’ as a term properly applicable to a specific and unitary
ethnic, cultural and linguistic group. If we do take this view, how-
ever, we must argue that the Greeks were, from first to last, making
fundamental mistakes in the use of their own categories. If, instead, we
allow that the term always meant something like ‘non-Greek-speaking
uncivilised barbarian in the north and west’, then both the ancient
and Byzantine usages make perfect sense, and are quite consistent.

It is a measure of a fundamental ethnocentricity of interpretation,
that the keltoi of Byzantine definition are so completely disregarded
in modern Celtic studies, as it has grown up in the last hundred or so
years. If my interpretation of the continuity between early and later
usage is correct, then the keltoi of Byzantine definition are ‘Celts’ by



Celts into Welshmen 55

exactly the same statute as the keltoi of the Upper Danube 1500 years
previously. The difference between them is not, as is commonly
supposed, simply that the latter were really Celts and the former
were really Germans or Italo-Germans. The matter is more subtle. If
our only information for the early second millennium ab came from
Byzantine sources, we would be bound to conclude that much of
Europe was full of Celts. The reason we do not is that we have other
information, from sources written by and for the other peoples of
Europe. The difference between the keltoi of Iron-Age Europe and
the keltoi of early mediaeval Europe is that the former are only
available to us through a name given to them by other people; the
latter are available to us through records they made for themselves.

Nowadays, of course, it seems merely comic or perverse to insist
that the Franks or Goths, for example, were truly ‘Celts’ in any
modern sense. If we do not, however, we need good reasons for
taking so seriously the early Greek sources and dismissing so thor-
oughly the later sources from Byzantium. Such reasons seem to be
lacking. We might also wonder what modern “Celtic studies’ would
have looked like had the ‘European Renaissance’ been centred upon
a strong and inviolate Byzantium, with northern and western Europe
on its fringes.

Any argument about whether the term ‘Celt’ was given by the
Greeks or offered to the Greeks by the ‘Celts’ themselves must be
inconclusive — no proof is possible. The same is true for argument
about whether the term is apt to a coherent ethnic, cultural and
linguistic group, or was simply an indiscriminate and vulgar term
for ‘uncivilised barbarian in the north-western quarter’. I offer here
what I regard as the most probable interpretation, drawing upon
analogies with similar documented situations, and avoiding anach-
ronisms introduced by modern European thought.

It is far from outrageous to regard keltoi and its cognates as gen-
eralised terms of mild abuse, and not as proper ethnological labels,
since many major terms on the ethnological map can be shown to
have similar origins. Indeed, everywhere we look in the ethnic no-
menclature of Europe we find an intimate association between terms
for peoples and a language of moral and political approbation and
contempt. The Slavs, for example (conventionally one of the ‘great
peoples’ of Europe), most probably derive their name from the same
source that has given rise, in the modern Slavonic languages, to the
word for ‘word’ itself (siowo in modern Polish, for example). A verb
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meaning ‘to speak’ is inferred, with the implication that the Slavs
called themselves ‘those who can speak’. All the Slavonic languages
contain a term formed from a negative suffix and the infinitive of the
modern verb ‘to speak’. The compound means ‘non-speaker’, or
‘dumb’; in modern Polish it occurs as niemiec, and in modern Rus-
sian as nimitz. The term has so commonly been used for the Ger-
mans, that it is now regarded as an ethnic term specific to them,
properly translating English ‘German’ and German ‘Deutsche’. In
origin, however, the term certainly meant ‘people who do not speak
our language’, and would have been used for any of the great
variety of such peoples that once surrounded the Slavs. The Ger-
mans, however, dominated Slavonic boundary problems in the west,
and so came into exclusive possession of the title, as the ‘dummies’
of most immediate relevance. The ethnic term ‘slav’ also provided
mediaeval Latin and Greek (and thence other languages of Europe)
with terms expressing a condition of total social subservience —
modern English ‘slave’ and ‘slavery’. The transition from an ethnic
self-styling to a term of social contempt is manifest by the tenth
century.

The name ‘Frank’, from the Germanic tribe that gave its name to
modern France, is not open to early etymological analysis. Frankish
political dominance in early mediaeval France, however, led to the
adjective franc (Fr.) and ‘frank’ (E.) being generalised with the mean-
ing ‘open, free from constraint’: frank, that is, as opposed to enslaved.
The term ‘Gael’ (with learned equivalent Goidel and Goidelic) is
now used for the Scottish and Irish (or at least those among them
that are ‘Celts’). Many etymologies for this have been proposed,
often involving vexed questions concerning the movement of
population and political domination between Ireland, Britain and
the Continent.* Whatever the merits of the various explanations,
there is no doubt of a close association in modern Welsh of the term
Gwyddel, ‘Irishman’, and gwydd, meaning ‘wild” (or originally ‘tree’
or ‘forest’; cf. the etymology of the English term ‘foreigner’, p. 29).

Many of the early names for Celtic and Germanic peoples are not
open to etymological inspection for want of information. Moreover,
as we have seen, terms can begin life as indiscriminate terms for
‘self’ or “other’, then narrow down to employment in specific terms,
and then generalise themselves once again in unexpected social or
ethnic directions. There is a constant interplay between self-naming
and naming of and by others, and we have little access to the subtleties
of this in the early period. One very interesting example, however, is
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provided by the many cognate forms of early common Germanic
*walyaz, a term which meant, more or less, ‘foreigner’.

CELTS INTO WELSHMEN

It was, in many ways, *walyaz and its derivatives which replaced
‘keltoi’, ‘Celtae’ and ‘Galli’ on the map of European ethnicity, after
the fall of the Western Empire. When the barbarian Germanic order
came to dominate much of Europe after the fall of Rome, it brought
a new category of otherness with it: one that meant ‘other people,
not ourselves, not as good as us, who do not speak our language’.
This category included all non-Germanic peoples who had previ-
ously lived under the Roman Empire. The careful classical distinction
between Celts/ Gauls and Greeks/Roman was entirely collapsed by
this new vision, and the Latins of Italy were treated to titles derived
from *walyaz, as were the Gallo-Romans and the Celts of Roman
Britain.

*Walyaz is a hypothetical early common Germanic form, recon-
structed from attested cognates in later Germanic dialects. The OED
gives their variants and meanings as follows:

Old English (Anglian, Kentish) welisc, waelisc; West Saxon wilisc,
wylisc, *wielisc, corresponding to Old High German wal(a)hisc,
walesc (modern German walsch, welsch) Roman, Italian, French;
Dutch waalsch Walloon; Old Norse valskr Gaulish, French; from
Old English walh, wealh, corresponding to Old High German
wal(a)h, Old Norse *valr, pl. valir: - Germanic *walyaz foreign
(Celtic or Roman).

Clearly, all these early usages meant ‘foreigner’ (or, perhaps, ‘for-
eigner in the west’). To specify, in modern terms, the precise nature
of these foreigners is spurious and retrospective. The OED’s gloss for
*walyaz — ‘foreign (Celtic or Roman)’ — is correct until we get to the
parenthesis; informative though this is, it is important to notice the
very different qualities of the terms. *Walyaz is a term given by one
people to a large indiscriminate group of other people, and not
accepted at first by any of this group as a self-identification; ‘Roman’
is a term that would have been proudly claimed by many of those
whom the Germans called *walyaz; and ‘Celtic’ is a term that would
probably not have been recognised by anybody involved in the
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definitions, on any side. I labour this point because it is so easy to
forget. If we allow ourselves to think of these early terms as being of
equal and unproblematic status, then we impose alien interpreta-
tions upon them, which nevertheless seem vouched for by the fabric
of modern thought.

The Germanic invasions, after the eclipse of total Roman author-
ity, led to the establishment of ostensibly ‘Germanic’ kingdoms in
large parts of western Europe — Visigothic in Gaul, Italy, Spain and
North Africa, Vandal in Spain and North Africa, Ostrogothic in Italy,
Frankish in Gaul, Lombardic in Italy.’ The linguistic, cultural and
religious order of the late Roman Empire, however, partially reas-
serted itself, assimilating the Germanic element, and the language of
large areas of Europe came to be Latin-derived - the various ‘romance’
languages of France, Italy, Spain, Portugal and Romania. As this
happened, the dialects of Germanic took on their own trajectory,
associated with other developing political units of early modern
Europe. The term which once meant ‘foreigner’, in an expansive and
indiscriminate manner, slowly came to mean, in each dialect, ‘for-
eigners of the first local consequence’. Gradually, the usages crys-
tallised into terms for specific peoples and areas, in various parts of
Europe. Terms once carried across the map wherever Vilkerwanderung
took them, settled into new uses, in a new world of kingships,
nations, and fiercely and jealously guarded geographical boundaries.
Terms derived from *walyaz in Anglo-Saxon came to mean ‘Welsh’
and ‘Wales’ in the modern English sense; cognate terms in Dutch
and Low German came to mean ‘Waloon’ and ‘Wallonia’, the French-
speaking people and area in northern Europe largely outside the
historic kingdom of France (now more or less the French-speaking
part of Belgium). Cognate terms were borrowed into the Slavonic
languages; the Romanians are known to the Slavonic languages by
the term Vlach, and their country as Vallachia (many variants exist);
early Germanic usage is similarly echoed in the modern Polish names
for ‘Italy’ and ‘Ttalian’, wlchy and Wioch.

A flavour of early usage can be found in the Kassel Glosses, from
a middle ninth-century German manuscript. They include a series of
phrases apparently designed for travellers, translating from German
to Latin - a sort of ninth-century Berlitz. Among others, the phrases
include (Latin first, then Old High German):

‘stulti sunt romani: tole sint uualha’, ‘Romans (or ‘uualha’ -
Latins, Italians, French etc.) are stupid’
‘modica est sapienti in romana; luzic ist spahe in uualhum’,
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‘Intelligence is scarce among the Romans (Latins, Italians, French
etc.)’
sapienti sunt paioari: spahe sint peigira’, ‘Bavarians are intelli-
gent’.

(Barber, 1951: 5, 96-7)

The Anglo-Saxons’ term for their neighbours found two major
locations in the west of Britain. It is the name for modern Wales and
the Welsh (further found in many names for places and people:
places, mostly in the west of England, like Wallasey, Walworth,
Walton, Walsall;® surnames like Walton, Walsh, Wallace, and so on?).
It is also the second element of ‘Cornwall’ (‘the horn of land where
the “welsh” live’, with its equivalent in south-west Brittany —
‘Cornouaille’®).

Early forms of the term ‘welsh’ were used in Anglo-Saxon not
only to mean ‘other people’, but also something like ‘slave’ or ‘serf’.
The ‘other people’ were perhaps predominantly those from whom
the ‘serf’ population was drawn, although in Anglo-Saxon usage the
ethnic and social senses of the term were probably not distinguished
from one another. The use of forms of ‘slav’ in mediaeval Latin,
comprehending both a social status and an ethnic group, is a useful
model. The lowly estate of the ‘welsh’ in Anglo-Saxon imagery, led
to further usages of ‘welsh” which expressed this. These were once
much more abundant than they are today, although the OED lists over
a dozen from recent centuries. Not all are still popularly attested,
and only two are, to my knowledge, in current popular use: ‘welsh
rabbit’, which is no rabbit at all, but rather cheese on toast (and so
expressive of poverty), and the expression ‘to welsh’ or ‘welch’ (i.e.
to cheat) on a deal.

The hypothetical early Common Germanic *walyaz is often ar-
gued to derive from Volcae. This is a name used by Caesar for two
presumably distinct tribes (if tribes they were), the ‘Volcae
Tectosages’, who occupied the ‘Hercynian forest’ to the east of the
Rhine (Caesar, 1. 2), and the “Volcae Arecomici’, whom he places
near Narbonne, in the south of Gaul (Caesar, VIL 1, 4). If the ety-
mological connection between *walyaz and volcae is a real one, the
‘Volcae Tectosages’ seem the likeliest candidates. Caesar regards
them as Gauls, who in earlier Gaulish belligerence against the
Germans, invaded part of German territory and settled there. Possi-
bly the Germans took, as a name for all strangers, the name of the
strangers with whom they were most immediately in contact, or
whom they first met (much as the Romans and Celts of Britain called
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all the Germanic invaders ‘Saxons’). It is equally possible, however,
that the tribal name ‘Volcae’ was itself a product of terms and ideas
related to *walyaz, with the Volcae appearing in the Hercynian forest
through processes similar to those which much later put the Welsh
in Wales. Some might feel that the long history of belittling Ger-
manic use of terms like welisc, walas and welsh was redeemed by
finding a ‘Celtic’ tribal name at its root. The etymology from volcae
also makes a tacit appeal, of a kind commonly found in such matters,
to a time when everything had its ‘real’ name. The names that come
to us out of our earliest records seem to have a showroom gloss on
them, unsullied by the confusion of time and events, and the mud-
dled movement and mixing of peoples. This Garden of Eden quality,
however, derives only from the absence of prior record: every term,
before it was ever written down, had a muddled, ambiguous and
complicated etymological history of its own.

What, meanwhile, were the Germans called by the British? Raids
on Roman Britain from the coastal areas of what are now Holland,
Germany and Denmark, had been serious enough from as early as
the third century ap to provoke the construction of the fortifications
and garrisons along the south-eastern coasts of England — the ‘Saxon
Shore’. The ‘Roman’ forces in Roman Britain in its last years were a
cosmopolitan group, including many ‘Germanic’ soldiers. Many in
the garrisons, as elsewhere in the Empire in its decline, were attackers
turned defenders, and ultimately dubious allies. From some time in
the fifth century, raids turned into attempts at settlement and large-
scale immigration.’ The names given to the invaders tend to be those
sanctioned by Bede, in his History of the English Church and People,
written several hundred years after the events. Bede describes the
continental origins of the three groups, the Saxons, Angles and Jutes
(Bede, 1. 15), in a passage of which Collingwood and Myres have
said:

Bede himself makes no attempt elsewhere . . . to conform to his
own tripartite division. It looks as if he may have put in this
passage as an afterthought, a desperate attempt based on the
political geography of his own day to introduce a semblance of
order into the confused conditions of two hundred years before.

(Collingwood and Myres, 1936: 337)

This insight can be generalised to many other historians, in many
other periods. The invaders were generally known to the Roman
British as ‘Saxons’, a term used within the Empire for all the north



Celts into Welshmen 61

German peoples beyond the Rhine, and which undoubtedly had
abusive overtones. Gildas, a Roman Briton writing during a lull in
the storm in about Ap 540, usually called the invaders simply barbari
(Gildas, 23.5). When he refers to them as ferocissimi Saxones (‘most
ferocious Saxons’), he adds ‘illi nefandi nominis’ (‘name them not’;
ibid. 23.1).

The problems attached to the nomenclature of the Germanic tribes
of the Continent, and their transposition in name and body to Eng-
land, are similar to other cases of ethnic naming already discussed.*
It is interesting that the undoubted variety of names which the
invaders brought with them was reduced, in the nomenclature of the
receiving population, to a single despicable term — some form or
other of ‘Saxon’. The name survives in the modern Celtic languages,
and is now commonly glossed as “English’ (Scottish Gaelic sassunach,
borrowed into Scots as sassenach; Welsh sais; Breton saoz). Latin was
the language of privilege and learning for the inhabitants of late
Roman Britain,” and it emerged, through the activities of the
Christian Church, as the first language of literacy in Anglo-Saxon
England. In the Latin of the invasion period, as in the Celtic languages,
the Germanic invaders were indiscriminately Saxones — used by
Gildas in expression of fear and loathing, but later a respectable
Latin gloss for all varieties of Anglo-Saxon. Both ‘Angle’ and
‘Northumbrian’ were later translated into Latin, by Angles and
Northumbrians themselves, as forms of ‘Saxon’."?

The early days of the Anglo-Saxon occupation were not a planned
invasion of one nation by another, but a slow and fitful process of
local events, with the boundary between ‘Saxon’ and ‘Welsh’
gradually moving west. Roman Britain had imposed a kind of con-
ceptual uniformity upon the entire island south of the Forth-Clyde
line. This polity, however, retreated westward, as the Anglo-Saxon
occupation gained in strength, and as the memory of Rome faded.
Sometime in the seventh century the geographical unity of the British
was broken, as the Anglo-Saxons reached the sea in the west, at the
mouths of the Severn and the Dee. Henceforth, the British were
isolated from one another, in the peninsulas of Cornwall, Wales,
Cumbria and south-western Scotland, where they came to be known
by local names. Those that we know best, the Welsh, call themselves
‘Cymry’ (meaning ‘from the same bro, or country’’).

The Welsh in the modern period trace their origin, under the
influence of modern scholarship, to the Celts of continental Europe.
Those from whom they might also trace their ancestry, however, the
Roman British, would have found this connection entirely repug-
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nant. The British aspired to be Roman, and their weakness before the
Anglo-Saxon threat can largely be attributed to the reckless pursuit
of this aspiration. Several expeditions towards Rome were made
from Britain, by Roman Britons anxious to set themselves on the
imperial throne. These were commonly considered to have greatly
weakened, perhaps fatally, Britain's defence against barbarian in-
vasion.” Internecine strife among opposing barbarian tribes had
long been one of Rome’s greatest military assets. During her decline
and fall, the balance of this advantage shifted to the barbarians, as
the provinces vied for power in Rome. The wealisc whom the Anglo-
Saxons encountered were not wild nomadic people living on the
fringes of civilisation; they were, on the contrary, self-consciously
civilised and urban. During the coming of the Saxons, it was the
Saxons themselves who were ferocious and uncivilised barbarians,
in the literary and ethnological conventions of the British.

The erstwhile barbaroi and barbari of Gaul and Britain had been
assimilated to the privileges of Rome, and the opposition of Romans
to Gauls and Celts had lost much of its significance. The opposition
of civilised to uncivilised, however, retained all its force, with the
‘Romans’ of Britain contrasting themselves to the new barbarian
terror, the Saxons. The situation changed quite rapidly. The events
of the next five centuries consolidated power in most of lowland
Britain in ‘Saxon” hands. The Anglo-Saxon polity came to define the
fashions and sophistications of Britain, and the wealthy and privi-
leged of Britain gathered, as they have always tended to do, in the
fertile lands of England nearest the Continent. The cultural and
linguistic traditions of the inhabitants of Roman Britain were either
assimilated to the dominant Anglo-Saxon framework, or were ren-
dered geographically and culturally marginal.

The retreat of Roman Britain into the west, before the Anglo-
Saxon advance, was a conceptual retreat at every level, as well as a
sporadic military disaster. Only the memory of Roman British he-
gemony remained, passing into the mutable structures of oral tra-
dition. Roman Britain became less and less Roman, and more and
more British (or, as we might now say, ‘Celtic’). Within Celtic oral
tradition, the historical realities of Roman Britain were soon muddled
or forgotten. Even our best source for the period, Gildas, ‘illustrates
the shortness of Celtic folk-memory, and the limitations of geo-
graphical vision which a century of political chaos had produced’
(Collingwood and Myres, 1936: 329). The previous order became
only a cloudy memory of greatness, crystallised for subsequent
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