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The early history of British society presents a recurring
theme of conquest and subsequent cultural fusion, a subtle
and complex pattern which can only be revealed by using
many sources, both historicaland archaeological. Thereis no
comprehensive study of these foundations of British culture
and society written by experts for a non-specialist audience.
This series of books has been designed to meet that need.

There are five volumes in the series, covering the period
from Palaeolithic Britain through to the eve of the Norman
Conquest; in each volume, the author has sought to bring
the often obscure findings of scholarship to a wider
interested audience, through the medium of non-technical
presentation and carefully selected photographs, maps and
plans. Although each volume is complete initself, the series
as a whole forms a complete history of early Britain.

The Author

Lloyd Laing is Senior Lecturer in Medieval Archaeology at
Liverpool University. Author of The Archaeology of Late Celtic
Britain and Ireland ¢.400-1200 AD and other books on
archaeology, he has directed excavations in various parts of
Britain and has contributed many papers to archaeological
journals.
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1 Introduction: The Celts in
Europe

The story of the Celtic people is one of the most extra-
ordinary in the history of Europe. Celtic traditions have
endured despite the impact on European thought and
custom of Goths, Huns, Vandals, Romans and several
modern empires, yet at no time did the Celts have any sense
of national identity. Today the term ‘Celts” embraces many
peoples with traditions as diverse as those to be found in
Ireland, Wales, Cornwall and Brittany. The Celts have
intermingled with most of the populations of western
Europe to varying extents, and their legacy includes a host
of famous place-names. The great rivers of northern and
central Europe, the Rhine, the Danube, the Neckar, the
Main, the Thames and many others owe their names to
remote Celtic antiquity, and the names of cities such as
London and Paris commemorate the presence there of
otherwise forgotten Celts. From Celtic workshops have
come some of the most magnificent treasures of early
Europe — gold and bronze shaped into the vitally vigorous
art that borrowed freely from Classical and eastern sources
and which yet, like the Celts themselves, retained its
peculiar brand of conservatism and individualism.

The Celts evolved at a time when written history existed
only in the eastern Mediterranean and the Near East. Their
culture evolved systadially with the development of iron
technology in Europe, and their flourishing was the greatest
achievement of the European Iron Age. Eclipsed by the
civilization of Rome, they enjoyed a cultural renaissance
after the Roman Empire collapsed that was to leave a legacy
to the modern world. From their lavish art works to their
humble hermits’ cells perched on remote rock stacks off the
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Atlantic coast of Britain and Ireland, from their lyrical,
mystical literature to their gruesome pagan religious
observances, the Celts always were and remain a paradox.

Europe before the Celts
Until about the thirteenth century BC, European Bronze Age
society had been remarkably static and conservative. Euro-
pean culture had gradually been improving its bronze- and
gold-working, and developing warfare. Around 1200 BC,
however, a series of events interrupted the tempo of life in
both the Mediterranean world and in mainland Europe. The
original cause for the upheavals may have been an exodus of
nomads from Russia, who stirred up hitherto static peoples.
The Mediterranean teemed with sea-borne war-bands. Fora
while Egypt was taken over by barbarian rulers, and even as
this happened the great Hittite Empire in Anatolia crashed.
Mycenae, the hub of the great prehellenic civilization of
Greece, tottered and descended into the Greek Dark Ages
not much later, and wild Philistines overran Palestine. The
collapse of the Hittite empire had wide repercussions, not
least among which was the dissemination of the secrets of
iron-working, which had for long been a Hittite monopoly.
Mainland Europe benefited in three ways from the
Mediterranean’s misfortune. First, the barbarians learned a
new technology making beaten bronze work that could be
fashioned into cups and shields. Second, barbarian Europe
acquired a taste for wine, and opened the door to possi-
bilities of trade with the Mediterranean whence came the
intoxicating juice. Last, but not least, an interplay of ideas
between the two areas led to the development of the heavy
bronze sword; aggression could never be the same again.
The Bronze Age Europeans who chiefly benefited from
these innovations were the immediate ancestors of the
historical Celts. Archaeology knows them by the uncom-
promising name of the Urnfielders. They buried their dead
in urns in flat cemeteries, and around 1200-700 BC they
spread out from their eastern European homeland until
their cultural influence was felt in France, Switzerland,
Germany and even Italy. The Urnfield peoples probably
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