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Introduction



“Celtic”…is a magic bag, into which anything may be put, and out of which almost anything may come…. Anything is possible in the fabulous Celtic twilight.


J. R. R. TOLKIEN







ONE WARM SUMMER DAYin the year 335B.C. , a young Alexander the Great was sitting outside his tent on the banks of the Danube River. His father, Philip of Macedon, had been murdered just the year before during a wedding, but Alexander had lost no time in seizing his father’s throne and firmly establishing his own rule throughout Macedonia and Greece. Philip had long nursed a dream of invading the mighty Persian Empire to the east, a vast kingdom stretching from the borders of Greece to Syria, Egypt, Babylon, and all the way to India. Alexander shared this vision and prepared for the upcoming Persian campaign by securing his northern frontiers against the wild tribes of Thracians and Scythians who rode south to raid and pillage whenever they saw an opportunity.


Alexander had just defeated these fearsome warriors of the north in battle using the legendary daring and determination that would soon gain him the largest empire the world had ever known. But on this day the twenty-one-year-old Macedonian general and former student of the philosopher Aristotle was content to rest from war and enjoy the glow of victory with his companions. Among them was a young man named Ptolemy, a childhood friend of Alexander who now served as a trusted lieutenant. Twelve years later, after Alexander’s death, Ptolemy would seize control of Egypt and establish a ruling dynasty that would end with his descendant Cleopatra.


Ptolemy’s memoir records that as Alexander sat before his tent, a small group of warriors approached the camp and asked for an audience with the king. They were unusually tall men with drooping mustaches, each wearing a gleaming gold torque—a sort of thick necklace—around his neck, and a brightly colored tunic that reached halfway to his knees. They carried long swords in finely decorated scabbards attached to chain belts, while flowing cloaks of checkerboard green were fastened around their shoulders with enormous gold brooches. Strangest indeed to the eyes of a civilized Greek was the utterly barbaric way they dressed below the waist—they wore, of all things, pants.


The embassy approached the astonished King and presented themselves as Celts who had traveled from the mountains of the west to seal a pact of goodwill with the victorious monarch. Alexander welcomed them warmly, assured them of his peaceful intentions toward their people, and invited them to share a drink of fine Greek wine. The Celts gladly accepted, though they refused an offer to dilute the wine with water as was the Mediterranean custom. Aristotle had taught Alexander never to pass up an opportunity to discover something new about the world, so the young general eagerly inquired about Celtic culture, history, and religion. Finally, when their tongues were thoroughly loosened by drink, Alexander asked his visitors one last question:What do you fear the most? Most men in such a situation would naturally have turned to flattery and quickly answered that they most feared the military might of the great general who sat across from them. But the leader of the Celtic band soberly looked Alexander in the eye and said, “Nothing. We honor the friendship of a man like you more than anything in the world, but we are afraid of nothing at all. Except,” he added with a grin, “that the sky might fall down on our heads!” The rest of the Celtic warriors laughed along with their leader as they rose and bade farewell to the Macedonians. Alexander watched them stride out of camp and begin the long trek back to their mountain home. He then turned to his friends and exclaimed, “What braggarts these Celts are!”


This meeting between Alexander and the Celts was one of the earliest encounters between the Greeks and an almost legendary people who lived in the unexplored forests and mountains of western Europe. The few Greek records of the Celts before Alexander’s time speak only of a wild and uncivilized collection of tribes known as theKeltoi , who dwelled in the distant lands of Italy, Spain, and beyond the Alps, all the way to the mysterious northern sea. But the Celts were rapidly becoming a force in the classical world. In the decades before Alexander, they had swept south over the alpine passes and breached the gates of Rome. Fifty years after Alexander, they would attack the sacred Greek site of Delphi, home to Apollo’s oracle, and cross the Hellespont into Asia Minor, ravaging the coast before settling permanently in their own kingdom of Galatia in the middle of the Greek world. From that time to the end of the Roman Republic, the Celts would be a constant threat to the civilized lands of the Mediterranean. Only with the crushing defeat of the Gauls by Julius Caesar in the first centuryB.C. would the Celts virtually disappear from the stage of history.


 


TODAY, more than two thousand years after Caesar, the Celts are everywhere. Turn on the radio and you can hear the lilting melodies of Celtic music. Browse your local bookstore and count the numerous volumes available on Celtic art, history, mythology, and spirituality. Hollywood movies regularly feature fearless Celtic warriors facing down a vastly superior enemy or immortal elves speaking a hauntingly beautiful language of Celtic origin. You can watch high-stepping Celtic dance at almost any local folk festival or purchase intricately crafted Celtic jewelry.


But who were the Celts? Do modern ideas of Celtic culture have genuine roots stretching back to ancient times? If so, what were these Celts of Greek and Roman times really like?


The truth about the Celts may surprise you, because many of the most common ideas about them are based on fantasy or, at best, half-truths. They were not wild and mindless barbarians who knew little of civilized ways but a sophisticated and technologically advanced culture spread throughout Europe who in many ways surpassed the Greeks and Romans. Did the priests of the Celts, the Druids, really practice human sacrifice? Yes—archaeology and ancient literary sources firmly agree that they did, but they were also believers in reincarnation who studied the subtle movement of the stars and composed hauntingly beautiful poetry. Were women really equal to men in ancient Celtic society? Yes and no—it was definitely a man’s world, but a Celtic woman had rights and power even Cleopatra might have envied.


We know about the ancient Celts through different kinds of evidence, such as Greek and Roman writers, archaeology, and the emerging study of early Celtic languages. But by far our best source for the true story of the Celts comes from the pen of a single man who is scarcely remembered today—a Greek philosopher of the first centuryB.C. named Posidonius. When Posidonius was a young man, he set out on an extraordinary journey to the still unconquered Celtic lands of western Europe. Rome was even then beginning to sweep into Celtic territory. It was only a matter of time before the unstoppable legions would move north and destroy what remained of independent Celtic life in continental Europe. But Posidonius was a scientist as well as a philosopher, a man skilled at careful observation and methodical record keeping. Just as Lewis and Clark journeyed to discover the American West and its native people before both were changed forever, Posidonius set out on a mission to uncover the truth about the Celts before they were swallowed up by Rome.


The account Posidonius wrote of his journey was hisHistory , a marvel of ethnic study that became a best-seller across the Mediterranean world. But somehow in early Christian times it disappeared, so that not a single copy of this priceless book survives today. However, we can reconstruct much of the lost original by carefully sifting through ancient authors, both famous and obscure, and piecing together like a jigsaw puzzle the scattered fragments of Posidonius that they quote. Even though many parts of the puzzle are forever lost, enough remain to create a vivid picture of a vanished people. By building on this forgottenHistory of Posidonius, along with the works of other early writers and recent discoveries by archaeologists, we can uncover the fascinating and true story of the ancient Celts.









One


Posidonius





Posidonius—a native of Apamea in Syria and citizen of Rhodes. He was a Stoic philosopher whose nickname was “the Athlete.”


BYZANTINESUDAENCYCLOPEDIA





POSIDONIUSwas born about the year 135B.C. in Syria, far from the land of the Celts. Syria may seem like a strange birthplace for a man who would become one of the best-known Greek philosophers of ancient times, but given his topsy-turvy world, it makes perfect sense. Posidonius lived in a world between two ages—the glory days of Athenian democracy, the Olympic games, and the artistic achievements of fifth-centuryB.C. Greece were all long past or just shadows of their former selves. There was still remarkable creativity and energy in the second centuryB.C. , but it was as if everyone was holding his breath and waiting. In the Mediterranean world of young Posidonius, all eyes were turned west, toward the rising power of Rome.


 


TO UNDERSTANDthe turbulent life and times of Posidonius—and his subsequent journey among the Celts—we have to look deep into Greek history. Two thousand years before Posidonius, a loosely organized and fearlessly independent group of tribes later known as the Hellenes or Greeks moved southward from their ancestral home on the steppes of the Ukraine into the mountains of Greece. The Greek tribes had sprung from a common cultural and linguistic group called the Indo-Europeans, which also gave rise to the Romans, Germans, Armenians, Scythians, Persians, and inhabitants of northern India, among many other groups, including the ancestors of the Celts. The Indo-Europeans were masters of warfare who worshiped a host of constantly quarreling divinities led by a paternal sky god, known later among the Greeks as Zeus and the Romans as Jupiter.


The mountainous terrain of Greece was totally unlike the northern plains of the Indo-European homeland, so the Greeks soon settled into a scattered collection of separate kingdoms connected more often by sea than by land. Under the influence of the Egyptians, Minoans, and the ancient civilizations of the Near East, they grew into a wealthy and powerful culture known as the Mycenaeans, with trade connections stretching far to the west and east. One trading partner and sometimes rival of the Mycenaean Greeks was the famed kingdom of Troy in modern Turkey, which controlled the entrance to the Black Sea. Sometime around 1200B.C. , Troy was sacked by invaders who may well have been Greeks bent on riches and glory. Whether Homer’s later account of Achilles, Agamemnon, and the Trojan Horse is more fiction or fact is debatable, but the tale of Troy’s destruction became the central myth of the Greeks for centuries to come.


Soon after the fall of Troy, the Mycenaean kingdoms of Greece themselves collapsed under outside invasions, internal turmoil, or both. Five hundred years passed in which the Greeks farmed their rocky land, sacrificed to their gods, and sang of mighty Hercules, wily Odysseus, and ill-fated Oedipus. Beginning in the eighth centuryB.C. , the Greeks adopted writing from the Phoenicians of Lebanon and started to record their myths and poetry. At the same time began the rise of thepolis or city-state—places such as Athens, Sparta, and Thebes, which rapidly grew in power and military might. Then, in the sixth century, the Babylonian Empire centered in modern Iraq was overthrown by the Persians, who quickly became an enormously powerful and threatening neighbor to the Greeks. In the Greek records of the time,a king could be from anywhere, butthe king was Persian.


In 490B.C. , the Persian king Darius made his move into Greece. At the Battle of Marathon near Athens, in a contest many had deemed hopeless, ten thousand Greeks routed perhaps twice as many Persians and drove them back across the Aegean Sea. Ten years later, three hundred Spartans and their allies held back a second Persian invasion at the narrow pass of Thermopylae, buying time for the Athenians and other Greeks to organize a force that would defeat the Persians once and for all. From this defeat of the world’s greatest empire sprang the confidence to create the Golden Age of fifth-centuryB.C. Greece. The Athenians built the still-standing masterpiece the Parthenon on their Acropolis as a temple to their namesake goddess, Athena. In the shadow of the Parthenon, Socrates taught philosophy and the plays of Sophocles were first performed. The contemporary Athenian leader Pericles said that later ages would marvel at the city—and we still do. But all was not well in Greece. Athenian political leadership against the Persians soon turned to brutal empire building and subjugation of fellow Greeks. Sparta and her Greek allies destroyed Athenian power in the decades-long Peloponnesian War, leaving all of Greece weak and exhausted.


It was just the opportunity the Macedonians had been waiting for. Long tired of being dismissed as semibarbarians, the Macedonians under the leadership of Alexander the Great’s father, Philip, were determined to teach their haughty Greek neighbors to the south a lesson in respect. In August 338B.C. , Philip defeated the Theban army and became master of the Greek world. His dream of conquering the Persians was thwarted in 336 by an assassin’s blade—reportedly Celtic in origin—but his son Alexander quickly took up his father’s mantle and crossed into Persian territory soon after his encounter with the Celtic embassy at the Danube.


Alexander the Great’s conquest of the Persian Empire was a military marvel. The story is told by countless ancient historians and later interpreters and is even mentioned in the greatSundiata epic of medieval west Africa. In the wake of Alexander’s troops came Greek colonists and administrators who settled from Egypt to Afghanistan. The heirs to Alexander’s empire—such as Ptolemy in Egypt and Seleucus in Syria—carved Greek kingdoms from the lands of the Persians, Egyptians, Jews, Babylonians, Bactrians, and many others. Alexander had dreamed of a new world in which the best of Greek civilization and indigenous cultures harmoniously blended. Instead, the Greek colonists and dominated natives lived side by side in different worlds. The great Greek city of Alexandria at the mouth of the Nile was not a blend of Egyptian and Hellenic culture but a glaringly Greek city as psychologically distant from the land of the pharaohs as was Athens. Although there was definitely a diffusion of Greek culture and language throughout the eastern Mediterranean, northern Africa, and western Asia, it was no more enthusiastically adopted by most natives than was British culture in Victorian India. Almost alone among the Mediterranean peoples, the unconquered Romans willingly, though always with reservations, fused Greek culture with their own.


 


THUSPosidonius was born a Greek in the city of Apamea on the coast of Syria two hundred years after Alexander’s death. Apamea was founded by Alexander’s general Seleucus as a military colony for his veterans and for other Macedonian and Greek settlers. By the time of Posidonius, it was a flourishing city with thousands of inhabitants known for cosmopolitan trade, beautiful gardens, and elephant breeding. Although surrounded by speakers of Aramaic and other languages from farther east, Posidonius was Greek to the core. He came from a family of Greek settlers who would no more have thought themselves Syrian than the seventeenth-century Pilgrims of Massachusetts would have considered themselves Wampanoag Indians. Posidonius certainly expresses no love for his native land in his writing. In one fragment, he mocks the native people of Apamea heading off to an earlier war: “Clutching knives on their belts and filthy, rusting spears…dragging behind them donkeys piled high with all manner of wine, food, flutes, and musical instruments—prepared for a party rather than a battle.”


The early education of Posidonius in Apamea would have been like that of any other Greek boy of his age and social standing. A liberal education was the very heart of Greekness and was enthusiastically encouraged in Greek colonies throughout the Hellenistic world. At about the age of seven, boys were first marched to a local school by a family slave. There they learned the basics of reading and writing, practiced gymnastics, then progressed to music, poetry, mathematics, and literature. Memorization and recitation were the rule, with every student required to learn vast amounts of Greek poetry, especially Homer, by heart. Discipline was notoriously strict—it’s no coincidence that the symbol of many elementary teachers was a whipping cane.


In their early teens, students moved on to a more intense study of all subjects, such as poetry, history, philosophy, and science—though the last was always theoretical rather than experimental. But public speaking, or rhetoric, was the central feature of an education that prepared young men to take their place in the civic world. Students would learn to argue their way through different historical or imaginary situations, then switch and defend the opposite position. Physical education continued during these years in thegymnasion —literally “naked place”—and that may well have been where Posidonius earned his nickname of “Athlete.”


 


ONE OF THE SUBJECTSstudied by Posidonius and every other Greek boy was ethnography—the examination of non-Greeks and their native lands. The Greeks were always fascinated by foreign cultures, as long as those societies remained at a distance. By a Greek, anyone not Greek was disdainfully thought of as abarbaros , or barbarian—someone whose words sounded like unintelligiblebar-bar sounds. The Greeks, like the ancient Chinese, were completely confident that their civilization was the epitome of human society. Other cultures could only strive to become what they already were.


This biased point of view begins with Homer, whose world was a small place, stretching out from Greece only as far as Italy, Egypt, and the closer parts of the Near East. But widespread Greek colonization in following centuries and the subsequent Persian Wars expanded the known world from Spain to India. The first great Greek ethnographic writer was Herodotus of Halicarnassus, in the fifth centuryB.C. , whose history of the Persian Wars frequently wanders into marvelous digressions on tribes from the Mediterranean and beyond. His description of the relatively nearby Egyptians is typical of his technique—minimal investigation enlarged heavily by local tales and secondhand stories:



Egyptian customs are the opposite of those of all other people. Among the Egyptians, women do the buying and selling, while men stay at home and weave…. Women carry heavy loads on their shoulders, but men on their heads. Women urinate standing up, though men sit. Both sexes relieve themselves indoors and eat their meals outside—for as they say, shameful things should be done out of view, but honorable things in the open.




But even in Herodotus, there are the beginnings of scientific investigation. He did at least take the trouble to visit Egypt to gather his stories, unlike Greeks before him, who simply repeated gossip derived at the local dock from sailors and merchants. However, the farther Herodotus progresses from Greece in his ethnography, the less reliable and more wild his tales become. On the northern edge of Asia, beyond even the nomadic Scythians of the modern Ukraine, he describes a people who have hooves like goats, eat their dead fathers, and sleep six months of the year. But Herodotus is quick to add that, even though he repeats such reports, he doesn’t believe them.


Posidonius and his schoolmates would have read Herodotus, but it was more recent Greek historians, such as the second-centuryB.C. Polybius, who were on the forefront of ethnographic writing. Polybius was an aristocrat from southern Greece whose history of Rome’s rise to power broke new ground in the study of distant lands and events. His techniques consisted of the careful use of reliable sources along with personal investigation. To write accurately of Hannibal’s famed crossing of the Alps with war elephants, Polybius exhaustively examined firsthand records, then personally retraced the arduous path of Rome’s most fearsome enemy. As Polybius himself says: “I undertook dangerous journeys through Africa, Spain, and Gaul, even sailing beyond these countries, to correct the reports of earlier historians and accurately describe these distant lands to the Greeks.” In the scientific history of Polybius, the young Posidonius found a model for his own later research among the Celts.


 


AFTER COMPLETINGsecondary school, the best students, like Posidonius, would progress to the ancient equivalent of a university education at centers of higher learning around the eastern Mediterranean, such as Ephesus, Alexandria, or especially Athens, known above all else for the study of philosophy. There were advanced schools in different subjects, such as medicine and literature, but it was philosophy that most appealed to the young Greek from Syria. As Posidonius sailed into the Athenian port of Piraeus, he must have gazed in wonder at the distant Acropolis. He knew that this city of Plato and Aristotle, though long past its prime, was still the cultural heart of the Greek world. The choice now before Posidonius was which of the rival schools of philosophy he would attend.


Western philosophy began in the sixth centuryB.C. , when Greeks living on the western coast of Asia Minor started to question the power of the Olympian gods in Greek mythology. They began an exploration of the universe that emphasized scientific rather than religious explanations, though most accepted that a divine force benignly governed the cosmos. Anaximander of Miletus said the universe consists of an underlying element he called the Infinite, which guides the constantly shifting world we see before us. Heraclitus of Ephesus urged anyone interested inphilosophia (“the love of wisdom”) to closely examine the world around them for the secrets of nature. Pythagoras of Samos—best known today for his famed geometrical theorem—was one of the most influential and mysterious of the early Greek philosophers. Pythagoras saw numerical underpinnings in all of nature and made key discoveries in music as well as mathematics. But he was also famous in the ancient world for his exotic theory of the transmigration of souls. The human spirit, he believed, is eternal and passes into other forms and bodies after death.


Socrates of Athens took up the call of philosophy in the fifth centuryB.C. and spent his life forcing people to question their most dearly held beliefs. He was executed in 399B.C. for his trouble, but not before he deeply influenced men such as Plato to devote their lives to philosophy. Plato’s copious fourth-centuryB.C. writings reveal the mind of a brilliant thinker who commented on almost every aspect of the human condition, from the ideal government to the nature of the soul. His most lasting contribution to philosophy is his theory claiming that the fundamental ideas or forms of the universe—such as truth, justice, and goodness—exist independent of humanity. Plato’s practical-minded student Aristotle questioned some of these teachings but made important contributions to myriad areas of philosophy and science that exerted a powerful influence on intellectuals for centuries.


At the time of young Posidonius, Plato and Aristotle were still considered the high points of Greek philosophy, but the Hellenistic age was bursting with new philosophical paths to follow. One choice open to a student was Epicureanism, a much-maligned but popular philosophy in Greek and Roman times. Pleasure is the beginning and end of happiness, said its founder, Epicurus of Athens. Epicurus had studied Plato’s philosophy but found it ultimately unsatisfying. In his thirties he bought a garden home and settled there with his followers to live a communal life built on the pursuit of pleasure. Far from the hedonistic debauchery one might expect, the Epicurean community—including slaves and women—lived an almost monastic life. Although pleasure was their goal, they believed moderation and contemplative living were the means to this end. Later Christians condemned the Epicureans not only for their focus on pleasure but also for their rejection of a caring divinity and denial of the soul’s immortality—in Dante’sInferno , they are buried alive in scorching hot tombs—but many in the classical age admired their seemingly reasonable and idyllic way of life.


The ultimate in uncomplicated living was advocated by the Cynics (dog people), a group founded by Diogenes, who allegedly slept in a large jar and went about Athens with a lantern scornfully looking for an honest man (hence the modern termcynical ). Diogenes and his followers earned their name by rejecting social conventions and performing all bodily functions in public, like dogs. Cynics claimed to follow a life attuned to nature, but to many ancient and modern critics they were simply self-centered rebels who refused to grow up. The original dropouts of human history, the early Cynics had little to offer as philosophers other than an austere way of life. But in time, many Cynics softened their stance and developed ideas that exerted a great influence on Greek and Roman thought.


Neither Epicureanism nor Cynicism appealed to Posidonius. Instead, he was drawn to the philosophical movement known as Stoicism. Zeno, the originator of the movement, came to Athens in the late fourth centuryB.C. to study philosophy and eventually founded his own school at a nearbystoa (porch). From the beginning, Stoicism was wide-ranging in its beliefs but always emphasized logic, an orderly universe, and a strict moral philosophy based on a pursuit of virtue and a rejection of emotions. The belief in a divine guiding principle was ever-present in Stoic thought, but this vision of God was distant from the personal notion of divinity in modern monotheistic religions. As Posidonius himself wrote: “God is an intelligent, burning breath—formless, ever-changing into what he wishes, becoming a part of everything.” Stoics definitely believed in a divine being, but also central to their philosophy was faith in the power of a disciplined human being to make decisions independent of any fate or god.


The Stoic philosopher and ex-slave Epictetus in the early Christian era sums up the proper behavior for a Stoic in the beginning of hisHandbook:



Some things are in our control, but others are not…. Regarding any objects that please you, are useful, or loved, remind yourself of their true nature, starting with the smallest things in your life. If you have a favorite cup, remember that what you really like are cups in general, not any specific cup. This way, if it breaks, you won’t be upset. Likewise, when you kiss your children or wife, remind yourself that what you are really kissing and love is humanity—this way you won’t be troubled if your wife or child dies.




It’s no coincidence that with such a rigid and unemotional philosophy, an unfeeling person even today is known as stoic. Not every follower of Stoicism would have accepted such an extreme way of life, but the movement had a huge following in Hellenistic times and later counted famous Romans such as Seneca and the emperor Marcus Aurelius as adherents.


Posidonius probably chose Stoicism not so much because of its strict ethics but because of its emphasis on reason and logic. It was the natural choice for a young man with a scientific frame of mind. For Posidonius, the world and all that was in it was a great puzzle waiting to be solved.


 


POSIDONIUSstudied at the Stoic school in Athens under the direction of the famed teacher Panaetius, then settled on the beautiful island of Rhodes in the Aegean Sea. Though we know few details of Posidonius’s life, we can be sure that in Rhodes he was granted citizenship and founded his own school of philosophy, which was destined to draw students from not only the Greek world but Rome as well.


Sometime during these early years in Rhodes, a daring notion first entered the mind of Posidonius. He had been taught by his Stoic professors that the world and all its people were part of a divine order. What better way to understand this order than a great journey of exploration? He knew that tribes still relatively uncorrupted by civilizing influences would be an important part of such a study. To be sure, this grand excursion would be the perfect opportunity to explore other subjects—astronomy, geology, and oceanography just to name a few—as well, but it was unspoiled human culture Posidonius most wanted to examine. But where to go? To the south and east lay the ancient and long-civilized lands of Egypt and Mesopotamia. To the north were the wild Scythians, but Greeks had been living among them and writing about them since before Herodotus. The best possibility lay in the last place any reasonable Greek philosopher would want to go. In the distant west, beyond even the rule of Rome, lay the unknown land of the Celts.









Two


Beginnings





The heavens and earth are divided into four parts—the Indians occupy the land of the east wind, the Ethiopians that of the south wind, the Celts the west, and the Scythians the north.


EPHORUS,ONEUROPE





SAIL WESTfrom Posidonius’s island home at Rhodes in the Aegean and you’ll eventually come to the Adriatic Sea, between Greece and Italy. Travel north to the head of these waters, near present-day Venice, continue north, cross the snowcapped Alps rising before you, and you’ll discover one of the most beautiful places on earth. Here on the shores of a stunning blue lake beneath mountains soaring to the sky lies the Austrian village of Hallstatt.


In the year 1846, Johann Georg Ramsauer was surveying the ancient salt mines above Hallstatt when he stumbled on a graveyard. In between his official duties at the mine, this young Austrian engineer began a systematic excavation of the huge burial site that lasted sixteen years. Archaeology was in its infancy at the time, with most diggers being little more than treasure hunters, but Ramsauer was no grave robber. He used his considerable technical and artistic skills to meticulously uncover and record the contents of over a thousand graves. In the burials were a rich collection of magnificent swords, intricate metalwork and pottery, and hundreds of carefully laid-out human skeletons alone or in small groups. No one had ever found anything like it in central Europe. To Ramsauer and others trained in classical history, there could be no doubt—he had discovered an early graveyard of the Celts.


Today, we know the first period of Celtic civilization simply as the Hallstatt era. Most of the artifacts found by Ramsauer date from the seventh and sixth centuriesB.C. —a time of tremendous social change in continental Europe north of the Alps. And although pots and swords are mute witnesses, few scholars would doubt that if the bones Ramsauer found could talk, they would speak a Celtic tongue.


But the Celts who lived at Hallstatt in the seventh centuryB.C. , as well as those Posidonius would meet six hundred years later in Gaul, did not simply rise fully formed from the earth. A complex and fascinating series of events took place over many centuries before the people we know today as the Celts came to power in Iron Age Europe.


 


TEN THOUSANDyears ago, the last of the great sheets of ice that had covered northern Europe and the Alps began their rapid retreat. Sea levels rose as the glaciers melted, separating Britain from the continent and pouring an awesome flood into the Black Sea. With warmer weather, settlers quickly moved into the formerly cold lands from all directions. Farming was still many centuries away, but these earliest northern Europeans hunted abundant animals and gathered plants that sustained rich cultures from Ireland to Russia. We can do little more than guess at life in these ancient times, but as in all communities, children were born, the dead were buried, and stories of gods and heroes were passed from generation to generation.


About 7000B.C. , people living in the great river valleys of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and eastern Asia developed farming and began domesticating animals for their meat, milk, and wool. Agriculture spread rapidly westward and northward into Europe, giving rise to the first permanent settlements north of the Alps. At about the same time, the great Indo-European migrations from the steppes of Ukraine began. The ancestors of the Germans, Greeks, Celts, and Italic peoples moved into Europe from the east. When exactly the Celts broke off as a separate group is unknown, but they seem to have been closely in touch with or even part of the same group as the ancestors of the Romans during these early centuries. Even today, when scholars look at the ancient and modern Celtic languages, they find the closest relatives for Celtic words in Latin dictionaries.


However long the ancestors of the Celts lived in close contact with the Italic people, Germans, and others, eventually they broke away to form their own unique culture in central Europe. Finding the earliest signs of the Celts, however, is a problem. Hallstatt objects date back to the seventh centuryB.C. , but the Celts must have been in the area long before that time. One of the best candidates for these earlier Celts lies in what archaeologists call the Urnfield culture.


In about 1300B.C. , a new type of burial rite spread across central Europe; in it the cremated remains of the deceased were placed in urns, then buried in well-organized cemeteries. This culture stretched far beyond probable Celtic lands, but in the area just to the north and east of the Alps, we can see the remains of a particular branch of the Urnfield group that bears a striking resemblance to the later Hallstatt Celts. There is a strong continuity in metalwork, tools, and jewelry in this region into Hallstatt times that can mean only that the ancestors of the Celts were already present north of the Alps by the late second millenniumB.C. The Urnfield period in the alpine zone seems to have been a time of relative stability and economic growth. Populations were on the rise as well, indicating an abundance of food supplies. We also start to see hill forts in this period, with the beginnings of rich burials featuring all manner of horse gear—a sure sign of an emerging warrior aristocracy.


 


BY THE EIGHTH CENTURY B.C., great changes were taking place across the Mediterranean world that were felt even north of the Alps. At the same time as Homer was composing his songs of Troy, the Greeks were beginning a great age of colonization. Different Greek cities—whether for commercial gain or because of overpopulation—were founding colonies around the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. Many of these colonists settled in Sicily and around the Bay of Naples in Italy. From there they spread Greek goods and culture inland to the native tribes and up the Italian peninsula to the Etruscans just north of Rome. In about 600B.C. , colonists from the Greek city of Phocaea founded Massalia (modern Marseilles) near the mouth of the Rhone River in southern Gaul. The trade routes spreading north up the Rhone from Massalia were to have a tremendous impact on the Celts, as did the more direct routes over the Alps from the growing Etruscan cities of north-central Italy. Greeks in time also expanded their trade all the way to southern Spain and beyond into the Atlantic Ocean, to the kingdom of Tartessus just beyond the Strait of Gibraltar. There they met Phoenician merchants, who had preceded them many years earlier. In Spain they saw for themselves the rich silver mines of Iberia and learned of trade routes in tin and gold stretching north to the mysterious islands of the Albiones and Hierni—known to later geographers as Britain and Ireland.


But not all the influences on the Celts came from the south. On the eastern steppes a people known to Greek historians as the Cimmerians were on the move westward. These mighty horsemen from the plains of southern Russia poured into what is modern Hungary, bringing with them an ancient tradition of beautiful decorative art filled with elaborate and stylized animal figures. They also brought a new breed of larger, more powerful horses that through trade soon reached the land of the Celts. Horses had long been a feature in Urnfield culture, but this breed brought cavalry warfare to a whole new level. No longer were the aristocrats of the Celts content to ride their small horses merely as transport. Now, with larger animals, they could take their mounts directly into battle, slashing their enemies with longer swords made for use on horseback.


The combination of Greek and Etruscan luxury goods from the south and the influence of the horsemen from the eastern plains acted like a catalyst on the Urnfield ancestors of the Celts. Suddenly the modestly ornate graves of Urnfield aristocrats became showplaces of Mediterranean goods and eastern-inspired cavalry gear. Tribal leaders, who once placed the ashes of their fathers in simple urns, began instead to lay out the bodies unburned in rich tombs full of ceremonial war carts, Greek wine, elaborate furniture, gleaming iron weapons, and even silk imported from distant China. It was an age of conspicuous consumption among the new Hallstatt nobility. Whether the average Celtic farm family was pleased with or benefited greatly from this new age is an open question, but the warrior aristocracy was having a grand time.


One of the most striking examples of the new Hallstatt elite is a well-preserved grave at Hochdorf, near Stuttgart, Germany, dating to the late sixth centuryB.C. This grave chamber—larger than the average modern dining room—was constructed as an enormous wooden box and covered over by stone to discourage grave robbers (as with ancient Egyptian tombs, many Hallstatt graves were plundered in antiquity). Inside the tomb archaeologists found the remains of a man over six feet tall and about forty years old, covered in gold from head to foot. The torque around his neck was also gold, as were his dagger, arm ring, and belt—even his shoes were covered in gold leaf. He lay fully stretched out on a metal couch decorated with four-wheeled wagons and figures in single combat. The couch was supported by eight bronze casters of finely decorated female figures, each riding on a single wheel like a unicycle. A huge bronze caldron with carved lions sitting on the rim was positioned at the dead man’s feet. Modern tests have revealed that the caldron was filled with mead at the time of the burial, strongly suggesting the warrior’s family was sending him off to an eternal feast. The rest of the tomb contained drinking horns, colored embroidery, and an entire four-wheeled wooden wagon covered in iron and bronze sheeting.


But it wasn’t only men who received such grandiose burials in the Hallstatt age. Near Vix in eastern France archaeologists have discovered a burial from about the same time as the Hochdorf grave but containing the body of a female. This woman—surely a high-ranked aristocrat—was sent to the afterlife with not only the standard four-wheeled wagon but also Etruscan metalwork and an enormous bronze wine jar imported from Greece in her wood-lined grave. Like most Celts from this early period all the way to medieval Irish times, she wore a decorated torque around her neck.


 


The Hallstatt era of Celtic history lasted until about 450B.C. , at which point there was a change in Celtic society that can be described only as a social and artistic revolution. For over two centuries the Celtic elite along the northern edge of the Alps had been building magnificent tombs, trading with the Mediterranean lands for luxury goods, and evidently lording it over their poorer Celtic cousins farther north. But in the middle of the fifth centuryB.C. , just as Socrates was beginning his career as a professional troublemaker in Athens, the Hallstatt world came abruptly to an end. Traditional burials ceased, forts were burned to the ground, and four-wheeled vehicles all but vanished. At almost the same time, however, there was an explosion of creativity and new types of burials in the previous frontier Celtic zone farther north of the Alps.


This new era, named La Tène after an archaeological site in Switzerland, had few elements in common with Hallstatt times. Hallstatt tombs featured weapons used mostly for hunting or as decorations, but La Tène graves were filled with weapons made for war. Swifter two-wheeled chariots replaced the earlier wagons with four wheels. The one thing that remained the same was drinking gear either imported from or inspired by Greek and Etruscan artisans.


We don’t know exactly what happened to end Hallstatt dominance, but we can make a pretty good guess. Sometime in the early fifth centuryB.C. , the Celtic tribes who had been living on the northern frontier were growing restless. They had been constantly fighting the fierce Germans and receiving only what few secondhand luxury goods trickled north from Hallstatt lands. For generations the northern Celts had gained plenty of fighting experience as they held back the Germans—all the while watching their alpine cousins enjoy Greek wine and Etruscan luxury goods. The Hallstatt Celts must not have known what hit them when the northern tribes rolled in on their two-wheeled chariots. Within a generation the Hallstatt way of life was over—and the focus of the Celtic world shifted north.


It may be no coincidence that at the beginning of the La Tène era, the Greeks started to notice the Celtic world of central and northern Europe. The shift from Hallstatt to La Tène certainly would have captured the attention of Greek merchants, who probably passed their information on to the Aegean. The historian Herodotus in the mid–fifth centuryB.C. is the first Greek writer to mention the Celts. In explaining the course of the Nile in Egypt, he compares it with the Danube (GreekIster ): “For the Ister begins in the lands of the Celts and the city of Pyrene, flowing through the center of Europe.” Herodotus’s geography isn’t as clear as we would like, but he does correctly place the source of the Danube squarely in Celtic lands, near an unknown settlement of Pyrene.


 


THE ARTwe find in La Tène tombs is stunning. It builds on the eastern and Mediterranean influences seen in Hallstatt graves but takes craftsmanship and imagination to a whole new level. The La Tène style would last for centuries and has come to define the essence of Celtic art. From its beginnings in the fifth centuryB.C. , it flourished in Gaul until the Roman conquest and survived in Ireland even into illuminated medieval manuscripts such as the Book of Kells.


Words cannot do justice to the beauty of early La Tène torques, scabbards, and drinking vessels. All the artistic elements of the Eurasian steppes, the classical Greeks, and the ingenious Etruscans were combined with an ancient native Celtic tradition to form a style that was more than just the sum of its parts. An early fourth-century drinking flagon from Basse-Yutz, France (see photo insert), superbly captures the spirit of La Tène art. The Greek and Etruscan influences of this coral and red enamel inlaid beaker are clear, but the native Celtic artist also added an eastern focus on intricate details for the highly stylized animals on the rim and handle—which seem to be sneaking up on a tiny duck sitting on the spout.
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