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Since the turn of the century the study of literature and science has been 
among the fastest-growing and most innovative areas of literary and his-
torical research. Through the application of rigorous interdisciplinary 
scholarship, studies in literature and science have offered a keen appraisal 
of the relationships between the historical emergence and significance 
of the sciences, as well as the literary and artistic cultures that engage 
with and critique them. The field has recognized the importance of sus-
tained and detailed historical research whilst maintaining a close regard 
for the literary imagination. At the same time, critics and scholars have 
understood that broader philosophical questions arising from the study of 
literature and science must also be addressed and have actively sought to 
develop the philosophical implications of the intersections and tensions 
between the two disciplines without negating the importance of their 
social, cultural and political contexts. This series aims to promote the 
research and scholarship of literature and science’s keenest advocates 
and most talented critics. The studies in the series, unrestricted by period, 
locale, or genre ,will offer fresh insight into the intellectual history of lit-
erary texts and scientific developments, and in doing so will advance the 
central paradigms of literature and science scholarship whilst enhancing 
and developing the field’s methodological practices.
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7
A Dirty Window on the Iron 
Age? Recent Developments 

in the Archaeology of 
Pre‑Roman Celtic Religion

Jane Webster

I am sceptical that there is anything we can label as 
‘Celtic religion’.

(John Collis, 2007)1

Introduction

The first part of this contribution briefly summarises some key recent 
developments in the archaeological study of religious belief and ritual 
practice in Iron Age Britain.2 Direct evidence for both comes almost 
entirely from archaeological sources, yet for many later prehistoric 
archaeologists in Britain today the very phrase ‘Celtic religion’ is itself 
intensely problematic. In the last two decades, new archaeological work 
– both in the field and resulting from the embrace of new theoretical and 
interpretative perspectives – has undermined the belief that Iron Age 
Britain was populated by a single people with a shared ethnic identity 
and belief system: the Celts. At the same time, many British archaeologists 
have come to see ‘religion’ not as a discrete category of human experience 
in the Iron Age, but as largely embedded within, and inseparable from, the 
world of the everyday. In much of western Europe, by contrast, faith in 
the Celts as ‘the first Europeans’ – the Iron Age ancestors of the modern 
EU – remains (largely) unshaken, as does the notion that Celtic religion 
can best be studied by excavating sites apparently dedicated wholly to 
ritual activities.

The second section of this paper will comprise a case study on the 
epigraphy and iconography of pre-Roman ‘Celtic’ deities. My aim here 
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will be to explore changing attitudes to the nature of the Iron Age gods 
and to the interplay between Roman and Celtic religion following the 
Roman conquest. In asking questions about this cultural dialogue, one 
necessarily opens a can of methodological worms of direct relevance 
to the present volume. This is because much of our understanding of 
Iron Age deity worship has been obtained by squinting back at the past 
through a window provided by Roman era sculpture, epigraphy and 
texts. This is a difficult prospect for many archaeologists; context and 
contingency normally underpin our methodology, yet in this instance 
we work retrospectively, looking backwards on the Iron Age gods from 
the period which followed. In exploring this issue, my aim will be to 
demonstrate that today we glimpse those deities through a particularly 
grimy window, muddied in ways that were not even recognised twenty 
years ago, but which (via post-colonial theory) are now seen as present-
ing hitherto unrecognised productive challenges and opportunities for 
archaeological research.

Post-conquest texts and artefacts are not of course the only weapons 
in the battery of retrospective inference that has traditionally under-
pinned the study of pre-Christian Celtic ritual and religion. More than 
forty years ago Kenneth Jackson famously posited that medieval texts 
offered a ‘window on the Iron Age’,3 a claim that many prehistoric archae-
ologists would question today. That is not the case for all, however, and in 
the final section of this paper, I will examine the methodologies informing 
selected recent archaeological studies employing medieval source mater-
ial in interpreting Iron Age sites and finds. Here and throughout, I hope 
to show that many of the concerns that have been raised in recent years 
regarding the role of Graeco-Roman and medieval data in the study of 
Iron Age religion are equally relevant for other ‘Celtic’ disciplines. These 
concerns centre on the failure to address the context of production of 
commentaries on aspects of Celtic belief and practice, and the difficulties 
that arise when one group attempts the linguistic and cultural transla-
tion of another.

Recent archaeological developments

Everywhere in Gaul there are only two classes of men who are of any 
account of consideration. The common people are treated almost as 
slaves . . . The two privileged classes are the druids and the knights 
(equites). The druids officiate at the worship of the gods, regulate pub-
lic and private sacrifices, and give rulings on all religious questions . . . 
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The second class is that of the knights. When their services are 
required in some war – and before Caesar’s arrival in the country the 
Gallic states used to fight offensive or defensive wars almost every 
year – these all take to the field, surrounded by their servants and 
retainers, of whom each knight has a greater or smaller number 
according to his birth and fortune.4

Scepticism regarding the validity of a ‘Celtic’ Iron Age was one of the 
defining characteristics of British Iron Age archaeology in the 1990s and 
2000s. Debate was stimulated by wide-ranging interest in the relation-
ship between archaeology, European ethnicity and modern-day claims 
on the prehistoric past,5 and also by work on the construction of modern 
‘Celtic’ identities by scholars such as Malcolm Chapman.6 One of the first 
papers bringing new insights about the construction of Celtic identity to 
bear on archaeological data was Merriman’s 1987 piece ‘Value and moti-
vation in prehistory: the evidence for “Celtic” spirit’.7 Merriman argued 
that prehistoric material culture, Classical ethnography, medieval texts, 
folklore and nationalist politics had all played their part in the formula-
tion of an a-historical pastiche of the ‘Celtic’ character that was employed 
uncritically by archaeologists attempting to infer the values and motives 
underlying the actions of Iron Age peoples. Reliance upon this a-temporal 
template, as Andrew Fitzpatrick went on to argue in an important contri-
bution,8 had resulted in a widespread failure to deal with the historicity 
of the Iron Age itself. Fitzpatrick also turned his attention to religion,9 
arguing that here too, notions of a timeless and traditional pan-Celtic 
Iron Age and an uncritical reliance on chronologically disparate textual 
sources had led archaeologists to regard ‘Celtic’ ritual as little more than 
a means of creating and perpetuating a long-lived dominant ideology. In 
addition, he suggested, this approach had also fostered an unhelpful dual-
ism between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’. I come back to both of these 
points below. For the present, it is simply necessary to reiterate that at 
the heart of these critiques lay a shared key point: that time, place and 
contingency – the bedrock of archaeological methodology elsewhere – 
had, for a variety of reasons, been rendered incidental when it came to 
the Iron Age Celts.

Merriman’s paper demonstrated clearly that archaeological inter-
pretations of both Iron Age art and social organisation had been very 
heavily influenced by text-driven notions of the ‘Celtic spirit’. Much 
subsequent critique has similarly focused on art and social structure. 
Debate concerning the value of the label ‘Celtic art’, a phrase used since 
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the nineteenth century to embrace material ranging from the La Tène 
metalwork of the later European Iron Age to the insular manuscript art 
of Medieval Ireland, has been notably ferocious. The depth of feeling 
here can best be gauged by reading some of the exchanges between 
Vincent and Ruth Megaw on the one side, and John Collis and Simon 
James on the other.10 As the title of one recent synthesis would suggest 
(Harding’s 2007 Archaeology of Celtic Art)11 not all scholars are willing 
to dispense with tradition entirely,12 but a number of innovative new 
studies on ornate artefacts, including martial metalwork and mirrors,13 
suggest that, in Britain at least, the scholarship of ‘Celtic Art’ is slowly 
shedding its art-historical foundations in favour of a more contextual-
ised approach. Melanie Giles’s contribution on the meaning of colour 
within Celtic Art, and the ‘technology of enchantment’ through which 
marital objects were designed to achieve specific effects on the observer, 
is a case in point here, moving beyond aesthetics to reconnect decorated 
metalwork with violence and bloodlust.14

The notion of a pan-Celtic social structure – comprising volatile war-
rior elites, druids and oppressed commoners, much as described by Julius 
Caesar in his account of Northern France on the eve of its conquest in the 
50s bc15 – has been questioned in detail in a series of publications by John 
Collis16 and in work on the Atlantic Celts by Simon James.17 Much of this 
work has explicitly criticised the model of Celtic warrior society formu-
lated by Barry Cunliffe.18 J. D. Hill’s critique of Cunliffe’s model, made in 
the context of his reanalysis of the function and status of hillforts, has 
been particularly influential in shaping reassessment of the nature of 
British Iron Age society.19 Raimund Karl has recently suggested that Hill’s 
alternative, household-based model finds close analogues in Medieval 
Irish and Welsh accounts of Celtic social structure.20 From Karl’s perspec-
tive, this is because these analogies are in reality homologies: the result 
of a shared ancestry. From the perspective of Iron Age archaeologists, 
however, the explanatory value of Karl’s observation is unclear: how might 
these ‘striking similarities’ – whatever their origin – help us to interpret 
sites and finds of Iron Age date? I come back to this point at the end of 
this paper. For the present, it is simply necessary to state that whilst 
there has thus been something of a counter-attack of late on the notion 
of an egalitarian, pacifist Iron Age,21 most later prehistorians accept the 
argument that traditional understandings of Iron Age social structure are 
the result of dubious methodological reliance on undifferentiated ‘Celtic’ 
textual sources. This point notwithstanding, the ‘Celtic’ religious elite (the 
druids) continue to fascinate many of us.
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Druid hunting

Once in a while, excavation uncovers the remains of Iron Age individ-
uals who excite special interest. As a rule, the more unusual the manner 
of death and the more inexplicable the grave goods, the more likely an 
individual is to be proposed as a member of the well-documented22 but 
archaeologically elusive druidic elite. The case of ‘Lindow Man’, whose 
partial remains were recovered from Lindow Moss (Cheshire) in 1984, is 
instructive here. This ‘bog body’ owes its extraordinary state of preserva-
tion to 2000 years of anaerobic incarceration in bog peat, a medium which 
preserves soft tissues and effectively ‘tans’ the skin.23 A comprehensive 
battery of scientific techniques has been brought to bear on Lindow Man, 
who undoubtedly remains the most intensely studied individual from 
Iron Age Britain. His body has been contour mapped; his head and face 
have been reconstructed; his anatomy has been studied in depth; and 
forensic archaeologists have investigated the manner of his death (on 
which more below). His stomach contents have been analysed and peat 
macrofossil analysis has been undertaken in order to gain a better view 
of the environment in which he died. Radiocarbon dating suggests that 
his death occurred between 2 bc and ad 119.24

Lindow Man was about twenty-five years of age at the time of death 
and did not die gently. He was initially stunned with two blows, possi-
bly from an axe, which fractured his skull at two points and drove bone 
fragments into the brain. He was then garrotted with a cord made from 
animal sinew, resulting in a fracture of the neck. His throat was also cut 
to the right of the larynx, perhaps with the explicit intent of exacerbating 
bleeding at the climax of the sequence of events resulting in his death. 
Both of the first two injuries would have been fatal, and the theatricality of 
his despatch makes it likely that Lindow Man was a sacrificial victim. The 
suggestion of sacrificial ritual and the presence of mistletoe pollen in the 
barley ‘cake’ that comprised the victim’s last meal led quickly to specu-
lation concerning druidic involvement in events, the druids (as Caesar 
informs us) being responsible for ‘Celtic’ sacrifice, and (as a well-known 
passage from Pliny suggests) also having a keen interest in mistletoe.25 
Lindow Man’s body revealed no sign of hard physical labour and his hands 
and nails were beautifully cared for, suggesting, perhaps, that he was a 
member of the social elite. On the grounds that warrior, bard and priest 
were apparently the only careers open to Celtic ‘aristocrats’, one well-
known study of the 1980s cast Lindow Man as both prince and druid. Other 
planks in this argument included the presence of mistletoe pollen (noted 
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above) and the fact that the man wore a fox fur band on his arm. The 
‘druidic’ relevance of the latter was not, however, explained at the time.26

The ‘doctor’s grave’ at Stanway (Colchester), dating to c.ad 50, has 
also recently been suggested as the resting place of a druid. This burial 
is one of a group of high status, conquest-era cremations, placed within 
wooden chambers inside ditched enclosures and yielding an impressive 
array of exotic and unusual grave goods. The ‘doctor’ has been so dubbed 
because his grave goods included the earliest set of medical instruments 
to be discovered in Britain.27 The grave also produced a set of copper alloy 
rods, subsequently interpreted (via Tacitus’ Germania) as divination rods. 
On the basis of the latter, it is suggested that the Stanway doctor ‘was 
a druid, or at least . . . belonged to a stratum of society that comprised 
Druids, diviners and healers’.28

In both of these examples, interpretation has been driven principally 
by accounts of the social structure of Iron Age and post-conquest Gaul 
found in the texts of classical authors. The writings of Caesar, Tacitus and 
Pliny have fuelled scholarly attempts not only to find buried Iron Age 
druids but to forge an association between excavated artefacts and druidic 
practice. Archaeologists have variously examined, in this context, the pres-
ence of astral signs on Iron Age short swords; the calendars from Coligny 
and Villards d’Heria; a range of spoons and headdresses accompanying 
certain British Iron Age inhumations; pre-and post-conquest figured ico-
nography; a third-century bc model oak tree found at Manching in Bavaria 
in 1984 and the well-known carved stone head from the Viereckschanze (rec-
tilinear enclosure) at Mšecké Žehrovice in Bohemia.29 Fitzpatrick’s study of 
astral (lunar) symbolism on anthropomorphic swords is perhaps the most 
considered of these studies, making a careful temporal distinction between 
the date range of his (largely pre-conquest) sample and the (largely post-
conquest) documentary record hinting at druidic involvement in astral 
prediction. Venclová’s study of the Mšecké Žehrovice stone head lies at 
the opposite end of the spectrum. The third-century bc carved figure is 
identified as a druid on the basis of a ‘band’ hairstyle, which is argued to 
show elements of the tonsure of monks in the early Christian Church of 
Ireland. The latter, in turn, is said to owe its origins to a hypothetical form 
of (possibly druidic) tonsure. The results of all these attempts to associate 
material culture with druidic practice remain at best inconclusive, how-
ever, and as Fitzpatrick has persuasively argued, there is little to support 
the notion of a specialist priestly class in Iron Age Britain, at least.30 In  
this respect as in so many others concerning Iron Age Britain, then, the 
sacred and the profane appear to have been intertwined.
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The once intense British debate on the ‘Celtic question’ has abated 
in the last few years (though see discussion of the work of Raimund 
Karl, below). Its legacy has been a widespread acceptance that the con-
cept of a Celtic Iron Age is one that requires considerable qualification. 
Certainly, many archaeologists now feel that the interpretation of sites 
and finds can be actively hampered by the notion that Iron Age Britain 
(and indeed Western Europe) was peopled by a single ethnic group. Whilst 
it is accepted that there were things – artefact categories and languages – 
that were shared by different peoples in parts of Iron Age Europe, many 
British archaeologists today place less emphasis on these points of simi-
larity, and more on understanding and explaining points of difference, 
at both the regional and international level. This is an understanding 
predicated on the last two decades of Iron Age field archaeology, which 
have brought into much sharper focus the heterogeneity of settlement 
forms and social practices within Iron Age Britain.31 At the same time, 
interpretative analysis has sharpened our understanding of the extent to 
which religious belief and ritual behaviour were embedded in the world of 
the everyday, and the dangers of polarising the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ 
in exploring the social worlds of the Iron Age.

Funerary archaeology: underworlds and afterlives

Nothing about the Celts is more certain, Mac Cana once remarked, than 
that they believed in life after death.32 Certainly, Roman textual sources 
point to a belief in the immortality of the soul, but these sources have lit-
tle indeed to say regarding Iron Age conceptualisations of the afterlife.33 
Grave goods might reasonably be hoped to yield some insights here, but 
one of the reasons that human remains such as those from Lindow Moss 
and Stanway excite so much interest is that visible funerary ritual is near-
absent from most regions of Iron Age Britain. It is likely that excarnation 
(exposure, which rarely leaves archaeological trace) was the dominant 
funerary practice in many areas.34 The once tiny database of Iron Age 
cemeteries has increased in recent years, in part thanks to radiocarbon 
dating, which has made it possible for archaeologists to secure dates for 
some unfurnished and thus otherwise updateable cemeteries.35 Some 
regional funerary practices can be isolated, including the middle Iron 
Age (c.400–200) square barrow inhumation tradition of East Yorkshire, and 
the Late Iron Age (c.100 bc–ad 60) ‘Aylesford Swarling’ cremation deposits 
of south-eastern England. These discrete funerary traditions are so local-
ised that we cannot regard them as providing evidence for widespread 

UCR.indd   127 10/08/2015   11:38:02



Webster

128

‘British’ (let alone ‘Celtic’) practice, but they nevertheless reveal import-
ant insights into Iron Age funerary practice.

Recent work in East Yorkshire has yielded fascinating insights into 
orientational cosmology and the structured deposition and symbolic 
meaning of animals (notably pigs and sheep), whose remains were placed 
with the human dead in graves in this region.36 The Yorkshire cemeter-
ies are often associated with linear earthworks, sinkholes and seasonal 
watercourses known as gypseys, suggesting that points in the landscape at 
which water appeared and disappeared may have been seen as entrances 
to the underworld.37 This possibility is strengthened by growing evidence 
for the significance of water in the positioning and use of pit alignments 
(rows), which were a common component of the farming landscape of the 
Yorkshire Wolds and East Midlands. At Gardom’s Edge in Derbyshire for 
example, aligned pits were deliberately lined with clay, thereby creating 
reflective watery pools. The intention here was perhaps to facilitate com-
munication with otherworld beings.38

Cremation cemeteries begin to appear in the south-eastern counties 
towards the end of the Iron Age and these produce a wide variety of grave 
goods, many of them connected either with feasting, or with personal 
appearance and hygiene.39 Notable recent sites include the cemetery at 
Westhampnett, West Sussex,40 and the elite cremation complex at Stanway 
(Colchester), mentioned above.41 Several of the Stanway cremations pro-
duced continental (Gallo-Belgic) ceramics, gaming sets and other personal 
possessions suggestive of a powerful desire for ‘Romanised’ material pos-
sessions, both in this life and the next.

As the pioneering work of J. D. Hill has demonstrated, human remains 
are not restricted to cemetery contexts in the Iron Age but also occur 
in a variety of settlement contexts. In the early Iron Age the partial or 
complete remains of a small percentage of the human dead (perhaps no 
more than 5 per cent of the total living population of any given site) begin 
to be placed at the base of some reutilised grain silos in southern Britain. 
At Danebury hillfort (Hampshire), for example, the remains of seventy 
individuals have been found in pit fills. These human remains are often 
associated with animal bone, but as Hill has conclusively demonstrated, 
they cannot simply be regarded as the result of ‘rubbish’ disposal. Instead, 
they are the product of complex, structured depositional practices which 
follow discernible rules.42 Similar finds occur on open village sites on the 
Thames gravel terraces. Stanton Harcourt Gravelly Guy is a good example 
here.43 In use from the Middle Iron Age Roman period, this settlement 
produced the remains of at least seventy individuals, fifty-one of whom 
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were children. It is possible that these people – placed at the base of for-
mer grain storage pits and lacking grave goods – were in some way out-
cast from societal norms, and were perhaps afforded a non-normative 
burial rite to prevent them from entering the Otherworld. As Hill has 
noted, however, that there is little to distinguish between the treatment 
of animals and humans in these pit deposits, and the remains of both 
might be regarded as deriving from similar ritual processes of feasting 
and sacrifice. Whatever the answer here, the ‘pit burial’ tradition once 
again emphasises the permeability of the boundary between domestic and 
‘ritual’ practice in Iron Age Britain. There is much to suggest that ritual 
activities became increasingly focused on the domestic sphere as the Iron 
Age progressed, a point which may help to explain the lack of evidence 
for specialised cult sites.

Bounded ritual: sanctuaries and other ‘cult’ sites

If religious specialists such as druids have proven elusive in Iron Age 
British studies, then so too have ritual sites. Indeed, specialised ‘cult’ sites 
are a distinct rarity in England and Wales, where only a handful of pre-
conquest structures have been argued to be shrines, temples or other spir-
itual centres. (The situation in Ireland is more complex, as discussed below 
with reference to Navan Fort). Amongst the most recent English contend-
ers are the rectilinear structures discovered at Heathrow (Middlesex), 
Danebury (Hampshire), Hayling Island (Hampshire) and South Cadbury 
(Somerset).44 The difficulties of identifying the latter securely as a shrine 
are highlighted in an excellent study by Jane Downes.45

At first glance, the situation in England appears markedly different 
from that in Western Europe, where Iron Age ‘sanctuaries’ seem to abound 
and where ritual itself often appears to be bounded, in the sense that 
these sites are not found in the domestic sphere, and seem to be inten-
tionally separated from it. The Swiss lakeside site at La Tène, which gives 
its name to the metalworking style virtually synonymous with the Iron 
Age Celts, has long been understood to have been a focal point for the 
deposition of metalwork and is now regarded as a trophaeum (a locus for 
displaying warrior hardware). In northern France, a celebrated series of 
Iron Age rural sanctuaries came to light in the course of large-scale exca-
vations in the 1980s. Examples here include Gournay-sur-Aronde (Oise), 
and Ribemont-sur-Ancre (Ardennes.).46 These sites emerged in the fourth 
century bc and most began life as enclosures demarcated by ditches and, 
subsequently, palisades. Into the ditches were placed deposits of weapons, 
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tools, human and animal bones, and sometimes jewellery. Groups of pits 
were placed at the centre of most of these enclosures and these were 
modified over time, eventually being realised as formal structures. At 
Ribemont-sur-Ancre, deposits of human bone (in the form of box-like 
constructions, fashioned from long bones) were placed in the corners of 
the enclosure at around 200 bc. Similar sites have since been uncovered 
in other areas, including Mormont (Vaud, Switzerland). Here, more that 
260 pits were dug between 120 and 80 bc and were filled with the remains 
of animals.47 Finally, in Bavaria and eastern France, a series of small rec-
tilinear enclosures known as Viereckschansen have also been proposed as 
ritual sites. These enclosures, about a hectare in size, are again delimited 
by banks and ditches, but the latter were not employed as repositories 
for structured deposits.48 The best-known example is the Bavarian site of 
Holzhausen, where one of two excavated enclosures produced three deep 
shafts, sunk in the later Iron Age. One of these shafts contained an upright 
wooden stake organic remains, and a metal flesh-hook. At the more 
recently excavated site of Fellbach-Schmidden (Baden-Württemberg), 
fragments of three deer figures, dateable by dendrochronology to 123 bc, 
were recovered from an oak-lined shaft.

Nothing similar to these continental sites has yet been found in Iron 
Age Britain, where, as suggested above, ‘ritual’ appears more firmly 
embedded in domestic life. The ritualisation of the domestic sphere is a 
well-documented phenomenon in later Iron Age Britain and was encoun-
tered above in examining the structured deposition of human remains on 
settlement sites. There is growing evidence that a similar development 
may also have taken place in continental Europe. The ditch of the D-shaped 
sanctuary excavated at Acy-Romance (Ardennes), for example, was a focus 
for the structured deposition of animal remains, but was located at the 
highest point in a village dating to the later La Tène. Human bones were 
also dispersed throughout the village and the cemeteries surrounding it, 
and as the excavators have persuasively argued, the interrelated ritual 
processes here can only be understood by setting the sanctuary in its 
wider settlement context.49 In a study critiquing the assumption that ritual 
was cut off from everyday activity in later prehistoric Europe, Richard 
Bradley50 has turned his attention to the interpretation of Viereckschanzen 
(c.1ha rectilinear enclosures), noting that the argument that these are spe-
cialised ritual monuments or shrines is largely dependent on the findings 
from the Holzhauzen excavation, mentioned above. No other excavated 
site has produced clear-cut evidence for ritual activity, leading archaeolo-
gists to suggest that Viereckschanzen may have been used for food storage 
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and redistribution, or were simply small farms.51 But as Bradley suggests, 
the perceived difficulty here – the lack of evidence for specialised ritual 
use – arises only because of the expectation that there must be an absolute 
separation between the sacred and profane. This was clearly not the case 
for many Viereckschanzen, some of which were located in, or on the edges 
of, larger areas of domestic activity. There is also a clear overlap between 
the contents of Viereckshanzen and domestic sites, and Bradley argues that 
archaeologists must study that relationship in itself; it is far more reveal-
ing about Iron Age lifeways that any doomed attempt to isolate a discrete 
category of ritual site. As Bradley also notes, the pit burial tradition, once 
thought limited to southern Britain, is beginning to be recognised on the 
continent, with human remains now having been found in re-used grain 
storage pits in a region extending from the Rhineland to Normandy, and 
from the channel coast into central France. Bradley argues that here and 
in Britain silos took on increasing significance in ritual practice because, 
having once been used to store grain, they provided ‘a potent metaphor 
for human fertility and also for the continuity of life’.

From Romano-Celtic to Celtic:  
Looking back on the Iron Age gods

The important body of work on Celtic religion by Anne Ross and also (with 
the qualification below) by Miranda Aldhouse-Green exemplifies a long-
lived and much-employed methodology for determining the character and 
function of Iron Age deities.52 In the work of these scholars, pre-Roman, 
Roman and medieval data, comprising iconography, epigraphy and more 
sustained textual accounts, routinely jostle together in the manner out-
lined above. The resultant ‘Celtic gods’, like the ‘Celtic spirit’ critiqued by 
Merriman, lack contingency and context. Most importantly, the synthesis 
between Romano and Celtic religion is rarely problematised. The Romans 
and the Celts were both polytheistic peoples and deity synthesis has trad-
itionally been regarded as an inevitability, facilitated by Rome’s appar-
ently benign willingness to accommodate alien gods into its pantheon.53 
The conquest is regarded, moreover, as an archaeological bonus, in that 
the Romans introduced new material technologies of religious observance 
– anthropomorphism, sculpture in stone and writing – that for the first 
time gave the shadowy gods of the Celts material expression.

The Iron Age peoples of Western Europe were non-literate, and their 
gods have no written mythology. At the same time, the corpus of Iron Age 
deity imagery is notably slim, amounting to little more than occasional 
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finds of bronzes and stone sculptures and a handful of regionalised sculp-
tural trends, such as the fashion for torc-wearing torso-figures in central 
France and the highly localised, Hellenised sculptural tradition of the 
Marseille region.54 There is not a single firmly dated Iron Age example 
of figured, freestanding deity imagery from Britain itself. For the post-
conquest period, by contrast, we have abundant sculptural and epigraphic 
evidence for deities with Celtic names and/or apparently Celtic attrib-
utes, such as triplication of form or associated wheel symbolism. Some 
of these deities are also given Roman attributes such as cornucopiae and 
paterae; some (like Sulis or Lenus) are equated or paired with perceived 
Roman equivalents; some goddesses (like Rosmerta) are paired with 
male Roman consorts, and other deities (including Epona, Sucellus and 
Cernunnos) seem to owe little to the Roman world. But all – by virtue of 
their Celtic names or associated attributes – are traditionally regarded 
as Iron Age gods, repackaged to varying degrees, and in a variety of ways, 
in ‘Romanised’ form. They appear to offer, in other words, a window on 
Iron Age belief.

Much has changed in the last twenty years, a period within which 
many archaeologists have come to regard Romanisation – the once-
dominant model for provincial contact and culture change – as a defec-
tive paradigm. This change of heart is firmly grounded in the application 
of post-colonial theory to the Roman Imperial project. The rise of the 
‘post-colonial’ perspective in Roman archaeology is a process that has 
been well documented elsewhere and need not be reiterated here.55 I need 
simply stress that it has brought fundamental challenges to the notion 
of acculturation (one-sided cultural change) by identifying alternative 
narratives of adaptation, resistance and contestation, and giving voice 
to subaltern experience within Roman provincial society. The key point 
for present purposes is that, as belief has faded both in acculturation 
and in a simplistic synthesis between ‘Roman’ and ‘Native’ culture, the 
archaeology of Roman-Celtic religion has undergone a radical transforma-
tion. This change, in turn, has led archaeologists such as myself to ques-
tion the extent to which the nature and function of Iron Age deities can 
(or even should) be determined by looking back at prehistory from the 
Roman period. Before turning to a case study summarising some of my 
own work, I should note that the impact of these changes can also be felt 
by examining the more recent work of Miranda Aldhouse-Green, which 
foregrounds the Roman conquest as a point of religious change and con-
testation in a way that her earlier studies did not. A good example here is 
Aldhouse-Green’s excellent analysis of gender ambiguity in Romano-Celtic 
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divine imagery, wherein she explores the possibility that gender manip-
ulation was employed to demonstrate specific attitudes to the Roman 
colonial presence.56 Aldhouse-Green has also recently employed an explic-
itly post-colonial perspective in an analysis of ‘resistant iconography’ in 
Roman Europe. Her stated aim here is to relate ‘notions of acculturation, 
appropriation, cultural synthesis, domination, protest and resistance to 
the specific arena of imagery in Roman Gaul and Britain and to attempt an 
exegesis of apparently syncretistic representation within a colonialist and 
post-colonialist context’.57 To read this work is to appreciate how much 
has changed since Green’s first major synthesis, The Gods of the Celts, was 
published in 1986. To give just one brief example, in the 1986 study the 
well-known image of Esus on the Nautes Parisiacae (Fig. 1: a pillar erected in 
ad 26 by the guild of Seine boatmen) is interpreted, in a section of Green’s 
book exploring aspects of tree iconography, as follows: ‘It may be that 
here the Tree of Life is being felled, but with its constant regeneration 
symbolised by the birds in a life-death-rebirth message.’58 In returning 
to this image in 2004, Green plausibly suggests that the tree is being pol-
larded, rather than felled, and remarks:

It is possible to read such an image according to oppositional perspec-
tives: on the one hand, pollarding exercises control over the environ-
ment and the ‘disorder’ of natural growth; on the other hand trees, 
like limes, frequently subjected to pollarding display tenacious capaci-
ties for regeneration . . . The control/pollarding is perhaps countered 
by the tree’s ability to renew itself, in an allegory of Gaulish self-
determination. It may even be appropriate to read into such imagery 
a ‘discourse of tolerance’ in which power balance and the ‘politics of 
difference and identity’ are acknowledged and fostered.’59

The interpretative problems presented by this monument are fascinating, 
yet we know far less about the vast majority of Romano-Celtic deities than 
we do in Esus’ case. Many deities exist only as epigraphic attestations: 
names carved in stone, sometimes with associated imagery. The majority 
of these names are attested only once or at best a handful of times, lead-
ing many scholars to suggest that the Celtic gods were highly localised, 
and possibly multi-functional, ‘deities of place’.60 Some of these deities 
were explicitly equated, or paired, with gods from the Roman pantheon, 
and this process has often been argued to shed light on the character and 
function of the Celtic ‘partner’ in these equations. As explored below, my 
own work has attempted to problematise these divine pairings, and to 
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resituate them as evidence not for a simple mutual recognition of reli-
gious similarity, but as the product of a sometimes contested colonial 
encounter. In advancing this argument, I have never sought to suggest 
(contra Green) that ‘religion in Roman Britain (and Gaul) was entirely the 
result of coercive colonial domination’61: rather, my point has been that 
the religion of Roman Britain is precisely that. The ‘gods of the Celts’ as we 
see them after ad 43 exist in a contingent, and contested, moment in space 
and time. To assume that the Iron Age gods persisted largely unchanged 
during the encounter with Rome is simply to delude ourselves about the 
nature of colonial contact, and its impact upon indigenous religions.

Interpretatio Romana:  
mutual accommodation or resisted strategy?

In the Roman Empire, with its many religions and social traditions [the] 
quest for metaphysical knowledge normally included the identification 
of foreign ‘unknown’ gods with those of Italy and Greece. Such a process 
is best described by the phrase, derived from Tacitus (Germania 43), inter-
pretatio Romana, which it is probably best to take literally as the Roman 
interpretation of alien deities, and of the rites associated with them.62

FIG. 1   Pilier des Nautes: Pierre de Jupiter. Photograph © RMN-Grand 
Palais (Musée de Cluny – Musée National du Moyen-Âge)/Jean-Gilles 

Berizzi/Gérard Blot.
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Esus is one of only a handful of Romano-Celtic gods to be named both 
on a stone monument and in a textual commentary, appearing alongside 
Teutates and Taranis in Lucan’s Pharsalia (1.441–446) as one of three dei-
ties to whom the people of Gaul sacrificed human victims. Many years 
later the ninth-century Berne Scholiasts, commentating on Lucan’s text, 
would attempt to render these deities more intelligible to their readers 
by suggesting Latin equivalents, putting forward both Mars and Mercury 
in Esus’ case.63 The Berne Scholiasts were engaging, somewhat late in the 
day, in their own version of Interpretatio Romana, the ‘interpretation’ of 
alien deities. Interpretatio has traditionally been seen as providing insights 
into the character and function of deities with Celtic names – who lack 
documented mythologies – simply by virtue of their being paired with 
better-documented Classical gods. Thus, the numerous Celtic deities 
twinned with Mars (including Lenus and Cocidius) are assumed to have 
been martial/healing gods, like Mars himself. Similarly, the functions of 
the goddess Sulis (twinned with Minerva at Bath) are read in terms of 
those of the Roman goddess of wisdom. Moreover, despite the fact that in 
the vast majority of cases we have no evidence at all for the pre-conquest 
existence of the Celtic partners in these parings, they are all assumed to 
be Iron Age gods, emerging from the shadows into the light of written 
history, thanks to the introduction of Latin epigraphy.

My own work on the pairing of Celtic and Roman deity names has 
attempted to resituate interpretatio as a post-conquest discourse, gener-
ated in the context of unequal power relationships and resisted by many 
Britons. The first point to make here is that deity name pairing was not a 
common practice in Roman Britain. Writing in 1995 I was able to isolate 
246 examples of Celtic divine appellations or epithets, and in 169 cases 
these were made without any reference to ‘equivalent’ Classical gods.64 
Second, name pairing is notably absent for some of the best-attested 
Romano-Celtic (and Germanic) deities in Britain – including the Matres 
(mothers), the Veteres, Belatucadrus, Cocidius and Coventina. Third, it 
is important to note that interpretatio was largely the preserve of Roman 
soldiers, most of them stationed in the Hadrian’s Wall military zone. This 
alone helps to explain why so many dedications were made to the war god 
Mars or his perceived Celtic equivalents, calling into question the common 
assertion that the Celtic gods were as ‘warlike’ as the Celts themselves. But 
there is a more important issue at stake here. In her early work, Miranda 
Aldhouse-Green suggested that an Interpretatio Celtica (an indigenous 
interpretation of Roman deities) ran alongside and complemented the 
Interpretatio Romana, pointing to a mutual accommodation of the gods of 
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the ‘other’.65 My own work has demonstrated that the epigraphic strategy 
of pairing Roman and Celtic gods was in fact employed almost wholly by 
high-ranking members of the Roman army or civil administration.66 I have 
suggested that this is because deity naming and deity syncretism, were 
clearly perceived to be manifestations of power. Syncretism itself suggests 
a cultural arrogance – the belief that all gods are really the same as one’s 
own – and in the Roman world this was not a naïve belief. Rome demanded 
that her armies win over foreign gods, for example, and formulae were 
pronounced to this effect when cities were besieged. To equate an alien 
deity with one from the Roman pantheon was not simply a benign act of 
accommodation, therefore; it was also a controlling strategy, bending 
that god to fit the demands of a particular understanding of the divine 
‘other’ and its destiny under Rome. Interpretatio thus tells us a good deal 
about Roman understandings of the politics of cosmology, and very little 
indeed about the gods of the pre-Roman Celts.

The reluctant synthesisers:  
the creole gods of the Roman west

The discussion of interpretatio above has raised some fundamental issues 
regarding the Romano-Celtic gods, their Iron Age antecedents and the 
problems which vitiate simplistic attempts to ‘read off’ the latter from 
the former. The most fundamental of these is that, in the vast majority of 
cases, we have no certainty that deities first documented in the Roman era 
actually existed in the Iron Age. Many may well have done, but conquest 
creates gods and may certainly have done so in Roman Britain, as poly-
theistic incomers attempted to identify the names of the genii loci (‘spirits 
of place’) in their adopted corner of a foreign land, and – crucially – began 
to realise these beings anthropomorphically. This raises a second funda-
mental point; the conquest and the Roman presence transformed existing 
Iron Age gods in ways that were not simply cosmetic. Their names were 
written down for the first time; they were realised iconographically for 
the first time; and as explored below there is much to suggest that many 
were given human form for the first time. This process created creole dei-
ties, neither Celtic nor Roman, but a complex, and sometimes confronta-
tional, mixture of both.

Creolisation is a term referring to the process by which elements of 
different cultures are blended together to create a new culture. In the 
1970s the term was widely adopted by linguists, who used it to indicate the 
merging of two languages into a blended dialect (a creole language). Since 
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that time creolisation has emerged as an important paradigm throughout 
the social sciences.67 It is employed today in varied ways by anthropolo-
gists, ethnographers and archaeologists working on multicultural adjust-
ment in a wide range of colonial and post-colonial contexts. Creolisation 
theory has had a formative impact upon my own work on Romano-Celtic 
religion, because it offers a way to explore the complex, asymmetric dia-
logue between the belief and culture of a colonial elite and that of a sub-
altern population.68 More specifically, I have suggested that post-colonial 
studies on the emergence of creole belief and practice in early modern 
colonial Latin America, the Caribbean and West Africa can offer important 
insights into the dialogues which informed and shaped Romano-Celtic 
religion. These religious encounters – occurring in very different places 
and at very different times – share important contextual similarities, and 
the discursive strategies employed by both colonisers and the colonised 
were often surprisingly alike. In many colonial contexts, for example, we 
see the emergence of creole deities who embrace and conform to certain 
aspects of a dominant religion (Christianity, or the Roman nexus of the 
Capitoline Triad and Imperial cult), yet in other ways remain embedded in 
an indigenous belief system and are clearly the focus for countercultural 
or oppositional ‘popular’ religious movements. The cult of the Virgin of 
Guadalupe (Mexico), and the orishas (spirit guides) of Cuban Santeria are 
cases in point here.69

A similar interplay can be seen at work in the Roman west, where 
some Celtic deities adopt key ‘Romanising’ features – including sculptural 
representation in human form – but nevertheless appear to resist other 
technologies of Graeco-Roman deity worship (including epigraphy), and 
can be argued to float free of the constraints of the Roman pantheon in 
important ways. This group of deities includes several of the best-known 
gods and goddesses of Roman Gaul, including the horned god Cernunnos, 
the hammer god Sucellus and the horse-goddess Epona. The latter is one 
of the best-attested and most widespread of all Romano-Celtic deities, 
with more than 300 images of Epona having been found in an area stretch-
ing from Britain to Dacia. The name Epona derives from the Gallic word 
for horse70 and in Romano-Celtic iconography she is consistently associ-
ated with one or more horses. In Burgundy, where her cult appears to 
originate, she is frequently associated with a mare and foal, and here too 
we find some ‘stand alone’ mare and foal images that may be representa-
tions of this deity. Epona’s Romano-Celtic identity is thus dependent on 
the horse emblem. As I have argued elsewhere and as Aldhouse-Green has 
also suggested, zoomorphic imagery is often found in association with 
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divine images dateable to the decades surrounding the conquest, hinting 
at the possibility that formally zoomorphic deities were beginning to be 
realised in human form towards the end of the Iron Age.71 In the post-
conquest period, as provincial populations encountered Graeco-Roman 
concepts of deity anthropomorphism, and as indigenous artisans began to 
experiment with mimetic representation, it appears likely that Epona and 
other previously zoomorphic deities began to be represented in human 
form on a consistent basis.

Revealingly, however, having undergone this most fundamental of 
changes, and despite being honoured in Rome itself,72 Epona remained 
notably resistant to other key forms of deity ‘Romanisation’. For example, 
there is not a single instance in which she is paired iconographically with a 
deity from the Roman pantheon. This is striking, given the frequency with 
which other Gallic goddess (such as Rosmerta, discussed below) entered 
into ‘divine marriages’ with Roman gods.73 Second, images of Epona very 
rarely incorporate epigraphy.74 Put another way, Epona’s devotees pre-
ferred to depict her without either Celtic or Roman partners and rarely 
added her name to her image. Returning briefly to interpretatio, we may 
also note that Epona is never equated or name paired with Roman deities. 
Drawing on these various strands of evidence I have suggested that Epona 
is neither a ‘Celtic’ deity nor a ‘Roman’ one but is a creole goddess, encap-
sulating both the possibilities of, and the limits to, religious syncretism 
in the Roman West. Epona may have attained human form in the Roman 
period, yet she was not fully incorporated into the Roman pantheon. On 
the contrary, she reflects – like the Virgin of Guadalupe in colonial Mexico 
– an adaptive alternative to a dominant belief system. Careful exploration 
of Epona imagery, and an understanding of what is not present there, thus 
reveals her to be a product of complex spiritual negotiation. What she is 
not should also be clear. She is neither an ‘Iron Age’, nor a ‘Celtic’, deity, 
but something else entirely.

From all change to no change:  
recent archaeological dialogues with medieval texts

One of the legacies of two decades of ‘Celtoscepticism’75 is that any 
archaeologist working on Iron Age religion today feels obliged to insert 
a rider in his or her work noting a) that there is no such thing as pan-
Celticity and b) that, accordingly, medieval Celtic texts from Ireland and 
Wales do not offer unqualified insights into prehistoric ritual and belief 
across the ancient Celtic world. Yet in can be stated with equal certainty 
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that, somewhere in their work, those texts will put in an appearance 
nonetheless.

I will end my contribution by examining three recent case studies, 
all of which employ medieval textual sources in interpreting aspects of 
Iron Age religion. These are Stephen Yeates’s argument for continuity of 
belief in the Cotswold Severn region from the Iron Age to the early medi-
eval period; Chris Lynn’s interpretation of the extraordinary ‘Forty-Metre 
Structure’ at Navan Fort (Emain Macha), Armagh; and Raimund Karl’s 
application of the ‘Viennese’ method – which advocates a diachronic, com-
parative approach to the integration of Iron Age and medieval data – to 
druidism, chariots, and other staples of ‘Celtic’ society. I should emphasise 
that I have singled out these studies not in order to criticise their findings, 
but to critique the methodologies they employ. All three of these scholars 
are aware of the grime that has settled on Jackson’s ‘window’ on the Iron 
Age, yet peer through it nonetheless.

Rosmerta/Hwicce: the undying goddess?
Stephen Yeates has published two studies arguing that the early medieval 
population of the Costwold Severn area (the Hwicce) were direct descend-
ants of the Iron Age Dobunni, a people first named by Dio Cassius in the 
first century AD.76 In the first of his books (The Tribe of Witches), Yeates 
argues that these two peoples venerated a mother goddess whose cult 
persisted from the Iron Age to the early medieval period and beyond.77 
In the second book (A Dreaming for the Witches), he attempts to recreate 
the Dobunnic pantheon and primal myth. Yeates’s work is impressively 
wide-ranging, employing data derived from archaeology, epigraphy, 
onomastics, iconography, folk tradition, landscape studies, the written 
history of the Roman and early medieval periods, and medieval Welsh 
literature (specifically, the Mabinogion). His work is of particular interest 
to me because the divine ‘mother’ at the heart of his study is the deity 
usually known as Rosmerta (‘the Great Provider’), first attested in the 
Roman period as a consort of Mercury, and popular in central and eastern 
Gaul (Fig. 2).

Both Miranda Green and I have offered post-colonial readings of 
the ‘divine marriage’ between Roman gods and Celtic goddesses, argu-
ing that these pairings may be understood in multiple ways, reflecting 
both Roman domination and indigenous resistance, and foregrounding 
the problems inherent in simplistic readings of Romano-Celtic deity syn-
cretism. It is therefore interesting to see the Gloucestershire ‘Rosmerta’ 
interpreted here as the primal goddess of an Iron Age people. Yeates 
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suggests, moreover, that prior to being partnered with Mercury via the 
interpretatio Romana, this divine mother was paired with an unidentified, 
indigenous father. Yeates is well aware that his mother goddess lacks 
pre-Roman attestation and is usually associated with Mercury, and he is 
clearly fully conversant with recent work (my own included) problematis-
ing the Roman interpretation of Celtic deities.78 Yet in his view, successive 
reinterpretations of the gods of earlier times simply facilitated divine 
survival.79 Neither Roman, nor pagan Germanic, nor Christian readings of 
the Dobunnic goddess changed her substantively, Yeates argues: rather, 
she was absorbed by, or grafted onto, these later belief systems. As for 
her post-conquest marriage to Mercury – her consort is not Mercury at 
all, he suggests, but simply an Iron Age god portrayed (where she is not) 
‘in a wholly Roman guise’.80 Moreover, since DNA evidence suggests that 
(sub-Roman) Gloucestershire, like (Celtic) Wales was spared many of the 
discontinuities resultant from population incursions during the Saxon 
migration period, the Mabinogion is argued to offer useful pointers regard-
ing the primal mythology of this (Celtic) divine couple. In this way, the 
pre-Roman mother and her consort are argued to have persisted, slumber-
ing but undying, from the Iron Age to the medieval period and even, via 
the sacred vessel (hwicce) after which Yeates argues the early medieval 
Hwicce people were named, to have inspired the Grail Quest.

FIG. 2   Mercury and Rosmerta, from Shakespeare Inn, Gloucester. 
Photograph © Gloucester Museums Service.
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Interesting though Yeates’s work is, the underlying premise concern-
ing the primal ‘mother’ is questionable. First, the goddess at the heart of 
Yeates’s books is most widely attested in Roman Gaul and is likely to have 
been brought to Britain, by soldiers or civilians following the Roman con-
quest, a possibility that is not properly explored in his work. Second, this 
goddess emerges into history – via Romano-Celtic sculpture and epigra-
phy – as the consort of a god who is unquestionably the Roman Mercury, a 
process which may have changed the identity – and meaning – of the deity 
in the eyes of her devotees. In my view it is very likely that ‘Rosmerta’ was 
once, as Yeates argues, a powerful Iron Age deity, but the goddess as we 
see her through the Roman lens – the consort of Mercury – is the product 
of a post-conquest dialogue, represented with classical attributes (the pat-
era, the cornucopia) and sometimes with a bucket or barrel, none of which 
can easily be regarded as markers of a localised pre-Roman character and 
role.81 Moreover, Rosmerta’s marriage defined (or redefined) her – not 
necessarily in the sense that she was subjugated to the will of Rome, or to 
the Roman pantheon (although that is one possible reading of her post-
conquest status), but in the sense that we can only now understand her in 
terms of her Romano-Celtic persona. For Yeates, however, the profound 
theological upheavals that accompanied the Roman and Saxon incursions 
into south-western Britain appear to amount to little more than sticking 
plaster, easily ripped away to reveal the undying, Celtic goddess beneath.

Interpreting the Forty Metre Structure, Navan Fort
Navan Fort is one of the well-known series of Irish ‘Royal’ sites and has 
long been equated with Emain Macha, the home of King Conchobar, whose 
exploits are recounted in the Ulster Cycle. Chris Lynn has written up for 
publication the series of excavations undertaken at Navan by Dudley 
Waterman from 1961–71.82 Here, Lynn outlines the complex sequence of 
activities which occurred at Navan Site B, the large mound inside the 
complex. The first substantive feature here was a 45m diameter ditched 
enclosure, dating to the Bronze Age. Subsequently, a series of ‘figure of 
eight’ buildings was constructed, one after another, on the same spot. 
The last of these ten phases of rebuilding extended into the Iron Age, 
taking place after 250 bc. A change then occurred. A 40m diameter tim-
ber structure was erected, comprising four concentric rings of oak posts 
surrounding a central post (the latter felled, as we now know, thanks to 
dendrochronology, in 95/4 bc: Fig. 3). Very soon after its construction, 
the interior of the structure was infilled with stones, creating a massive 
cairn. The concentric rings of timbers were then deliberately set on fire, 
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leaving a series of post-hole voids among the cairn stones. Finally an earth 
mound was constructed over the burnt remains.

How can we interpret this fascinating sequence of clearly ritual-
ised activities? Lynn has produced numerous papers on the Forty Metre 
Structure, synthesising these in a book published in 2003.83 Herein, Lynn 
is careful to acknowledge post-Jackson scepticism regarding the value 
of the Ulster Cycle as a window on the Iron Age, asserting at the outset 
of his two interpretative chapters that ‘I plan now to try to develop an 
understanding of the ceremonial structures at Navan without reference 
to the early literary material because of the problems associated with its 
interpretation’. Instead, his aim is to approach Navan ‘as if there was no 
tradition about what may have happened in Emain Macha or pre-literate 
Ireland generally’.84 Yet Lynn’s interpretative framework is based entirely 
on textual sources, fusing Caesar’s account of eve-of-conquest Iron Age 
Gaul with data from the Irish insular tradition. The Navan mound, Lynn 
suggests, was constructed in a series of stages that seem to provide a monu-
mental analogy with the ‘wickerman’ rite described by Julius Caesar in his 
account of Gaul. In this passage (De Bello Gallico 6.16.4-5) Caesar refers to a 
method of human sacrifice involving the construction of immense figures 
(simulacra), woven from twigs or wicker (vimen), which were filled with 
living men and set on fire. This is an intriguing suggestion, which draws 
on a near-contemporaneous description of ritual practice in Iron Age Gaul, 

FIG. 3   A suggested reconstruction of the Forty Metre Structure. 
Reproduced with the permission of the NIEA.
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made by one of only a handful of Roman commentators on pre-conquest 
Celtic religion to have first-hand knowledge of the peoples he describes.

Even if we leave to one side the debate surrounding Caesar’s debt to 
earlier classical ethnographers – and the likelihood that this section of his 
text was borrowed from the Greek ethnographer Posidonius, who wrote 
an account of Hellenised southern Gaul in c.120 bc85 – it is very difficult to 
accept that Caesar’s text might shed light on the Forty Metre Structure. 
First, Caesar’s wicker constructions were clearly not buildings; the Latin 
word simulacra is generally employed in a mimetic, anthropomorphic 
sense, and Caesar explicitly refers to the simulacra as having membra, 
limbs. Second, these constructions were also filled with living men, whilst 
the Forty Metre Structure produced a single human clavicle: hardly sub-
stantive evidence for human sacrifice. Third, Caesar’s account makes no 
reference to the use of stones, or indeed a mound, both of which appear 
to be essential components of the ritual sequence at Navan. Finally, later 
Iron Age archaeological evidence for human remains in association with 
deliberately infilled and burnt timber structures is lacking, both in Gaul 
and elsewhere in Ireland.

In seeking to plug these evident gaps, Lynn turns to the insular 
Irish literary tradition, which associates otherworldly royal courts with 
mounds, and places burning timber bruiden (hostels) at kingly sites, includ-
ing Emain Macha. These tales were of course written down centuries after 
the Forty Metre Structure was created and describe Emain Macha as a 
royal fort and military headquarters – a reading entirely at variance with 
the Iron Age archaeological evidence, as Lynn himself admits. Yet by ally-
ing the medieval insular tales with Caesar’s account of the ‘wickerman’ 
sacrifice (which points – although archaeological evidence does not – to 
the ritualised burning of timber structures in Iron Age Gaul), Lynn is able 
to conclude that the Forty Metre Structure ‘was a model of the ill-fated 
hostels glimpsed in the later tales’.

In justifying his appeal to the insular tradition, Lynn suggests that:

Navan was completed in the 90s bc, (only) 500 or 600 years before the 
time when solid traditions about the site can be said to have emerged 
from the mists of prehistory. It is a long time, but not as long as a mil-
lennium. It is perhaps a period over which some traditions concerning 
the original significance of the place may have survived. As far as we 
know there was no major invasion of the area, displacement of popula-
tion or imposition of a new language that might have caused a sudden 
break in the builders’ tradition.86

UCR.indd   143 10/08/2015   11:38:03



Webster

144

This is the kind of sentiment that was once commonplace in Eurocentric 
writing about the indigenous peoples of pre-colonial southern Africa and 
Australasia; prior to colonisation, it was argued, these were peoples liter-
ally without history, time moved at a geological pace, the bottom rung of 
the evolutionary ladder was barely scaled and change was externally, not 
internally, driven. Whilst such notions have long been discredited else-
where, they appear to persist for ‘Celtic’ Ireland. It is difficult to under-
stand why; Ireland may have escaped conquest by Rome but, as several 
scholars have argued, the Roman presence in neighbouring Britain may 
have had a significant impact on Late Iron Age social organisation. And 
Ireland did of course Christianise, a development whose impact – not least 
on the redactors of the Ulster Cycle – is briefly mentioned, but only in 
order to underscore the extent to which, in Lynn’s view, Iron Age ideolo-
gies persisted in the Early Christian period. As Newman and others have 
argued, however, the Irish royal sites have extraordinarily long and com-
plex biographies, having been used and interpreted by successive genera-
tions both before and after the arrival of Christianity.87 The Emain Macha 
of the Ulster Cycle owes its identity to all these processes, yet for Lynn, as 
for Yeates, an underlying strand of Iron Age belief and practice can be iso-
lated therein by identifying perceived resonances not with contemporary 
archaeological data, but with a body of Classical writing generated in the 
context of Rome’s conquest of Ireland’s Iron Age neighbours.

In his work on the religion of the Dobunni (who escaped neither Roman 
nor Saxon incursions), Stephen Yeates makes strikingly similar claims for 
Celtic continuity, suggesting that the Roman conquest and the ‘alleged’ 
Saxon migration into the Costwold Severn area in fact brought minimal 
social and political upheaval. It is reasonable to suggest that many archae-
ologists today would take issue with the first, at least, of these claims, 
and with the underlying belief – which stretches as far back as the work 
of Francis Haverfield, the father of Romano-British archaeology88 – that 
‘Celtic’ culture persisted in a latent fashion, in backwaters little touched by 
Rome and amongst those who lacked incentives to ‘Romanise’. Whatever 
interpretation one places on the Gloucestershire Rosmerta, it would surely 
be a mistake to regard her Romano-Celtic cult in such a passive light.

Diachronic homologies: the Viennese approach to ‘Celtic’ comparison
In the last ten years, Raimund Karl has produced a series of interdiscipli-
nary papers arguing that we need to put the ‘Celtic’ back into the Iron Age, 
and attempting to rehabilitate insular medieval texts as a source on infor-
mation on Iron Age social structure and material culture. In the course of 
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these studies he has addressed themes ranging from druids to chariots, 
and from fosterage to hillforts.89 I have followed Karl’s work with consider-
able interest because it involves diachronic comparison – a methodology 
which also informs my own work on Romano-Celtic religion, as outlined 
above. I have no quarrel at all with comparative analysis, obviously, but I 
strongly believe that comparison – like that more common staple of arch-
aeological inference, ethnographic analogy – can offer real insight into 
the past only when societies are compared on the basis of demonstrable, 
contextual and discursive similarities.90 I remain unconvinced that this 
is the case with Karl’s work on the Celtic past.

Karl’s method, which he has dubbed the Viennese approach to Celtic 
studies, is to create a frame of reference enabling comparison between 
data of two or more different types. This is done by developing ostensibly 
independent models based on each data set (for example, archaeological 
evidence for Iron Age chariots compared with medieval textual accounts 
of chariots91 or archaeological models of Iron Age social organisation set 
against social organisation as depicted in the Ulster Cycle)92 and compar-
ing these models in order to isolate shared terminology and similar prac-
tices. The resultant similarities are neither random coincidences nor even 
analogies, Karl argues, because ‘where we can find shared terminology, 
and shared practices, a common, indigenous origin for both . . . is likely’.93 
Similarity, in short, boils down to homology, and to understand the Celts 
is really an exercise in genetics. It would be interesting to speculate how 
far this rationale might extend, for example, to modern, transnational 
cultures who share a belief in Jesus, speak English and drink Coca-Cola, 
or indeed to the multitude of peoples absorbed by the expanding Roman 
Republic and early Empire who venerated Mercury, knew some Latin, and 
ate olive oil. Karl argues, notwithstanding, that points of similarity reflect 
(and reveal) a shared (Celtic) ancestry and open up new, multi-directional 
interpretational possibilities for scholars, with each point of similarity 
providing new information on the ‘Celtic’ topic in question. Quite what 
is revealed by points of divergence and dissonance remains unspoken.

It is particularly interesting, in my view, that the temporal distance 
between comparative datasets – a point which effectively obliges 
‘Viennese’ scholars to engage with diachronic comparison – is side-
stepped, yet again, by the familiar appeal to homology or (in Karl’s most 
recent work) by suggesting that analogy and homology are largely inter-
changeable, when it comes to the Celts.94 Yet as Karl himself notes, medi-
eval texts ‘are not a “window on the Iron Age”, but are medieval creative 
constructs that need to be understood in their own – medieval – context.’95 
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Precisely for this reason, it is difficult to ascertain how, if at all, these 
accounts might amplify, or indeed qualify, archaeological interpretation 
of Iron Age sites and finds. Ultimately, as Karl himself notes in discussing 
‘common Celtic’ terms for fosterage, ‘this shared terminology does not 
necessarily tell us much’.96 The archaeological questioning of the value of 
medieval texts and proto-Celtic philology that Karl dubs ‘Celtoscepticism’ 
lies here, not in the unwillingness of archaeologists to look beyond exca-
vated data, nor in ideological positioning and disciplinary divides, but in 
genuine uncertainty as to what the supposed homologies identified by 
Karl tell us about the Iron Age itself.

Our ancestors, the Celts, again?

The common denominator in all the recent case studies considered above 
is an appeal to a cultural continuity that is perceived to be genetically 
based. For Yeates, the Hwicce are not Anglo-Saxon arrivistes but direct 
descendants of the Dobunni, maintaining the worship of an ancestral 
deity. For Lynn, similarly, medieval accounts of Emain Macha shed light on 
Iron Age practice at Navan because they codify a centuries-old ancestral 
tradition, uninterrupted by colonisation or inward migration. Karl’s vari-
ous studies also arrive at exactly the same point: similarities identifiable 
in the insular literary tradition and the Iron Age archaeological record 
are homologies, reflecting a shared past.

This line of argument might best be conceived as a family tree, wherein 
three quite different data sets – Romano-Celtic and later archaeological 
data from the ‘Celtic’ heartlands; Classical commentaries concerning a 
variety of ‘Celtic’ peoples conquered by Rome; and the insular Medieval 
literature of Ireland and Wales – are all the progeny of common Celtic 
parents. Moreover, cultural change is conceived to move at so glacial 
a pace for all Celtic peoples – whatever their level of interaction with 
incoming colonists or migrants, and with new religions, languages and 
legal systems – that the age of the children, relative to their parents and 
each other, is largely immaterial, and each child can therefore shed equal, 
retrospective, light on its own forebears. We return full circle, in short, to 
the notion of timeless Celticity with which this paper began.

Raimund Karl has suggested that ‘Celtosceptic’ archaeologists wilfully 
ignore non-archaeological data, including philology and documentary 
sources of all kinds, and wrongly privilege one source of information – the 
excavated past – over all others.97 But the case is more complex than Karl 
suggests. For most archaeologists, interpretation is undeniably a matter 
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of working outwards from our excavated data (our starting point), add-
ing layers of contextualised inference as we go, like ripples on a pond. 
Where we have a contemporary written record too (that is, where we can 
undertake fully fledged historical archaeology) archaeologists are more 
than willing to walk out into the textual hinterland beyond their own 
sites and finds; texts are artefacts, and artefacts are texts, and the two are 
employed in tandem.98 Where we have no contemporary written record at 
our disposal (or where that record is particularly poor or inadequate) we 
build inference diachronically, either by employing ethnographic analogy 
(the only route open to prehistorians) or by undertaking comparative 
contextual analysis.

The first point to make here with reference to the Iron Age is that the 
pre-conquest ‘Celts’ were non-literate, and at the point of contact with 
Rome emerge not into ‘history’ but into a highly contextualised protohis-
tory; their lifeways and their religion documented, and interpreted, by a 
conquering power.99 The insular Irish medieval literature is not the prod-
uct of a comparable context. This brings me to my second point; for most 
archaeologists, diachronic comparison – the choice of what to compare 
– requires explicit justification. For example, the hunting strategies of 
the recent and modern Inuit may justifiably be argued to shed analogical 
insight on the hunting strategies of Mesolithic peoples in Scandinavia, 
because both groups have lived in similar cold environments, hunting 
similar animals. Or one may argue, as I have done elsewhere, that studies 
of the material world of eighteenth-century north American slaves might 
usefully inform work on the material strategies of their counterparts in 
the Roman world because the discourse of slavery was very similar in 
both contexts.100 To come back to medieval textual sources, the issue for 
many archaeologists remains simply that the often-repeated appeal to a 
common ancestry – which remains the default position, as outlined above, 
in arguing that these sources offering a ‘window’ on Iron Age society 
– is antithetical to carefully justified diachronic comparison. Ancestry, 
ethnicity, culture and time collapse into each other in the world of the 
Celts, leaving archaeologists none the wiser as to whether specific points 
of apparent similarly in the philological, literary and material record are 
the result of latent cultural persistence, active resistance, modern wish-
ful thinking or other factors entirely. Above all, this approach drastically 
underplays the impact of centuries of culture contact and culture change 
on the beliefs and practices of the ‘Celts’: a way of thinking that, for the 
‘post-colonial’ generation of Iron Age and Roman archaeologists, is now 
unsupportable.
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It should, I hope, be obvious from the above critique that the archaeol-
ogy of Iron Age and Romano-Celtic religion sits at a crossroads today; on 
the one hand radically transformed by a series of interrelated paradigm 
shifts, yet on the other yearning, nonetheless, for the comfort zone pro-
vided by the entrenched notion of timeless, ancestral Celticity. Where we 
go from here remains to be seen, but Ian Armit’s recently published study 
on Iron Age headhunting provides some clues as to the direction of arch-
aeological travel.101 Whilst the Irish and Welsh insular accounts of head-
taking make their seemingly inevitable appearance here,102 Armit’s overall 
argument is framed with reference to anthropological theory, rejects any 
notion of a unified ‘Celtic’ cult of the head, and sets out the case that 
whilst the human head might have played a role in Iron Age cosmolo-
gies across Europe, it was only in Southern France that the head became 
central to formalised religious expression. Armit’s diverse, fragmented 
communities stand at a considerable conceptual remove from the ‘Celts’– 
and their homogenised religion – with whom this contribution began.
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