Critically discuss whether recent ancient DNA analyses can provide reliable information on the identity, origin and spread of ‘Celtic’ populations in the 5th – 1st century BC.

In the Erotica Pathemata by Parthenius, one of the myths of the origin of the Celts is presented, it is within this myth that the hero Hercules had an affair with Celtine, the daughter of the house of Bretannus, this union resulted in a son named Celtus “from whom the Celtic race derived their name”[footnoteRef:1],This myth shows the birth of the Celtic lands. It has been of continued debate what it means in a society to be described as ‘Celtic’ and whether there are any links between these societies, both in genetics and in culture. Ancient DNA analysis is a modern development in the study of archaeology which has gained more and more attention in recent years. This is the study of both Y-chromosome of the paternal line of genes and the maternal mitochondrial line are separated and analysed to trace the similarities and differences between ancient societies to possibly conclude where societies originated, as well as possible genetic characteristics they would show.  In the terms of ‘Celtic’ peoples of the later Iron Age, this mode of analysis could potentially be an indication as to whether there are in fact links between the so-called ‘Celtic’ Iron Age societies on continental Europe and possibly even those within Britain. The focus of this report is to examine this idea and whether it can support the idea that there was in fact a spread of ‘Celtic’ cultures did take place in the later Iron Age and in addition to this, show that the cultures originate from the same entity. [1:  (Apanea. Erotica Pathemata (trans. Gaselee.) ] 

One of the primary ways in which historians evidence the theorised spread of culture throughout Iron Age Europe is through the mode of the language comparison of the different Celtic languages. In the terms of linguistic studies, tend to map out the spread of language by identifying Celtic language inscriptions as is shown by examples like the ‘Javier de Hoz’s map of ancient inscriptions’[footnoteRef:2] in which it shows that the majority of such Indo-European inscriptions is “concentrated north east of centre, while in central west there are some inscriptions in Lusitanian”[footnoteRef:3] and is also shown in the language split of the ‘continental Celtic’ and the ‘insular Celtic’[footnoteRef:4]. This brings forward the idea that though there is a spilt in the language, there is similarities there enough that it can be recorded. This is evidenced somewhat by the ancient account by Tacitus in which he states “you would find their Gallic ceremonies and Gallic religious beliefs; the language is not very different”[footnoteRef:5] as well as in Strabo’s account in which it is said that “not all speak the same language but some make variations in their language”[footnoteRef:6]. This shows that such similarities in the languages were noticed in ancient times, before the inscriptions were mapped, along with other cultural factors. When linking this to Genetic studies, it is shown that there are genetic similarities between places with similar surnames and place names do appear to show some form of genetic link. For example, when examining Gaelic surnames in Places like Ireland which show a regional Y-chromosome carrying which is “typical in Ireland but relatively common in continental Europe”[footnoteRef:7], which shows in modern terms at least, there is links between both genetic and linguistic evidence which can be theorised to have taken place throughout the Iron Age, as is written about by ancient writers. In addition to this, another modern Genetic link that appears to show in ‘Celtic’ is that of inherited genetic illnesses. An example of this is again from Ireland in which there is evidence of genetic variants which cause illness such as cystic fibrosis and phenylketonuria, and such variant is only shown predominantly in other ‘Celtic regions like Scotland and Brittany.[footnoteRef:8] Despite this again not being specific to the Ancient genetic testing, it could be taken into account because it does show the separation between the regions within Britain and continental Europe which are either ‘Celtic’ or ‘non-Celtic’. [2:  (Sims-Williams, 2012)]  [3:  (Sims-Williams, 2012)]  [4:  (Foster, P and Toth, A, 2003)]  [5:  (Tac. Agr. (trans. Hutton and Peterson) ]  [6:  (Strab. Geog. (Trans. Jones.)]  [7:  (McEvoy and Bradley 2010, p.117)]  [8:  (McEvoy and Bradley, 2010)] 

DNA analysis in general is separated into two sections, that of the Y-chromosome, which follows the male genetic pattern and the mitochondrial which follows the female path. Separate studies have been carried out over the years such as Sykes and Oppenheimer, as well as McEvoy et al, which both show that the Insular Celts from around Britain have more connection with the regions in the ‘Atlantic zone’ rather than the ‘central European Iron Age’[footnoteRef:9] which was shown mostly by the Y-chromosome DNA. This means that at least on the paternal line shows a particularly strong link between the Atlantic (this area including places such as Iberia) and the Britannic Iron Age societies. It is also shown in the investigations of Sykes and Oppenheimer and McEvoy et al, that there is a different conclusion when looking into the mitochondrial (maternal) DNA pattern. It appears to be that it has a connection with the more central area of Europe, separate to that of the paternal DNA.[footnoteRef:10]  There is an example of this shown the Iron Age society of Urville-Nacqueville in the Normandy area. This site was occupied around 120-80BC and was a known for trade during this period. There is both archaeological and genetic evidence for a distinct link between this area of southern Dorset in Britain.[footnoteRef:11]  From the genetic survey, where DNA was tested from about forty-five individuals, it is shown that Urville-Nacqueville seems to have a mitochondrial genetic connection with Germany, Great Britain and Spain.[footnoteRef:12] This shows that there was a strong movement of female DNA across both continental Europe and Britain. An interpretation of this is that there were marriages between women from places like Dorset with the men in Urville-Nacquville, thus explaining the strong maternal genetic connection. Such actions could have taken place to strengthen the trading relationships between the areas which was shown through some archaeological and funerary evidence. Another example is that of the peoples of the village site of La Hoya, which is in the Iberian Peninsula which is also seen to be a trade centre during the Iron Age. The study on this site analysed the La Hoya DNA along with that of the people of the modern day and the results of this showed that “mitochondrial DNA haplogroups of La Hoya inhabitants are contained in the contemporary European genetic pool…. a distinctive pattern in the autochthonous populations of the north of the Iberian Peninsula”.[footnoteRef:13] This shows that the genetic imprint of this specific area is traceable from the iron age to the modern day around the same area and do have similarities with others around northern Europe. results such as this could possibly show that to get clear results on the over spread of ‘Celtic’ identities by studying DNA, is to study both the ancient and the modern genetic line. The reasoning behind this is that if there was a spread of the peoples and culture to different areas during the Iron Age then the genetic evidence would continue into the modern age and therefore the Ancient and modern DNA can be used to evidence the theory. [9:  (Donnelly, 2013)]  [10:  (Donnelly, 2013)]  [11:  (Fischer et al, 2018)]  [12:  (Fischer et al, 2018)]  [13:  (Nunez et al, 2016, p.12)] 

However, alongside DNA evidence, archaeological findings along with literature to an extent is needed to show definitively whether the spread of a single ‘Celtic’ culture did in fact spread throughout Europe. It can be said to have been indicated by the Iron Age trade centre of Urville Nacqueville, where there is evidence of British pottery shards as well as funerary evidence. For example, there was some skeletons with “a more or less pronounced flexion of the lower limbs” which is also shown in the Durotrigan burials from the sites in Dorset from around the same time.[footnoteRef:14]   This does show at least some indication of cultural exchange because it is mostly shown in continental Europe, that cremation was more regularly used.  Because these areas are known to be areas of trade that are located on the coast, it is not unreasonable to assume that the spread of cultural ideas and possibly DNA through possible migration through means like marriage. Another form of archaeological evidence is that of the trading of material using the English Channel between areas like the Atlantic zone of southwestern area of Iberia along with North-west France and Britain and Ireland during the latter Bronze age.[footnoteRef:15] These materials included objects made of metal, like very similar weaponry and bronze cauldrons have been found throughout the Atlantic zone, although these archaeological links do seem to weaken around 800-500BC.[footnoteRef:16] Despite the majority of this trading taking place in the earlier bronze age, the probability is that the sharing of the ideas did resonate and it is also likely that there was at least limited migration between these areas as well which would then mean that there would have been some shared genetic lineage into the Iron Age and beyond. [14:  (Fischer et al, 2018)]  [15:  (Cunliffe, 2010)]  [16:  (Cunliffe, 2010)] 

In conclusion, investigations involving ancient ‘Celtic’ DNA can be said to show some spread of culture and identity throughout Europe, and this paper has identified examples of DNA that has been somewhat backed up by archaeological evidence. Although, the evidence that has been analysed have been mainly from the Atlantic zone rather than Central Europe which means that only a small number of societies have been included. It also has to be stated that the number of the human remains that have been tested to see the genetic line, is also very small, both because of there not being a huge amount of human remains to study because there was a large number of cremations and that there would have been a high likelihood of contamination of the bone that are recovered. This means that the results from the genetic studies cannot be deemed as completely accurate or reliable. As well as this, for the spread of the so-called Celtic identity to be proven in any kind of way, both archaeological, linguistic, and to an extent literary evidence is also needed to coincide with the genetic evidence because as a stand-alone analysis, it cannot completely show any cultural spread, because genetic spread is not exclusive to the ‘Celtic’ society. One of the main things that are shown in the genetic studies mentioned in this paper is that the maternal and paternal genetic lines appear to originate from different directions, this could potentially mean that there may have been a physical migration of peoples, possibly through marriage with different areas of Iron Age Europe. Overall, the ancient DNA analyses can only provide reliable information on the origin and spread of ‘Celticity’ when evidenced alongside other means of ancient physical evidence and it can be argued, when it is shown alongside modern DNA studies as they are both more accurate and they show the continuity of ‘Celtic’ genes in specific areas of Europe.
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