‘Within the context of the Celtomania and Celtoscepticism debate, analyse whether the Celts are subject to unfair scrutiny when compared to others such as the Germanic or Anglo-Saxon peoples.’
Kira Webb, 2306722 
INTRODUCTION
This essay aims to identify and analyse the scrutiny that the Celts are subject to, so as to better understand whether that scrutiny is comparable to that of the Anglo-Saxon or Germanic peoples. The essay will begin with an overview of the traditional narrative around the Celts, a discussion of the Celtomania and Celtoscepticism debate, and a compare and contrast approach to analysing the scrutiny the Celts face and whether this is proportionate to the scrutiny that the Anglo-Saxon and Germanic peoples face. 
Celtic Studies as a subject is an expansive field; it includes history and prehistory, archaeology, art history, philology, literature and more.[footnoteRef:1] At times, this far-reaching area of study seems only to further confuse the concept; what is a Celt, and what is meant when discussing them? ‘Celtic’ refers to people both ancient and modern, continental and insular, ranging across a long period of time and a large geographical area. Within academia, there are three main ‘schools of thought’ that cover Celtic studies; archaeology, history and philology. In the modern world, Celtic Studies remains relevant, not only as an academic pursuit, but in the way many people have claimed the label of ‘Celtic’ for themselves. It is important to keep in mind that the Celtomania and Celtoscepticism debate is best understood as an academic issue, that holds little bearing on the modern Celtic peoples. Many of the people of Brittany, Cornwall, Ireland, the Isle of Man, Scotland and Wales now identify strongly with the ‘Celtic’ label, and find a sense of community and heritage in the term. This essay is primarily concerned with the ancient Celts.  [1:  John Collis, ‘Celtoscepticism and the Future of Celtic Studies.’, in Karolina Rosiak and Michael Hornsby, Eastern European Perspectives on Celtic Studies (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019), pp. 112-121, p. 113.] 

CELTOMANIA AND CELTOSCEPTICISM: A BRIEF HISTORY
Within the field of Celtic Studies, there is a traditional narrative around who the ancient Celts were. Rodway writes that this narrative states that the Celts were a large group of Iron Age people, who spread outwards from central Europe during the first millennium BCE; the ‘origin point’ for the Celts is often centred around the Hallstatt and La Tène sites, located in modern-day Austria and Switzerland respectively.[footnoteRef:2] Over the next 600-800 years, the Celts spread and occupied an area stretching from central Turkey to Ireland. Classical historians offer accounts for the expansion of the Celts into Italy, the Balkans and Anatolia, but there is a lack of clear historical evidence for their spread into the Iberian peninsula, Britain and Ireland.[footnoteRef:3] In lieu of documentary evidence, artistic and linguistic similarities are heavily relied upon to demonstrate a Celtic expansion.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, p. 9.]  [3:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, p. 9.]  [4:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, p. 9.] 

With ‘Celtic’ having such diffuse definitions, it is not difficult to see why the field is rife with debate. One of the predominant debates among Celticists is that of Celtomania and Celtoscepticism. Rodway posits that Celtomania began in the eighteenth century, when ‘polite society in Paris, London and Edinburgh discovered that they, like the Greeks and Romans whom they so much admired, had a “Celtic Fringe”.’[footnoteRef:5] The ‘Celtic Fringe’ refers to the Celts seeming to reside on the outside of a ‘cultural centre’, in this case, the cities mentioned above. The romanticism of Celticity was based around the ‘noble savage’ trope, creating a whimsical, idealised notion of what it meant to be a Celt. These imaginary Celts were seen as barbarians, and there was little attention paid to the diverse nature of the many peoples living under the Celtic umbrella. Rodway writes that this ‘othering’ of the Celts has called into question the validity of Celticity in the first place.[footnoteRef:6] This line of questioning seems valid, as it appears that this initial wave of Celtomania was fuelled by cultural division and stereotyping those outside of the ‘centre’ of a region.  [5:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, p. 12.]  [6:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, p. 9.] 

Celtoscepticism came about in earnest in the 1990s, with one of the main areas of contention being the homogeneity the traditional Celtic narrative establishes.[footnoteRef:7] There are political undertones to the Celtoscepticism movement, often expressing frustration at the stereotypical ‘primitive barbarian people’ that the ancient Celts are professed to be by the early Celtomania movement.[footnoteRef:8] They seem, primarily, to call for re-evaluation of the evidence for Celtic cultures with fresh eyes, and to be against overzealously painting Iron Age peoples with the Celtic brush. As Rodway puts it,  [7:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, pp. 11-12.]  [8:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, pp. 11-12.] 

Naturally, we must exercise caution when combining historical and linguistic evidence to build a synthetic picture of the ancient Celts, and even more caution is required when applying archaeological and art historical data to the problem. Aft er all these are very diff erent types of evidence – it is not acceptable to assume that anyone labelled a Celt by a Greek historian would necessarily have spoken a Celtic language or worn Celtic jewellery.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Simon Rodway, ‘Celtic - Definitions, Problems and Controversies’, in In Search of Celtic Tylis in Thrace (III C BC), ed. by Lyudmil F. Vagalinski (National Institute of Archaeology with Museum in Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, 2010), pp. 9–32 <http://hdl.handle.net/2160/9699>, pp. 13.] 

The debate can ‘generate more heat than light’,[footnoteRef:10] becoming rather vicious at times, but despite the sometimes heated nature of it, there are concerted efforts to collaborate. Collis suggests that ‘Celtosceptic approaches are a positive, not a negative, in the teaching of Celtic Studies, dealing with very real modern academic, cultural and political problems’.[footnoteRef:11] It is his opinion that claims that Celtoscepticism will discourage others from delving into Celtic Studies as a discipline are erroneous, and that Celtoscepticism will in fact ignite fresh interest in potential students and scholars.[footnoteRef:12] He writes that some of the dominant views on the Celts are based on stereotypical ideas about cultural and racial groups, and that the narrative deserves re-evaluation. He also expresses frustration around how the Celts are defined; that is, that there is no clear consensus of what a Celt is.[footnoteRef:13] The Celts appear to have been comprised of many groups of peoples, ranging over a huge diaspora. They were likely demonstrating differing cultural practices and spoke many different languages. It is very difficult to accurately define such a varied group of peoples with one term, whose origin is, at least for the Insular Celts of Britain and Ireland, an outsider term.[footnoteRef:14] Some of the scrutiny of Celtic Studies likely comes from this lack of clear borders around who the Celts were, and are.  [10:  Collis, ‘Celtoscepticism and the Future of Celtic Studies.’, p. 120. ]  [11:  Collis, ‘Celtoscepticism and the Future of Celtic Studies.’, p. 125. ]  [12:  Collis, ‘Celtoscepticism and the Future of Celtic Studies.’, p. 113.]  [13:  Collis, ‘Celtoscepticism and the Future of Celtic Studies.’, pp. 120-126.]  [14:  Collis, ‘Celtoscepticism and the Future of Celtic Studies.’, p. 113. ] 

ANGLO-SAXON, CELTIC, GERMANIC: COMPARE AND CONTRAST
The ephemerality of the Celts stands in stark contrast to the Anglo-Saxon peoples, who, by name alone, are much more clearly defined as a group. ‘Anglo-Saxon’ is the name given to the groups of peoples from modern-day Germany and Scandinavia who migrated to and settled on the British Isles during the fourth-century CE.[footnoteRef:15] It is understandable that the Anglo-Saxons’ borders are more clearly defined than the Celts; they came from a smaller area, to one set destination – in this case, the British Isles – and over time, became the dominant culture in many parts of Britain. There is more historical evidence to quantify aspects of Anglo-Saxon culture, and they were a relatively small and well-defined cultural group. There has been some controversy in terms of the Anglo-Saxon narrative, which, in recent decades, has been called into question; the prevailing theory up until the 1970s was that the Anglo-Saxons invaded Britain and became the dominant culture through violence, with opinions ranging from brutal wars to ethnic cleansing of the Britons.[footnoteRef:16] While there were undoubtedly clashes and wars, it seems that it was more of a gradual intermingling of cultures and peoples through long-term migration and smaller skirmishes, rather than a single, large-scale obliteration of post-Roman Britons.[footnoteRef:17] The criticism faced around this issue seems to have been more easily put to rest in light of the evidence, compared to the seemingly-endless debate of the Celtic story, which, in itself, deserves further study as it is an intriguing phenomenon.  [15:  ‘Anglo-Saxons: A Brief History’, The Historical Association, 13 January 2011 <https://www.history.org.uk/primary/resource/3865/anglo-saxons-a-brief-history> [accessed 12 January 2026].]  [16:  Catherine Hills, The Anglo-Saxon Migration:: An Archaeological Case Study of Disruption (2015), pp. 33–51, doi:10.2307/j.ctvx0703w.9.]  [17:  Chris Catling, ‘Time to Axe the Anglo-Saxons?’, Current Archaeology, 25 September 2019 <https://archaeology.co.uk/articles/features/axe-the-anglo-saxons.htm> [accessed 12 January 2026].] 

Anglo-Saxons were a small subset of the many Germanic peoples.[footnoteRef:18] The Germanic tribes were a large collection of peoples variously occupying vast swathes of northwestern and western Europe during the Iron Age.[footnoteRef:19] In some ways, they appear broadly comparable to the Celts; they consisted of many diverse cultural, ethnic and linguistic peoples who intermingled, travelled and warred continuously with each other, as well as with enemy nations such as Rome. They spoke many different languages, worshipped different gods and generally seem to be a group of cultures under one umbrella, much like the Celts – a map of Celtic and Germanic territories circa 52 BCE shows a similarly varied cultural spread.[footnoteRef:20] One vital difference, however, is that there does not appear to be a fixation on an ‘origin story’ for the Germanic tribes in academia, the way there is for the Celts. Perhaps this is partially due to a general lack of scholarly debates in the field of Germanic Studies, which appears to be, to a student’s eyes at least, less populated than that of Celtic Studies. It almost seems to be at the opposite end of a spectrum featuring the Anglo-Saxons at one end, with a relative treasure trove of evidence and scholarship, and the Germanic peoples at the other, who have a real scarcity of information and study. Celtic Studies, then, must be placed somewhere in between. What is truly fascinating is how historical evidence is interpreted; when studying the Celts, it is considered good practice to take outsider sources – such as Greek and Roman authors – with some scepticism, but this rule does not seem to apply to the same degree when it comes to the Germanic tribes, despite their frequent clashes with Rome. It is an intriguing disparity, and something that deserves further investigation. There is another potential pitfall when delving into Germanic Studies, however; this student only speaks English, and there is a wealth of scholarship on Germania and its peoples written in German. It leads one to question whether language barriers help or hinder active debates in the field.  [18:  ‘Germanic Peoples | Migration, Culture & History | Britannica’, 31 December 2025 <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Germanic-peoples> [accessed 12 January 2026].]  [19:  ‘Germanic Peoples | Migration, Culture & History | Britannica’.]  [20:  The History Files, ‘Map of Celtic and Germanic Tribes’, World History Encyclopedia, 5 March 2015 <https://www.worldhistory.org/image/3687/map-of-celtic-and-germanic-tribes/> [accessed 12 January 2026].] 

CONCLUSION
The Celtic diaspora likely consisted of many diverse peoples living and moving throughout Europe during the Iron Age. They shared, to varying degrees, artistic, cultural, ethnic and linguistic ties. Over time, these disparate groups would have naturally been influenced by each other, creating stronger links. Nowadays, several nations identify with and refer to themselves as ‘Celtic’, building a sense of community and national identity. These modern peoples are not the main topic of discussion when it comes to Celtomania and Celtoscepticism, two movements that take the term ‘Celtic’ very seriously. While Celtomania tends to overemphasise the strength of the aforementioned cultural and historical links, Celtosceptics, if anything, undervalue them. They call for re-evaluation of evidence of Celticity. This debate has been going on for some forty years now, and shows little sign of slowing down, as Celtic Studies is such a broad field with a vast scope for investigation and study. Celticity receives a large amount of scrutiny and criticism when compared to Anglo-Saxon and Germanic peoples; it seems that this is partially due to the ephemerality of the Celts and their history, and, potentially, partially due to the fact that Celticity and Celtic identity has remained culturally relevant to this day in a way that ‘being Germanic/Anglo-Saxon’ hasn’t kept pace with. There is still much to be done to unlearn the stereotypical ‘Romantic’ views of the Celts, to disentangle the diverse evidence that has been amalgamated into a unified ‘Celtic’ history, and to bring both sides of the Celtomania/Celtosceptic debate to the question of who the Celts really were. 
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