Boundaries and Horizons: The Geographic Spread of La Tène Culture

The La Tène culture, named after the archaeological site near Lake Neuchâtel in Switzerland, spanned the 5th century BCE to the 1st century CE and marked a period of significant change across a wide expanse of Europe and a various peoples. This period saw shifts in the way societies were organised, as well as artistic and cultural developments that spread across much of Europe. Here we’ll discuss the geography and topography of the La Tene settlements, their importance to the development of the culture and look at several key sites that have deepened our understanding of this fascinating chapter in history.

The Geographical placement of the La Tène Culture
The La Tène culture wasn’t confined to one small site or region, but instead stretched across Europe, with finds ‘being identified over wide areas of Europe, from Scandinavia to northern Italy, and from Ireland to the Hungarian Plain’.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  John Collis, The Celts, Origins, Myths & Inventions (Stroud: Tempus Publishing, 2003) p75] 


Archaeologist Sir Barry Cunliffe emphasises that the La Tène culture was not a single, unified entity but instead a network of interconnected communities, each with its own regional interpretation of art, metalworking and burial practices. 

The La Tène culture spread through Europe from its heartland on the northern fringes of the Alps, encompassing the middle Rhine, the upper Danube, and reaching the western regions of the Carpathian Basin. Its impact was felt from the Atlantic coast of Ireland and Iberia to as far east as the Black Sea.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Barry Cunliffe, Europe Between The Oceans (London: Yale University Press, 2011) p23] 


Topography and Settlement Patterns
The geographical features of the La Tène culture's core areas played a vital role in shaping its settlement patterns, with proximity to lakes and rivers facilitating trade, communication, and agricultural practices, contributing to the cultural and economic vibrancy of each region. The settlements often highlight strategic positioning, emphasising natural defences like hillforts which reinforces the culture's adaptability to the surrounding landscape.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  John Haywood, The Historical Atlas Of The Celtic World (London: Thames & Hudson, 2001)
] 


The La Tène culture, with its concentration around the central European lake regions and river valleys, defined a critical cultural zone stretching across the territories of modern-day France, Germany, Switzerland, and Austria. This cultural complex illustrates a dynamic network of trade, social organization, and shared artistic expression across Iron Age Europe.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Wells, Peter S. The Barbarians Speak: How the Conquered Peoples Shaped Roman Europe, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) pp. 37] 


Key Locations of the La Tène Culture
  
Manching, Germany: Located in Bavaria, this major La Tène settlement was more than just a village, with its large fortifications suggesting a well-organised society with a focus on defence and strategic planning. This also shows us the often-warlike interconnectivity of the Le Tene peoples and its surroundings.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Haywood, The Historical Atlas p46] 


Bibracte, France: Located on Mont Beuvray in France, this fortified settlement, also known as a Gallic oppidum, was the capital of the Aedui and one of the most important hillforts in Gaul. The material culture here corresponded to the Late Iron Age La Tène culture, and is famed as the base of the Gaulish Coalition of Vercingetorix before their defeat by the armies of Julius Caesar in 52 BCE.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Bary Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018) p48] 


Ptuj, Slovenia: The area of the modern city of Ptuj in eastern Slovenia has yielded a massive amount of La Tène material at multiple sites around the city. On the southeastern edge of the La Tène world, this site offers clues about how the culture spread to and influenced regions further afield, spanning a vast distance and yet retaining clearly recognisable elements.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p47] 


Four Early La Tène graves were discovered in Srednica on the outskirts of Ptuj, (three female burials and that of a warrior), with the most spectacular discovery in the burial being the sword/scabbard which was richly decorated with tendrils, s-scrolls and triskele motifs, combining many Celtic stylistic elements of this period.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Mac Congail, A Celtic Warrior Burial from Srednica (Northeastern Slovenia) (2015)
<https://balkancelts.wordpress.com/tag/la-tene-slovenia/> [accessed 22 October 2024]] 


Interactions with Other Cultures

The La Tène culture's geography also influenced its interactions with neighbouring civilisations, both positively and negatively. The proximity to the Mediterranean and contact with Greek and Etruscan influences from the south stimulated cultural exchanges and artistic developments within the La Tène society, bringing a rich style to the developing culture.[footnoteRef:9] While trade and exchange flourished, not all interaction would have been positive. As Simon James notes ‘Finds of La Tene-style objects in Bright might imply Celtic invaders from the Continent’.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Graham Robb, The Ancient Paths, (London: Picador, 2013) p27-28]  [10:  Simon James and Valery Rigby, Britain And The Celtic Iron Age (London: British Museum Press, 1997) p12] 


In exploring these sites, we gain a deeper appreciation for the complexity and diversity of the La Tène culture, how it utilised the natural topography and geography of its settlements, and how its five centuries of existence helped shape the Iron Age landscape across Europe. 
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