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GENERAL COMMENTS

Instructor

Unfortunately, there is very little treatment of the
Britons, Gaels and Picts of early medieval Britain
and Ireland in this essay, The first sentence neatly
sums up what could have formed the basis of this
work, but it then progresses to answer a somewhat
different question about them, namely: "how much
of their culture, society and ethnicity did, in fact, have
Celtic roots?" This, of course, actually moves the
focus from the medieval to earlier periods.
Nevertheless, as the link has some relevance, it will
be examined accordingly. 

Establishing parameters and definitions is a good
thing, and wth regard to the introductory pages, it
is suggested that material culture (p. 2) is more
properly used to refer to tangible objects which
are the product of technology (in the wider sense of
that word, meaning the use of objects from the
environment as tools), and so arts, crafts and
weapons woud be included, as well as settlement
patterns such as homes and walled defences.
However, laws belong in the other category, being
an intrinsic example of a people's beliefs.
Language, (unless tangibly stored in writing - which
is a form of technology) is definitely not material
culture, as we produce it by using our bodies, and
with no external aid.  

In the Language and Origins section, we can see the
part played by (sometimes fanciful) speculation on
these matters. When faced with a difference of
some 4500 years, it may be wise to just admit that
we don't know. However, the recording of the
name Prettanike by Pytheas in his circumnavigation
of the island in c. 325 BCE suggests that a P-Celtic
language was present in Britain by then. As this is
later than the (also P-Celtic) Lepontic inscriptions
of northern Italy, it is not unreasonable to use the
4th century BCE as a terminus ante quem for the
arrival in Britain of a "Celtic" language. We cannot
know for definite whether this language of the
Pretani was spoken all over the island at this time,



but it formed the basis for the language which
would be spoken in an unbroken territory from
southern Scotland to Cornwall (and not just
southern Britain as suggested on page 6) after the
departure of the Romans, with little opportunity for
the arrival of a new language during Roman
occupation. 

Page 5 seems to equate the earliest known
reference to the Celts with the earliest possible
date that "the Celts bccame a people". Moreover, if
Renfrew is right (but he probably isn't) then how
do we know that Gaul was not "Celticised" from
Britain? Traffic does not necessarily flow only in the
one direction. The point about pre-Celtic peoples
on page 6 is fair enough but even further removed
from the original period of this assignment than
Celtic roots! . 

In the Material Culture section (p. 7), the point
about artefacts being imitated is very well made,
as is the point about the environment's role. This
is indeed an area where "misrepresentation
continues". 

Moving on to the Social Structure description, we
again see the "close, ongoing and two-way connection
between Gaul and Britain from an early date" (p. 9) as
well as the belief that druidism was native to
Britain, which offers further evidence that the
traffic was not all one way. If such an important
aspect of life could move in that direction, then
why not language also? With regard to the "Pictish"
language, this is not  necessarily the same
language as the pre-Celtic river names. The Picts
do not enter the historical record until 297 CE (and
disappear from it some six centuries later). All of
their main place-name elements have cognates in
Brittonic. 

The points about warrior society (p. 11) are again
very well made as there is ample evidence to
indicate that there is nothing particularly Celtic
about it. Care should be taken, however, when
using Irish and Welsh literature (none of which is



pre-medieval) as "A Window on the Iron Age" (as
noted on page 12).  

Turning now to Interpretive Culture (p. 13) it is
rather risky to suggest  that any aspect of this is
"ingrained". As the saying goes, "the past is a
foreign country" and cultural practices of all kinds
will change over time. The "French Normans" offer
us a good example of this, given that, only a few
generations earlier, they would themselves have
been "Germanic Vikings". 

As for the Conclusion (p.14) Caesar's "Celtic"
territory is actually smaller than all of Gaul, and
only applies to those called by the Romans Galli,
and in their own tongue Celtae. The cautious use of
the term Celtic is, however, good advice. 

All in all, this work is well written and shows a
great deal of thought. It also has the courage to
propose new and original ideas for older
interpretations. Care should be taken, though, not
to take this too far. As an essay it could (and
probably should!) have contained far more detail
about the Britons, Gaels and Picts of early
medieval Britain and Ireland - what they had in
common and what they did not, and to what extent
they could be collectively distinguished from the
Anglo-Saxons and Vikings. That said, taken on its
own terms, it shows plenty of potential for the
future. 
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