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.

The Celts are a very well researched group of people who were located all across Europe, from Spain to the Balkans and with evidence suggesting that some were even in Britain. However most of these studies into the Celts have focussed on accounts from ancient authors such as Caesar who use a lot of generalisations and simplifications when it comes to the Celts however thanks to an increased interest and advancements in technology who the Celts were is becoming more clear.  Analyses of ancient DNA is a relatively new area for research, nevertheless, there has been a lot of research undertaken on the Celts using DNA evidence in recent years with historians such as Manco claiming that the study of ancient DNA is “replacing argument over who the Celts were and where they came from”[footnoteRef:1]. This essay questions how concrete this DNA evidence is, and what the limitations of research involving it are. The areas focused on in this essay are the study of the origin of the ‘Celts’, the spread of ‘Celtic’ culture and ‘Celtic’ Identity. [1:  Manco 2015:1] 

There are many general issues with the use of Ancient DNA which can make it very problematic and should be considered when using Ancient DNA to look at any aspect of history. Firstly there is a lack of specimens which Ancient DNA has been extracted from and the geographical spread of these examples is not very diverse as DNA survives better in cold climates, meaning we have much more DNA evidence from northern European peoples than we do from those peoples residing in the Iberian peninsular,[footnoteRef:2] this means that parts of the ‘celtic’ world are going to be better documented and other parts less so.   [2:  Simms-Williams 2012: 427] 

Firstly we shall look at what we can learn about the origin of the Celts from DNA Analysis. The traditional view is that ‘Celtic’ civilization began in central Europe, [footnoteRef:3] however more modern scholars such as Barry Cunliffe, using Ancient DNA analysis as part of their research have argued for a ‘Celtic origin’ in the Atlantic zone.[footnoteRef:4] This is an example of how the analysis of Ancient DNA can contribute to the study of the origin of the Celts, breaking down the old accepted theory that the Celts originated from central Europe. However many academics have criticised Cunliffe and Koch’s hypothesis such as Karl[footnoteRef:5] who argues that the argument that Celts coming from the west is just as flawed as the hypothesis of them coming from central Europe. In my opinion we should be careful when using Cunliffe and Koch’s argument based on DNA, as they themselves acknowledge that the study of genetics is still in its infancy and that due to lack of samples of ancient DNA future findings could well contradict his argument[footnoteRef:6]. The argument that Celts originated in the Atlantic zone is appealing in the modern world as the Atlantic areas of Wales, Scotland, Ireland, Cornwall and Brittany are all very proud of their ‘Celtic’ heritage and these culture have an identity as ‘Celtic nations’, this may affect some academics arguments as they may wish to view modern ‘Celtic’ areas as the heartland of the Celtic world as opposed to the traditional view, which regards the British isles as a remote fringe of the ‘Celtic world’ and casts doubt on weather it was really Celtic at all. [3:  Karl 2012: 39]  [4:  Cunliffe, Koch, 2012]  [5:  Karl, 2012, 41]  [6:  Cunliffe, Koch, 2016: 5] 

Other than the origin and spread of Celtic peoples there is little else DNA can inform us of, when looking at ‘Celtic’ identity, DNA is problematic as it cannot be assumed that all people with ‘Celtic DNA’ were part of the same ‘Celtic culture’. For Cunliffe and Koch argue that Celtic culture came from the west due to the spread of DNA[footnoteRef:7] however this causes problems when looking at a overall ‘Celtic’ culture as there appear to be many differences in the culture of the Britons to that of the mainland Celts. The difference was notable even in the ancient world as Caesar never refers to the Britons as Celts and he says that the “Of all the Britons the inhabitants of Kent, an entirely maritime district, are by far the most civilised, differing but little from the Gallic manner of life”[footnoteRef:8] although he does acknowledge similarity between a certain group of Britons to the Gauls, this comparison also makes it clear that in his mind the Britons are a separate peoples from that of the Celts in Gaul as although he says that their culture differs little from the Gauls however never claims that they are Gallic or have a completely Gallic culture. This differentiation is also asserted by many modern scholars such as James[footnoteRef:9] who claims, that the ‘Celts’ never existed in Britain and the term Celtic has only been applied to Britons from the 17th century. However this apparent difference in culture is not picked up in DNA analysis and based on DNA the Britons are branded the same as the gallic Celts, this is not exclusive to Britons as the study of DNA would have us believe that Transapline Gauls, Iberians, Britons, Galatians, Cisalpine Gauls and others are all the same and can just be labelled as ‘Celts’ because of their DNA however there are vast differences in the material cultures of these peoples and they cannot be considered the same. [7:  Cunliffe, Koch, 2012]  [8:  Caes Gall 5:14]  [9:  James 1999] 


In a lot of modern scholarship there is an attempt to collaborate information from different disciplines such as linguistics and genetics to attempt to get a better understanding of the past, for example looking at linguistic maps and comparing them to DNA distribution maps to determine a spread of ‘Celtic” Peoples. One example of this is Cunliffe and Koch who state that their book aims to establish a “multidisciplinary foundation for Celtic studies”[footnoteRef:10]. This approach might be appealing as, when applied to the ancient world, the study of one thing by itself for example, just looking at the distribution of archaeology, written sources, DNA or linguistics is very flawed and often very limited into what you can learn. however, Patrick Simms-Williams is very critical of this approach claiming that it is “each shaky discipline propping up another”[footnoteRef:11] Simms-Williams’ describes many issues with this approach in his article arguing that, for a number of reasons, this “new synthesis” approach does not provide concrete answers[footnoteRef:12]. One of the major flaws which Simms-Williams Identifies with this ‘new synthesis approach’ is that although there are similarities in linguistics and the study of genetics, there are many fundamental differences in the field which make a synthesis of the two much more complicated than first thought. One example is how each is spread, DNA is spread from a parent to a child or as Simms-Williams describes it, genes are only spread ‘vertically’[footnoteRef:13], whereas culture spread horizontally as well, meaning that through interaction people learn languages other than that of their native tongue however their DNA fundamentally remains the same, for example with the introduction of Latin into Gaul, ‘Celtic’ language in mainland Europe gradually died out however Celtic DNA was still prevalent, meaning that you get people with ‘Celtic’ DNA now speaking Latin.  In my opinion looking at different disciplines such as linguistics and DNA is undoubtedly useful as it can provide an interesting comparison and give us a more educated guess, especially regarding the spread of Celtic culture. However, it is also vital that we are under no illusions with this approach and understand that it is still flawed, cannot provide all the answers and should be approached with caution. [10:  Cunliffe, Koch, 2012]  [11:  Simms- Williams: 2012: 434]  [12:  Simms- Williams: 2012]  [13:  Simms- Williams: 2012: 430] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion the study of Ancient DNA can be used to create arguments on the origin and spread of the Ancient Celts however the study of ancient DNA is still a new phenomenon and its limitations are still being discovered, however at the present time, due to a lack of samples the information that can be gained from it is limited and of questionable reliability, furthermore although the spread of Celtic DNA can tell us about the locations of descendants of Celts, we cannot work out from this differences in culture, language, political systems and relationships or religion and are at risk of generalising and thinking of all the peoples with similar DNA as sharing a common culture and are the same peoples.
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