Introduction to Celtic Art (HPCS 4009) Assignment 1.                                Student ID: 26002835

Write an Object Biography of any artefact that you consider to be an example of Celtic Art.

Introduction

During the last century, numerous hordes of Iron Age jewellery have been discovered in Britain and Ireland the artefacts have been described as Celtic. One artefact of jewellery which interests me is the Snettisham Great Torc which have been discovered in East Anglia. From a historical point of view, the Romans, and Greeks state that all the Celts wore torcs. 

‘[a.] fondness for ornaments…both torcs round their necks and bracelets round their arms and wrists…’ (Strabo, Geography, c AD 17)

Snettisham Great Torc

The Great Torc was discovered with numerous other torcs in Norfolk, and it is one of the greatest finds of Celtic Gold in Britain. The celts migrated and shared ideas, it is possible that goldsmiths were influenced by art from La Tene or Hallstatt Culture. If we look at Hoard I at Snettisham, we see a large amount of Torcs and other metalwork excavated from the earth. The style of the torcs look European or Eastern in design.

Hallstatt Art has been described as less distinctive than La Tene art.

 “Celtic nobility and elite warriors (males and females) from all parts of the Celtic world wore these gold neck pieces. This is one of the finest examples”. 
Peter Beresford Ellis – The Brief History of the Celts. 

The Celts were known for their excessive love of gold, and they loved to wear a lot of It, for every occasion. The numerous Celtic deposits and the wealth in Europe were said to be remarkable.

The Celts even minted their coins for trading, but the coinage did not start until Christian Times. The coins often depicted Celtic Kings or animals. 

Christiane Eluere stated that: “In Ireland, remote from Roman Influence, Celtic culture stayed intact, and Late Iron-Age Art merged imperceptibly into Christian Art.”

Fraser Hunter states that: The Celts would usually use complicated art designs on high value special objects such as gold, silver, bronze etc, these objects are powerful and meant to impress. Everyday goods such as pottery would have an ornate decoration but would not be as highly decorated as the metalware objects. 

Snettisham Torc

The Snettisham Great Torc was found in Norfolk during the 1950’s and is part of the Snettisham hoard. The Snettisham Torc is made of 1kg of gold and silver. The torc is made of 64 wires twisted around eight separate coils. The terminals were initially made in wax and then cast in gold. The British Museum.

The curving lines are an example of Celtic Art.  British craftsmen used basket designs, this torc is a classic example of basket style. They also produced a lot of enamelwork. An exhibition of Celtic Artefacts was on display in the partnership exhibitions, the one in the British Museum called their exhibition the Celts, art and identity in 2015. The Edinburgh Museum exhibited the Celtic artefacts, the Snettisham torc was also on display, in 2016.

The Celts also produced plain objects, such as the gold neck ring found in Hoard A, in Snettisham. The Torc is only decorated in the centre join and the terminals on the end. The Celts also produced numerous sculptures which depict plain human faces, carved in stone, and carved in bronze/gold.  

“Gold Torcs worn usually as ornamental jewellery, but with, originally, a more sinister purpose. Wrapped around the neck, the torc broke the unsuspected attacking blow of an enemy sword on the back of the neck.” Frank Delaney, The Celts.

I think Ireland took the lead in Celtic Art during later periods, due to them having very little Roman influence. Many seen the Book of Kells and other medieval manuscript’s with elaborate swirling designs and impressive Calligraphy as classic Celtic art. From the examples of Celtic Art that have been found through the centuries, we have seen that one size does not fit all when it comes to one definitive style. 


The other Celtic Object which fascinates me is the Stanwick Horse Mask. It was this object that first interested me in Celtic Studies in the 1980’s, after watching Frank Delaney’s the Celts. 

The Stanwick Horse Mask 

The mask was found in North Yorkshire and is part of the famous Stanwick hoard. Circa 50 BC – AD100. Found in the 1843 the artefact is shaped as a horse’s head and historians believe it was made to be attached to a wooden bucket. The mask weighs 41 grams and curved strips are decorated in a feather design.

 “The horse mask as the essence of the patient horse, distilled, like the Irish face, out of an assured minimum of defining lines.” Ruth and Vincent Megaw. Early Celtic Art.

Animals were often depicted in art and it is no surprise that this mask is shaped like a horse as the Celts worshipped Epona the Celtic Goddess of horses, apart from protecting horses she was also the protector of the land, which is not surprising as animals and nature were important to the Celts.

Both artefacts were found in hoards in Britain, although both are Celtic in appearance, they are completely different stylistically and different in their purposes. The Snettisham Torc was used for decoration and status. The torc is highly decorated in a basket style with terminal ends and would be possibly have been worn by a noblewoman. It was found near an area where Boudica is said to have spent time. The Great Torc may have been worn by Boudica Warrior Queen.

The Stanwick Horse Mask had a more practical use and was probably attached to a bucket. They were probably used to hold alcohol. The Mask although not as highly decorated as the torc, it has beautifully, curved sections which have been made from a whole sheet of Bronze.  Both pieces are from the Iron Age. The metalwork shows great craftsmanship, which East Anglian Goldsmiths were known for. Celtic metalworkers were known for designing interesting pieces such as the three-dimensional pieces known as the Irish three-link horse. 

Fraser Hunter stated that: “There is no single Celtic People, just diverse communities of Europe”. 

Celtic art is influenced by many different factors: Mediterranean influences, La Tene, Hallstatt Culture, even the Romans and Greeks. Many Celts looked to nature and included animals in their designs. Many associate Celtic Art with geometrical spirals, circles, and triskeles. Most Celtic art is identifiable by the interwoven style and intricate patterns such as: Trinity knot, Dara Knot, Solomon’s Knot, Celtic Spiral, Sailor’s Knot and Shield Knot. Celtic crosses and stones often have these well-known Celtic designs, Newgrange in Ireland is full of stones covered in swirling patterns, such as triple spirals. Hallstatt is better known for its iron weaponry, tools, and bronze-based artefacts. Many excellent examples of grave goods were found in Hallstatt such as swords, animal shaped brooches, tools, weapons, wood and leather carrying pack, axehead , bronze vessel, iron ploughs, clasps, ring ornaments and bracelets.

“Here we cannot tell the precise meaning to a Celt of even some of the commonest motifs such as the three-armed triskele or whirligig or, amongst the most obvious animal representations, the boar…” Ruth and Vincent Megaw, Celtic Art: from its Beginnings to the Book of Kells, 1989.



The Romans were full of propaganda, painting the Celts are mindless barbarians with no knowledge of art or science. Peter Beresford Ellis the Brief History of the Celts. (P137-138)
The Romans and Greeks wanted to be remembered for their Classical Art but the brilliance of the Celts in their jewellery, metalwork and weapons evidenced very skilled artists and craftsmen. A lot of La Tene art was based on jewellery and domestic items. It started around the 5th Century BC, it continued till around 1st Century BC. La Tene art sculptures in wood and stone have been discovered, as well as metalwork. La Tene Style has been fashioned using special techniques such as: engraving, casting, tracing, punching and scorping.

It is surprising that Celtic Art has survived in Britain, bearing in mind that many objects were placed in unusual places such as: bogs, rivers, lakes, and fields. The Battersea Shield is a good example of this. These artefacts were placed in these areas as offerings to the gods. 

What made Celtic art so remarkable, is their ability to evolve, adapt and change styles and incorporate designs from other countries and cultures. After the 1500’s a Celtic revival started. Edward Lhuyd wrote Archeologia Britannica in the 1700’s, suddenly everything was Celtic, Roman, or Danish. Everything was being described as Celtic.

JRR Tolkien stated: “ to many, perhaps to most people outside the small company of the great scholars, past and present. ‘Celtic’ of any sort is…a magic bag, into which anything may be put, and out of which almost anything may come…Anything is possible in the fabulous Celtic Twilight, which is not so much a twilight of the gods as of the reason. (“J.R.R. Tolkien > Quotes > Quotable Quote - Goodreads”) 
(J.R.R. Tolkien, 1963)


In his book the Celts, Frank Delaney states the following: “The Term ‘La Tene’ is used to define quintessential Celtic Art. And Understandably, when, for those four centuries or so before Christ, the Celts made such great beauty dance across surfaces of gold and clay, with fabulous and free-flowing skill. If taken as a sole description, the term misleads. ‘La Tene’ Culture certainly drew the Celts’ artistic expression to a pinnacle”.
Over 2,500 metal objects have been found near ‘La Tene’.

The same themes crop up again and again in Celtic Art:
Flowing forms, gods, warriors, and animals – usually the heads of animals such as the horse, the boar, the stag, dogs etc. Geometric and abstract patterns, the beautifying of mundane objects such s kitchen equipment and hair accessories. Religious ideas and the show of power, the Celts were very keen to impress in the afterlife, hence the big, bold, elaborate jewellery such as silver and gold and the use of beads and stones such as amber. Everything about the Celtic nobles screamed wealth and power, and Celtic art had to be just as impressive.

Some will argue that the Celtic Art found throughout Britain, is just Iron Age. Celtic art has adapted, evolved, and changed with time. Over the centuries it has been open to adopting new techniques and styles and taken inspiration from many other cultures.

Conclusion
 The only thing the Snettisham Torc and the Horse Mask have in common is their geological placements, both found in England, Norfolk, and Yorkshire. Both are Iron age artefacts and they are as different as chalk and cheese in terms of looks, style and uses. The Torc is for decoration where the Horse Mask is being used for drinking mead. One is made of Bronze, the other is made of Gold and silver. Both are incredibly descriptive and striking as ancient artefacts. Both highlight the craftsmanship and skill of the metalworkers. Historically, the Celts have been portrayed as mindless barbarians who are excellent fighters and drinkers. The Romans and the Greeks have used propaganda to paint the Celts as uncivilised, uneducated, aggressive brutes. This could not be further from the truth.

“They were undoubtedly the most exuberant of the ancient European visual artists, whose genius is still valued today; their masterpieces in metalwork, monumental stone carvings, glassware and jewellery still provoke countless well-attended exhibitions throughout the world.”  Peter Beresford Ellis. A Brief History of the Celts.
After Hallstatt, the La Tene Culture started. Numerous pieces were found which were used for Celtic Worship, these artefacts were thrown into the river as religious offerings to the gods. The Celts were also experienced potters and carpenters, who used lathes to make bowls. The Celts were even experienced Leatherworkers and produced amazing textiles. The skill of these ancient peoples still amazes today. Even the helmets worn in battle were carved and adorned with beautiful, intricate artwork. The Celts had a way of making everything look stylish. I do not think it is possible to define one type of art as Celtic, as there are so many different patterns and styles.
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