Write an essay characterising the Celtic place-names known from ONE of the following areas: (i) the European Continent, (ii) modern England, (iii) modern Scotland.
Your essay should be of no more than 1,500 words. You should consider some or all of the following topics: types of name, geographical distribution of Celtic names, the nature of the sources, the relationship of Celtic names to names in other languages. Comparisons or contrasts with the other areas you have studied will be welcome but should be kept very brief: the focus should remain on the one chosen region.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
This essay shall make some characterisation of Celtic place-names on the European Continent, briefly summarising their sources and distribution; it will note some of the interesting challenges they raise, and then consider how a name’s Celticity is determined, and what types of place-names we find.
Sources
Almost all of the place-names we are concerned with are recorded by classical, especially Roman, sources, of which Ptolemy’s 2nd century CE Geography is arguably the most valuable. Celtic speakers were present across much of Europe for centuries, perhaps millennia before even these sources, so many place-names predate the sources, but many are also contemporary coined in the Celtic fashion by classical administrators, as Sims-Williams notes: ‘…the Greeks and the Romans tended to recycle familiar suffixes when adopting and adapting foreign toponyms’. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  P. Sims-Williams, Ancient Celtic Place-Names in Europe and Asia Minor (Oxford: Oxford and Malden, 2006), p. 8] 

These ‘typically Celtic suffixes’ [footnoteRef:2] are, for Sims-Williams, good criteria for the Celticity of place-names, such as that in Victoriacum, which is also an interesting example of a hyrbid Latin-Celtic place-name, which become more common as the cultures and languages of the Celtic world and the Roman Empire mixed and assimilated. [2:  P. Sims-Williams, Ancient Celtic Place-Names in Europe and Asia Minor, p. 8.] 

Not all sources are so early. Some come from the middle ages, and we have to look for the clues to reverse-engineer them.  Seprio in Italy is recorded as Sibrium in its earliest sources, but these are still already many centuries after the fall of Rome. Yet from Sibrium we can decode the earlier, recognisably Celtic Segobriga. So too with the place-name Marioialum, decoded from the 6th century CE Marioialensim aeclesiam, which corresponds to the modern place-name Mareil, among others. These and other such names must nonetheless date back to at least the Roman period in any case, since Celtic languages disappeared on the continent during that time. 
Even though many are surely older, since we cannot date them back further than the Roman period, and since Celtic languages all but disappeared (the later arrival of Breton from Britain notwithstanding), the place-names available to us are time-locked. For older evidence of Celtic language we rely on epigraphic sources. However, if they cannot give us chronological information, place-names do provide ‘evidence for Celtic speech over a much wider area [emphasis added] of ancient Europe and Asia Minor than the surviving inscriptions…’. [footnoteRef:3] Indeed, they are generally agreed to constitute ‘the general maximal extent of evidence for Celtic speech’. [footnoteRef:4] [3:  Ibid. p. 8]  [4:  D. Parsons, ‘Tracking the course of the Savage Tongue’, p. 175.] 

Distribution 
This distribution of place-names locates Celtic speakers across nearly all of Western Europe, the Iberian peninsula, much of central Europe, northern Italy and into the Balkans through to Asia Minor. The greatest concentration is in Gaul, but concentration – or lack thereof - does not necessarily correspond with how ‘Celtic’ a place may have been or how long Celtic languages were spoken there. Take for example the Celtic place names in Asia Minor (for which, unlike much of the rest of Europe, history dates the arrival to an invasion in the 3rd century BCE.) [footnoteRef:5] Very few Celtic place-names are recorded, and some of these are not uncontroversial in their claims to Celticity. [footnoteRef:6] Nonetheless, we know that Celts were there, and that they spoke their language long after their initial invasion (even the New Testament refers to Galatians and their language). What, then, is the explanation for so few names? Luján suggests that it is the staying power of place names in general, even after the language in which they were coined has been displaced by a new language or people. Indeed, is this not true in the preservation of Celtic place-names in those parts of Europe where Germanic and Romance languages came to dominate? It seems Celtic incomers in Asia Minor were happy to call the places they made home by their existing names: [5:  ‘For Asia Minor the situation is very different – Celtic populations were newcomers to these areas and we can date their arrival there with certainty from the information provided by Greek and Latin sources.’ E. Luján, ‘The Galatian place names in Ptolemy and the methodological problems of dealing with Celtic linguistic evidence in Asia Minor’, in de Hoz, J. Luján, E.R. & Sims-Williams, P. (eds.), New Approaches to Celtic Place Names in Ptolemy's Geography, (Madrid: Ediciones Clásicas, 2005). pp. 233-265. p. 253.]  [6:  Luján warns ‘against excessive confidence when classifying as Celtic any given place name in Asia Minor.’ E. Luján, ‘The Galatian place names in Ptolemy’. P. 257.] 

…toponymic conservatism –we can guess– has also been one of the factors that have prevented the emergence of a proper Celtic toponymy in Asia Minor, a land which, when the Celts arrived, already had a millenary tradition of settlement. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  E. Luján, ‘The Galatian place names in Ptolemy’. p. 264.] 

The concentration of Celtic place names, then, is not indicative of Celtic presence at any given point, it can only show us where Celts were.

What’s in a name? 
What makes place-names Celtic?
Mediolanum, from which comes Milan, (Medio –‘Middle’ and Lanum – ‘plain’) exhibits a linguistic characteristic that reveals its likely Celticity. Lanum has lost the ‘p’ sound at the beginning that is present in its contemporary Indo-European languages (planum – plain). This is a ‘typically Celtic sound change[] vis-à-vis the other Indo-European languages’, one of Simms-Williams’ criteria for Celticity. [footnoteRef:8] Like Mediolanum, many of the recorded Celtic place-names relate to hills, rivers, and other such features, which are more likely to keep their original names since such features are, unlike human settlements, fixed. The River Somme, for example, can be found in the ancient Celtic place name Samarabriva, Samara giving us Somme. [8:  P. Sims-Williams, Ancient Celtic Place-Names in Europe and Asia Minor, p. 8.] 

Lugudunum, from which comes Lyon, contains the name of the widely attested Celtic Deity, Lugus (Welsh Lleu). Dunum is a term for urban settlement that is also widely found across the Celtic-speaking ancient world, the frequency of which can be tentatively considered an additional criteria for Celticity, though not advised to be taken by itself, without other criteria present. [footnoteRef:9] Place names such as these can, with the distribution of epigraphic evidence, potentially offer us some insights into the various ranges of different Celtic religious beliefs or practices. For example, Arenas-Esteban comments on the deity Bandus/ua, inscriptions for whom, [9:  Ibid. p. 8.] 

…virtually cover the entire western third of the [Iberian] Peninsula… it is the cult with the great[est] geographical extent and consistency of all the [epigraphic] cases analysed… its large territorial coverage is coupled with its frequent association to place-names…[footnoteRef:10] [10:  J.A. Arenas-Esteban, & R. López-Romero, ‘Celtic divine names in the Iberian Peninsula: towards a territorial analysis’ in J. Alberto Arenas-Esteban (Ed), Celtic Religion Across Space and Time (IX Workshop F.E.R.C.A.N. 2010) pp. 148 – 179.  p. 156.] 

Other examples of divine place-names include Uxelodunum in Gaul, featuring the God Uxelos (it could also be topographical: uxel means ‘high place’ and its correspondence with the modern Welsh uchel is another good criteria, per Sims-Williams, for its Celticity) [footnoteRef:11] and Nemetodurum (modern day Nantes); a nemeton being a sacred grove of Gallic religion.  [11:  P. Sims-Williams, Ancient Celtic Place-Names in Europe and Asia Minor, p. 8.] 

Additionally, some modern place names like Amiens and Paris are ethnonyms; that is, they refer to the apparently Celtic tribes who lived there, the Ambiani and Parisii in these cases, although interestingly the ancient names for those cities either only partially incorporate their name (as in the Luteciam Parisiorum which Caesar describes) or not all, the settlement associated with the ancient Ambiani being Samarabriva.  
These initial examples hopefully illustrate how we can ascribe Celticity to place-names. It is worth remembering as we conclude that before people spoke Celtic (or before Celts moved in, depending on the theory of choice for the spread of Celtic language) they spoke something else; in many places it would likely have been other, earlier branches of IE (or IE before it split?) and the similarity with later IE languages such as Celtic might lead us to mistakenly crediting ‘Celts’ with naming a place when in fact they continued using an older name than nonetheless held meaning or at least familiarity for them. Even so, this is not a reason to argue against the Celticity of many if not most place-names, and there is no reason not to accept that these names were not well established by ‘Celts’ before the classical writers encountered them, as Parsons notes: ‘A place-name is at least as old as the date of the document that first records it (itself quite often difficult to establish with certainty), but how much older?’ [footnoteRef:12] [12:  D. Parsons, ‘Tracking the course of the savage tongue: place-names and linguistic diffusion in early Britain’, in Cunliffe, B, and Koch, J.T. (eds.), Celtic from the West: Alternative Perspectives from Archaeology, Genetics, Language and Literature (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2010), pp. 169–84. p. 170.
] 
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