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1

Introduction

in the summer of 1898 the Welsh National Eisteddfod was held in the pic-
turesque slate-mining town of Blaenau Ffestiniog in northern Wales. There on 
20 July a map was published and circulated depicting the very northwestern 
corner of Europe, including most of Britain, all of Ireland, the Isle of Man, and 
Brittany (Fig. 1). A note at the top reads ‘Map of the Celtic Countries, showing 
the distribution of the living Celtic languages’, and areas are shaded according 
to the concentration of individuals speaking a Celtic language.1 Boldly titled 
‘Celtia’, the map pays little attention to the contemporary borders of the United 
Kingdom—England is not even labelled—instead delineating an imagined com-
munity consisting solely of the ‘Celtic countries’. Few probably would have sus-
pected that the cartographer was an Englishman, a physicist named Edmund 
Edward Fournier d’Albe (1868–1933), who at the dawn of the twentieth century 
led the international Pan-Celtic nationalist movement. Fournier founded the 
Dublin-based group, named the Celtic Association, and edited its journal, also 
titled Celtia, which began appearing from 1 January 1901. The map appeared on 
the inside front cover to remind its readers of the future for which they were 
striving. This vision of ‘Celtia’ was the amalgamation of a number of ideas—
some ancient, some modern—whose origins, interactions, and consequences it 
is this book’s purpose to examine and understand. It accounts for how and why 
these places and peoples came to be called Celtic, why that mattered then, and 
why this idea is still meaningful today.

The ‘Celts’ and all things ‘Celtic’ are of perennial interest in both academic 
and popular culture.2 This is despite the fact that there is only a hazy under-
standing of the peoples called Celts in antiquity, and that there is considerable 
disagreement over whether the modern Celtic nations—Ireland, Scotland, 
Wales, Brittany, the Isle of Man, and Cornwall—and their cultures bear any 
direct relation to their purported ancient forebears. Popular authors like to 



FIG. 1. ‘Celtia’, National Library of Wales, Sir John Rhys Papers, A4/10, Box 99, 
folder: Maps. By permission of Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru/The National  
Library of Wales.
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suggest that the Celts are a lost people we might ‘discover’ if we resolutely 
‘search’ for them, but if books published in English are anything to go by then 
we probably do not need to look very hard.3 Arguably, we know more about 
the Celts now than ever before. Nearly every year scholarly books based on 
the latest scientific research in linguistics, archaeology, and genetics are pub-
lished;4 popular studies of Celtic mythology and art appear just as frequently.5 
A bumper year was 2015, when a major exhibition titled The Celts: Art and 
Identity opened at the British Museum (and then in 2016 at the National Mu-
seum of Scotland), and during which the BBC aired a television series called 
The Celts: Blood, Iron, and Sacrifice.6 France, as the territory of ancient Celtic 
Gaul yet also the medieval kingdom of the Germanic Franks, has had an am-
bivalent relationship with Celtic subjects, yet there appear seemingly every 
year new books in French playing upon the idea of the Celts.7 The classic two-
volume work by Henri Hubert (1872–1927), Les Celtes (1932), remains in print 
almost a century after its first publication; however, this might have more than 
a little to do with the fact that it was edited and introduced by Hubert’s more 
famous collaborator Marcel Mauss (1872–1950), and that they were both dis-
ciples of the founding father of French sociology, Émile Durkheim (1858–
1917). Probably better known than all three of them combined are the comics 
of Astérix le Gaulois.

The Celts also have a broader European popularity, as reflected in a range 
of exhibitions and publications on art and antiquity, sometimes with more 
than a hint for European unity embedded in them. The largest of these—
I Celti: La prima Europa—took place in Venice in 1991, in the run-up to the 
Maastricht Treaty that forged the European Union in 1992.8 Keltenmuseums are 
dotted around the alpine regions of Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, while 
Germanic scholars have been responsible for some of the most scrupulous 
studies on the Celts and their languages.9 In Spain, Celtic interest stretches 
from the academy—and a strong archaeological focus10—to popular culture, 
especially in Galicia, where Celta de Vigo are a solid mid-table football team in 
La Liga. The question of whether Galicia—whose Celtic language died out in 
the Middle Ages—still qualifies as a Celtic ‘nation’ has recently been a conten-
tious subject within activist Celtic circles,11 and a novel academic theory pos-
its Iberia as the place where the Celtic language family might have been born.12 
There are also transatlantic dimensions to the Celtic idea, linked particularly 
to the Irish and Scottish diasporas and the North American obsession with 
heritage.13 American Celticism is often presented with a New Age spiritual 
twist, but it would be difficult to think of many things further from this 
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affected mysticism than the Boston Celtics, a storied and sometimes gritty 
franchise in the National Basketball Association, named for the city’s large 
Irish population. Therefore, if not quite all things to all people, the idea of the 
Celts is a highly changeable one with international resonance; but, as the his-
torian Joep Leerssen has pointed out, it is probably the very ambiguity related 
to things Celtic that has allowed the idea to take so many forms and achieve 
such popularity.14

One thing seems clear: despite widespread interest in the various under-
standings of the Celts, attention remains concentrated on the ancient Celts. 
There has been comparatively little interrogation of how and why the Celts 
became known as such during the modern era. What is the link that binds 
those who called themselves Celts in ancient Europe to those who now claim 
Celtic heritage? Most of the many overviews of the ancient Celts will contain 
a chapter or two dedicated to the ways in which ideas of the Celts inspired 
modern literary, religious, and cultural developments, and became founda-
tional components of modern national identities in Britain, Ireland, and 
France.15 But these are usually highly impressionistic, and a sustained focus 
on the modern period is rarer.16 This book, on the other hand, takes the mod-
ern manifestations of Celtic ideas as its central focus. It shows how, from about 
the sixteenth century, the Celts became one of the most popular ancestral 
groups across Europe. Over the next few centuries scholars from most 
European nations claimed Celtic ancestry for their peoples at one point or 
another and fought in the Republic of Letters over the claim to the purest 
Celtic provenance. The Celts featured in the great intellectual shifts that re-
sulted from movements like the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, and in 
political upheavals like the French Revolution. The nineteenth-century onset 
of nationalism and racialism invested ancestral origins with even more weight 
and found an important place for the Celts in the developing identities of dif
ferent European nations. Yet, by the middle of the nineteenth century, the 
Celts had to a large degree been intellectually and physically relegated to the 
‘fringes’ of Western Europe, as apparent victims of political impotence and 
racial prejudice.17 If the idea of the Celts and who could claim to be one be-
came clearer, the power of that idea had dramatically weakened and has argu-
ably been in decline ever since, despite twentieth-century events like the Irish 
Revolution, and the rise of separatist nationalisms in Scotland, Wales, Brittany, 
and even Cornwall. But the idea of the Celts has proved remarkably resilient 
and it is perhaps the lack of a certain kind of political import behind it that 
ironically allowed the Celts to weather the twentieth century: if one can still 
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proudly and publicly identify as a Celt, the same cannot be said for the Anglo-
Saxons, Teutons, or Aryans. Though E. E. Fournier d’Albe’s imagined Pan-
Celtic polity never came to pass, his Celtic Association and its emphasis on 
language learning and shared culture remain the model for groups in the Celtic 
imagined community to this day.

Questions and Constructions

Who were the Celts? This seemingly innocuous question has actually been 
ideologically fraught for centuries. Running from the speculative ethnography 
of classical antiquity, through early modern Celtomanie, the nineteenth-
century Keltenfrage, and today’s ‘Celtoscepticism’, it remains a touchy subject. 
Helping to account for the tension that has characterised attempts to correctly 
identify the Celts are a number of related issues wrapped up in that question: 
Where did the Celts come from, who were they related to, what languages did 
they speak, what was their culture like, how was their society organised, and, 
perhaps most importantly, where are they now? These questions were cer-
tainly posed in antiquity, especially during the millennium stretching from 
roughly 500 BCE to 500 CE, but then they seem to have mostly disappeared 
from the textual record until the Renaissance, when scholars began to ask 
them again with renewed vigour. For the answers now came loaded with im-
plications for early modern peoples and their institutions. Early modern think-
ers were especially concerned with the extent to which nations preserved the 
virtues and vices of their ancestors, but the arrival of racial theory toward the 
end of the eighteenth century led to the overarching nineteenth-century ques-
tion: Who are the Celts? Underpinning this shift to the present tense were 
several new questions: Did modern national characters preserve the unique 
moral qualities of ancient races, and if they did, then what were the political 
and cultural consequences for European states with Celtic populations? Who 
could claim to be a Celt? If the Celts had once formed an ancient European 
polity or even an empire, could they do so again?

These are the questions this book addresses. They have been asked and 
answered in many ways at different times and places, but the root question, 
‘Who were the Celts?’, has remained constant.18 As far as the ancient Celts go, 
we have textual, linguistic, and material evidence, and their centrality has 
remained stable over the last five hundred years, though methods have 
evolved, disciplines have become specialised, and there has been considerable 
dispute over whether evidence from one discipline should be cross-borrowed 
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into another.19 Textual evidence—in the form of observations recorded in 
writing by classical authors—formed the first layer of available information, 
but it was subject to charges of hearsay and so needed to be corroborated with 
more neutral sources like linguistic evidence—both in the form of written 
samples and the spoken Celtic languages—and the evidence of physical re-
mains. These approaches prevailed throughout the early modern era, before 
major progress in the quest for Celtic origins seemed to have been made with 
the professionalization of history, linguistics, archaeology, anthropology, and 
other related disciplines in the nineteenth century. Archaeology—grafted 
onto linguistic models—dominated the field for most of the next century, 
before its explanations were cast into doubt in the 1980s. After a period of 
impasse, the revolution in the sequencing of ancient DNA over the last decade 
or so seems poised to break the deadlock between linguistics and archaeology 
and reshape things again.20 However, because of the limited nature of the evi-
dence, a definitive answer to the question ‘Who were the Celts?’ has never 
been given and probably never will be. As a result, scholars have had to either 
reduce the scope of their claims or rely on a potentially hazardous level of 
conjecture. For these reasons the Celts are, and have always been, construc-
tions.21 Especially in the modern era, the Celtic picture is held together by 
much interpretative glue. This is neither to say that the Celts are simply inven
ted or imagined, nor that they are primarily the product of an identitarian 
centre’s need for a peripheral other.22 Rather, it is to claim that the images of 
those peoples and cultures that have been called ‘Celtic’ are the result of more 
than two-and-a-half millennia’s worth of negotiation in different places and 
cultures, with various kinds of evidence.

Dedicated to examining that process is the field of Celtic studies, a sophis-
ticated multidisciplinary venture with a focus that stretches from prehistory 
to the present. Emerging in the nineteenth century, ‘Celtology’ sought to at-
tain a scientific understanding of the Celts and drew in scholars from across 
Europe, especially Germany and France, as well as Britain, Ireland, and the 
United States, in order to write the history of the Celtic peoples. That history 
begins about halfway through the first millennium BCE, when peoples called 
Celts (κελτοι/Keltoi/Celtae and Γαλάται/Galatae/Galli) inhabited a con-
siderable portion of the European continent, and therefore also occupied a 
prominent place in the mental maps of classical Greece and Rome.23 Yet the 
Celts are elusive. Because they lacked their own literate cultures until the early 
medieval period, we depend almost completely on classical sources for textual 
evidence of who the ancient Celts were, where they lived, and what they were 
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like. Those accounts are often vague at best and contradictory at worst. For 
example, the two most significant Roman ethnographies of Northern 
Europe—the Commentarii de bello gallico of Julius Caesar (100 BCE-44 BCE) 
and the Germania by Cornelius Tacitus (c. 56–c. 120 CE)—both allude to the 
relationships between the Gauls (part of whose territory was called ‘Celtica’) 
and the Britons and Germans, but leave their ethnic affiliations undetermined. 
A millennium and a half later that grey area would lead to acrimonious 
disputes—particularly between French and German scholars—and, a few 
centuries after that, those classical accounts would provide many of the nega-
tive stereotypes employed at the height of Franco-German nationalist antago-
nism.24 This scholarly quarrel, which began in the sixteenth century and ran 
for over four hundred years (!), revolved primarily around language, and 
whether ancient Gaulish or ancient German had been spoken by the Celts. 
Language—preserved in place names, personal names, recorded ancient 
words, and in the surviving Celtic tongues—formed the main pillar of inves-
tigation into the identity of the ancient Celts for most of this period. Yet just 
as the linguistic debate was finally settling in the 1850s, the rapidly profession-
alising field of archaeology seemed to offer a new key to unlocking the mystery 
of Celtic origins once and for all. After some remarkable discoveries, a con-
sensus emerged that the fount of the European Celtic civilization had been in 
the centre of Europe, specifically in present day Hallstatt (in Austria) and La 
Tène (in Switzerland), rather than anywhere else in the arc running from Ire-
land to India that had been proposed over the preceding centuries.25

After holding the field for more than a century, that consensus has been 
eroded over the last four decades by scholars whose position has been named 
‘Celtoscepticism’, a term borrowed into English by Patrick Sims-Williams.26 
This may be summed up as follows: the Celts were widely mentioned in clas-
sical sources, but so vaguely and inconsistently that it becomes difficult to say 
much more than that they referred to peoples—often the barbarous foil to the 
civilized Greeks and Romans—in west and central Europe. Driven by the ar-
chaeologist John Collis since the 1980s, this position points to larger problems 
with the cultural mode of archaeology that rose to prominence in the nine-
teenth century and assumed that material remains could be straightforwardly 
aligned with particular cultures based on a shared style. In the Celtic case the 
most glaring incongruity was that, even though no ancient sources survive that 
refer to the inhabitants of Britain and Ireland as Celts, nineteenth-century 
scholars uncritically adopted the assertions of some earlier thinkers—
particularly the Scottish humanist George Buchanan (1506–1582) and the 
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Welsh antiquary Edward Lhwyd (1660–1709)—that, based on historical and 
linguistic evidence, these peoples were Celtic. The Celtosceptic critique 
turned on questions of methodology, but in the mid-1990s it caused a heated 
exchange in the journal Antiquity, in which defenders of the traditional in-
terpretation accused Collis and his followers of being motivated by a latent 
English nationalism.27 Linguists, perhaps more acutely attuned to the dan-
gers of casually linking languages and material cultures to particular ethnic 
groups because of an awareness of the wild excesses of their predecessors—
one variant of which was labelled ‘Celtomania’ and held that the Celts spoke 
the earliest human language from which all others descended—also noted the 
problems of aligning the linguistic and archaeological records. The meticu-
lous Celticist Patrick Sims-Williams has been the most important voice urg-
ing restraint in this respect, but the critique has roots stretching back to the 
nineteenth century; however, Sims-Williams cautiously links some of the 
textual evidence to linguistic remains, especially place names, and suggests 
we can carefully refer to an ancient Celtic linguistic culture in parts of west 
and central Europe.28

At the same time as ideas of ancient Celtic identity were beginning to be 
picked apart by archaeologists and philologists in the 1980s and 1990s, modern 
ideas of the Celts came into focus with the critical study of nations and nation-
alisms. As part of a general examination of the phenomenon of nationalism, 
individual national identities and their supposed ethnic and cultural bases 
came under scrutiny. Naturally, the ‘Celtic nations’ were placed under the 
microscope, and with them the very idea of the Celts and whether a Celtic 
identity had ever existed. The main early catalyst was Hugh Trevor-Roper’s 
(1914–2003) stimulating, if mean-spirited, 1983 essay on the invention of High-
land traditions, in which he argued that Scotland’s identity as a nation whose 
traditions stemmed from the Celtic Highlands was predicated on a series of 
recent and, cruelly, English fabrications.29 Trevor-Roper was warned by the 
classicist Nan Dunbar (1928–2005) against using ‘Celtic’ and ‘Saxon’ to delin-
eate the Highlands and Lowlands, and against using the word ‘Scotch’, but he 
did so anyway, clearly enjoying trolling proud Scots.30 Some Celtosceptic ar-
chaeologists and anthropologists followed Trevor-Roper’s lead in the 1990s, 
seemingly exposing the apparent modern manufacture of the entire Celtic 
tradition. In 1999 the controversy reached its height with Simon James’s The 
Atlantic Celts: Ancient People or Modern Invention?, a flawed work relying on a 
crude reading of the ‘invention of tradition’ thesis and seeking to introduce 
the Celtosceptic debate to the public with provocative rhetorical questions 
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implying that ‘the Ancient Celts of Britain and Ireland are an essentially bogus 
recent invention’, which made waves in newspapers and predictably met with 
approval in places like the Daily Telegraph.31

However, the work of most lasting significance in this vein is Malcolm 
Chapman’s wide-ranging The Celts: The Construction of a Myth (1992), which 
argued that the only point of real continuity running from the ancient to the 
modern Celts was that they were peripheral cultures effectively othered by a 
dominant metropolitan core.32 Of concern to many was that Chapman’s 
model eliminated Celtic agency, but as Patrick Sims-Williams suggested sev-
eral years before his book appeared, impressions of the Celtic countries have 
often been made with the help of individuals from those places, who may have 
had something to gain from their role as intermediaries.33 This mediated vi-
sion extends back to the classical accounts of the Celtic peoples in Britain 
which, as Francesca and Rhys Kaminski-Jones and their collaborators have 
shown, tied together the classical and Celtic worlds from that point forward.34 
It was the Celtic presence in Greek and Roman sources that allowed them to 
reemerge in the European imagination during the Renaissance, when these 
texts were rediscovered, published, and widely disseminated and studied. 
From that point forward, anyone moderately well-educated would have likely 
encountered the Celts many times over in their reading. But, with the 
eighteenth-century interest in vernacular poetry, many modern readers were 
for the first time presented with material translated from the Celtic languages, 
the one indisputable link between the ancient peoples called Celts and those 
modern cultures that have wished to claim their inheritance.

For all the flaws with his centre-periphery model, Chapman made the first 
extended attempt to deal with the creation of the Celts in the modern period. 
It was clear by this time that the Celts were to some extent a construction, but 
also that this was the case for all ancient peoples given conceptual cohesion 
by Greek and Roman works, like the classic Celtic foil the Germani. Recogni-
tion of these wider patterns helped to weaken the purchase of the value judg-
ments that had accompanied historical criticism, and scholars turned to the 
much more interesting question of the ways in which the Celts had been re
imagined in modern European culture.35 This constructive approach became 
enshrined in a landmark volume, Celticism (1996), in which Joep Leerssen 
named the enterprise and defined it: Celticism is ‘not the study of “the” Celts 
and their history, but rather the study of their reputation and of the meanings 
and connotations ascribed to the term “Celtic” ’.36 This book is a study of 
Celticism from the early modern era to the present. I am interested in what 
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people meant by the terms ‘Celt’ and ‘Celtic’, why they wanted them to mean 
what they did, and how those ideas changed over time as the result of negotia-
tion in all manner of texts, traditions, and wider cultural and intellectual 
movements.

To summarise, Celtic studies has shifted focus over the last several decades 
as the idea of the Celts as a monolithic ancient people with an obvious terri-
tory and clear national descendants has fractured and given way to a more 
granular examination of the component parts of the Celtic image. Historical 
criticism in this respect has moved from a rigid deconstructionism to a more 
sympathetic appreciation of the ways that those ideas and images were con-
structed over time. Because the ancient Celts lacked extensive documentation, 
imagination stepped in to fill the void. Studying the vivid ways that humans 
imagined the past—for whatever purpose—tells us far more about the pat-
terns of historical thought, memory, and identity over the last several centuries 
than does determining whether particular texts and traditions are true or false. 
Moreover, doing so does nothing to damage the ancient Celts or modern 
Celtic traditions. As a result of recent archaeological and philological criticism, 
the Celts are in now flux. And as this book shows, this has always been the case.

Key Ideas: Nations and Nationalism, Race and Racialism

Although some Celtosceptics point to the obvious modern construction of 
the Celts as the smoking gun that makes their case, the notion that the Celts 
have to some extent always been a construction would not have been much of 
a surprise to the founding fathers and mothers of Celtic studies, who were only 
too aware of the patchy evidential record. Yet what began as an intradisci-
plinary methodological dispute spilled into the popular press and was reduced 
to the crude (and wrong) idea that Celtoscepticism is a denial that the Celts 
ever existed, a mischaracterisation that now seems to generate more headlines 
than anything else about the Celts.37 For the historian of the modern period, 
however, the greatest problem with the Celtosceptic discussion is that it pre
sents Celticism as the sterile product of academic debates and scholarly para-
digm shifts that are mostly methodological in character. Overlooked are the 
wider ideological movements coursing through the public sphere over the last 
several centuries, especially nationalism—arguably the most powerful 
political force unleashed in modern times—and racialism, an idea just as per-
vasive and maybe more damaging. The ubiquity of these two gargantuan forces 
meant that many of their assumptions were baked into the hardening dough 
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of the professionalising academic disciplines in nineteenth-century Europe, 
including Celtic studies. As will be seen throughout this book, the barrier 
between scholarly and public understandings of the Celts has been extremely 
porous, but there has normally been a casual assumption by Celticists that 
ideas flow one way: from scholarship into the public sphere. This book, on the 
other hand, takes popular attitudes and ideas as seriously as it does the aca-
demic debates.38 Figures like Ernest Renan (1823–1892), Matthew Arnold 
(1822–1888), Douglas Hyde (1860–1949), and in his own way W. B. Yeats 
(1865–1939)—four thinkers who, among other men and women, dispropor-
tionately shaped the modern image of the Celts—all straddled the line be-
tween private scholar and public moralist. Their work was suffused with racial 
theory, which obviously shaped their conceptions of the Celts. Accordingly, 
it is one of my central arguments in this book that it was neither the profes-
sionalisation of archaeology nor even of Celtic studies itself that was the most 
important development in the history of Celticism, but the onset of national 
thought and race theory. The extent to which these shaped scholarly and pub-
lic understandings of the Celts remains largely unrealised.39

The evolution and fluctuations of these two ideas—nation and race—are 
kept firmly in view throughout this book.40 At the risk of extreme oversimpli-
fication, we might think of ‘nation’ as having two broad meanings here; both 
are ‘imagined communities’ but are based on different constituent elements.41 
The first sense used here is the natural understanding of nation: nations are 
seen as kinship groups held together by language, culture, and the supposition 
of a common descent. Celtic ideas featured quite heavily in early modern 
European discussions about nations, but their influence was indirect because 
no one called themselves ‘Celts’ and there was no ‘Celtic’ nation. Instead, the 
Celts were seen as prestigious ancestors whose legacy was up for grabs if it 
could be proven that a modern nation descended from them. To assert Celtic 
lineage was to make a political claim to be descended from one of the earliest 
known European peoples whose conquests had stretched from Ireland to Ana-
tolia. Establishing these claims required the tools of scholarship: textual philol-
ogy, linguistic comparison, the study of physical remains (archaeology), and 
the collection of supposed remnants of Celtic culture (folklore). These are the 
subjects of Part I, in which we will see how the vague picture of the Celts left 
by the ancients became sharper through developing scholarly techniques and 
the argumentative force of political necessity.

The Celts acquired more importance over the course of the eighteenth 
century as the second, political, sense of the nation strengthened: nations, it 
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was argued, are entitled to certain rights and to independently pursue their 
own destinies. Although national thought had flourished since the Renaissance, 
and although nation-builders gathered their materials together from a past that 
stretched from their own age back into antiquity,42 it was only really during 
the eighteenth century that the nation changed ‘from a fact of nature to a prod-
uct of political will’,43 in step with the rise of social contract theory, the idea of 
popular sovereignty, an accompanying rehabilitation of democracy, and other 
developments in the history of political thought, as well as the rise of the 
middle classes and the expansion of the ‘public sphere’ in the form of a bur-
geoning press and rising literacy rates.44 The issue of national sovereignty 
(where did it reside?) was the overriding concern during the first phase of the 
French Revolution in the summer of 1789; as will be seen in chapter 5, the ul-
timate resolution to this question as the Third Estate, or ‘le peuple’, as la nation, 
had dramatically positive consequences for Celtic ideas in France.45 In Ireland 
too, this period saw significant Protestant interest in Ireland’s Celtic past for 
the first time, as that island’s political claims grew louder and a neutral, ide-
alised ancestor was needed in order to circumvent religious sectarianism.

The onset of nationalism during this period—which we might understand 
variously as the pursuit of sovereignty or self-determination for a particular 
nationality, the advancement of interests of one nation vis-à-vis others in the 
international nation-state system, or a chauvinistic belief that a particular na-
tion (almost always one’s own) was intrinsically superior to all others46—also 
saw the Celts firmly established as a foundational element of national identity 
in three out of the ‘four nations’ that made up the United Kingdom following 
the Act of Union of Great Britain and Ireland in 1800.47 They also won out as 
the predominant national ancestor of the French in the early nineteenth 
century. This story of the rise of modern national identities over the course of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is essential to the history of Celti-
cism.48 But it is far from straightforward. Although early moderns might have 
had a sense of their gens, or even a linguistic identity, ‘national identity’ in our 
terms would probably have made little sense to them.49 As Colin Kidd has 
argued, they were much more concerned with religious, dynastic, and social 
(class) identities than they were with ‘national’ identities—the ‘nation’ had 
not yet become a salient consideration in European politics. Once this oc-
curred, national identities were compounds that varied based on their con-
stituent elements, of which ethnic ancestry was only one, and they reacted 
differently to other national identities composed of separate elements. For 
example, while Ireland’s Catholicism was its standout feature, tension between 
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Scotland and England also came more from the religious sphere than those of 
ethnicity or culture; not only did Scots play a leading role in the British Em-
pire, but the predominant ethnic identity in the nineteenth-century Lowlands 
was Germanic, which meant that Lowlanders felt entitled to share in the glory 
of the Gothic ancient constitution of England.50 The dynamics of international 
politics also mattered more for some nations than for others. Whereas the 
English and, eventually, the British seem to have by and large considered 
themselves locked in eternal combat with the French—famously analysed in 
Linda Colley’s Britons (1992), which argued that Anglo-French conflict helped 
to forge a modern British identity at the end of the eighteenth century—the 
French seem to have been more preoccupied with their relationship to Ger-
many and to Rome.51 The idiosyncratic trajectory of French Celticism stands 
out, because it is the only case in which the Celts—usually but not necessarily 
equated with the Gauls—became embraced by a state, until they were elevated 
by Ireland in the twentieth century.52 This included a process catalysed by the 
Franco-Prussian War by which French republican nationalism, up until this 
point predominantly left-wing, folded in the right-wing, a development largely 
complete by the 1890s and crystallised in the Dreyfus Affair.

Reflecting and reinforcing the sense of distinct national identities are the 
disparate historiographies of the nations under consideration here. As is well 
recognised, history writing has been more intimately related to nation-building 
than perhaps any other intellectual pursuit, and even though historians have 
discarded many of the assumptions that prevailed when their discipline pro-
fessionalised in the nineteenth century, most still investigate the history of a 
particular ‘nation’, a focus often called ‘methodological nationalism’. The result 
is a set of strikingly different historiographies with different interests, moving 
at different rhythms. The ‘national question’ has been an important subject in 
the historiography of each of the Celtic nations, but it has a different character 
in each of them. Studies cutting across the boundaries of the Celtic nations 
have, in part because of this, been rare, and pulling these strands together has 
been one of the main challenges of writing this book.53

Race is the other idea that transformed perceptions of the Celts in 
nineteenth-century Europe. For most of the early modern period it meant 
something like common descent or lineage, and Samuel Johnson (1709–1784) 
noted that it could be used to describe families of humans, animals, or plants, 
among other things.54 However, over the course of the eighteenth century a 
discursive shift took place wherein ‘race’ gradually came to preponderate as 
the term of choice for denoting a distinct, natural human population classifiable 
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by physical features that (usually) accorded with geographical position. The 
crucial move in the transition to racialism that occurred in the decades around 
1800 was the increasing alignment of external features with inner qualities, of 
physical appearance with moral character and intelligence; whereas these 
things were previously thought to be mutable and produced by climate and 
prevailing institutions, the new racialism often held them to be immutable 
products of nature. It was assumed that when members of the same race re-
produced, both their physical and moral characteristics survived in their off-
spring.55 Although ‘race’ had similarly benign beginnings to ‘nation’ and was 
often interchangeable with it, it had much more dramatic consequences for 
ideas of the Celts, who began to be treated as a distinct population naturally 
different from the Germanic nations next to whom they lived. For the Celts, 
this meant that a particular set of qualities—like sensitivity to nature and emo-
tional volatility—was thought to correspond with particular face shapes, skull 
forms, stature, and hair and eye colouring. These biological qualities made up 
the Celtic race out of which the Celtic nations and their particular characters 
and institutions had grown. According to the logic of nineteenth-century ra-
cialism, because of their natural racial character the Celtic nations had to be 
governed differently from other populations, and they were frequently por-
trayed as needing to be civilized by the Anglo-Saxons. So by ‘racialism’, I mean 
the idea that humanity is divided into populations distinct by virtue of natural 
differences, which often entailed separate political treatment. However, it must 
be noted that nation and race remained interchangeable in many cases 
throughout the nineteenth century, and it is therefore often necessary to out-
line the position of a particular thinker. In Parts II and III of this book, we will 
see how these conceptions played out in scientific and political debates over 
the course of the nineteenth century.

Empire is not an immediate context for this book, but as the term ‘Celti-
cism’ suggests, post-colonial criticism accompanying the ‘cultural turn’ in the 
humanities and social sciences—probably associated above all with Edward 
Said’s Orientalism (1978)—strongly influenced the study of the Celts and the 
Celtic nations in the 1980s and 1990s.56 The Marxist sociologist Michael Hech-
ter’s Internal Colonialism (1975) inspired a number of post-colonial treatments 
of the ‘Celtic’ nations, which, though they show the ways literature in partic
ular encoded reactions to the creeping British state, have tended to flatten 
people, ideas, and texts into two-dimensional pieces in the politics of identity 
formation.57 Here again the centre-periphery model is visible in studies that 
depict a fairly rigid dichotomy between England and the Celtic nations, whose 
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identities supposedly developed primarily as a response to English hege-
mony.58 Historians and literary scholars have pointed out the many problems 
with this model and have shown how Celticism was often harnessed in sup-
port of British state- and nation-building.59 Moreover, historians have been 
alert to a tendency of applying post-colonial models ‘to project onto the early 
modern period racial notions of selfhood and otherness that were not crystal-
lised until much later’, in Ian McBride’s words, a particularly noticeable anach-
ronism in the case of Celticism.60 As Parts I and II show, there was no shared 
sense of Celticity among the different nations of Britain and Ireland until the 
nineteenth century, and when this developed it was integrally linked to the 
development of racial theory. As Part III shows, the upshot is that race was an 
idea also harnessed by activists who felt kinship with their ‘Celtic’ neighbours, 
not simply an othering device used by the Sassenach. A version of liberal racial-
ism was at the heart of E. E. Fournier d’Albe’s Pan-Celtic project, for example. 
Yet it is essential not to fall into the trap of thinking that Celts shared an innate 
fellow-feeling, despite Oscar Wilde’s (1854–1900) suggestion in 1884 that ‘all 
Celts gravitate towards each other’.61 Celticism was ‘one of the strangest things 
on this earth’, according to a Welsh critic of Fournier’s project, a sentiment 
shared by many Irish nationalists of the time, who preferred the vision of an 
independent Gaelic Ireland to synthetic Pan-Celticism.62 This book therefore 
rejects the tendency to equate Ireland with the other Celtic nations on that 
racial basis, collapsing the varying experiences of people in these different 
nations.63 The post-colonial approach has been fruitfully applied to Ireland 
and has shown how anti-Celtic racial discourse operated in the British-Irish 
relationship, which became increasingly fraught over the course of the nine-
teenth century. However, as chapter 8 shows, the other Celtic nations were not 
subjected to denigration on the same basis, and even Welsh people and Scots 
who proudly identified as Celtic often viewed the (Catholic) Irish as some-
thing other entirely. Trying to place Ireland, its history, and the experience of 
its peoples in the ‘correct’ interpretative framework has been an ongoing point 
of contention, but I think any attempt beyond simple historicism might be 
futile. The history of Ireland is like a platypus: it has many recognisable fea-
tures but is something wholly its own. Unlike the platypus, however, Irish 
history’s classification is still undecided.64 Aspects of this book will help to 
show that Ireland is nearly always a special case; understanding it requires 
careful empirical work and not ingenious theorising.

With the ideas and contexts discussed so far in mind, my argument is that 
appreciating the history of Celticism in all its complexity requires serious 
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attention not only to ideas of and attitudes toward the ancient Celts, but to the 
history of knowledge and scholarship across early modern and modern 
Europe, as well as the histories of the scientific and political concepts of nation 
and race, and the ideologies they spawned. The development of knowledge 
about the Celts did not proceed insulated from the political imperatives of 
drawing genealogies in the early modern period, and the nineteenth-century 
formation of Celtic studies was pursued in a European context saturated with 
nationalism and racialism. These contexts obviously shaped enquiries into the 
Celts and their legacies, which varied in their emphases depending on which 
national or racial context in which an author was writing. At the same time, 
those who wanted to draw on the conceptual resources of Celticism in the 
pursuit of political and ideological goals were circumscribed by the available 
source base and limits of what scholarship would allow. Traditions can be in
vented and memories manufactured, but it is the factual base produced by 
scholarship—itself obviously the changing product of multiple variables over 
time—that determines the coherence of these crucial components of national 
myth-making.

The Shape of This Book: A New Narrative

Like ancient Gaul, this book is divided into three parts. These reflect the three 
major intellectual forces that (I believe) shaped modern Celticism: national 
thought, racial theory, and pan-nationalism. These ideas were part of the wider 
intellectual currents flowing through European culture over the last several cen-
turies. As they did so they swept the idea of the Celts along with them. Those 
ideas changed over time as they were adapted to new contexts, and those con-
texts reshaped the collection of Celtic ideas in kind. Yet the book is essentially 
ordered chronologically. It provides a history of Celticism from the Renaissance 
to the present, but the bulk of the text focuses on the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, when the idea of the Celts crystallised in the context of democratic 
revolutions, the rise of nation-states, and the global expansion of empires.

Defining the relevant geographical territory is trickier. Rather than any par
ticular nation, my focus is ultimately on ideas: their genesis, circulation, and 
manifestation in different contexts, as well as their effects on those contexts. 
Most of this intellectual energy pertained to the ancient and modern inhabit-
ants of the six core Celtic nations: Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Brittany, the Isle 
of Man, and Cornwall. However, depending on the criteria one chooses, cer-
tainly the French and even the English can make Celtic claims, and many have 
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done so. Much of this thinking was done in places like Edinburgh, Dublin, 
London, Oxford, Cambridge, Paris, and Berlin, often by those who considered 
themselves Celts, but equally as often by those who wanted nothing to do with 
them, or others who were neutral. Germany—not itself considered a Celtic 
country, although this question generated debate for centuries—has made a 
huge contribution to our understanding of the Celts, and German thinkers 
will appear frequently throughout these chapters. Early modern Dutch schol-
ars were also very important in the recovery of the Celts from the classical 
record, and archaeological discoveries in Austria and Switzerland in the 
middle of the nineteenth century initiated a major shift in the study and un-
derstanding of ancient Celtic geography and material culture. Ideas from even 
further afield are accounted for as they appeared and became woven into 
modern Celticism, including from India and North America. My approach 
emphasises movement and the permeability of historical borders, whether 
linguistic, geographical, political, intellectual, or cultural.

With these geographical and chronological parameters established, the 
book tells a new story about the Celts, showing how they transformed from a 
two-dimensional yet prestigious people from Europe’s ancient past into a liv-
ing and breathing, yet marginalised, people living on the continent’s western 
periphery in the European present. This protracted shift, the primary focus of 
Parts I and II, was the result of intellectual, cultural, and political flux, but the 
changing idea of the Celts helped to reshape the very contexts in which it was 
altered. Part III, which focuses on pan-Celticism, shows how individuals and 
groups then used these ideas to fashion new ‘Celtic’ cultural and political iden-
tities. It would be impossible to give a comprehensive account of an idea so 
large, protean, and diffuse; my aim therefore has been to present one that is 
coherent. The result is the new narrative drawn here.

The Celts: A Modern History

As outlined in chapter 1, the Celts were widely recorded in classical sources 
from about 500 BCE to 500 CE. Depicted as a fearless warrior people, the 
Celts marauded across Europe and penetrated well into Asia Minor. One 
Celtic tribe even sacked Rome. Broadly, though, the Celts were associated 
with the west of Europe, and especially Gaul. Although they did not offer 
definitive proof, Caesar and Tacitus surmised strong links among the Gauls, 
the ancient Britons, and the Hibernians. The Celts gradually vanished from 
the textual record during the early Middle Ages, but a thousand years later 
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they were rediscovered by Renaissance humanists mining the classical sources 
for ammunition to fire in the inter- and intranational scholarly conflicts that 
raged across early modern Europe, where new historical origin myths were 
devised to suit the political and religious needs of the time and place. Gener-
ally speaking, the Celts enjoyed great prestige during the early modern period. 
To claim Celtic lineage was to claim descent from the oldest known inhabitants 
of Europe, who were fierce warriors ruling large territories, and perhaps even 
a Europe-wide empire. Scholars from France, the Holy Roman Empire, the 
Low Countries, England, Wales, and Scotland held views like these over the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, arguing over which nation was the closest 
descendant of the ancient Celts, which they would have encountered count-
less times in the course of reading the classics by Caesar, Tacitus, and many 
others discussed in the following chapter.

The Celts as we now understand them became more clearly delineated in 
the period from about 1690 to 1710 through developments in linguistic scholar-
ship, which are examined in chapter 2. Important steps had been made to re-
cover the remnants of the Gaulish language by seventeenth-century scholars, 
above all by the Dutchman Marc Zuer van Boxhorn (1612–1653), who linked 
it to modern Welsh, and these attempts were built upon in different ways by 
the Breton monk Paul-Yves Pezron (1639–1706), the Welsh scholar Edward 
Lhwyd, and the German polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716). 
While Pezron associated the Celts more firmly with Brittany and Wales and 
the related languages spoken there than anyone previously did, Lhwyd dem-
onstrated that these Brittonic languages were related to the Goidelic languages 
of Scotland, Ireland, and the Isle of Man. These two language branches—the 
Brittonic and the Goidelic—together made up the Celtic language family, 
which strongly suggested that the peoples who spoke these languages in Brit-
ain and Ireland were related. As shown for the first time in this book, Leibniz 
had already speculatively drawn this conclusion, though for separate reasons 
and by different means, but his suspicion turned to resolution after reading 
Lhwyd’s work. Though Leibniz was particularly influential in the French and 
German discussions of the Celts, and his contribution to debate in Britain and 
Ireland should not be underestimated, Pezron and Lhwyd more than any 
others shaped the parameters within which ideas of the Celts became under-
stood in the eighteenth century and, in Lhwyd’s case, beyond.

The Celtic areas of Britain and Ireland thus became firmly established as 
those nations and regions where English was not spoken. Yet, it was recog-
nised that Celts had once occupied the entirety of Britain and most of Western 
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Europe. As shown in Chapter 3, there were features of the landscape across 
England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, which antiquarians thought could also 
be identified with the ancient Celts and especially their priestly class, the Dru-
ids. Even though Caesar had noted that Druidical ceremonies took place in 
oak groves, megalithic monuments like Stonehenge, Avebury, and the many 
similar structures that could be found around Britain, Ireland, and the French 
coast became associated with the Druids and their ceremonial practices. Al-
though the English antiquary John Aubrey (1626–1697) was an important 
seventeenth-century precursor, the key decades in which the early ‘archaeo-
logical’ approach to antiquities flowered and yielded an association of mega-
lithic structures with prehistory and the Celtic Druids were the 1710s and 
1720s, and the antiquaries who did the most to achieve this were John Toland 
(1670–1722) and William Stukeley (1687–1765). Concurrent developments in 
France, where reconstruction work on Notre-Dame de Paris yielded the fa-
mous Pilier des Nautes (Pillar of the Boatmen) in 1711, helped scholars to get a 
better sense of the gods unmentioned in classical sources who were wor-
shipped by the ancient Celts and their Druids across Europe.

The poems of Ossian and the controversy they stirred up are the subjects 
of chapter 4, for they completely reshaped the debate over the ancient Celts 
in Britain and Ireland. Their ‘translator’ and composer James Macpherson 
(1736–1796) was manipulative, disingenuous, and fraudulent, but he was also 
fiercely clever, and his poems of Ossian were not only a European literary 
sensation but an ingenious attempt to rewrite the ancient history of Britain 
and Europe. For by collecting oral poetry and whatever manuscript sources 
were available, Macpherson sought to recover historical information available 
only in Gaelic, which he then combined with frameworks more familiar to his 
non-Gaelic audience. He intuited Enlightenment ideas of civilization, sav-
agery, and society better than almost anyone and wielded them as weapons to 
attack rival historical interpretations. His version of Celtic history ignited an 
antiquarian civil war over national histories in Scotland, England, Wales, and 
Ireland, and which nation could claim most plausibly to be the true descen-
dants of the ancient Celts and first inhabitants of Britain and Ireland. Ironi-
cally, while Ossian sowed historiographical discord in Britain and Ireland, the 
poems raised the reputation of the ancient Celts to new heights across the 
European continent.

By the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789, the background for the 
events and ideas examined in chapter 5, scholars had access to vital linguistic, 
archaeological, and literary evidence of Celtic culture that they had not 
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possessed a century earlier. All of this could be drawn upon in the long-
running battle over French national origins waged between two scholarly 
camps, one tracing French national descent from the Germanic Franks, the 
other arguing for more ancient origins in Celtic Gaul. With the Revolution 
came the triumph of the Gaulish interpretation, symbolised above all by the 
Abbé Emmanuel Sieyès’s encouragement to the French nobility to return 
across the Rhine to their ‘Franconian Forests’. The importance of the Celtic 
past attained such heights in the Napoleonic period that a Parisian antiquarian 
society patronised by the empress named itself the Académie celtique and dedi-
cated its efforts to illuminating the Celtic origins not only of the ascendant 
French nation but of the entirety of Europe. This period also witnessed impor
tant breakthroughs for the Celtic past in Ireland, where for the first time 
Anglo-Irish institutions such as the Royal Irish Academy embraced the ancient 
Celts for historical, political, and religious reasons. In Wales too, the events of 
the revolutionary period stimulated attempts by patriotic antiquaries—above 
all the mad genius Iolo Morganwg (1747–1826)—to claim Wales as the birth-
place of ancient Celtic civilization and the original home of Druidism. Iolo 
forged medieval Welsh poetry and integrated it into a philosophical system 
supposedly inherited from the Druids, inventing traditions in the process that 
remain integral to popular Celticism to this day.

Part I thus focuses on the ways in which a convincing picture of the Celts 
was drawn in the early modern period—primarily through a recovery from 
the classical record, but also as the result of innovative linguistic, archaeologi-
cal, mythographical, folkloristic, and historiographical techniques—which 
could then be drawn on in the vital period of national identity formation dur-
ing the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In Part II the narrative 
moves into the nineteenth century and is underpinned by the inception of the 
idea of race in European thought. By fundamentally altering the conceptual 
foundations of nations and their characters—which, depending on the 
thinker, could be seen as determined partially or entirely as a result of racial 
composition—this new understanding of people and populations trans-
formed the picture of the Celts.

As examined in detail in chapter 6, one of the main subjects of contention 
that arose with racial theory was whether the Celtic race belonged to the wider 
European family or not. Significant developments in the field of comparative 
philology—the most important discipline for racial classification well into the 
nineteenth century—showed that most of the European languages, and there-
fore peoples, were related and descended from a common ancestor. Yet some 



I n t r o du c t i o n   21

hostile scholars alleged that the Celts were a separate—and likely inferior—
race entirely. However, the English scientist James Cowles Prichard (1786–
1848) realised by at least 1813 that the Celtic languages could be classed 
within the Indo-European language family, though he did not publish defini-
tive proof until 1831. Several years later he was followed by the Genevan 
Adolphe Pictet (1799–1875) and the German Franz Bopp (1791–1867), who 
each illuminated new aspects of the historical development of the Celtic 
languages in support of their Indo-European credentials. However, the most 
important work of the century, which appeared in 1853, was by a German 
teacher named Johann Kaspar Zeuß (1806–1856). Basing his scholarship on 
the oldest known Irish manuscripts—stashed away in the monasteries of cen-
tral Europe—Zeuß was able to trace the history of the Celtic languages in 
greater detail than ever before. His scientific study laid the foundation for 
the academic field of Celtic studies.

At the same time as these impressive linguistic works were being com-
posed, writers were refashioning national identities in large historical and liter-
ary works that drew on the latest scientific research. Chapter 7 teases out their 
political implications. Sometimes these were fairly subtle, as in the case of 
Scotland, where Walter Scott (1771–1832) promoted reconciliation between 
Highland Celts and Lowland Saxons as important members of the British 
nation; or, in the case of Wales, where a few scholars sought to hold their 
compatriots and national mythologies to increasingly rigorous scientific stan-
dards and had no political line to pursue beyond cultural patriotism. However, 
embracing the Celtic past had dramatic political implications in other places. 
In politically volatile France, for example, where liberals and republicans 
looked to the example of their warlike Celtic ancestors the Gauls; and in Ire-
land, where the nationally minded Young Ireland group embraced the Celts 
and their laudable qualities in the face of Anglo-Saxon racism during the years 
of the Great Famine, before their dismal failed rebellion in 1848. In Switzer-
land, Austria, and Germany, archaeological breakthroughs and the theory of 
‘Celtic Art’ played into the consolidation of national and regional identities, 
supporting centralisation in some places and federalism in others. Coming at 
the subject from racial and literary angles, Ernest Renan penned his famous 
essay ‘La poésie des races celtiques’ in 1854, which catalysed the study of Celtic 
literature and contributed to the rise of the pan-Celtic movement.

The question of race is at the heart of chapter 8, which shows how ideas 
of the Celts were fashioned and deployed in relation to the ‘Irish Question’ 
that dominated British politics throughout the nineteenth century. With the 
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racialisation of nations and peoples, new ideas of the Celts were promulgated, 
both by those who identified as Celts and those who despised and demonised 
them. If taken to its logical extreme, the idea of race could cut through the 
Gordian knot of religion, class, and politics—in other words, of history. The 
question, therefore, is to what extent the idea of the Celtic race was a causal 
explanation of, or an answer to, the Irish Question. The answer is not to any 
great extent, and to a lesser degree than some have argued. Instead, I show how 
a range of different thinkers deployed the idea of the Celts as it suited their 
other arguments, and that although monolithic anti-Celtic racism did exist, it 
was a minority position. This was almost inevitable after the key decade of the 
1860s, when scientists started to argue that all nations were racial hybrids, an 
idea applied to the literary culture of the Celtic nations by Matthew Arnold in 
his On the Study of Celtic Literature (1867).

With the recovery of the Celts as prestigious national ancestors through a 
variety of developments in scholarship—the subject of Part I—and the shift in 
ideas about the Celts that occurred through the rise of racial theory—examined 
in Part II—the final third of the book is the first thorough and scholarly exami-
nation of pan-Celticism.65 I employ two loose definitions of pan-Celticism.66 
The first (lower-case p) ‘pan-Celticism’ denotes an informal series of networks, 
journals, and correspondence, ranging across scholarship, cultural groups, and 
occasionally politics, that accepts a shared Celtic descent and therefore racial, 
cultural, and linguistic links among the Celtic nations. Often this kind of pan-
Celticism is mobilised in pursuit of common political goals. The second 
(Upper-Case P) ‘Pan-Celticism’ denotes the enshrinement of pan-Celticism in 
a formally organized movement with its own institutions, mobilized in pursuit 
of stated pan-Celtic cultural and political goals. In other words, pan-Celticism 
is merely an awareness by ‘Celtic’ peoples of shared links among them; Pan-
Celticism is a self-conscious pan-national movement mobilized to promote 
and strengthen those links. The goal of Pan-Celticism is Pan-Celticism, often 
envisioned politically in a federation of the Celtic nations, or culturally, as by 
E. E. Fournier d’Albe in Celtia.

The origins of pan-Celticism are traced in chapter 9 to the 1830s and the 
Celtic Eisteddfod of 1838, where the influential Welsh cultural group Cymde-
ithas Cymreigyddion y Fenni hosted a deputation of five Bretons to Aber-
gavenny. Welsh-Breton links remained intact throughout the century and were 
strengthened by French nationalists, who viewed Brittany as the Celtic spiri-
tual repository of the French nation. Together they hosted a Congrès celtique 
international at St. Brieuc in 1867. The 1838 Abergavenny Eisteddfod only in-
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volved the Bretons, while the Congrès celtique aimed at true pan-Celtic partici-
pation but only drew a handful of participants from Wales and Cornwall. Yet 
both these events transcended their ephemerality and became lodged in the 
pre-history of the later Pan-Celtic movement.67 The links among Wales, Brit-
tany, and France were also vital in the emergence of the first Celtic studies 
journal and the professionalisation of Celtic studies as an academic field, a 
subject first discussed in chapter 9 and revisited throughout Part III.

National identities in Britain and Ireland also progressively consolidated 
around Celticism in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, when pan-
Celtic ideas became mobilised in order to demand reform from a British par-
liament dominated by English interests. Chapter 10 examines pan-Celticism 
within the political framework of land reform across the ‘Four Nations’, which 
was intimately linked to nascent nationalist movements. Congresses remained 
popular forums in which to explore pan-Celticism, but whereas the Cambro-
Breton exchanges had been culturally focused, political organising was the 
main goal of the land-based pan-Celtic movement, culminating in the Pan-
Celtic League founded in 1886. The literature on the land question is huge—
particularly in the case of Ireland—but while studies have noted the existence 
and occasional manipulation of Celtic links between nations,68 these have not 
as yet been considered within the context of a developing pan-Celticism, 
which is the purpose of this chapter.

Chapter 11 returns us to E. E. Fournier d’Albe and his Celtic Association, 
which I consider the first real Pan-Celtic society. The Celtic Association was 
the first to promote the closer association of all of the Celtic nations as an end 
in itself, rather than as a booster movement for a particular nationalist group 
or goal. It sought to create a distinctive Celtic future to be realised in a new 
Celtic polity: Celtia. The Celtic Association organised three congresses—in 
Dublin, Caernarfon, and Edinburgh—and attracted the (usually brief ) in-
volvement of many of the leading cultural figures interested in Celticism. 
Though it was short-lived, the Celtic Association drew the blueprint for the 
forms that the twentieth-century Pan-Celtic movement would take, and in 
which it still exists.

As even this cursory sketch will show, ideas of the Celts have shapeshifted 
through time, and continue to do so to this day. For this reason, I have decided 
not to give this book a traditional conclusion and instead follow several threads 
down to the present in chapter 12. The main narrative concerns the rise of 
Ireland in the world of Celtic studies and the decline of Germany, where the 
mobilisation of Celtology by the Third Reich nearly destroyed it there as a real 
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science. It was in the twentieth century that the history of Celticism itself 
began, when Eoin MacNeill noted that the ‘modern Celtic consciousness’ had 
a ‘somewhat academic origin’.69 This fact is ironic in the context of the story of 
Celticism in the second half of the twentieth century. For at the same time that 
Celtic studies became firmly established as a scholarly field producing major 
advancements in knowledge, the growing Celtic popular movements became 
increasingly untethered from the scholarly record. Whereas in previous cen-
turies scholars of the Celts and Celtic revivalists had often been one and the 
same, that connection weakened as scholarly rigour increased and the Celts 
became circumscribed by their existence in the sources, while Celtic revival-
ists needed material that was inspiring and malleable. Instead, leading Celtic 
scholars are turning the tools of modern science to answering the almost time-
less question: Who were the Celts? The story of Celticism is evolving all the 
time, and that is the reason why the chapter with which this book ends is not 
a conclusion.
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