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The Celts were groups of people with linguistic and cultural similarities living in central Europe. First
known to have existed near the upper Danube around 1200 BCE, Celtic populations spread across western
Europe and possibly as far east as central Asia. They influenced, and were influenced by, many cultures,
including the Romans, Greeks, Italians, Etruscans, Spanish, Thracians, Scythians, and Germanic and
Scandinavian peoples.
Chronology:
Bronze Age: 18th-8th centuries BCE
Hallstatt culture: 8th-6th centuries BCE
La Tène culture: 6th century BCE – 1st century CE
Iron Age: 500 BCE – 400 CE
Roman period: 43-410 CE
Post (or Sub) Roman: 410 CE - 6th century CE
The Celts were primarily an oral culture, passing knowledge verbally rather than by written records. We
know about their history from archaeological finds such as jewelry, textile fragments and human remains
found in peat bogs or salt mines; written records from the Greeks and Romans, who generally considered
the Celts as barbarians; Celtic artwork in stone and metal; and Irish mythology, although the legends were
not written down until about the 12th century.
Bronze Age:
Egtved Girl: In 1921, the remains of a 16-18 year old girl were found in a barrow outside Egtved,
Denmark. Her clothing included a short tunic, a wrap-around string skirt, a woolen belt with fringe,
bronze jewelry and pins, and a hair net. Her coffin has been dated by dendrochronology (tree-trunk
dating) to 1370 BCE. Strontium isotope analysis places her origin as south west Germany. Her tunic
resembles later La Tène garments, such as on the Gundestrup Cauldron.

The Egtved Girl’s clothing, with a reconstruction. National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen.

Borum Eshoj burials: Two men and a woman were discovered buried in oak coffins in Borum Eshoj,
Denmark in 1871-75. Dendrochronology dates the site to 1350 BCE. The men’s clothing included a
cloak, skirts, hat, belt, leather shoes, a bronze dagger, a wooden double button, a horn comb, and wood
and bone needles. The woman wore a tunic, skirt, two belts, hair net, cap, a pin, bronze jewelry, a bronze
dagger, and a horn comb.

Female and male burials from Borum Eshoj. National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen.

Gold lunula, Ireland, 17th century BCE. London, British
Museum

Gold jewelry, Paks-Foldvar suite, Hallstatt, England, 8-10th
centuries BCE. London, British Museum

Ancient kilts? Both men and women of the Celtic Bronze and Iron Ages wore wrap-around skirts. So did
people from many other ancient cultures. Some writers describe these garments as kilts. I have chosen to
call them skirts, to avoid confusion with the Scottish garment of the 16 th-17th centuries. I have not found
any evidence for the “wearing of the kilt” in the Medieval period, and there does not seem to be any
connection between the two types of garments.

Hallstatt Culture:

The early Iron Age Hallstatt culture was named for the numerous burials discovered in and near the salt
mines of Hallstatt, Austria, near Salzburg (also named for salt). They flourished from about the 8 th to 6th
centuries BCE. Fragments of woolen twill textiles were found in the mines, woven in two-color plaids.
They may have been the remains of rags or cloth bags used in the mines. Other textile finds include stemstitch embroidery in silk, and fingerloop braids.

Hallstatt plaid fragments. Natural History Museum, Vienna
Reconstruction of textile fragment, Eberdingen-Hochdorf
Burial, Hallstatt, 6th century BCE

Gold shoe ornaments, Hochdorf Chieftain’s burial,
Hallstatt, ca. 530 BCE. Bern Historical Museum

Leather and wood backpack, Hallstatt salt mine.
Naturhistorisches Museum, Wien

Gold torc terminal with winged horse. Lady of Vix burial,
Hallstatt, France, 6th century BCE. Archeological Museum,
Châtillon-sur-Seine

Amber necklace, Germany, 6th century BCE.
Archaeological State Collection, Munich

Gold gorget, Gleninsheen,
County Clare, Ireland, ca. 700 BCE. Dublin, National
Museum of Ireland

Whiteleuch chain, Pictish, 400-800 BCE. National Museum
of Scotland, Edinburgh.

The Vix Lady, ca 500 BCE, was found near Burgundy, France. She was buried with a chariot, gold torc
with winged horses at the terminals, a bronze torc, fibulae, slate bracelets, an amber bead bracelet, and
Greek and Etruscan artifacts, including the Vix Krater.
Borremose burials: Two bodies were found in separate burials in peat bogs near Himmerland, Denmark,
not far from the location of the Gundestrup Cauldron. The bodies are dated to 750-700 BCE. The man
(Borremose I) was found with two sheepskin coats and a woven cap. The woman (Borremose III) was
wrapped in a woolen garment.
Tarim mummies: A large number of burials have been found in the Tarim Basin, between Tibet and
Mongolia, dating from the 18th to the 1st centuries BCE. Some of these show connections to Celtic
cultures of the same era. Some of the bodies, such as Cherchen Man and Woman, are tall, red or blondhaired, light-skinned, and have European facial features. They wear brightly colored woolen clothing, and
some of the textiles are striped or plaid. One plaid fragment resembles the Hallstatt plaids, woven in three
colors instead of two. Linguistic and DNA evidence also relates these burials to the Celts.

Cherchen Man, Tarim Basin, ca. 1000 BCE. Reprinted in The Mummies of Urumchi (Elizabeth Wayland Berber, 1999).

Plaid woolen textile fragment, Qizilchoqa, near Hami, Mongolia, 1200-700 BCE. Urumqi Museum

La Tène: La Tène culture developed from the Hallstatt culture, and is named for the archaeological
discoveries at Lake Neuchatel in Switzerland. La Tène culture flourished from about 500 BCE to the
Roman conquest. La Tène art is known for its swirling, curvilinear designs. Women wore peplos gowns
over long-sleeved tunics; men wore tunics, with or without breeches. Both genders wore bright colors,
embroidery, fringed fabrics, jewelry, and braided or styled hair. They were described by Greek and
Roman writers, with varying degrees of credibility.
The way they dress is astonishing: they wear brightly coloured and embroidered shirts, with trousers called bracae
and cloaks fastened at the shoulder with a brooch, heavy in winter, light in summer. These cloaks are striped or
checkered in design, with the separate checks close together and in various colours. (Diodorus Siculus, Bibliotheca
historica, 1st century BCE)
The Celtiberians . . . provide for warfare not only excellent cavalry but also foot-soldiers who excel in prowess and
endurance. They wear rough black cloaks, the wool of which resembles the hair of goats. (Diodorus Siculus,
Bibliotheca historica, 1st century BCE)
Golden is their hair and golden their garb. They are resplendent in their striped cloaks, and their milk-white necks
are circled with gold. (Virgil, 1st century BCE)
All the Britons, without exception, stain themselves with woad, which produces a blueish tint; and this gives them a
wild look in battle. (Julius Caesar, 1st century BCE)

Bog bodies: A large number of bodies have been found in peat bogs throughout Europe. The acidity and
anaerobic conditions of the bogs can preserve human remains – and textiles – for millennia. Many of the
bodies are believed to have been ritual killings of upper class men and women. Many have smooth hands
with manicured nails and styled hair and facial hair. Some are nude, others have clothing laid on or under
the bodies. Here are some significant finds with textile remains.
Haraldskaer Woman: Bog body found in Jutland, ca. 450 BCE. Once thought to be Queen Gunnhild of
Norway, 1000 CE. She was buried with a leather cape and three woolen garments.
Borremose II: Another Borremose burial is believed to be female, ca. 400 BCE. She wore a twill cloak,
fringed shawl, leather cord necklace with amber beads and a bronze plate.
Clonycavan Man: Bog body found in County Meath, Ireland, dating between 392 BCE and 201 BCE. He
was found with a hair tie and hair gel made of plant oil and pine resin that originated in France or Spain.
Old Croghan Man: Found in County Offaly, Ireland, 362 BCE and 175 BCE CE. He had manicured nails
and wore a braided leather arm band with bronze mounts.
Amcotts Moor Woman: Body of a woman discovered in 1747 in Lincolnshire, England, dating from 400
to 200 BCE. She wore leather shoes.

Tollund Man: Bog body found in Silkeborg, Denmark, ca. 400 BCE. He wore a cap of sheepskin and
wool, fastened under the chin with a leather thong, and a leather belt.

Tollund Man, Jutland, Denmark, ca. 400 BCE.

Reconstruction of the Elling Woman’s braided hair and
leather cloak. http://www.tollundman.dk/ellingkvinden.asp

Elling Woman: Bog body from Silkeborg, Denmark, found near Tollund man, ca. 150 BCE. She
had elaborately braided hair, a sheepskin cape, and a leather cloak

Lindow man (Lindow II): Bog body from northwest England, 2 BCE - 119 CE. He had groomed
hair and facial hair, manicured nails, a fox fur armband, and possibly traces of copper pigment
on the skin.
Huldremose woman: Bog body found near Jutland, Denmark, dated to 160 BCE – 340 CE. She
was wearing a plaid skirt with a leather belt, shawl, two sheepskin capes, comb, amber beads,
and a headband. Traces of linen or nettle fiber were found next to her skin, so she may have been
wearing a tunic or undergarment. Her plaid skirt and shawl (or scarf) were originally blue and
red.
Huldremose peplos: A wool peplos gown found near the Huldremose woman. It is not known if
they are related.

Huldremose woman’s clothing with reconstruction and Huldremose peplos. Jutland, Denmark, 160 BCE – 340 CE. National
Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen.

Reconstructions of Iron Age garments. http://ellingwoman.weebly.com/index.html

Celtic jewelry and metalwork:

Leekfrith torcs: Four gold torcs found in Staffordshire, England in December 2016 by amateur metal
detectors. They date from 400 to 250 BCE and are believed to be the earliest Iron Age gold found in
Britain. The site was later surveyed by archeologists, but no more artifacts were found. The torcs are
currently on display at the Potteries Museum & Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent, England.

Stirling torcs: Another find by an amateur metal detector, this time in Stirlingshire, Scotland, in 2009.
They date between 300 and 100 BCE, and are now held by the National Museums of Scotland.

Snettisham hoards: Gold, silver, bronze and jet jewelry, and coins and ingots, dating from 70 BCE, found
in Norfolk, England. They are held by the British Museum. The Great Torc is hollow.

Desbrough mirror: Decorated bronze mirror, 50 BCE to 50 BC, found in Northamptonshire, England.
Held by the British Museum.

Gundestrup cauldron: A large silver vessel found in a peat bog in Himmerland, Denmark, dating from the
second to first centuries BCE. It is decorated with repousseé work, gilding, and glass, and shows Thracian
influence. The figures are believed to depict beings from Celtic mythology. It is held by the National
Museum of Denmark, with replicas on display around the world.
The base panel, depicting a woman with a sword leaping over a bull. This figure is sometimes described
as male, but I think the bare breasts clearly imply a woman. This is the only example I have found of a
woman wearing trews, or narrow fitting pants.

Male figure from the Gundestrup Cauldron. He is wearing short striped trews with a short, long-sleeved
striped tunic, and a torc, belt, and laced shoes. I believe this is a two-piece garment. Celtic men are

sometimes depicted wearing similar trews with no shirt, and the Egtved Girl (Bronze Age) wore a similar
top. A warrior in the Book of Kells (9th century) wears similar clothing, with the shirt and trews in
different colors. Also note the similarity between the stripes on the Gundestrup man’s clothing and the
deer on his left. It’s possible his garments are made of hide or fur.
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Detail from Gundestrup Cauldron, 2 -1 centuries BCE.
National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen.

Horseback riders, Gundestrup Cauldron. They wear short
tunics, long trews, caps, and laced shoes.

Stone carvings:

Irish warrior from the Book of Kells, 9th century. Trinity
College Library, Dublin
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Stone sculpture, La Tène, Bohemia, 2 -1 centuries BCE.
National History Museum, Prague

Gaulish warrior, stone sculpture, La Tène, Vacheres,
st
France, 1 century BCE. Calvet Museum of Avignon

Epona, stone sculpture, La Tène, Rhineland, 2 nd century
BCE. Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Bonn

Cloaked figures, stone sculpture, Hadrian’s Wall, England,
3rd century BCE. Housesteads Museum, Haydon Bridge

Ludovisi Gaul. A Celt killing himself and his wife. Marble, Roman copy of a Greek original, ca. 220 BCE. National Museum of
Rome

Irish Epics: The oldest surviving manuscripts of the Irish epic sagas date from the 12th century, but the
stories are believed to date from around the 1st century. The sagas describe cattle raids, courtships, and
battles, and the births and deaths of heroic figures. Some contain very rich clothing descriptions, others
none at all. Some of the descriptions, such as eyes full of rubies and mouths full of pearls, are clearly
poetic, but it is obvious from the sagas that the Celts loved brightly colored clothing and jewelry.
The Wooing of Emer: A dark sad man in the chariot, the fairest of the men of Erinn. A beautiful purple five-folded
tunic around him, a brooch of inlaid gold on his white breast at its opening, against which it heaves, full strokes
beating. A shirt with a white hood, interwoven red with flaming gold.
http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/emer.html
The Wooing of Etain: His cloak folded around him and a gold brooch in his cloak. . . . fifty speckled cloaks. . . .
Around him a green mantle in folds, and a red-embroidered tunic, and in his mantle a golden brooch which reached
to his shoulder on either side. . . . A purple tunic about him, and golden yellow hair on him to the edge of his
shoulders. http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/etain.html
The Cattle Raid of Cooley: Now Cormac's men were in three companies as they marched to Crúachain. The first
band wore vari-coloured cloaks wrapped around them. Their hair was shorn. They had tunics falling to the knee.
They carried long shields, and each man bore in his hand a broad, bright spear on a slender shaft. The second band
wore dark-grey cloaks and red-embroidered tunics reaching down to their calves. Their long hair hung down
behind. . . . Then came the third band. They wore purple cloaks and hooded red-embroidered tunics reaching to
their feet. Their trimmed hair fell down to their shoulders.
. . . .They saw in front of them a grown maiden. She had yellow hair. She wore a vari-coloured cloak with a golden
pin in it and a hooded tunic with red embroidery. She had shoes with golden fastenings. Her face was oval, narrow
below, broad above. Her eyebrows were dark and black. Her beautiful black eyelashes cast a shadow on to the
middle of her cheeks. Her lips seemed to be made of partaing [scarlet Parthian leather]. Her teeth were like a shower
of pearls between her lips. She had three plaits of hair: two plaits wound around her head, the third hanging down
her back, touching her calves behind. In her hand she carried a weaver's beam of white bronze, with golden inlay.
There were three pupils in each of her eyes. The maiden was armed and her chariot was drawn by two black horses.
. . . .There is a tall dark man in the first chariot. He has dark bushy hair. He wears a purple cloak in which is a
golden brooch, and a hooded tunic with red insertion [contrasting fabric such as trim or roundels].
. . . .He had a crest of hair and wore a brown cloak in which was a silver pin wrapped about him.
. . . .A green cloak wrapped about him and a golden brooch on his shoulder. He had yellow curling hair. He carried
an ivory-hilted sword at his left side. He wore a bordered tunic reaching to his knee.
. . . .A valiant man, handsome and broad headed, was in the van. He had brown curling hair and a long, forked,
fine-haired beard. A dark-grey fringed cloak was wrapped about him, with a leaf-shaped brooch of white gold over
his breast. He wore a white hooded tunic reaching to his knee.
. . . .A coarse-visaged, fearsome warrior in the forefront of that company, big-bellied, thick-lipped, big-nosed, redlimbed, with coarse grizzled hair. He wore a striped cloak pinned with an iron stake, and carried a curved shield
with scalloped rim. He wore a rough plaited tunic and in his hand he held a great grey spear with thirty rivets.
. . . .He wore a golden diadem on his head. A beautiful cloak was wrapped around him with a golden brooch in the
cloak over his breast. He wore a tunic with red insertion.
. . . .He was wrapped in a purple, fringed mantle, with a silver brooch in the mantle over his breast. He wore a white
hooded tunic with red insertion. http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T301012/index.html

The Birth of Cu Chulainn: The woman gave a purple, bordered mantle to Bricriu”

http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/cuchulain1.html
The Boyhood Deeds of Cu Chulainn: “The king put on his light convenient travelling garb”

http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/cuchulain2.html
The Training of Cu Chulainn: “The damsel went forth before them, that day, and began performing in their
presence her feats of valour and warfare. For 'tis often with the teachers to go on like that, with the secret of their
feats of valour and warfare in presence of the pupils who repair to them from distant countries. This is the feat
which the damsel on that day shewed the youths : a five-barbed spear was brought to her, and she thrust its shaft
into the earth, with its sharp, razorlike point straight above it. The druidess then leapt aloft into the air, and came
down again, so that she left her breast and her bosom on the point of the sharp-edged spear. And she brought no
tear in her dress nor in her raiment, and she was a long time resting thus on the point of the spear ”
The Sick-Bed of Cu Chulainn:
And I found him in the Card,
Sitting among thousands of weapons ;
Yellow hair on him of most splendid colour.
An apple of gold closing it.
And when he recognized me there,
With his crimson cloak five times folded,
He said unto me, “Wilt thou come with me
To the house in which is Faelbe Finn?”
There is a fountain in the noble court.
With its three times fifty speckled cloaks,
And a pin of gold, in full lustre.
In the ear of each speckled cloak.
The Cattle Raid of Fraech: "Let there be a message then sent to thy mother's sister, so that a portion of wondrous
robing and of gifts from the Sidé [fairy folk] be given thee from her.” He goes accordingly to the sister, that is to
Boand, till he was in Mag Breg, and he carried away fifty dark-blue cloaks, and each of them was like the back of a
black chafer [beetle], and four black-grey, rings on each cloak, and a brooch of red gold on each cloak, and pale
white tunics with loop-animals of gold around them.
. . . .And there were fifty gold-hilted swords with them, and a soft-grey mare under the seat of each man, and bits of
gold to them; a plate of silver with a little bell of gold around the neck of each horse. Fifty caparisons of purple with
threads of silver out of them, with buckles of gold and silver and with head-animals [i.e. spiral ornaments]. Fifty
whips of findruine, [precious metal, possibly an amalgam of silver, copper, and gold] with a golden hook on the end
of each of them. And seven chase-hounds in chains of silver, and an apple of gold between each of them. Greaves of
bronze about them, by no means was there any colour which was not on the hounds.
. . . .The skin of a roe about them in the middle, it was as white as snow; black-grey eyes in their centre. Cloaks of
linen as white as the tunic of a swan around these ties. http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/fraech.html
The Exile of the Sons of Usnech:
Well have I known the splendid garb he bears,
Oft among Alba's warriors seen of old:
A crimson mantle, such as courtier wears,
And edged with border wrought of ruddy gold.
Of silk his tunic; great its costly price;
For full one hundred pearls thereon are sewn;

Stitched with findruine, bright with strange device,
Full fifty ounces weighed those threads alone.

http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/usnech.html
The Phantom Chariot of Cu Chulainn: Within the chariot a warrior was visible. His hair was thick and black, and
smooth as though a cow had licked it. In his head his eye gleamed swift and grey. About him was flung a tunic of
purple-blue, its borders of white gold lacing. It was clasped with a brooch of red gold upon his breast; it floated out
over each of his two shoulders. A white hooded cloak hung about him with a border of flaming red. A sword with a
hilt of gold lying in a rest on his two thighs; and in his hand a broad gray spear on a shaft of wild ash. Beside it lay
a sharp venomous dart. Across his shoulders he bore a purple shield surrounded by an even circle of silver; upon it
were chased loop-animals in gold. Into his mouth a shower of pearls seemed to have been thrown. Blacker than the
side of a black cooking-spit each of his two brows, redder than ruby his lips.
Before him in the chariot was the charioteer; a very slender, tall and lank, stooped, very freckled man. Very curly
red hair on the top of his head; a band of white bronze on his forehead, that prevented his hair from falling about
his face. Above his two ears spheres of gold, into which his hair was gathered. About him was a winged little cloak,
with an opening at its two elbows. He held in his hand a small whip of red gold with which he urged on his horses. It
seemed to me that it was Cu Chulainn and Loeg, his charioteer, who were within the chariot, and that it was the
Black of Sainglenn and the Gray of Macha that were yoked to it.
http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/cuchulain4.html
The Colloquy of the Two Sages: So Néde gave him a purple tunic, with its adornment of gold and silver.
http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/ctexts/colloquy.html

Roman era: From the Roman conquest of Britain in 43 CE to their departure in 410 CE. The Romans did
not conquer Ireland, but Roman trading outposts existed in Ireland. Roman influence remained in the
British Isles for the next couple of centuries.

A Roman description of Boudicca, queen of the Iceni:
In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was
harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips; around her neck was a large golden necklace; and she wore
a tunic of divers colours over which a thick mantle was fastened with a brooch. This was her invariable attire.
Cassio Dio, ca. 60 CE

A Roman description of the Picts:
Most of the regions of [northern] Britain are marshy, since they are flooded continually by the tides of the ocean;
the barbarians are accustomed to swimming or wading through these waist-deep marsh pools; since they go about
naked, they are unconcerned about muddying their bodies. Strangers to clothing, they wear ornaments of iron at
their waists and throats; considering iron a symbol of wealth, they value this metal as other barbarians value gold.
They tattoo their bodies with coloured designs and drawings of all kinds of animals; for this reason they do not wear
clothes, which would conceal the decorations on their bodies. Extremely savage and warlike, they are armed only
with a spear and a narrow shield, plus a sword that hangs suspended by a belt from their otherwise naked bodies.
They do not use breastplates or helmets, considering them encumbrances in crossing the marshes. Herodian, History
of the Empire After Marcus, ca. 200 CE

Falkirk tartan: This textile fragment is the oldest surviving tartan cloth from the British Isles. It was found
in Falkirk, Stirlingshire, Scotland, in a jar of Roman coins dating from the 1st to 3rd centuries CE. It is
woven in a simple two-color plaid, similar to patterns called border tartans or shepherd’s plaids.

Falkirk tartan, Scotland, 3rd century CE. National Museums Scotland

Orkney Hood: A brown wool fringed wool hood with tablet bands, probably a child’s garment cut down
from a larger cloak, dating from 215-650 CE.

Orkney hood with reconstruction, http://sapphirecate.tumblr.com/post/89350151337/lunacylover-orkney-hood-the-orkney-hoodgives

Triple goddess, stone sculpture, Temple of Sulis Minerva,
Bath, England, 1st-2nd centuries CE

Male figure, bronze sculpture, Neuvy-en-Sullias, France, 1 st
century CE. Historical and Archaeological Museum,
Orléans

Epona, stone sculpture, Romano-Celtic, England. British
Museum, London
Gaulish prisoner, Romano-Celtic, France, 1 st century BCE.
British Museum, London

Knotwork in Roman mosaic, Gloustershire, England, ca.
325 CE. Photo by Adrian Pingstone, 1972

Some things that aren’t period for pre-sixth century Celts:






Celtic knotwork, although examples exist in Roman mosaics
Penannular brooches – first found around 700 CE
Kilts – the belted plaid or great kilt is first described in the late 16th century
Clan tartans – there is no evidence that specific clans wore specific tartans in this era
Pictish stone carvings – most date from the sixth century or later

If you see someone wearing a kilt with a torc, Celtic knotwork, and a penannular brooch, they are mixing
styles from across three millennia!
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