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HISTORY OF THE CELTS – Chronological Table

7th to 6th century BC: geometrical rigour

Rigorously ordered compositions are formed with linear patterns. Basic patterns are strung together in rows. In pottery the individual patterns are distinguished from each other by colour contrasts.

Mid-5th century BC: first mention in writing

The Greek historian Herodotus (c. 490 to 430 BC) is one of the first to mention the Celts: “The Danube has its source in the land of the Celts, close to the town of Pyrene, and flows through Europe [...]”. 

5th century BC: the Early Style

Trade with the Mediterranean world releases a fresh artistic impulse in North-Western Europe. Celtic artists develop plant-like ornaments and use dividers to form circular patterns. Masks and grotesque faces become one of the distinctive features of the Early Style.

4th century BC: the Waldalgesheim Style

The name of this style is derived from the richly decorated grave goods of the chieftain’s grave at Waldalgesheim (near Bonn). Free-flowing undulating tendril motifs, winding in all directions, decorate jewellery and utensils.

3rd century BC: the Late Style

Plastic style: if Celtic décor had hitherto been flat and two-dimensional, ornamentation is now used to create plastic bodies: the tendrils and spirals are spatially developed. Pronouncedly abstracted faces and figural motifs can be discovered amid the three-dimensional decorations.

Sword Style: engraved spear heads and sword scabbards show asymmetrical curvilinear ornament. The freely formed décor seems to wind freely over the surface of the object.

2nd to 1st century BC: fading of Celtic art

Celtic ornaments are now used only sparingly. The compositions lose in refinement. Celtic motifs, however, continue to survive in the British Isles and achieve a new period of flowering there.

Artists succeed occasionally in creating works with an individual expression. Humans and animals become more realistic in representation than ever before.

1st to 3rd century AD: Gallo-Roman art

The Roman expansion encompasses the Celtic world. The Roman way of life gains in acceptance and is adopted in the provinces. This leads to the development of a hybrid culture, which has been described as Gallo-Roman. Native traditions of representation occasionally become absorbed into Roman arts and crafts.

7th century AD: Irish book illumination

Celtic art experiences a final high point in richly illuminated manuscripts of the Gospels. Abstracted Celtic ornaments are here combined with motifs derived from the Germanic zoomorphic style. 

ART OF THE CELTS – Chronological Table

c. 450 BC

The Greek historian Herodotus is one of the first to mention the Celts: “The Danube has its source in the land of the Celts, close to the town of Pyrene, and flows through Europe [...]”. 

387 BC

The Celts plunder the city of Rome. The city’s holy of holies, the Capital, is spared, the honking of the sacred geese of the Temple of Juno having woken up the guards in time.

335 BC

A Celtic embassy is received at the court of Alexander the Great. Asked what they feared most, the envoys brag that all they fear is that the sky might fall over their heads. Otherwise nothing!

279 BC

During a plundering foray through Greece, Celts under the command of Brenno sack the Temple of Apollo at Delphi. Later a group of Celtic mercenaries venture into Asia Minor and, after settling there, found an independent kingdom in central Anatolia.

123 BC

Rome conquers the hinterland of the Greek colony of  Massalia/Marseilles. The Celtic lands along the Rhône as far as the Lake of Geneva become a Roman province. Geneva becomes the northernmost city of the Roman Republic.

58 BC

The Helvetii leave their homeland en masse. This exodus is seized by Caesar as a pretext to intervene and marks the start of the Gallic War. After their defeat by Caesar in the battle of Bibracte, the Helvetii are forced to return to their former homeland.

16 BC

Emperor Augustus establishes the three Gallic provinces (Aquitania, Lugdunensis and Belgica). Lyon is chosen as the capital of Gaul.

AD 43 
The Romans conquer the British Isles under the Emperor Claudius. The indigenous population however is able to preserve the rich heritage of Celtic art.

c. AD 400
The Roman legions, abandoning the frontiers of the Empire, withdraw from Britain and North-West Europe and retreat to their heartland. The saga of King Arthur is traditionally associated with these events.

From AD 550 onwards

After Ireland is evangelized by St. Patrick, a flourishing monastic culture is developed in the island. According to legend, the peripatetic Irish monk Gallus lays the foundation stone of what would become the monastery of St. Gallen in Switzerland in AD 612.

























