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Preface

The political vocabulary of Europe in the early part of the 
21st century has resonated with themes of boundary and 
difference, of boundaries between states, concepts of ‘them’ 
and ‘us’, a concern to resist change, to maintain the status 
quo.	The	concerns	of	today	do	not	reflect	the	nature	of	the	
long sweep of European history, however. Archaeologists 
and	 historians	 have	 long	 known	 about	 the	 ebb	 and	 flow	
of people as they moved across the continent over the 
millennia, of the ever-changing and porous borders between 
groups of people, the exchange of goods, ideas and the 
evolution of identities over time.

More particularly, the integration of professional 
archaeological research into the planning legislation of 
many European countries since the Valetta Convention for 
the Protection of the Archaeological Heritage of Europe in 
1992 has resulted in an explosion of new knowledge about 
our European ancestors and the way they lived their lives. 
It was the recognition of the implications of this new data 
for the close maritime connections between peoples living 
in the Transmanche zone of northwestern Europe during 
the Bronze Age – around 3500 years ago – that led to the 
creation of the European project ‘Boat 1550 BC’ project in 
2011. The project sought to bring together this new evidence 
of the strong ancient cultural links between the peoples of 
the region and present it to a wider audience. It brought 
together seven partners from three countries: the University 
of Lille 3/Maison européenne de l’homme et de la société 
de Lille, the Institut National de Recherches Archéologiques 
Preventives (INRAP), the Département du Pas-de-Calais 
and the town of Boulogne-sur-Mer from France, the 
Canterbury Archaeological Trust and Canterbury Christ 
Church University from England, and Ghent University 
from	Belgium.	It	was	financially	supported	by	the	European	
Union Interreg IV A ‘2 Mers Seas Zeeën’ programme and 
the Conseil régional du Nord-Pas-de-Calais.

It was in the context of the ‘Boat 1550 BC’ project that a 
major academic conference was planned in collaboration with 
APRAB (l’Association pour la Promotion des Recherches 
Archéologiques	sur	l’Âge	du	Bronze)	that	brought	together	
academic and professional archaeologists from all over 
Europe (and beyond) to discuss the new discoveries and 

research into the connections between people in the past. Its 
remit went beyond the study of the Transmanche zone and 
indeed the Bronze Age, but instead extended right across 
Europe,	 reflecting	on	a	period	of	 two	millennia,	 from	 the	
middle of the 3rd millenium BC to the middle of the 1st 
millenium BC. The conference was held on 3–5 October 
2012 at the Université du Littoral in the beautiful historic 
town of Boulogne-sur-Mer, France.

The proceedings of the conference are a co-production 
of	Oxbow	Books	and	APRAB,	with	the	financial	support	of	
the Ministère de la Culture et de la communication, INRAP, 
and the UMR (Unité Mixte de Recherche) 8164 Halma.

The conference organisers would like to thank The 
Université du Littoral, the Centre de la Mer Nausicaa, 
and the service archéologique de la Ville de Boulogne for 
their assistance and the warm welcome extended to this 
international symposium.

Thanks should also go to the conference steering committee 
for their work in making the conference a success; Sylvie 
Boulud, Peter Clark, Alain Henton, Isabelle Kerouanton, 
Thibault Lachenal, Emmanuelle Leroy-Langelin, Armelle 
Masse, Claude Mordant, Pierre-Yves Milcent, Théophane 
Nicolas, Brendan O’Connor and Rebecca Peake.

Peter Clark, Mark Duncan and Jane Elder of the 
Canterbury Archaeological Trust are also acknowledged 
for their help in bringing this volume to publication.

Taken together, these varied contributions offer a new 
and different perspective on the relationships between the 
peoples of Europe in the distant past, a perspective that we 
hope	will	find	a	wide	audience	and	help	inform	all	about	the	
prehistoric context of our modern world and our appreciation 
of European identity today.

Lastly, we pause to remember and celebrate the lives 
of two outstanding scholars of European prehistory who 
have recently passed away; Richard Darrah, perhaps best 
known for his ground-breaking work on the Dover Bronze 
Age boat, and Colin Burgess, whose magisterial command 
of the European Bronze Age inspired generations of 
archaeologists. We hope this volume represents a modest 
tribute to their outstanding contribution to our knowledge 
of Europe’s ancient history.
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The Atlantic Early Iron Age in Gaul

Pierre-Yves Milcent

Abstract
The concept of the Atlantic Early Iron Age in Gaul is a recent one and is thus not necessarily self-evident. It was 
presented for the first time in 2005 during a round table in Italy focusing on Celtic prehistory (Milcent 2006) 
in order to explicitly define its scope and update our understanding of the concept. In order to gain a better 
grasp of the pertinence of the term, it is important to recall how the Early Iron Age of the northwestern regions 
of Gaul was identified, then dispel any tenacious biases inherited from former strata of research, particularly 
for the Champagne region. In addition, we will see that this article slightly overruns the traditionally allotted 
chronological framework for the first Iron Age, as materials and sites from the whole of the 5th century BC are 
also taken into consideration.

Keywords: Early Iron Age; Atlantic networks; Medio-Atlantic societies; Champagne; La Tène genesis.

Résumé
«Le concept de premier Âge du fer atlantique en Gaule est récent et ne va donc pas de soi. Il a été présenté 
une première fois en 2005 durant une table ronde en Italie consacrée à la «Préhistoire des Celtes» (Milcent 
2006). Je souhaite ici en détailler l’explicitation, la portée, et actualiser son appréhension. Pour mieux saisir 
la pertinence du concept, il est important de rappeler de quelle manière on a pu, ou non, identifier par le passé 
le premier Âge du fer des régions nord-occidentales de la Gaule. Il est nécessaire aussi de dissiper les préjugés 
tenaces hérités des premiers temps de la recherche, en particulier pour la Champagne rattachée à tort au monde 
hallstattien. Cet article débordera légèrement du cadre chronologique traditionnellement attribué au premier 
Âge du fer en prenant en considération l’ensemble du Ve siècle avant notre ère. Il s’agira notamment de mettre 
en évidence certains des traits principaux des cultures matérielles du premier Âge du fer atlantique».

Mots-clés: premier Âge du fer, réseaux atlantiques, sociétés médio-atlantiques, Champagne, genèse des cultures matérielles 
de La Tène

An Early Iron Age without a name: 
historiographical overview
In the most northern and western regions of Gaul in the 
geographical sense of the term (Fig. 7.1), the notion of the 
Early Iron Age remained vague for a long time. Its existence 
was at times denied, and at best often limited to a transitional 
stage between the Late Bronze Age and the Early La Tène 
period (Déchelette 1913 [1927], 40, 43 and 76; Giot et al. 

1979). This period was at times the focus of Bronze Age 
specialists, serving as a conclusion to their research (Briard 
1965; Blanchet 1984), and at times analysed by specialists 
of the Late Iron Age, as a prelude to their work (Hatt and 
Roualet 1976; 1977; Demoule 1999). Therefore, apart from 
some exceptions (Mariën 1958), the Early Iron Age of these 
northwestern regions was not treated as a fully-fledged 
period with its own characteristics.
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The thesis that these zones were distant peripheries, 
turned towards the Atlantic and more or less lagging 
behind the supposed central regions, prevailed for a long 
time and has still not totally disappeared. It stipulated that 
these lands were barely affected by the development of 
iron metallurgy, or only at a late period corresponding to 
the Late Hallstatt, or even the Early La Tène of continental 
regions, giving rise to the idea of a prolongation of the 
Late Bronze Age in these regions, which was more or less 
equivalent to the Early Hallstatt and sometimes even to the 
Middle Hallstatt of continental cultures (Giot 1950, 338; 
Brun 1987, 53–4). Even today in scientific publications, it 
is not rare to come across Armorican socketed pseudo-axes 
incorrectly attributed to an ‘extended Late Bronze Age’, 
or, for the more massive specimens, to the Atlantic Late 
Bronze Age 3. Even when they are not functional, they are 

presumed to represent the persistence of mainly bronze tool 
production until the 6th century BC, and the ignorance of 
iron smelting and iron forging.

As for the emergence of a full Iron Age, it was 
deemed to result mainly from external stimuli, driven by 
the migrations of Proto-Celtic Hallstattian populations, 
according to early works (Déchelette 1913 [1927], 168; 
Mariën 1958), or by contributions and influences from both 
the continental domain and the Mediterranean, according 
to more recent approaches (Giot et al. 1979; Hatt and 
Roualet 1977; Brun 1987). Note that the emergence 
of typical La Tène culture features in these regions is 
generally considered to follow a comparable centrifugal 
schema, with a late Celtisation resulting from a more or 
less cumulative acculturation process, depending on the 
authors.

Fig. 7.1. Cultural entities in Gaul in the Early Iron Age.
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These diffusionist, or at times even migrationist paradigms 
are based on ‘centre-periphery’-type models and evoke 
images of northwestern regions submerged by migrations, 
or lagging behind, in a process of acculturation. Towards the 
end of the 1980s, they were abandoned, although no detailed 
models replaced them, or they were revised, without being 
entirely rejected, by the world-economy concept assigning 
a role of passive procurement to these territories on behalf 
of allegedly more dynamic and advanced regions in Central 
Europe and the Mediterranean.

Thus, the same concept always prevails when a model 
is formulated; that is to say innovation and civilisation 
are located in the Mediterranean, the active reception of 
these stimuli is based in Central Europe and beyond that, 
inertia and passivity are associated with the west and north 
of Europe. This idea is extremely ancient as it is more or 
less the same as that presented by Greek historians, and 
Herodotus in particular.

Nonetheless, it would be very unfair to formulate this 
severe review without recalling that the materials and 
archaeological sites from the Early Iron Age in northwestern 
regions remained very poorly identified for a long time, 
mainly on account of more modest-looking or more difficult 
remains to identify than elsewhere. Unlike the Hallstattian 
or Mediterranean regions of Gaul, pottery in these zones 
bears little decoration and displays rather simple profile 
shapes, settlements are never clustered together to form large 
agglomerations, and those that have been excavated have 
yielded few objects. In the same way, tombs can be rare or 
only exceptionally preserve spectacular objects, even for the 
most privileged graves. In such conditions, it is a difficult 
challenge to identify a northwestern Early Iron Age and 
we cannot criticise our predecessors for not having clearly 
identified this chrono-cultural facies.

However, over the past 20 years discoveries have 
multiplied, mostly from rescue archaeology, and at last 
we have evidence of settlements. In the same way, grave 
mapping is beginning to take shape, after remaining 
extremely scant for a long period of time. Nevertheless, 
the identification of a northwestern Early Iron Age in its 
own right, and not one modelled on that of regions further 
south or east, is still difficult to establish. For a long time, 
this period had no specific name. As proof of this, we 
only need to refer to the widespread use of the German 
nomenclature passed on from the work of P. Reinecke. 
In this way, over the past 20 years, remains found in the 
northwest of France are said to date from the ‘Hallstatt 
C’ or the ‘Hallstatt D’. This chronological nomenclature 
and associated periodisation cannot, however, be adopted, 
or even adapted: firstly because from a methodological 
point of view, it is preferable not to associate a cultural 
dimension with chronological nomenclature (cf. for example 
the chronology of the Urnfields by W. Kimmig, laden 
with questionable historical implications), as explained by 

J. Collis (1986) among others, and secondly and especially 
because this chrono-cultural construction was developed and 
defined on the basis of funerary goods from Central Europe, 
and particularly from southern Germany. Connections with 
materials from the northwest of France or Belgium are thus 
rarely substantiated, apart from for several very particular 
and rare metallic objects, whereas nothing leads us to 
reasonably consider that the evolution of societies near the 
Atlantic Ocean and the Channel could have occurred in step 
with their Central European counterparts. Apart from the fact 
that this transposition of the ‘Reinecke’ chronology appears 
to be totally methodologically arbitrary and incongruous, it 
implicitly recalls that the Early Iron Age of the northwestern 
regions of Gaul is not considered to be autonomous, with 
its own chronological dynamics. In other words, this reveals 
that the old diffusionist stereotypes that we thought we had 
discarded 30 years ago, relegating this western zone to the 
back-benches of Europe at the beginning of the Iron Age, 
remain very present today and still colonise minds and 
vocabulary.

Deconstructing preconceived notions
Before envisaging the existence of a specific Early Iron 
Age in northwestern Gaul, it appears essential to recall 
the main preconceived notions altering its perception, in 
order to demonstrate that they are unfounded. Our aim is 
not to establish an inventory of these notions, but simply 
to deconstruct the main concepts.

Until the 6th century BC, an exclusive bronze 
metallurgy and hoard practices inherited from 
the Late Bronze Age?
Like in most of the other regions of temperate Europe, 
the metallurgy of copper alloys during the Early Iron 
Age remains in fact poorly known in northwestern Gaul. 
Quantitatively, Armorican socketed pseudo-axes provide 
most of the information. These productions follow on from 
functional Late Bronze Age socketed axes and mainly date 
from the 7th–6th centuries BC (Gomez de Soto et al. 2009; 
Milcent 2012, 161–7; Milcent in press). In actual fact, they 
have little in common with their ‘precursors’ from the end 
of the Bronze Age: apart from some rare older models, they 
were cast using an alloy rich in lead; they are small in size, 
often miniatures; their socket is deep and hardly leaves 
room for the cutting edge; they are not functional tools and 
therefore do not present any traces of sharpening. Apart 
from rare exceptions, they are assembled as roughouts, but 
with traces of circulation, in over 300 very monotonous 
hoards exclusively made up of these objects. They thus 
have no connection whatsoever with the real Late Bronze 
Age socketed axes, which are morphologically varied and 
often found used and broken, along with other heteroclite 
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objects, in jumbled hoards predating the 8th century BC. The 
production and depositing of the Armorican pseudo-axes thus 
corresponds to a very original phenomenon, specific to the 
Armorican Early Iron Age. This phenomenon can probably 
be explained by the pre-monetary use of these pseudo-axes 
and by their definitive abandonment as part of ritualised 
practices (Milcent in press). We cannot thus use them to argue 
for the continuity of an industry and hoard practices from 
the Atlantic Late Bronze Age. On the contrary, these sets 
of pseudo-axes provide evidence of a profound mutation of 
the position accorded to copper alloy products in the socio-
economic sphere during the Early Iron Age.

A late emergence of iron metallurgy under 
Hallstattian, or even Mediterranean influence?
From the end of the Late Bronze Age, small iron objects 
found throughout the zone of Atlantic network circulation, 
from Extremadura to Scotland (Vilaça 2013; Milcent 
2012, 141; Needham 2007, 49–52), provide evidence of 
knowledge of a new metal, albeit limited, as in temperate 
Europe. It is difficult to identify the place of fabrication of 
these elements, which do not constitute proof of the mastery 
of iron metallurgy as they could be imported or made from 
imported refined iron bars. However, it is important to recall 
the existence of forge waste (scalings) associated with a 
settlement apparently dating from the 10th century BC in 
the south of England (Hartshill Quarry in Berkshire; Collard 
et al. 2006) and iron work slag from the 9th century BC 
at Bonnée in the Centre region of France, on the fringes 
of the Bronze Atlantic zone (Joly et al. 2011). Above all, 
it is imperative to reiterate the fact that evidence of iron 
metallurgy during the Late Bronze Age in the continental 
domain is no more frequent or more impressive (Gomez de 
Soto and Kerouanton 2009).

More significantly, from the beginning of the Early Iron 
Age, during the 8th century BC, we find several large-sized 
Atlantic iron productions: Holme-Pierrepoint type swords, 
looped socketed axes, to cite but a few examples (Milcent 
2012, 143; pl. 65, no. 7 and 9; pl. 72, no. 17). These 
exceptional objects were undoubtedly reserved for the elite 
and demonstrate for the first time a real mastery of forge 
techniques. They do not appear to be less frequent than their 
very rare equivalents from the east of France or Languedoc. 
In western Languedoc, in contact with Phoenician, Greek or 
Etruscan tradesmen and artisans, the ‘Launacian’ industry, 
fossilised in non-funerary hoards, shows that essential 
instruments, such as axes and spearheads, were still 
produced in bronze until the beginning of the 6th century 
BC. In these conditions, it is not legitimate to envisage any 
significant lag in iron metallurgy in the northwest of Gaul 
compared to more eastern or more southerly regions. In 
addition, for a period corresponding to the 7th century, a 
site such as Choisy-au-Bac (Oise) yielded two major forges 

(Blanchet 1984, 423–5, fig. 245). During the Boulogne 
colloquium, the discovery of forge residues dating from the 
beginning of the Iron Age at Saultain (Nord) was reported 
by N. Buchez and A. Henton.

Traces of primary iron production are now very well 
established for the Early Iron Age in the region of Le 
Mans (Sarthe), in Upper Brittany, as well as in the Evreux 
region in Upper Normandy (at least 11 sites). Paradoxically, 
these oldest bloomeries, for once-off use and of trapped 
slag type, are much better known and more frequent in the 
northwest than in the east of France (Cabboi et al. 2007, 58), 
even though this mainly denotes differential research. The 
discoveries of these past 15 years did not come as much of a 
surprise as hoards of more or less refined bi-pyramidal iron 
bar masses have been known for a long time in some of these 
northwestern regions, particularly in Brittany (where 130 
bars have been recorded, corresponding to about 800 kg of 
metal). As most of these bars present a specific morphology 
which is not found elsewhere, apart from occasional finds 
in the south of England (elongated bars, variant BLS5 of 
Marion Berranger’s classification; Berranger 2014, 69, 90; 
fig. 32), there is no reason to assume that these objects were 
produced outside northwestern Gaul.

A world under continental pressure or influence?
The theory that the Late Bronze Age in Atlantic regions was 
under pressure from the Continent, as shown in particular 
by Rhine-Swiss-eastern France (RSFO) influences, then 
Hallstattian influences, is widespread. In this way, vast 
regions in the north and west of France were considered to 
have integrated into the orbit of the Continental domain, as 
a result of migrations, or more recently in a more moderated 
vision, on account of cultural transgression and acculturation. 
After 800 BC in particular, the Atlantic cultural area would 
have shrunk rapidly on the Continent, to such an extent that 
it would be difficult to envisage that it was not a peripheral 
facies of the Hallstattian world, or under Hallstattian influence, 
apart perhaps from the Armorican Massif and the Channel 
coastline. According to this paradigm, most of the material 
culture of these northwestern regions would be importations 
or the influence of Central Europe. We will not revisit the very 
complex and rather balanced exchange dynamics operating 
during the Late Bronze Age between the Atlantic and the 
continental domains (Milcent 2012) as we would not have 
enough space to assess this question, which is, moreover, not 
the central issue of this paper. For the ensuing period, it is clear 
that these links are much less simple and asymmetric than 
previously thought, and that the cultural area preferentially 
opened towards the Channel and the Atlantic, does not appear 
to be specially confined to a fringe of Gaul. Several cases will 
be cited as examples here, such as hand weapons, domestic 
and funerary architecture. A special mention should be 
reserved for the Champagne region, which was responsible for 
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some of the intellectual barriers inhibiting the identification 
of an Atlantic Early Iron Age.

In relation to weapons, we will not examine in any detail 
an argument presented for the past 15 years, i.e. that grip-
tongue swords with pistiliform blades from the beginning 
of the Iron Age, incorrectly referred to as ‘Hallstattian’, 
are originally North Atlantic products, and that they were 
adopted from the 8th century BC onwards by the majority 
of the continental elite, with adaptations. What is new, is 
that the examination of other emblematic objects from the 
early continental Hallstatt, also reveals Atlantic heritage 
or strong Atlantic influences. This is true of razors, certain 
horse harnessing and wagon elements, vessels and situlae in 
bronze sheets (Milcent 2009; 2012, 149–53; 2015). These 
are thus forms of an ‘Atlantic way of life’ that spread a 
little everywhere throughout middle Europe during the 8th 
century BC.

A rather similar process is at work at the end of the 
Early Iron Age, with tanged hilt Medio-Atlantic daggers, 
often called ‘Jogassians’. These arms and their metallic 
sheaths appear simultaneously for the first time on either 
side of the eastern Channel, particularly in Champagne 
and in the lower Thames Basin, and are then adopted 
and distributed from the second half of the 5th century 
onwards, throughout what was in the process of becoming 
the Latenian domain (Milcent 2009). The parallel diffusion 
from west to east, of filiform fibulae with short springs 
and a pellet or disc-shaped foot (Dehn and Stöllner 1996; 
Milcent 2006, 96, fig. 10) implies that other material 
culture traits of Atlantic ancestry or dispatched through 
the Atlantic domain, also accompanied these weapons in 
one way or another.

The case of architecture is more original as it is not 
called upon to account for the cultural dynamics of the 
Early Iron Age. As far as the domestic buildings are 
concerned, we know that the circular plan examples 
discovered in north-west Gaul are taken to be Atlantic, 
or to be more precise, closely linked with the British 
Isles, as comparable ‘houses’ from an architectural and 
technical viewpoint were identified across the Channel. 
In the British Isles, these circular buildings are by far the 
predominant architectural form, but are not exclusively 
used for the construction of houses. Links on either side 
of the Channel appear to be all the more likely in light 
of the fact that continental circular ‘houses’ are rare and 
are concentrated in the regions bordering the Channel, at 
least during the Early and Middle Bronze Age (Fig. 7.2). 
Unlike traditional perspectives would have us believe, 
these circular houses do not become rarer during the 
Late Bronze Age and do not disappear from the continent 
during the Early Iron Age. On the contrary, the sites on 
which we find them appear to be more frequent than at the 
beginning of the sequence, and above all, clearly advance 
inland during the Early Iron Age, particularly towards the 

south of Champagne (Fig. 7.2). The observed dynamics are 
thus opposed to usual assumptions. Unfortunately, due to 
dating problems, it is not yet possible to accurately date 
these buildings in the Early Iron Age and to provide details 
on the dynamics of this extension into Gaul. However, it 
is important to underline that circular buildings are still 
well recorded in northwestern Gaul during the Late Iron 
Age (Dechezleprêtre and Ginoux 2005).

If we now consider funerary architecture, a similar 
process may be observable, but on a totally different 
scale. Generally, in middle Europe, the emergence of 
funerary enclosures made up of a more or less square ditch, 
often lined with a palisade, containing a group of family 
burials, is associated with the advent of La Tène cultures, 
during the 5th century BC. The model of these funerary 
structures with strong ritual and cosmological connotations 
was attributed to regions considered to correspond to the 
birth of material La Tène cultures, particularly Bohemia, 
Hunsrück Eifel and Champagne. Although trenched 
quadrilateral funerary enclosures are known there from the 
5th century BC onwards, they were not exclusive to these 
regions, as shown by the example of contemporaneous 
necropolises in Brittany (Villard et al. 2013) or in eastern 
Languedoc (Séjalon and Dedet 2003), to cite only a few 
distant examples. But, above all, recent discoveries confirm 
that prototypes exist from the end of the 7th century 
BC, on the Continental Channel coastline, from Lower 
Normandy to Pas-de-Calais (Fig. 7.3, nos 4–5). Similar, 
yet older funerary enclosures are sporadically recorded 
in Flanders and the north of France, during the Atlantic 
Late Bronze Age 2 and the Atlantic Early Iron Age 1 (Fig. 
7.3, nos 1–3). Like certain canonical Latenian examples, 
square enclosures from the full Atlantic Early Iron Age 
can be associated with a palisade and delimit burial pit 
graves that appear to correspond to family groups, like in 
Basly in Calvados (Fig. 7.3, no. 5). This transition from 
circular funerary enclosures to quadrangular enclosures 
must represent a major change in mentalities and it is 
interesting to attempt to identify the leading regions of 
this transformation.

Champagne: on the fringes of the Atlantic area
These cases show that it is no longer possible to consider 
today that the northwestern societies of Gaul were accountable 
to or under the influence of Hallstattian regions during the 
Early Iron Age. But we must refrain from adopting the 
opposite model to that criticized here, by inversing the poles 
in a caricatured way. In view of their extension, the regions 
linked by the networks referred to as Atlantic were never 
a centre in relation to others, no more than the Hallstattian 
world. All of this argues in favour of abandoning ‘centre-
periphery’ type models for the European Early Iron Age. 
The question now is to comprehend the links between the 
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Fig. 7.2. Distribution of round houses dating to the Bronze Age or Early Iron Age. Early and Middle Bronze Age: Bernière-sur-Mer 
(1); Brebières (2); Erre (3); Etaples-sur-Mer (4); Eterpigny-Barleux (5); Guidel (6); Lauwin-Planque (7); Lesdain (8); Ouessant (9); 
Rebecques (10); Roeux (11); Saint-Martin-de-Fontenay (12); Saint-Vaast-la-Hougue (13); Saint-Vigor-d’Ymonville (14). Late Bronze 
Age: Auneau (15); Bouafles (16); Cagny (17); Cahagnes (18); Caudan (19); Condé-sur-Noireau (20); Etaimpuis (21); Fontenay-le-
Marmion (22); Gravigny (23); Grossoeuvre (24); Guichainville (25); Guidel (26); Lamballe (27); Malleville-sur-le-Bec (28); Mathieu 
(29); Mignières (30); Mont-Saint-Aignan (31); Plédéliac (32); Pluguffan (33); Quimper (34); Saint-Jacut-de-la-Mer (35); Seclin (36). 
Early and transitional Later Iron Age: Agneaux (37); Alizay (38); Allaines-Mervilliers (39); Beaufort (40); Bénodet (41); Bezannes (42); 
Bourlon (43); Courseulles-sur-Mer (44); Ennemain (45); Grote-Spouwen (46); Honguemare-Guénouville (47); Ifs (48); Inzizac-Lochrist 
(49); La Gaubretière (50); Longèves (51); Méaulte (52); Pluvigner (53); Pont l’Abbé (54); Poses (55); Quimper (56); Saint-Just (57); 
Sint-Martens-Latem (58); Suippes (59).
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societies of this period in a more complex, dynamic and 
multilateral way. This is in particular why the term ‘Medio-
Atlantic’ and not ‘Central-Atlantic’ Early Iron Age was 

coined to describe regions in the northwest of Gaul and the 
south of Great Britain, in an intermediary situation in the 
area of networks preferentially constructed in westernmost 
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Fig. 7.3. Late Bronze Age medio-Atlantic sub-rectangular funerary enclosures (nos 1–2: 11th–10th centuries BC) to the mid–Early Iron 
Age (no. 3: 8th–first half of the 7th century BC; nos 4–5: 2nd half of the 7th–early 6th century BC). No. 1: Tagnon, Ardennes (after Le 
Goff and Guillot 1992); no. 2: Thourotte, Oise (after Blanchet and Talon 2005); no. 3: Destelbergen, Flandres occidentales (after De 
Laet et al. 1986, Fig. 29) ; no. 4: Eterville, Calvados (after Jahier 2005) ; no. 5: Basly, Calvados (after San Juan and Le Goff 2003).
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Europe. This does not imply that the Atlantic networks 
would be in competition with the others to the point that 
clear limits could be observed around their peripheries, and 
still less that monothetic groups existed, that is, where all 
the main traits would be purely Atlantic. Instead, we observe 
the occurrence of complex interconnections and many 
examples of cultural transitions with no clear-cut limits, 
apart from some exceptions, which creates difficulties when 
we attempt to visually and cartographically depict these 
phenomena. Champagne provides a good example of this 
cultural mixing. This region warrants special consideration 
as for a long time it was the focus of attention and still serves 
as a reference for the cultural characterisation of the most 
northern and western regions of Gaul. Champagne has many 
points in common with these latter regions, is considered 
as Hallstattian, and would be a key element arguing for the 
inexistence of original and Atlantic cultural entities during 
the Early Iron Age. It is thus crucial to correctly identify and 
analyse the main cultural features of Champagne.

The very particular historiographical status of this 
region is explained by the abundant funerary discoveries 
dating from the end of the Early Iron Age and particularly 
from the beginning of the Late Iron Age, as well as the 
early exploration of settlements from these periods. The 
Champagne geological substratum is mainly made up of 
chalky plateaus, which explains why sites are easier to detect 
than elsewhere, and why they appear to be more frequent or 

rich. Due to fact that abundant sites were excavated as early 
as the 19th century, Champagne was often considered as 
one of the main centres of the cradle of Latenian societies, 
supposed to occupy a wide crescent extending beyond the 
classical Hallstattian domain, from Champagne to Hunsrück 
Eifel to Bohemia. However, this was not based on any 
detailed or decisive argument. The earliest Iron Age graves 
from the Champagne region were attributed to the end of the 
Hallstatt Early Iron Age on account of several discoveries 
of fibulae of Hallstattian morphology and technology. But 
also because, due to circular reasoning, the Early Latenian 
Champagne tombs were affiliated to an ancestral Hallstatt 
material culture (Hatt and Roualet 1977, 11). For all these 
reasons, the material culture from the end of the Early 
Iron Age in Champagne and the outlying areas, described 
as Jogassian (from the eponymous necropolis at Chouilly 
‘Les Jogasses’) following the terminology of P. M. Favret, 
or Aisne-Marne stage 1 according to that of J.-P. Demoule, 
is still considered by most protohistorians as one of the 
westernmost manifestations of a strictly Hallstattian cultural 
facies. This is why the recurring perceived affinities between 
the northwesternmost regions of Gaul and Jogassian culture 
are sometimes deemed to be surprising, and generally 
interpreted in terms of profound diffusions of Hallstattian 
influences towards the northwest.

In reality, the link between Jogassian culture and the 
Hallstatt complex should not be taken for granted and 
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disproportionate weight has been given to the Hallstattian 
fibulae from Champagne as regards the identity of the 
region in terms of material culture. What really remains of 
this allegedly Hallstatt material culture if we exclude these 
fibulae from the debate, a lot of which (in particular the drum 
fibulae) are in actual fact importations from more southerly 
neighbouring and truly Hallstattian regions? What is left if 
we leave out the elements of personal adornment that appear 
to point to the presence of foreigners or adhesion to an 
‘international’ elite fashion, such as basket-shaped pendants, 
glass beads, bronze tubular torcs or ‘armlet’ type bracelets? 
When these are discounted, nothing specifically Hallstattian 
remains in Jogassian necropolises and settlements. The 
weapons, especially the aforementioned Jogassian daggers, 
but also the spear heads, the bows and arrows for which we 
sometimes find the quiver (Hatt and Roualet 1976, pl. ii), 
have no exact equivalent in the Hallstattian domain, strictly 
speaking. Annular adornments other than those mentioned 
above are specific to Champagne, or else very simple and 
ubiquitous. As for Champagne pottery productions, they are 
mainly characterized by angular carinated profiles which later 
become widespread during the 5th century BC and are more 
similar to those from regions situated further west or further 
north (Fig. 7.4). But, above all, funerary practices, which are, 
with pottery, one of the best criteria of cultural identification, 
display few associations with the Hallstattian world. 
Jogassian graves are practically exclusively inhumation 
burials, and are not installed in tumuli used as family 
cemeteries supprimer virgule, like in the Hallstattian world 
from Ha D1-2 and Ha D3. Individual inhumations are laid 
out in a sub-rectangular pit, which can be deep, and is not 
overlain by a tumulus of sufficient dimensions to have left 
any trace, apart from a few exceptions. They often form 
small groups of aligned or parallel pits, prefiguring the 
organisation of certain Latenian necropolises, but have no 
equivalent in the West Hallstattian world. In addition, they 
often contain a food deposit, probably corresponding to 
the remains of a funerary meal, made up of one or several 
pottery vessels and animal bones. These food deposits never 
appear in Hallstattian tombs in the eastern centre and the 
east of France. Only the presence of drinking vessels has 
been recorded in several of these latter tombs.

On a different level, the absence of elitist graves 
corresponding to the Hallstattian model of the tomb with a 
four-wheeled wagon beneath a large tumulus, or to the west 
Hallstattian model of a cremation deposited in a bronze urn 
under a tumulus (cf. map of these tombs: Verger 1995, fig. 1 
and 47; Milcent 2003, fig. 234), is a sign that the Champagne 
elite never adhered to the very specific funerary ideologies 
of the east and the eastern centre of Gaul. As observed 
before, exceptions have been discovered only in the south 
of Champagne, in the region of Troyes-Lavau, in a sector 
bordering the Hallstattian world in the strict sense of the 
term (Verger 1995, 363; Milcent 2014, ill. 4.11).

More generally, our knowledge of settlements, the 
territorial and socio-economic organisation of Champagne 
at the end of the Early Iron Age and the very beginning 
of the following period, does not point to any particular 
affinities with Hallstattian Gaul. There are no similar proto-
urban agglomerations, like that of Bourges and no princely 
residences, such as Vix (Milcent 2014). Settlement appears 
to be relatively dispersed and at most, we can identify large 
hamlets or small villages with loose organisation, alongside 
very structured farms (Villes 2000).

In the same way, it is significant that in spite of the fact 
that thousands of tombs have been excavated in Champagne, 
early Mediterranean imports are only anecdotally 
represented and belong to very banal products (elements 
of at times unrefined coral, perhaps glass beads).1 They thus 
have nothing to do with the hundreds of very diversified 
Mediterranean imports present in west Hallstattian regions, 
which are sometimes issued from prestigious productions 
(Guggisberg 2004). This implies that Champagne remained 
rather hermetic, like most of northwestern Gaul, to the major 
ideological and material exchange currents that structured 
the tight relations established between the Hallstattian and 
Mediterranean domains at this time.

For all these reasons, Champagne should now be removed 
from the Hallstattian world, strictly speaking, in the same 
way as Hunsrück-Eifel. Widening the Hallstattian world 
to Champagne was an interpretative illusion, inherited 
from the confusion of the first half of the 20th century, 
which muddles the issue and the understanding of cultural 
dynamics at the end of the Early Iron Age. We cannot deny 
that Champagne remains original in certain respects and 
that it presents affinities with adjacent Hallstattian regions, 
which is logical given its geographical location in contact 
with the eastern centre of Gaul and the polythetic aspect of 
the material cultures, but it is increasingly apparent that it 
shares a majority of cultural traits with more northern and 
western regions. It is notably on this basis that it seems 
possible to identify an Early Iron Age in the northwestern 
arc of Gaul, i.e., from Gironde to Meuse, with different 
cultural and socio-economic traits to those of continental 
regions. We now propose to describe this Atlantic Early 
Iron Age and to consider its geographic influence and also 
the links that it appears to maintain with the Atlantic Late 
Bronze Age, identified during the 1940s.

Assessing the Atlantic Early Iron Age in Gaul
As its name suggests, the concept of the Atlantic Early 
Iron Age is based on two main dimensions, one of which 
is chronological, the other geographic and cultural. In 
concrete terms, this implies that we can identify this 
period by differentiating it from the preceding Late Bronze 
Age and the ensuing Late Iron Age. It also suggests that 
the archaeological materials from this period present a 
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Fig. 7.4. Comparative table of selected series of medio-Atlantic ceramics of the 5th century BC from Brittany (1–6 ; Ménez 1996), Champagne 
(7–12 ; Saurel 2007), Belgian Flanders (13–6 ; Van Doorselaer et al. 1987) and southern England (17–21 ; Harding 1972). At same scale.

Plouer-sur-Rance
(Côtes-d’Armor)

Les-Petites-Loges
(Marne)

Kemmelberg
(Flandre-

Occidentale)

Long Wittenham
(Oxfordshire)

0 10 cm

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

21
Plouer-sur-Rance

Les-Petites-Loges

Kemmelberg

Long Wittenham

20

sufficient number of specific features to distinguish them 
from continental or southern cultures. In order for these 
traits to be considered specific, they must be preferentially 
distributed throughout regions close to the Atlantic and the 
seas (the Channel and the southwest of the North Sea) and 
rivers (Loire, Seine ...), sometimes prolonging this ocean a 
long way from its shorelines.

Assuming that the Atlantic Early Iron Age represents 
a kind of continuum with the Atlantic Late Bronze Age, 

this would also imply that it would not be confined to the 
northwestern regions of Gaul. As in the past, there would 
be shared material culture traits with other European 
regions bordering the northern Atlantic and its eastern 
ramifications, particularly Great Britain. Forms of exchange 
and links with these other regions should also be perceptible. 
From our perspective, it is not a case of identifying a 
homogeneous super or supra-cultural complex extending 
over the westernmost European territory, beyond Atlantic 
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Gaul. The concept of the Atlantic Early Iron Age, like that 
of the Atlantic Late Bronze Age, corresponds rather to the 
identification of the importance of a network of contacts 
preferentially linking, for diverse regions (geographic, 
historical, socio-economic…), different cultures through 
different aspects, to the point of revealing convergences 
between these cultures, perhaps in the same way that certain 

Mediterranean regions shared cultural traits designated as 
Orientalising, during the same period.

As for the chronological dimension, it is not necessary 
to revisit the individualisation of a true Early Iron Age 
as this is more or less generally accepted. Today, the 
remaining challenge is its internal periodisation and absolute 
chronological order. Proposals to this end only really 

Fig. 7.5. Atlantic objects of the Early Iron Age with braided decoration of Syro-Cypriot style (1–2) and ornamentation with prophylactic 
hands of Near Eastern inspiration (3). For comparison, objects of Punic inspiration discovered in the Iberian Peninsula (4–5). 1: attachment 
loop of a cauldron from Llyn Fawr (Wales) of the Early Iron Age (Gerloff 2010, pl. 73); 2: razor from Saint-Leu-d’Esserent (Oise) of 
the Early Iron Age (Blanchet et al 1978); 3: bracelet from Saint-Pierre-sur-Dives (Calvados) of the Early Iron Age (Verney 1993 Fig. 8 
no. 11); 4: miniature chariot from the Baiões hoard (Beira Alta) dated to the Late Bronze Age (Silva 1986); 5: Western Phoenician basin 
attachment from Cañada de Ruiz Sánchez in Carmona (Sevilla), of the 7th century BC (after Jimenez Avila 2002, pl. xvi). 1–3: scale 1:2; 
4–5: scale 1:3.
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concern the first stage of the Atlantic Early Iron Age 
(Milcent 2012, 142–67), and occasionally what appears 
to be an intermediary stage (Milcent in press). Most of 
the relative chronology work in this domain has yet to be 
carried out, and we hope that the dendrodates will lead 
one day to the establishment of an independent absolute 
chronology, i.e., that is not dependent on comparisons with 
the typo-chronologies and absolute dates obtained for the 
other cultures of the European Early Iron Age.

As for material culture affinities, the very marked 
recorded differences observed from one region to another 
in Atlantic Gaul in terms of the intensity and quality 
of excavations and publications are of considerable 
weight. One only has to compare Champagne with a vast 
region such as Pays-de-la-Loire for which practically no 
archaeological data have been published. Nonetheless, 
some indicators and information mark out the way: for 
the Atlantic Early Iron Age 1 (800–625 BC), individual 
inhumation below a tumulus is a virtually unknown 
funerary practice in northwestern Gaul, whereas it is 
predominant at the same time in the western Hallstattian 
domain. Generally speaking, tombs are rare, which points 
to the generalised use of funerary practices leaving few or 
no material traces, like for the Atlantic Late Bronze Age. 
The exception to this is what Eugène Warmenbol called 
the Mosan group, a culture with strong Atlantic affinities, 
with a rather original and mixed aspect, with tombs under 
tumuli, at times with a long pistiliform sword in bronze or 
iron. In spite of the adoption of the tumulus, the Mosan 

group practices in elitist tombs remain different to those 
found in west Hallstatt cultures as cremation is exclusive, 
sometimes concerns several deceased at a time and is 
generally accompanied by a ‘defunctionalisation’ of the 
sword in that it is broken and burnt (Warmenbol 1993). 
In several of these cremations, a reduced drinking service 
was found (three recipients at the most: Reinhard 1993), 
but this does not enable us to establish close links with 
elitist cremation tombs with swords from the central and 
eastern Hallstattian domains, as the latter contain sets of 
tableware, for both eating and drinking.

On another scale, reference should be made to the 
links that seem to bind the north of Gaul to the British 
Isles, judging by the distribution of the earliest variants 
of the pistiliform swords from the Gündlingen group 
(Milcent 2004, fig. 57–58; 2009, fig. 11). We also observe 
the persistence of tenuous contacts with the southwest 
of the Iberian Peninsula, in the form of locally produced 
objects during the 7th century BC, but bearing for the first 
time decoration inspired by Syrian-Cypriot toreutics and 
Phoenician religious symbolism (hand-amulet depicting 
the heavenly goddess Tanit; Fig. 7.5, nos 1–3). Prototypes 
of these decorations are depicted on objects brought from 
the southwest of Spain and Portugal at the end of the Late 
Bronze Age by Phoenicians, then imitated on site (Fig. 
7.5, nos 4–5). This implies that the long distance Atlantic 
contacts towards the southwest were not broken, even if 
they no longer attained the same intensity as during the 
Atlantic Late Bronze Age 2 and 3 early (1140–900 BC); 

Fig. 7.6. Example of an inhumation placed on its side, with lower limbs flexed, in a large rectangular pit: Basly (Calvados, Normandy) 
tomb F7 (beginning 6th century BC) (after San Juan and Le Goff 2003). The grave was set in a square enclosure (cf Fig.7.3 n°5).

N
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Fig. 7.7. Distribution map of two forms of medio-Atlantic carinated pottery from the late 6th–5th century BC (after Milcent 2006, Fig. 4).
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during the Atlantic Early Iron Age 2 (625–525 BC), we note 
the exceptional development of the fabrication of pseudo-
axes with sockets and massive hoards of these objects, but 
this phenomenon is hardly any different to the Armorican 
Massif, although it sporadically affects regions as far away 
as Picardy, Beauce and Touraine.

We will not describe in detail the original phenomenon 
observed from Brittany to Champagne to Pas-de-Calais, 
with what appears to be the abrupt development of 
inhumation burials in a deep rectangular pit, and not 
directly on the ground below a tumulus. Buried individuals 
are placed in a lateral position, generally on their right 
side, with the legs bent, and the head towards the south or 
southeast (Fig. 7.6).

This phenomenon is also reflected in other regions in the 
extreme west of Europe, perhaps in England and peculiarly 
in the southwest of Portugal where burials in a lateral bent 

position (mostly on the right side) were recently discovered 
in rectangular pits, at times delimited by a quadrangular 
earthwork enclosure (Arruda et al. in press). But, if we 
return to Atlantic Gaul, it is true that a significant deficit of 
burials remains observable for this stage in most regions, 
pointing to the widespread use of funerary practices leaving 
no archaeological trace. On a very wide scale, the diffusion 
of small or large cup mark decorations on pottery extends 
overs a vast Atlantic area. These decorations persist during 
the following stage (Milcent 2006, map fig. 6); at the end 
of the Early Iron Age and the beginning of the following 
period (525–425 BC), the most remarkable phenomenon is 
the generalisation of the production of hand-made pottery 
with angular profiles, while these forms remain practically 
unknown in the Hallstattian domain.

The multiplication of settlement excavations in the west 
of France reveals that very comparable productions extend 
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Fig. 7.8. Distribution map of brooches with upright foot and spring of La Tène style of the 5th century BC (after Milcent 2006, Fig. 10). 
Southern England and Western Germany are not mapped.
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from Flanders to Vendée, right through Normandy and 
Brittany (Fig. 7.7), whereas until recently these productions 
appeared to be limited to Champagne and the neighbouring 
regions. Prototypes of these forms (low carinated goblets 
and high carinated pots) were known from the beginning 
of the 6th century BC in western Languedoc (see for 
example the C family vases from the Castrais necropolis 
classification: Giraud et al. 2003, vol. 1, fig. 40–41).

During the 5th century BC, several regional groups 
from the south of England participate in the regional 
production area of these angular carinated vases, but in 
lesser proportions. The distribution map for what we can 
call truly Medio-Atlantic pottery largely overlaps with that 
of a new clothing fashion, materialized by the diffusion of 
filiform fibulae with a raised foot and ending in a widened 
appendage during the course of the 5th century BC (Fig. 
7.8). We observe that these fibulae with short springs are 

the first to be undeniably produced on site as they have 
practically no equivalent in west Hallstattian regions where 
the fibula with an drum foot and crossbow spring are largely 
dominant (Milcent 2004, 245, fig. 106). On the other hand, 
they are clearly affiliated to the Gulf of Lion type Iberian-
Languedoc productions with prototypes going back until at 
least the beginning of the 6th century BC. Once again, they 
demonstrate that the contacts established with regions in the 
southwest of Europe were not necessarily less significant 
than those established with the Hallstattian world.

Lastly, the use of funerary practices with archaeologically 
materialized tombs appears to intensify. Whereas burials 
are predominant in the north of Atlantic Gaul and appear 
to develop in the south of England,2 conversely cremation 
appears to prevail in the west, particularly in the Armorican 
Massif. This latter aspect may not be unrelated to the 
extension of cremation in southern Gaul throughout the 
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Early Iron Age (Dedet 2004), by means of specific practices 
denoting an adaptation to distinct cultural contexts. As 
for the contacts established beyond the Channel, it is 
interesting to note that burials with non-dismantled two-
wheeled chariots from the 5th century BC are now known in 
Yorkshire and the southeast of Scotland (Boyle 2004; Carter 

et al. 2010), which could provide evidence of affinities with 
Champagne. On the Continent and in the northwest, these 
5th century chariot tombs are not confined to Champagne, 
as they are also known in the Belgian Ardennes, the south 
of Holland, in Brittany and Charente-Périgord. The first 
well-dated burials in lateral position with bent lower limbs 

Fig. 7.9. Distribution of ‘cups’ with scalloped edges and a drawing of an example from Epraves in Belgium (1). For comparison, a Kanoun 
(cooking brazier) from the Maghreb (2).

0 50 100 200 km

N
not mapped

0 5cm

1 2



7. The Atlantic Early Iron Age in Gaul 93

Fig. 7.10. The Late Bronze Age enclosure at Highstead in Kent for comparison (Clark 2012), and examples of ditched and/or palisaded 
farmsteads of the Early Iron Age, with round house in Atlantic Gaul. 2: Bezannes (Marne) ‘La Bergerie’ (after Desbrosse et al 2012, 
modifi ed); 3: Courseulles-sur-Mer (Calvados) ‘La Fosse Touzé’ (after Jahier 2011, modifi ed); 4: Méaulte (Somme) ‘ZAC du pays des 
Coquelicots’ (after Buchez 2012, modifi ed).
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in Yorkshire are also attributed to this period. As we have 
already seen, this funerary ritual is well documented several 
decades earlier in the north of Gaul and we can question 
whether certain Yorkshire tombs without objects might not 
be older but rather contemporaneous with their continental 
counterparts. 

 In a more diachronic perspective, let us mention the very 
particular form of vessel, the large bowl with festooned 
edges, known from the beginning of the Iron Age in 
northern Gaul, and which spreads to the whole west of 
Gaul, apart from Armorica, at the beginning of the Late 
Iron Age ( Fig. 7.9 ). This distribution almost completely 

disregards the Hallstattian world. It undoubtedly signifi es 
a form of cultural community if we admit that this utensil 
was used for a specifi c culinary practice: these festooned 
recipients may not be lamps, but brazier pots for embers 
used to cook food slowly in a pot placed above them, in 
the same way as the present-day  kanouns  in the Maghreb 
( Fig. 7.9 , nos 1–2). 

  As far as settlement is concerned, let us recall that 
‘circular’ houses are now known everywhere throughout 
Atlantic Gaul, although they are not very frequent. It is 
important to underline that these buildings with very British 
affi nities appear several times in an enclosed settlement 
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Fig. 7.11. Distribution of enclosed agricultural sites and farmsteads dating from the end of the Bronze Age to the middle Early Iron Age 
(10th–mid-6th centuries BC) in Atlantic Gaul. The scarcity of palisaded sites to the west of the Paris Basin is explained by bias rather 
than cultural or historical reality. Ditched sites: Amiens (1); Beautot (2); Beerse (3); Epretot (4) ; Fontenay-le-Marmion (5); Lamballe 
(6); Mathieu (7); Pont-de-Metz (8); Saint-Martin-de-Fontenay (9). Sites with palisades based on continuous trenches : Bazancourt (10); 
Beaurieux (11); Bezannes (12); Coulon (14); Courseullessur-Mer (15); Cuiry-lès-Chaudardes (16); Dompierre-sur-Mer (17); Ghislenghien 
(18); Gemert Bakel (19); Isles-sur-Suippe (20); La Chapelle-Saint-Luc (21); La Grande-Paroisse (22); La Saulsotte (23); Les Mesneux 
(24); Longèves (25); Méaulte (26); Oger (27); Pomacle (28); Quimper (29); Saint-Germain-la-Ville (30); Saint-Gibrien (31); Saint-
Martin-sur-le-Pré (32); Warmeriville (33). Sites with palisades based on spaced post-holes : Boran-sur-Oise (34); Brebières (35); Cholet 
(36); Cesson (37); Ingrandes-sur-Vienne (38); Ponpoint (39); Préfontaines (40); Préguillac (41); Pussigny (42); Woippy (43). Sites with 
mixed palisade types (based on trenches and spaced post-holes: Barbezieux (44). Sites with enclosure visible only by reinforced entrance : 
Barbezieux (44); Chasseneuil-du-Poitou (45); Cuiry-lès-Chaudardes (16); Préguillac (41); Saint-Germain-la-Ville (30).
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context, with an elitist vocation or appearance, throughout 
the Early Iron Age (Fig. 7.10, nos 2–4). Although they are 
not common, this typically Atlantic architectural model 
appears to be socially valued and seems to be used at times 
as a strong identity marker.

In the same way, and in spite of the fact that we could be 
tempted to establish connections with the ‘Herrenhöfe’ from 
the Bavarian Early Iron Age, it is increasingly clear that large 
centres of agro-pastoral domains with ditched or quadrilateral 
palisaded enclosures emerge at an early stage in the Atlantic 
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arc of Gaul. They appear from the end of the Late Bronze 
Age or the very beginning of the Early Iron Age, which is to 
say clearly before their west Hallstattian counterparts and at 
the same time as their Bavarian counterparts. Furthermore, 
they are part of an earlier tradition that appeared during 
the Atlantic Middle Bronze Age and is well evidenced 
during the Late Bronze Age in the south-east of England, 
then sporadically in the north of France (palisaded circular 
enclosures of Brebières, Saint-Martin-sur-le-Pré in Marne 
and Ghislenghien in Hainaut). Mapping of the earliest 
sites, before the end of the 6th century BC shows a clear 
concentration in the north and the west of Gaul, in spite of 
the disparities due to the unequal development of rescue 
archaeology (Fig. 7.11). During the 5th century BC, these 
enclosed establishments remain much more frequent in 
Atlantic Gaul than in continental Gaul, probably pointing 
once again to a rather distinctive trait of Atlantic settlement.

Ultimately, and paradoxically, the evidence for 
characterising an Atlantic cultural entity appears to be 
more diversified during the Early Iron Age than during the 
Late Bronze Age, for which the identification of Atlantic 
cultures is mainly based on bronze productions and metallic 
hoards. This Atlantic Gaul during the Early Iron Age is also 
made up of a mosaic of cultures and maintains rather clear 
links with the southeast of England. All of these regions, 
from Yorkshire to Charente, are in a pivotal Medio-Atlantic 
area, within a network of more extensive links. However, 
in the absence of more substantial archaeological evidence, 
the contours of these networks have yet to be defined, 
particularly towards the south.

Conclusion
The notion of the Atlantic Early Iron Age is valid as it 
provides an explanatory framework for the analysis of 
remains contrasting with the material remains discovered in 
Hallstattian and southern Gaul, mainly on account of their 
early chronology or original characteristics. The discovery of 
large palisaded agro-pastoral domains in the western centre 
region, the multiplication of the discoveries of those enclosed 
by a ditch in Brittany and Normandy, their rarity in the 
eastern centre region and in the east, consolidate a predictive 
model outlined several years ago (Milcent 2006, 97–8).

In a traditional perspective centred on the Mediterranean 
and the Hallstattian world, Atlantic Gaul could be perceived 
as peripheral during the Early Iron Age, but this was 
certainly not the case judging for example by its important 
contribution to the genesis of Latenian material cultures. 
It could also appear to be conservative in certain respects. 
Effectively, the rupture with the Late Bronze Age appears to 
be less clear than in the Continental domain: non-funerary 
metallic hoard practices are still well represented, at least 
during the 7th–6th centuries BC. In the same way, unlike 
in the western and central Hallstattian world, we do not 

observe a process of increasing socio-economic complexity 
that would lead to more developed centralisation: princely 
tombs remain exceptional and are dispersed throughout 
areas with strong cultural mixing; there is no evidence of 
proto-urban agglomerations and no traces of trade with the 
Mediterranean, even though Mediterranean imports come 
in sporadically. In other words, in terms of socio-economic 
organization, the Medio-Atlantic societies of the Early 
Iron Age appear to be less complex and less hierarchical 
than elsewhere. But they also appear to be more stable and 
less prone to fluctuations than their eastern or southern 
counterparts. And they were perhaps more solidly organised 
than elsewhere. All this explains that the transition from the 
Early to the Late Iron Age also seems to be more gradual 
in the Medio-Atlantic domain than elsewhere.

To extend this reflection, the concept of the Early 
Iron Age resonates singularly well with the ethnical 
situation described in Gaul just before the Roman invasions 
(Milcent 2012, 23). According to Caesar, the celtic speaking 
populations of the most northern and north-western regions 
of Gaul were respectively designated as Belgian and 
Armorican (Julius Caesar, B. G., I, 1; V, 53 and VII, 75), 
while certain earlier authors (Posidonius?), reiterated by 
Strabo (Géogr., IV, 1–4), describe all the populations located 
near the Atlantic and the Channel, between Gironde and the 
mouths of the Rhine as Belgian.

These associations raise questions as to the existence of 
an Atlantic Late Iron Age on one hand, which cannot be 
ruled out, and the hypothesis of a form of long-term ethnic 
identity stability on the other.

To conclude, the Atlantic Early Iron Age is also fundamental 
as it is a way of no longer focusing, like in the past, on the 
Mediterranean or the Hallstattian world, and thus of adopting 
a new approach to the European Early Iron Age. It is an 
indispensable intellectual lever for assessing the history of 
this period in a different, more dynamic and multipolar way. 
It is, in particular, an essential concept for bringing to light the 
multiplicity and the ‘international’ aspect of the networks that 
gave rise to the emergence of the material La Tène cultures. In 
this paper, there is no question of replacing centre-periphery 
models that have served their time by ‘Atlantico-centric’ 
models. From this point of view, the position adopted here 
is different to recent work by B. Cunliffe (2010), arguing 
for an Atlantic origin for the Celts, as these new hypotheses 
only inverse existing perspectives without really changing 
the more problematic foundations.

Notes
1 It would be appropriate to reexamine the detailed study 

of the elements found in Champagne assimilated to red 
Mediterranean coral. Indeed, recent research shows that 
substitutes, bone in particular, could have been used instead 
of real Mediterranean coral.
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2 Here, we refer to the oldest known pit burials in Yorkshire 
and Cornwall (Harlyn Bay), with associated metallic objects 
going back to the 6th–5th century BC, although our British 
colleagues often advocate short chronologies out of step with 
the Continent.
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