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Almost lost between the lines:
the concept of the Atlantic Bronze Age

Dirk Brandherm

Since its inception in the 1930s, the concept of an Atlantic Bronze Age has repeatedly undergone considerable change. Different
authors have conceptualized it along very different and sometimes diametrically opposed lines, not least because hardly any ex-
plicit definitions have ever been put forward. Some scholars evidently conceptualized it purely in geographically and temporally
circumscribed terms, while others perceived it very much as a culturally defined nexus. The old conundrum of viewing Britain
either as apart from or a part of Europe also had to play its role in this. While until relatively recently the majority of British
scholars used to envisage the Insular Bronze Age as something quite distinct from the Bronze Age of Atlantic Europe, the default
perspective in Continental scholarship has always been to situate the Atlantic Archipelago at the heart of the Atlantic Bronze

Age nexus.

Introduction

The concept of an Atlantic Bronze Age was first formulated
by Adolf Mahr in his 1937 presidential address to the Pre-
historic Society.¹ He used the term ‘Atlantic’ not merely as
a generic geographical reference, but as a label for what he
saw as a distinctive cultural sphere, and it is perhaps no co-
incidence that it was someone who had spent his formative
years working on Continental Bronze and Iron Age archae-
ology to first discern the specific character of the Bronze Age
on Europe’s Atlantic façade, with Britain and Ireland per-
ceived as constituting an integral part of a wider European
Atlantic sphere. For scholars brought up primarily on a diet
of Insular Bronze Age archaeology, it was naturally much
less of a concern to try and characterize the distinctive fea-
tures setting apart the Bronze Age of the Atlantic seaboard
from Bronze Age cultures elsewhere on the Continent.

Also subsequent to Mahr’s seminal synthesis, it con-
tinued to be mainly Bronze Age archaeologists working
in Iberia, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands, ie in re-
gions where Atlantic and Continental Bronze Age cultures
share common land borders, who felt the need to conceptu-
alize the differences – and, by extension, commonalities –
between the Atlantic and Continental spheres. Symptomat-
ically, the only two major international conferences dedi-
cated explicitly to conceptual issues surrounding the defin-
ition of the Atlantic Bronze Age were organized by French
and Portuguese institutions respectively.²

Obviously, the conceptual parameters used to character-
ize the Atlantic Bronze Age have changed quite considerably
over the years. If Mahr had based his vision of the Atlantic
Bronze Age as a culturally defined entity mostly on its dis-
tinctive metalwork industry and other elements of portable
material culture, the focus has since shifted to also include
settlement features and funerary practices.³

It is not without a certain irony that Mahr saw the Early
and – particularly – Middle Bronze Age periods as the hey-
day of the Atlantic Bronze Age, when most later scholars
used this label quite specifically to refer to the Late Bronze
Age.⁴ The historical reasons behind this fundamental shift
in its conceptualization – which strangely seems to have es-

caped the attention of most authors subsequently working
on the subject – will be explored further below.

For Mahr, the Atlantic Bronze Age effectively ended
with what most of his predecessors and contemporaries
perceived as evidence of a veritable invasion of the Atlan-
tic Archipelago by bellicose Celtic-speaking ‘sword bearers’
originating from Urnfield lands around the western Alps
or further east,⁵ bringing the Bronze Age cultures of Brit-
ain and Ireland in line with Continental developments and
thereby diminishing their distinctive ‘Atlantic’ character.⁶
In contrast to the then mainstream view, however, Mahr’s
model was considerably more nuanced, in that he rejected
the simplistic notion of a uniform Urnfield people and in-
sisted that the Atlantic Bronze Age, as he conceived it, was
brought to an end by ‘a vigorous cultural, not […] racial ex-
pansion’.⁷ While he still saw the epicentre of that expansion
in central Europe, it was its knock-on effects on the Urnfield
periphery along the Middle and Lower Rhine, in eastern and
northern France, and beyond, that in his view would have
brought about the cultural transition from the Middle to the
Late Bronze Age in Britain and Ireland.⁸

A lot has changed since Mahr’s original conceptualiza-
tion of the Atlantic Bronze Age. We now know that many
of the typo-chronological tenets that underpinned both the
original notion of an ‘Urnfield invasion’ and Mahr’s more

1 Mahr 1937, 397
2 Chevillot and Coffyn 1991; Oliveira Jorge 1998
3 cf Burgess and Miket 1976; Gibson et al, this volume
4 eg Gibson et al, this volume, who quite explicitly place the Early and

Middle Bronze Age on Europe’s Atlantic façade ‘before the emer-
gence of the so-called “Atlantic Bronze Age”’. A rare exception in this
respect is Craddock’s (1978) examination of Atlantic Bronze Age me-
tallurgy, which chronologically included Chalcolithic to Late Bronze
Age material under this umbrella term; it is probably quite telling
that this came from a materials scientist rather than from a cultural
archaeologist

5 Crawford 1920, 27–8, Peake 1922, 130–1, Evans 1930, 157–71; Macal-
ister 1935, 54–87; Dunlop 1938, 472; eadem 1939–40, 37

6 Mahr 1937, 397
7 ibid
8 ibid, 401
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sophisticated alternative model were false, eg that Deverel-
Rimbury pottery is by no means a provincial Urnfield de-
rivative and indeed considerably predates the beginning of
the Late Bronze Age, that carp’s-tongue swords do not ori-
ginate in the western Alps and that they date to the later
part of the Late Bronze Age rather than to its beginning.
This is not to say that the onset of the Late Bronze Age on
Europe’s Atlantic façade was not characterized by a notable
increase in elements whose origin can be traced back to cen-
tral Europe, specifically where metalworking is concerned
(eg leaf-shaped swords, cauldrons and other sheet-bronze
objects),⁹ and there is also evidence to suggest that we are
not only looking at the arrival of new ideas and technical
skills but also of people,¹⁰ but today we tend to think very
differently about the social and economic framework within
which these changes took place.

However, the general tendency to equate the Atlantic
Bronze Age only with the Late Bronze Age period, in con-
trast to Mahr’s original conceptualization, has little to do
with changing perspectives on the mechanisms driving cul-
tural change, but is mainly due to Julio Martínez Santa-
Olalla’s hijacking of Mahr’s label and conceptually turning
it on its head. In the broad-brush overview of Iberian pre-
history which Martínez Santa-Olalla presented in his ‘Es-
quema paletnológico de la Península Hispánica’, he used the
labels ‘Bronce mediterráneo’ (Mediterranean Bronze Age)
and ‘Bronce atlántico’ (Atlantic Bronze Age) to refer to a
generic binary division within the Iberian Bronze Age se-
quence, a division to which he attributed both cultural – and
by extension ethnic – as well as chronological significance,
whereby the Mediterranean Bronze Age corresponded to an
earlier (Chalcolithic to Middle Bronze Age) phase, during
which the author had all of Spain and Portugal inhabited by
a population of Ibero-Saharan stock, whereas the Atlantic
(Late) Bronze Age saw the arrival of Indo-European speak-
ers to the Iberian Peninsula.¹¹

Thus, in contrast to the more nuanced model Mahr had
developed to explain cultural change at the Middle / Late
Bronze Age transition in north-western Europe, Martínez
Santa-Olalla’s broad-brush approach once again used migra-
tion as the only device to explain any significant change
in the archaeological record. Its monolithic outlook, equat-
ing individual chronological phases with specific archaeolo-
gical cultures and trying to apply these equations across the
whole of Iberia, regardless of any regional variations in the
archaeological record, subsequently went on to become a
stumbling block that would take Iberian archaeology several
decades to overcome.¹² In neither of the two editions¹³ of his
scheme did Martínez Santa-Olalla include any reference to
Mahr’s 1937 presidential address or otherwise credit Mahr
with the original conceptualization of the Atlantic Bronze
Age, but given the close collegial ties between the two men,¹⁴
it is quite inconceivable that Martínez Santa-Olalla should
not have been aware of Mahr’s authorship of this concept.¹⁵

Only a few years after the publication of Martínez Santa-
Olalla’s ‘esquema’, Hubert Savory re-introduced the notion
of an Atlantic Bronze Age into Anglophone archaeology,
now based entirely on its equation by Martínez Santa-Olalla
with the Late Bronze Age of the Atlantic façade.¹⁶ Also Eoin
MacWhite, in his seminal study of the Atlantic relations of

the Iberian Peninsula from the end of the Neolithic to the
end of the Bronze Age, published a few years later, in es-
sence stuck to the concept of the Atlantic Bronze Age that
his doctoral supervisor Martínez Santa-Olalla had presented
in his scheme.¹⁷ However, in contrast to the very coarse ap-
proach employed by the latter, MacWhite painted a much
more granular picture of regional developments, introdu-
cing the notion of a ‘Proto-Atlantic Bronze Age’ for north-
western Iberia, which during the Early and Middle Bronze
Age would have existed alongside Martínez Santa-Olalla’s
south-eastern Mediterranean Bronze Age.¹⁸ This, of course,
was still radically different from Mahr’s original conceptual-
ization. In Anglophone archaeology the concept of a Proto-
Atlantic Bronze Age only ever seems to have been adop-
ted by Richard Harrison.¹⁹ It did not gain any wider accept-
ance, and in consequence, when John Koch several decades
later again made a case for the notion of an Atlantic Early
and Middle Bronze Age, he did so oblivious of Mahr’s and
MacWhite’s earlier attempts.²⁰

In retrospect it is not entirely clear if references to Mahr’s
original concept of an Atlantic Bronze Age are lacking from
almost all subsequent studies employing that label because
Mahr formulated it on the periphery of a much wider-
ranging overview of Irish prehistory, or if authors approach-
ing the subject matter in the aftermath of World War II may
have chosen to minimize references to Mahr’s work because
of his objectionable political leanings and his wartime role
as a propaganda operative with the German Foreign Office.²¹



9 Jockenhövel 1975, 140–7; Gerloff 2010, 334–6; Brandherm 2011, 43
10 Brandherm 2013, 148–50; idem 2017, 414
11 Martínez Santa-Olalla 1941, 152–4
12 cf Tarradell 1950; 1965; 1969
13 Martínez Santa-Olalla 1941; 1946
14 cf Brandherm and Mederos forthcoming
15 The first edition of the scheme (Martínez Santa-Olalla 1941) was

published entirely without any bibliographical references, while the
second edition (idem 1946) came with the benefit of a bibliography
which, however, amounted to no more than a concise list of further
readings

16 Savory 1948, 158; idem 1949, 128; idem 1968, 221–7
17 MacWhite 1951
18 ibid, 59
19 Harrison 1974, 52. In Hispanophone archaeology, MacWhite’s notion

of applying the Atlantic Bronze Age label also to the Early and Middle
Bronze Age periods had a somewhat more lasting impact, but here
as well, subsequent authors seem to have been unaware of Mahr’s
original conceptualization; eg Ruiz-Gálvez 1979, 151; Almagro 1997,
219–21

20 Koch 2013b, 120
21 cf Mullins 2007; the first study in several decades crediting Mahr

with first having developed the notion of an Atlantic Bronze Age
seems to be Gerloff 2010, 24. While Martínez Santa-Olalla’s political
leanings were not at all dissimilar from Mahr’s (Vera 2009), his profile
in this respect – to an Anglophone archaeological readership at least
– would likely have been less prominent
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The Atlantic Bronze Age as metalwork industries

Following the excessive reliance on population movements
as an explanatory device in prehistoric archaeology over
previous decades and the abuse of ethnic interpretations of
the archaeological record for political purposes during the
interwar period and World War II, most authors touching
upon the Bronze Age on the Atlantic façade from the mid-
1940s onwards fell back either on more abstract interpretat-
ive frameworks or on detailed chrono-typological studies.²²
As a consequence of this, and to some extent also because
of the general dearth of funerary evidence characterizing
most of Europe’s Atlantic seaboard from the Middle Bronze
Age onwards, subsequent discussions of the Atlantic Bronze
Age for several decades tended to revolve mostly around the
subject of metalwork typologies, and to a lesser extent also
around metalwork depositional practices.

It is worth pointing out that initially most of those dis-
cussions centred on the Insular and on the Iberian evidence,
while – with the notable exception of Savory’s reconsider-
ation of the sword-bearer issue²³ – Atlantic France was only
brought into the picture from the mid-1950s onwards. There
is a variety of reasons for this. Firstly, other than Martínez
Santa-Olalla, it was scholars based in Britain or Ireland, but
with a keen interest in Peninsular prehistory, who initially
developed and embraced the concept of an Atlantic Bronze
Age. Secondly, French Bronze Age archaeology by the mid-
twentieth century had not advanced a very great deal be-
yond the state of affairs set out by Joseph Déchelette in
his seminal ‘Manuel d’archéologie préhistorique, celtique
et gallo-romaine’ forty years earlier,²⁴ which identified the
Late Bronze Age population of all of mainland France as
Proto-Celts. This, together with the national doctrine of ‘nos
ancêtres les Gaulois’ and the suppression of regional iden-
tities under the French Third Republic left little room for ac-
knowledging any significant dichotomy between Continen-
tal and Atlantic Bronze Age cultures, let alone the possibility
of different ethnic identities in the Late Bronze Age, within
the national territory of Metropolitan France. Even Mar-
garet Dunlop in her insightful survey of the French Bronze
Age, despite identifying three separate cultural traditions
within that territory and interpreting these as evidence for
distinct ethnic (‘racial’) groups, had felt compelled to at-
tempt and reconcile her interpretation with that official ideo-
logy, by describing those traditions ‘as a unique example of
unity in diversity in the history of Europe’.²⁵ A final reason
for the somewhat belated inclusion of northern and western
France in the conceptualization of the Atlantic Bronze Age
may have been that the rich register of Bronze Age metal-
work from Atlantic France at the time remained relatively
poorly published, with few systematic attempts to remedy
that situation.²⁶

Things in this respect only started to change after
Wolfgang Kimmig²⁷ had brought an outsider’s perspective to
French Bronze Age studies and a new generation of French
prehistorians set out to break the existing stasis. At the 1956
Congrès Préhistorique de France, Jacques Briard introduced
the notion of the ‘Bronze atlantique’ as a culturally con-
ceptualized entity into Francophone archaeology, referring
to an Atlantic ‘facies’ within the French Bronze Age that

was clearly distinct from the Continental Urnfield cultures.²⁸
While Briard evidently recognized that the geographical dis-
tribution of many Middle Bronze Age types remained very
much limited to France’s western seaboard, he envisaged
the formation of what he perceived as a specifically At-
lantic cultural facies only during the developed stages of
the Late Bronze Age.²⁹ Arguing along very similar lines to
Briard, in her survey of French Late Bronze Age cultures
Nancy Sandars distinguished between an eastern and west-
ern French sphere, equating the latter with the ‘important
Atlantic province of metallurgy’.³⁰

Soon after his contribution to the 1956 Congrès Préhis-
torique de France, Briard initiated the systematic publica-
tion of Breton hoard assemblages through the ‘Travaux du
Laboratoire de Anthropologie de Rennes’ which would sig-
nificantly expand the published corpus of Atlantic Bronze
Age metalwork readily accessible to an international reader-
ship.³¹ By 1963 Jacques-Pierre Millotte was using the label
‘Bronze final atlantique’,³² subsequently to become stand-
ard parlance, and two years later Briard’s seminal mono-
graph ‘Les dépôts bretons et l’âge du Bronze atlantique’ es-
tablished a much more detailed chronological framework for
Atlantic Bronze Age metalwork than had previously been
available.³³ Despite the fact that in focusing largely on the
metalwork industry it followed a very traditional approach,
Briard’s study opened up a new chapter not only in French
Bronze Age archaeology, but through its subdivision of the
Late Bronze Age of Brittany into three distinct chronological
phases would also exert significant international influence.

In Britain, the chronological insights offered by Briard’s
study were much more readily absorbed than the concep-
tual implications of his work. Colin Burgess, in his influ-
ential attempt to align metalwork sequences on both sides
of the English Channel, drew heavily on Briard’s chrono-

22 eg Hawkes 1948; Savory 1949; Sandars 1957; Harbison 1967; Burgess
1968a; 1968b

23 Savory 1948
24 Déchelette 1910
25 Dunlop 1939–40, 38
26 eg Marsille 1913; 1921; 1937; Coutil 1921; 1922; Bénard Le Pontois

1929; Giot 1949
27 Kimmig 1951; 1952; 1954
28 Briard 1957, 315
29 ibid
30 Sandars 1957, 261. The text of this volume was very much based on

Sandars’ B.Litt thesis, completed several years before Briard presen-
ted his contribution to the 1956 Congrès Préhistorique de France
(M Tomlinson pers comm). Both scholars thus seem to have applied
similar concepts independently from each other. An isolated refer-
ence to the ‘Atlantic Middle Bronze Age’ in one of her figure cap-
tions (Sandars 1957, fig 14) appears purely as a geographical indica-
tor, rather than conceptualizing a cultural epithet

31 Briard 1958; 1961; 1966
32 Millotte 1963, 175
33 Briard 1965. At the centre of this study was Briard’s attempt to de-

vise a chronological reference framework for the Bronze Age hoards
of Brittany that was separate from, but aligned with, French Urnfield
chronology (cf Hatt 1961). It would be another twenty-five years until
Gomez de Soto (1991) demonstrated the existence of a chronological
setoff between Hatt’s Urnfield phases and Briard’s Breton hoard rec-
ord phases
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logy but interestingly, like John Coles before him,³⁴ did
not view the Insular Bronze Age as an integral part of the
Atlantic sphere.³⁵ Where he used the label ‘Atlantic’, Bur-
gess invariably referred to the Continental Atlantic façade,
viewing it as a region of origin for influences he consid-
ered ‘exotic’ within the British Bronze Age and that exer-
ted little influence beyond south-east England.³⁶ This was
not only diametrically opposed to Mahr’s original concept
of the Atlantic Bronze Age, but also stood in stark con-
trast to Briard’s conceptualization of the Atlantic sphere,
which explicitly included Britain and Ireland as one of its
‘provinces’.³⁷ Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, most
subsequent British authors engaging with the subject would
follow very much in the same vein, using ‘Atlantic’ as con-
venient shorthand for ‘Atlantic Europe’, but implicitly ex-
cluding Britain and Ireland from that notion.³⁸ With some
notable exceptions, it was only in the wake of the Beynac
and Lisbon conferences,³⁹ from the 1990s onwards, that Brit-
ish and Irish scholars began to conceptualize the Bronze
Age of the Atlantic Archipelago not as something to be dis-
tinguished from, but as a constituent part of the Atlantic
Bronze Age sphere.

Prior to this, the focus particularly of British scholarship
considering the links between the Insular Bronze Age and
that of continental western Europe, for the most part had
been on transmanche connections rather than on wider At-
lantic relations, with the English Channel rather than the
land borders between the Atlantic Bronze Age sphere and
neighbouring Continental Bronze Age culture areas per-
ceived as the more significant interface.⁴⁰ This shift of per-
ceptions ties in with an increasing realization both of re-
gional variability within the Bronze Age along the Continen-
tal Atlantic façade and of the existence of distinct registers
with different social and geographical reach within the me-
talwork record.⁴¹ Even during the heyday of Atlantic Bronze
Age metalwork commonalities, truly pan-Atlantic types re-
main limited almost exclusively to the registers of war-
rior equipment, feasting paraphernalia and metalworking
implements, eg swords, spearheads, cauldrons and special-
purpose anvils. More mundane object types, such as axes,
are generally associated with distribution areas which in
geographical terms remain much more narrowly circum-
scribed, and it is either on those latter types or on objects
from the final phases of the Late Bronze Age, when the At-
lantic Bronze Age had ceased to function as a unified inter-
action sphere (see below), that the attention of scholars con-
ceptualizing the Late Bronze Age of Britain and / or Ireland
as distinct from that of the Continental Atlantic façade was
generally focused.

Beyond Britain and Ireland, Briard’s tripartite subdivi-
sion of the Atlantic Late Bronze Age, despite having been
developed almost exclusively based on material from Brit-
tany and never explicitly having been intended by the au-
thor as a template for chronologically structuring the ma-
terial from other Atlantic regions, quickly became just that.
More specifically, Marisa Ruiz-Gálvez⁴² and André Coffyn⁴³
during the 1980s attempted to apply Briard’s Breton chro-
nology also to Atlantic Iberia, which at that point was still
largely lacking a functioning chronological framework for
its metalwork industries.⁴⁴

One significant issue with these attempts was that they
did not question or test the applicability of Briard’s chro-
nological scheme to the Iberian material, despite the much
smaller number of closed assemblages from Iberia and obvi-
ous differences in the composition of the latter when com-
pared to the hoards from Brittany. Rather, Ruiz-Gálvez and
Coffyn used the Breton chronology as a ready-made chest of
drawers into which they proceeded to sort the Iberian ma-
terial, with varying degrees of success. As might be expec-
ted, this generally worked well enough with types shared
between Atlantic France and Iberia and firmly tied into the
Breton hoard sequence, but less so with others. Problems
resulting from the attribution of some of those latter types
to one or the other of Briard’s chronological phases based on
mere conjecture, from unrecognized chronological setoffs
between episodes of hoard deposition north and south of
the Bay of Biscay and from the lumping together of differ-
ent and chronologically diverse types under the same undif-
ferentiated label, eg ‘carp’s-tongue’ swords, were only real-
ized and addressed much later.⁴⁵ Nevertheless, the studies
by Ruiz-Gálvez and Coffyn constituted major advances com-
pared to the previous state of affairs, which had remained
largely static since Martínez Santa-Olalla’s and MacWhite’s
work.

As already emphasized above, Briard’s work on Breton
metalwork assemblages, along with Hawkes earlier scheme
for the British Bronze Age,⁴⁶ was also hugely relevant for
Burgess’ influential attempt of aligning the Insular and
northern French metalwork chronologies with each other.
Here again, while this endeavour was largely successful,
some misalignment between individual metalwork assem-
blages on both sides of the Channel was not recognized until
much later.⁴⁷ On the back of Briard’s and Burgess’ work, sub-
sequent studies by Albrecht Jockenhövel⁴⁸ and Sabine Ger-
loff⁴⁹ went on to introduce further chronological detail and
to establish a much better defined temporal correspondence
between the Continental and the Atlantic Bronze Age se-
quences.

34 Coles 1959–60, 22, where the author rejects an Atlantic source for
Wilburton swords and argues for their British origin instead

35 Burgess 1969
36 ibid, 3, 16
37 Briard 1965, 196
38 On the odd occasion, both conceptualizations can be found side by

side, used by different authors within the pages of the same volume;
eg Taylor (1978), conceiving Britain as separate from Atlantic Europe,
and Craddock (1978), including Britain and Ireland in the Atlantic
Bronze Age sphere, both in the proceedings of the 5th Atlantic Col-
loquium

39 Chevillot and Coffyn 1991; Oliveira Jorge 1998
40 eg Burgess 1968b; 1987; O’Connor 1980
41 Brun 1991
42 Ruiz-Gálvez 1984
43 Coffyn 1985
44 cf Kalb 1980; Monteagudo 1983
45 Brandherm 2007, 10–15; Milcent 2012, 47–51
46 cf O’Connor and Gerloff, this volume
47 Burgess 2012
48 Jockenhövel 1975
49 Gerloff 1980–81
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Fig 1 The Atlantic Late Bronze Age sequence (modified after Burgess 2012, table 2)

Save for some later adjustments,⁵⁰ these works estab-
lished the general outline for a relative chronology of the
Atlantic Bronze Age that still operates today, and which in
recent years was synthesized authoritatively by Pierre-Yves
Milcent,⁵¹ providing a more nuanced vision than Briard’s
earlier studies, and by Lothar Sperber,⁵² building on Jocken-
hövel’s and Gerlof’s attempts at aligning Continental and
Atlantic Late Bronze Age chronologies (Fig 1).⁵³ This did not
prevent some authors from perceiving the long-standing fo-
cus on metalwork studies as rather unproductive, to the ex-
tent of writing off the Atlantic Bronze Age as a meaningful
concept altogether.⁵⁴

The Atlantic Bronze Age beyond metalwork

While until the 1980s most studies employing the concept of
the Atlantic Bronze Age had been concerned primarily with
metalwork, this was not the only type of evidence consid-
ered in its conceptualization. The funerary record also has
been called upon to provide diagnostic criteria for charac-
terizing the Bronze Age on Europe’s Atlantic façade, mostly
stressing the dearth of archaeologically visible burials com-
pared to Middle and Late Bronze Age cultures in other
parts of Europe.⁵⁵ For the Early Bronze Age this contrast is
less pronounced, but the extensive flat cemeteries typical of

many continental European Early Bronze Age cultures are
largely unknown on the Atlantic façade.

Other than the lack of extensive flat cemeteries and, from
the Middle Bronze Age onwards, the altogether dwindling
numbers of archaeologically detectable burials, there is rela-
tively little in the funerary record that would provide a com-
mon denominator across all of Atlantic Europe. Those com-
monalities that do exist remain largely limited to the Early
Bronze Age, and include burials in stone cists and under
cairns or earthen barrows. None of these, however, are ubi-
quitous throughout the Atlantic sphere, and none of them
are exclusive to the Atlantic Bronze Age.⁵⁶

Over the last few decades, in line with more general shifts
in Bronze Age archaeology, other sectors of the archaeolo-
gical record have increasingly been called upon to comple-
ment the picture offered by the artefactual and funerary
registers when it comes to characterizing the Bronze Age

50 Gomez de Soto 1991; Burgess 2012; Brandherm and Moskal-del Hoyo
2014

51 Milcent 2012
52 Sperber 2017
53 cf Gerloff and O’Connor, this volume
54 eg Bettencourt 1998, 29–30
55 Coles and Harding 1979, 468–84
56 Brandherm 2002
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on the Atlantic façade. Interest in land-use, settlement and
subsistence patterns in particular has increasingly gained
ground,⁵⁷ and it was not least this shift in focus which led
some authors to advocate a coarser chronological period-
ization, distinguishing only between an earlier and a later
– rather than Early, Middle and Late – Bronze Age.⁵⁸ Ini-
tially devised primarily with a view towards the Bronze Age
in Britain and Ireland, this binary division in recent years
has come to be applied to the Atlantic Bronze Age more
widely.⁵⁹

One of the settlement features cited most often as a
diagnostic element of the Atlantic Bronze Age, and indeed
diachronically of the Atlantic sphere throughout most of
prehistory, has been the roundhouse, vis-a-vis a predom-
inance of different architectural layouts in other parts of
Europe.⁶⁰ However, this holds true only for some of the re-
gions along the Atlantic façade: Britain, Ireland and north-
western Iberia in particular. In most of Atlantic France and
much of Atlantic Iberia other than the Northwest, round-
house architecture remains very much the exception rather
than the norm, and land-use patterns – where not dictated
by elevation and surface geology – vary widely between re-
gions and over time.⁶¹

In the wake of earlier megalithic connections,⁶² spe-
cific motifs and stylistic features of Bronze Age rock art
have long been identified as providing another diagnostic
link between different Atlantic regions, specifically north-
western Iberia and Ireland, and even between areas as
far flung as western Iberia and Scandinavia.⁶³ Incidentally,
Martínez Santa-Olalla, despite his championing the idea
of a culturally defined Atlantic (Late) Bronze Age, rejec-
ted Bronze Age rock art as admissible evidence for long-
distance connections along the Atlantic seaboard.⁶⁴ More re-
cently, the notion of Bronze Age links between Iberia and
Scandinavia has seen a revival, and rock art has once again
been called upon as a key witness.⁶⁵ However, even more
than with roundhouse architecture, the distribution of At-
lantic rock art remains limited to specific geographical areas
within the wider Atlantic sphere, and this is clearly not just
because of regionally different surface geologies.⁶⁶ As a fur-
ther complication, rock art remains notoriously difficult to
date, and while most Atlantic Bronze Age rock art conven-
tionally has been attributed to the Early Bronze Age, there is
now increasing evidence that many of the more distinctive
‘Atlantic’ motifs date to the end of the second or even to the
early first millennium BC.⁶⁷

So, while some regions along the Atlantic façade cer-
tainly share similar architectural layouts and a common
style of rock art, these elements are by no means ubiqui-
tous throughout Atlantic Europe. They are really only found
together in north-western Iberia and parts of the Atlantic
Archipelago. In comparison to Atlantic Bronze Age metal-
work then, their distribution is much more limited, and for
the most part they do not offer the same chronological res-
olution. Consequently, while funerary and settlement evi-
dence, along with rock art provide crucial context, when it
comes to identifying the geographical reach of Atlantic ex-
change networks and for detecting changes in the direction
and intensity of contacts along the western seaways, me-
talwork still provides the best indicator. Beyond culturally

diagnostic typological features of metal objects, metalwork
deposition practice can also offer insights into shared cul-
tural traditions.

On the other hand, we must not forget that this particular
sector of the archaeological record is only accessible to us
through the filter of intentional deposition, which in itself
did not remain constant over the course of the Bronze Age.
Even within the relatively limited time frame of the Atlantic
Late Bronze Age, it is now becoming increasingly clear that
hoarding practice at a regional level is best understood as an
episodic rather than a continuous phenomenon, and that the
untested assumption that multi-piece metalwork deposition
was a more or less continuous practice, at least from the later
phases of the Middle Bronze Age onwards, lay at the heart
of many of the problems encountered in the course of trying
to build relative chronological frameworks from metalwork
assemblages.⁶⁸

Diachronic change also needs to be taken into account
when considering the geographical delimitation of the At-
lantic Bronze Age sphere.⁶⁹ While changes between the
Early, Middle and Late Bronze Age in this respect have gen-
erally been recognized, few authors have considered terri-
torial fluctuations within these individual periods. One not-
able exception is a study of changing culture-area boundar-
ies in Late Bronze Age France undertaken by Patrice Brun
and co-workers, based on an extensive database of culturally
diagnostic metalwork finds and complementary settlement
data.⁷⁰ Their study not only identified shifts in the territorial
delimitation of the Atlantic culture area between different
phases of the Late Bronze Age, but also defined an interface
zone along its borders where transit between the Atlantic
and Continental spheres along riverine corridors was con-
trolled by gateway communities centred on major hillfort
settlements.⁷¹

57 cf papers in Burgess and Miket 1976 and Barrett and Bradley 1980a
58 Barrett and Bradley 1980b, 9; González et al 1992, 102–6; Bradley 2007,

178–81
59 Driscoll 2008, 199; Gibson 2013, figs 3.3, 3.6, 3.7; Joy 2014, 341
60 Moore and Armada 2012, 38–9; Bradley 2012, 52–61, 195–203; Brad-

ley et al 2016, 175–95; Ruano forthcoming
61 cf papers in Mordant and Richard 1992 and Richard et al 2002
62 cf Eogan 1990
63 eg Obermaier 1925; Norden 1925, 154–61; cf also Enlander, this

volume
64 Martínez Santa-Olalla 1942, 142
65 Ling and Uhnér 2014
66 Bradley 1997, 49–79
67 Santos 2008; Santos and Seoane 2010
68 Burgess 2012; Brandherm and Moskal-del Hoyo 2014
69 Some authors have explicitly adopted a static geographical rather

than dynamic cultural approach in defining what is and what is
not ‘Atlantic’, occasionally to the extent of using the terms ‘Atlantic
Europe’ and ‘western Europe’ synonymously, and even subsuming
France’s and Spain’s Mediterranean seaboard under the ‘Atlantic’ la-
bel (eg Moore and Armada 2012). While a purely geographical ap-
proach is of course entirely legitimate, any definition extending the
‘Atlantic’ label to regions beyond Europe’s Atlantic watershed seems
hardly justifiable on geographic grounds

70 Brun 1993; Brun et al 1997
71 Brun et al 1997
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Fig 2 Spatial extension of the two separate Atlantic Bronze Age domains during LBA 3; continuous lines indicate approximate culture
area boundaries during LBA 3a; discontinuous lines indicate approximate culture area boundaries during 3b; the inclusion of Shetland
only in the latter is not necessarily due to a shift in culture area boundaries but to the lack of diagnostic evidence allowing a definite

ascription prior to LBA 3b

The subject of geographical boundaries also raises the is-
sue of the dynamics of internal divisions within the Atlan-
tic Bronze Age, and these likewise were very clearly sub-

ject to diachronic change. From the metalwork record in
particular, it is evident that, if we understand the Atlantic
Bronze Age as a nexus of inter-regional relations translating
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into a cultural interaction sphere, the intensity of those rela-
tions, as measured through the exchange of objects and tech-
nical as well as ritual knowledge, appears to increase from
the thirteenth to the eleventh century BC, but dramatically
drops off soon thereafter.⁷² After the turn of the millennium,
the wide-ranging nexus of inter-regional relations underpin-
ning the Atlantic Late Bronze Age quickly starts to disinte-
grate. By the late tenth century BC, we really are no longer
dealing with a single interaction sphere comprising all of the
various regions girdling Europe’s Atlantic façade. Instead,
we now observe what effectively amounts to a breakup of
the Atlantic Bronze Age nexus into at least two separate do-
mains.

The driving forces behind this development are still im-
perfectly understood, and they are clearest for the processes
that unfold on the southern flank of the Atlantic Bronze
Age sphere, where the arrival of the Phoenicians to the
shores of southern Iberia triggers a realignment of trading
networks towards the Mediterranean that removes much of
south-western Iberia from the Atlantic Bronze Age nexus.⁷³
Less clear are the dynamics behind changes affecting inter-
regional relations further north along the Atlantic façade,
where the relative cultural unity that existed during the
earlier stages of the Late Bronze Age, as expressed in its
metalwork industry and concomitant depositional practices,
from the tenth century onwards gives way to two increas-
ingly separate interaction zones.

Centred on Atlantic France, but extending into southern
Britain on the one hand and into western Iberia on the other,
we now witness the emergence of the Boughton–Vénat com-
plex,⁷⁴ while in Ireland and in Britain north of the Thames
valley and Bristol Channel axis, the Dowris and Ewart Park
industries form very much a distinct metalwork province,
not just in terms of object morphology, but also with re-
gard to the composition of assemblages and to some extent
regarding the peri-depositional treatment of objects.⁷⁵ In
southern Britain, these two provinces overlap, but there can
be little doubt that the Atlantic Bronze Age as a single socio-
economic interaction zone had begun to disintegrate at least
two centuries before the Bronze Age / Iron Age transition in
north-western Europe, reversing the general trend towards
increasing integration seen during the earlier stages of the
Late Bronze Age (Fig 2).

This is a very different picture from that envisaged by
earlier generations of scholars, who generally tended to
view the final phases of the Late Bronze Age as the apex of
the Atlantic Bronze Age.⁷⁶ It is also a very different picture
from that presented by Brun⁷⁷ in his map of cultural divi-
sions for the final phase of the Late Bronze Age, LBA 3b, at
the Beynac conference (Fig 3). Arguably, the divisions out-
lined in his otherwise well-informed mapping exercise re-
flect the state of affairs during the preceding stages of the
Late Bronze Age much better than they do for its very end,
which mainly serves to illustrate the significant advances
made in the relative chronology of Atlantic Bronze Age me-
talwork industries over the last couple of decades.

In any case, Brun very much deserves credit for having
offered the only systematic attempt so far at teasing out the
internal structure of inter-regional relations within the At-
lantic Bronze Age nexus, and his map is a poignant reminder

that the relevant networks operated at more than one geo-
graphical level, within a broad socio-economic interaction
zone composed of a range of different and on occasion over-
lapping territories and maritories⁷⁸ joined by the western
seaways.

There is no doubt that maritime connections within this
nexus were important, but they were not necessarily always
more important than links with inland communities. This is
demonstrated not only by the wide-ranging adoption of Urn-
field technologies and cultural practices at the beginning of
the Late Bronze Age,⁷⁹ but also by the movement of objects
and ideas in the inverse direction towards the end of this
period.⁸⁰ Therefore, while the coastal communities inhabit-
ing Europe’s Atlantic seaboard during much of the Bronze
Age may well be viewed as facing the ocean,⁸¹ this should
by no means be taken to imply that those communities had
turned their backs on their landlocked neighbours.

The Atlantic Bronze Age as a Proto-Celtic koiné ?

Traditionally, theories of Celtic language spread have en-
visaged a westerly expansion from an area extending – in
broad geographical terms – between the western Alps, the
upper Rhine and the Paris Basin. Conventionally this expan-
sion was assumed to have taken place during the Hallstatt
and / or La Tène periods, although its beginnings have also
been sought in the Late Bronze Age.⁸² Where maritime tra-
jectories along the Atlantic façade have been considered as
part of this process, they were mostly relegated to a comple-
mentary role, in order to help explain the presence of Celtic
languages in Britain and Ireland at the dawn of the histor-
ical period.⁸³ However, in recent decades the Atlantic Bronze
Age nexus has increasingly been called upon not only as a
network of inter-regional relations that contributed to the
spread of Celtic languages along Europe’s Atlantic seaboard,
but as providing the geographical and historical context for
the original formation of Proto-Celtic.⁸⁴ This idea has further
been fuelled by John Koch’s identification of Celtic personal
names in inscriptions found on south-west Iberian Early
Iron Age stelae.⁸⁵ Not least based on that particular line of

72 cf Bettencourt 1998, 25
73 Burgess and O’Connor 2008, 56–8
74 Brandherm and Moskal-del Hoyo 2014, 24–37; for non-metalwork-

related cross-Channel commonalities in this phase see Marcigny and
Talon 2009

75 cf Coles 1959–60; Eogan 1964; Burgess 1968a; Eogan 1983; Burgess
2012

76 eg Briard 1957, 315; Ruiz-Gálvez 1984, 293–4; Coffyn 1985, 213; Ruiz-
Gálvez 1987, 258; Coffyn and Sion 1993

77 Brun 1991, 16–20, figs 3, 4
78 cf Needham 2009, 13
79 Brandherm 2013, 148–50
80 Milcent 2009, 466
81 Cunliffe 2001
82 cf Brandherm 2013, 147–8
83 eg Monteagudo 1983, 377–8 note 13; Cunliffe 1997, 154–6
84 Almagro 1992, 8–20; idem 1994; Ruiz-Gálvez 1998, 348–59; Cunliffe

2001, 109–58; idem 2010; 2018, 58–60
85 Koch 2011; 2013a; 2016; Gibson et al, this volume
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Fig 3 Spatial extension of the Atlantic Bronze Age sphere during LBA 3b according to Brun (after Brun 1991, fig 4)
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evidence, the notion that Celtic languages originated on the
Atlantic façade and subsequently spread eastwards into con-
tinental Europe has most recently triggered what one might
be tempted to call a new Atlantic Celtomania.⁸⁶

There undeniably are long-standing issues with the con-
ventional Hallstatt-La Tène model of Celtic language spread,
particularly in relation to the presence of Celtic languages in
both the Atlantic Archipelago and in the Iberian Peninsula
at the beginning of the historical period, when there is little
archaeological evidence to suggest any significant popula-
tion influx into either over the course of the Iron Age.⁸⁷ The
situation is further complicated by the fact that in both cases
we are dealing with the presence of more than one Celtic
language in the respective areas, and that the languages con-
cerned differ in a range of features which are usually taken
to reflect different stages of language development. Prehis-
torians in the past have attempted to tackle this issue by
proposing multi-wave Celticization models for both the At-
lantic Archipelago and Iberia, and by pushing back the be-
ginning of this process into the Late Bronze Age.⁸⁸ However,
while there now seems to be at least some limited archaeolo-
gical evidence for Urnfield incursions deep into the Iberian
Peninsula,⁸⁹ the same hardly holds true for Britain and Ire-
land, as Mahr had already recognized.

Things evidently were more complicated than envisaged
by past generations of scholars. Most recently, the ‘Atlan-
tic Europe in the Metal Ages’ project has begun to pull
together a copious amount of evidence in trying to over-
come the limitations of previous models, and the argument
that the presence in the Iberian Peninsula of archaic Celtic
alongside other Indo-European languages, specifically Lusi-
tanian, which share some significant developments with the
Celtic branch of the Indo-European language family, is ex-
actly what one would expect to find close to the epicentre of
the emergence of Proto-Celtic certainly makes sense.⁹⁰ That
said, while simply reversing the direction of language spread
assumed by the conventional Hallstatt-La Tène model might
solve some of the long-standing issues relating to the pres-
ence of Celtic languages in Atlantic Europe, and particularly
in Iberia, it does create exactly the same kind of problems in
other parts of the Celtic language area.

If the early development of Celtic languages took place
on Europe’s western seaboard, and Celtic only subsequently
spread eastwards into the heartland of the Hallstatt and La
Tène cultures, we are very much left struggling to explain
the close relationship between the Celtic and Italic branches
of the Indo-European language family.⁹¹ In the ‘Celtic from
the West’ scenario, the Celtic and Italic languages during
the early stages of their development from late Proto-Indo-
European would have been separated from each other by
a broad zone of non-Indo-European languages, primarily
Iberian.⁹² Even if one viewed the shared linguistic innova-
tions of Celtic and Italic as motivated by close contact rather
than by having gone through a common Italo-Celtic stage of
language development, the fundamental difficulty they pose
for any ‘Celtic from the West’ scenario remains very much
the same.

There is also the case of Lepontic, an archaic Celtic lan-
guage first attested in north-western Italy in inscriptions
dating from the sixth, possibly even seventh century BC

onwards, ie only marginally later, if at all, than the south-
west Iberian Early Iron Age inscriptions in which Koch
has identified Celtic personal names.⁹³ We have absolutely
no evidence to suggest that Lepontic was introduced from
the Far West just before the first inscriptions in that lan-
guage appear. Quite the opposite: the area from which early
Lepontic inscriptions are attested corresponds closely to the
Early Iron Age Golasecca culture, which shows a remark-
able degree of cultural continuity from its predecessor, the
Canegrate group, harking back to the beginning of the Late
Bronze Age. Because of its sudden appearance and the great
similarity of Canegrate objects with the material culture of
early Urnfields north of the Alps, the Cangegrate group is
generally seen as the material fallout of an intrusive popu-
lation crossing the Alps from the Swiss Plateau around the
Middle / Late Bronze Age transition.⁹⁴

Finally, the assertion that only the Iberian Peninsula
presents the kind of linguistic patchwork map that one
would expect to find close to the epicentre of the emergence
of Proto-Celtic is simply incorrect. If the close relationship
between Hispano-Celtic and Lusitanian is to be taken as an
argument to suggest that Celtic languages emerged around
the general area in which these two coexisted, one has to
accept that more or less the same argument can be made
for other parts of the Celtic language area, for example the
northern reaches of the Paris Basin, based on the relation-
ship between Gaulish and the language(s) of the ‘Nordwest-
block’, the latter, like Lusitanian, retaining pre-Celtic / p /,
and also showing a number of other features that in com-
parison to Celtic appear rather archaic.⁹⁵

So, while the ‘Celtic from the West’ hypothesis may seem
to offer a convenient fix to some old and inconvenient prob-
lems, trying to relocate the original homeland of Proto-
Celtic to Europe’s Atlantic fringe and simply reverse the dir-
ection of Celtic language spread does create at least as many
and no less inconvenient problems as it promises to solve.⁹⁶

86 Incidentally, prior to the current bout of Atlantic Celtomania, Ruiz-
Gálvez (1990) had fervently argued for the introduction of Lusitanian
to its historically documented confines as the lingua franca of the
Atlantic Late Bronze Age; cf also Senna-Martinez 1999

87 But see Lenerz-de Wilde (1991, 208–9) for the possible influx of small
groups of Celtic speakers across the Pyrenees into Iberia during the
Iron Age, and Mac Eoin (2007, 123) and Schrijver (2015, 206–12) for
linguistic scenarios envisaging the introduction of Celtic into Ireland
during the Iron Age

88 Mahr 1937, 389–402; Bosch Gimpera 1942, 8–43
89 Brandherm 2013; 2017
90 Gibson et al, this volume
91 cf Watkins 1966; Kortlandt 2007, 149–80; Schrijver 2016
92 cf Gorrochategui 2013
93 Lejeune 1971; Eska 1998; Uhlich 1999
94 Sperber 1987, 91–2; De Marinis 1991
95 Kuhn 1962, 127–8; Meid 1986
96 This is why some authors have come to suggest that the genesis of

the Celtic languages should be pushed back further, into the Bell
Beaker period of the third millennium BC (eg Almagro 2004, 95; Brun
2006, 30; Cunliffe 2010, 34). However, this would not only require an
extremely condensed succession of multiple linguistic changes from
Proto-Indo-European to Celtic within a very short period of time, but
also imply that relatively little linguistic development occurred over
the subsequent two millennia (cf Mallory 2013, 27–30). The notion of
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This evidently does not mean that a form of Proto-Celtic
could not have been spoken by some of the communities
forming the Atlantic Bronze Age nexus, but the evidence at
hand certainly does not suggest a simple ‘Atlantic Bronze
Age = Proto-Celtic koiné’ equation. If the linguistic map of
the Atlantic seaboard at the end of the Iron Age is anything
to go by, we should expect a much more complex situation,
with perhaps an early form of Lusitanian spoken along the
shores of central Portugal, and Vasconian languages cur-
rent along the Atlantic coastline between Cantabria and the
mouth of the Garonne.⁹⁷ For the Late Bronze Age, an even
more diverse picture seems likely, based not only on clas-
sical sources pointing in that direction,⁹⁸ but also on the pos-
sibly non-Indo-European character of the matrix language
documented in the south-west Iberian inscriptions.⁹⁹

Conclusions

In these pages we have attempted to trace the development
of the concept of the Atlantic Bronze Age, from when it was
originally formulated by Mahr to the present day, when it is
once again being imbued with cultural – and even linguistic
– significance that goes far beyond a mere distribution area
of certain categories of metalwork objects, to which it had
temporarily been reduced. We have tried to show how the
changing conceptualization of the Atlantic Bronze Age was
informed by broader intellectual trends and diverging con-
ceptual reference frameworks, often underpinned by differ-
ent national traditions of scholarship, without always mak-
ing those reference frameworks sufficiently explicit.

One of the main difficulties with which almost all au-
thors have struggled is that we are not dealing with an
archaeological culture in the conventional sense, but with a
nexus of inter-regional relations that translate into a broad
socio-economic, and by extension cultural, interaction zone,
held together to a large extent by maritime contacts along
the western seaways. The tale of the Atlantic Bronze Age
is, however, not a tale of geographical predetermination,
in which diachronic variation only arises from advances in
maritime technology. That we are dealing with much more
complex dynamics, in which the relations of Atlantic com-
munities with their landlocked neighbours had an important
part to play, is borne out not least by the changing bound-
aries of the Atlantic Bronze Age sphere over time, from
the Early Bronze Age onwards, and its breakup into two
largely separate geographical domains at the height of the
Late Bronze Age.

A side effect of the strong focus on inter-regional rela-
tions in most research invoking the concept of the Atlantic
Bronze Age has been that the internal social dynamics of
Bronze Age communities on Europe’s Atlantic façade have
received little attention as a potentially significant factor in
wider processes of change. This is despite the evident limi-
tation to very specific social registers of the key artefact
groups underpinning the notion of the Atlantic Bronze Age
nexus. The existence of distinct registers with different so-
cial and geographical reach within the metalwork record cer-
tainly seems to indicate unequal access to material as well
as ideological resources, with the concomitant potential for

social friction and conflict, whose effects rarely remain con-
fined to individual regions within a wider interaction sphere.
Without a better grasp of the internal dynamics of Atlantic
Bronze Age societies at a regional scale, our understanding
of wider processes must inevitably remain both fragmentary
and biased. That grasp will only come with a more system-
atic and integrated analysis of the different registers com-
prising the archaeological record, and with a significantly
improved chronological resolution of that analysis.
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