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“Celtic” Crosses and the Myth  
of Whiteness
Maggie M. Williams

Because we can’t use the [Nazi] swastika is 
why we use the Celtic Cross. It symbolizes 
Christendom and Christianity and also the white, 
pre- Christian tribes in Europe.

—Post to a discussion group on the white 
nationalist website Stormfront (Username: 

Luftwaffe Trooper, posted April 4, 2010)

This post from the white nationalist website Stormfront il-
lustrates the contemporary function of the so-called “Celtic” 
cross as a racist dog whistle. The phrase “Celtic cross” is 
used to describe a variety of cross-in-circle designs, and 
while it is an ancient symbol, its modern manifestations of-
ten muddy the distinctions among ancient, medieval, and 
modern cultures in Europe and America. More insidiously, 
the term “Celtic” in this context brings a long, post- medieval 
history of nationalism and white supremacism to bear on the 
image. Here, I use Irish examples—and the history of ten-
sion between Irish and African Americans specifically—to 
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offer a critical perspective on the use of the word “Celtic” 
to describe medieval and modern ringed crosses. My aim is 
to contribute to dismantling the white supremacist narra-
tive that seeks to oversimplify the history of medieval Irish 
images and ultimately weaponizes the past against people of 
color and Jewish people in the modern world.

The visual image described in the Stormfront post con-
sists of a white, equal- armed cross, outlined in black and 
set within a black circle. Stormfront’s version of the cross 
includes the slogan “White Pride World Wide” around the 
ring. In the ancient world, such designs appeared in Scandi-
navia, central Europe, Ireland, and elsewhere, but they are 
pre- Christian in date and therefore did not originally sym-
bolize “Christendom and Christianity,” as Luftwaffe Trooper 
would have it. This willful conflation of pre- Christian and 
Christian cultures is already troubling, but when the poster 
goes on to equate the design with the “white, pre- Christian 
tribes of Europe,” they engage in a broader and more harm-
ful construction of Christian whiteness as something that 
transcends the specifics of time and place. Indeed, white 
supremacists often fantasize about a pre- national Europe, 
where they envision a blended culture of pale- skinned 
people—Celts, Vikings, Anglo- Saxons—whom they can 
classify as “white.” In reality, each of these groups was already 
more diverse than they imagine, and each also had demon-
strable contact with non- European people of color. What is 
more, medieval people had a very different conception of 
race, one that did not include a notion of “whiteness.” In 
white supremacist internet forums, however, Scandinavian 
symbols such as runes frequently appear alongside “Celtic” 
ones, and usernames like “Vikingcelt” are quite popular.

So, if the earliest historical examples of the ringed cross 
in Europe are neither “Celtic” nor “Christian,” what are 
they and how have they been misunderstood or appropri-
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ated by some of their champions today? In the case of the 
Bronze Age petroglyphs in Kivic, Sweden (see Figure 1), 
equal- armed crosses within circles symbolize multiple con-
cepts: They clearly represent chariot wheels on the central 
stone, but appear to be standalone symbols on the right. 
White nationalists sometimes call this image “Odin’s” cross, 
although there is no evidence connecting the design with 
the Norse god Odin. Conflating a pre- Christian deity with 
the Christian notion of a cross in this way serves to construct 
an indefinite sense of “white” Christian culture that fuses 
very different contexts into a single, convenient narrative 
and symbol of dominance.

Additional Bronze Age examples of objects with ringed 
cross and/or wheel designs include several gold items 
thought to be pendants, which were found in Switzerland 
(see Figure 2). It may be surprising to learn that Switzer-
land, areas of eastern Europe, and even the Middle East, 
provide material evidence (including DNA) that points to 
the ethnic and cultural origins of the historical Celts in those 
regions. An ethnolinguistic group of peoples who were mov-
ing around northern Europe from the Iron Age to the early 
Middle Ages (ca. 2500 BCE– 500 CE), the Celts were not na-

Figure 1. Bronze Age 

petroglyphs, Kivik, 

Sweden. Photo: Sven 

Rosborn, 2013, licensed 

under CC BY 3.0.
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tive to Ireland, although they undoubtedly had a strong im-
pact there. While their art uses cross-in-circle designs from 
time to time, the Celts were not Christian either. The scanty 
evidence we have suggests that Celtic religion was polytheis-
tic, and crosses in that context would not refer to Christ, the 
Crucifixion, or Christian salvation. Actually, for some his-
torians, Ireland’s early conversion to Christianity—around 
the fifth century—constitutes the moment when ancient 
Celtic culture was eclipsed. Nevertheless, the term “Celtic” 
became associated with Ireland beginning in the eighteenth 
century, both in academic references to the “Celtic” church 
and in moments of political nationalism. In fact, as far as we 
know, the historical Celts did not play a prominent role in 
erecting the medieval Irish stone crosses, but their apparent 
preference for curved forms may have influenced the mon-
uments’ ringed shape.

From approximately the seventh to the twelfth century, 
hundreds of ringed Latin crosses made of stone were erected 
across Ireland. (A “Latin” cross has a tall vertical piece as 
opposed to a cross with vertical and horizontal arms of 
equal length.) Some scholars have suggested that the ringed 
Irish cross may have been inspired by imported African and 
Middle Eastern works of art. In particular, a textile from 

Figure 2. Bronze pendant from 

Les Bains du Crêt, Neuchâtel, late 

Bronze Age (ca. 1000–900 BCE). 

Photo: Y. André / Laténium, 2010, 

licensed under CC BY 3.0.



224 MAGGIE M. WILLIAMS

Coptic (Christian) Egypt and a Christian manuscript from 
Syria have been proposed as possible sources. The surviving 
Irish crosses measure anywhere from about seven to twenty 
feet in height, they are carved from a variety of materials like 
sandstone and granite, and most of them are decorated with 
shallow, three- dimensional images known as reliefs. Some 
have elaborate narrative programs (mostly scenes from the 
Bible), and others are covered in intricate interlace designs. 
Scholars have studied the figural scenes extensively in an 
effort to understand the ways in which medieval audiences 
might have “read” the imagery. Archaeologists have exca-
vated many of the sites where the crosses were erected, find-
ing that some may have been associated with burial grounds, 
but the form did not become commonly used as an individ-
ual grave marker until as late as the eighteenth century.

We have very little written evidence about the crosses’ 
meanings in their original settings. A few brief mentions of 
them in the historical documents known as annals describe 
them as “high” (ard), and several crosses have inscriptions 
that name people whom we can trace to the annals for the 
purposes of dating the sculptures. Despite the lack of related 
textual evidence, one cross that has attracted the attention 
of scholars is the richly adorned tenth- century Cross of the 
Scriptures at Clonmacnois, a monastic settlement founded 
in the sixth century by Saint Ciarán (see Figure 3). Clon-
macnois was built at the place where the main east- west 
road across Ireland intersected with the primary north- south 
waterway, the Shannon River. This central location allowed 
the small monastery to develop a sizeable lay village nearby, 
and both archaeological and historical evidence suggests 
that Clonmacnois was a bustling center of religious and eco-
nomic activity in the Middle Ages. By the early tenth cen-
tury, Clonmacnois had become a popular burial place for 
local kings, and the community had the resources to erect 
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monumental carved stone crosses within its walls. There are 
three surviving medieval crosses at Clonmacnois, as well as 
fragments from additional sculptures.

Carved from sandstone, the Cross of the Scriptures at 
Clonmacnois measures 3.9 meters in height and is deco-
rated all around with figural scenes and interlace designs. It 
also has two fragmentary inscriptions in Old Irish that have 
been reconstructed and roughly translated as: “A prayer for 
King Fland, pray for the king of Ireland,” and “A prayer for 
Colman who (?erected) the cross with King Fland.” Histo-
rians have connected the Fland and Colman named in the 
inscriptions with a king who ruled that part of Ireland in 
the early tenth century, and a contemporary abbot of Clon-
macnois. They have used these names, as well as stylistic 
analysis of the carvings, to date the cross to circa 900. The 
images on the cross include many stories from the Bible and 

Figure 3. The Cross of the 

Scriptures at Clonmacnois. 

Photo: Author.



226 MAGGIE M. WILLIAMS

a few scenes that have been more challenging to identify. 
One scene appears to depict King Fland and Abbot Colman 
working together to refurbish the monastery in the early 
tenth century (see Figure 4). Many of the stone buildings 
on the site were erected at that time, and it seems that the 
crosses may have resulted from that campaign of construc-
tion. The image may simultaneously refer to the founding 
saint establishing the monastery in the sixth century because 
medieval images can often be understood to have multiple 
meanings.

For medieval audiences, a sculpture like the Cross of the 
Scriptures served several purposes. For one thing, it could 
have marked the location of the monastery in the landscape. 
The crosses are large and visible from quite far away. More 
specifically, the Cross of the Scriptures may have been in-
tended to demarcate the holiest part of the site, as archae-
ological excavations have revealed several elite burials near 
the cross. For the monks, aristocratic laypeople, and pilgrims 
who were permitted into the inner sanctum near the cross, it 
probably also served as a devotional object. The inscriptions 
and some of the politically important scenes are located 
near the base of the cross, close to an adult’s field of vision 
when kneeling before the sculpture. For local villagers or 
others passing through, the cross probably served as more of 
a landmark than a devotional object per se.

Overall, a monument like the Cross of the Scriptures 
marked the community of Clonmacnois for its many dif-
ferent constituents. It gave them a symbol of local pride, 
something like the Statue of Liberty. At the level of the 
images depicted on the cross, it illustrated sacred text and 
reinforced important political relationships. For example, 
the image of King Fland and Abbot Colman working to-
gether allowed both ecclesiastics and powerful laypeople to 
see themselves as contributing members of a Clonmacnois 
community. At the same time, the imagery on the cross 
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linked those local relationships to the overarching religious 
theme of Christian salvation. From the start, the Cross of 
the Scriptures was designed to articulate complex, layered 
symbolism that referred to local, regional, and even interna-
tional ideas. It was more than just a cross.

That sophisticated medieval symbolism was eventually 
flattened in the service of politics as the term “Celtic” be-
gan to be applied to these objects, particularly during the 
nineteenth- century “Celtic Revival.” It was during this 
period that Irish (and Scottish) cultures were defined as 
“Celtic” to contrast them with the English. In both litera-
ture and the visual arts, the Celtic Revival operated in an 
atmosphere of cultural nostalgia that often directly invoked 
political nationalism as Ireland attempted to extricate itself 
from British rule.

For centuries, Irish Catholics had been facing brutal con-

Figure 4. King Fland and Abbot 

Coman, detail from The Cross of 

the Scriptures at Clonmacnois. 

Photo: Author.
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ditions of oppression, and they had even been categorized 
as a race distinct from (and lesser than) the English. For this 
and other reasons, there were instances where the oppres-
sion of the Irish in North America was likened to that of 
enslaved Africans. In turn, some Irish leaders such as Daniel 
O’Connell (1775– 1847), spoke passionately in favor of the ab-
olition of slavery in the United States, emphasizing the long 
antislavery tradition in Ireland and the connections he saw 
between the oppression of Catholics at home and the plight 
of others abroad. In Boston in January of 1842, O’Connell 
presented a statement against slavery that had been signed 
by thousands of Irish immigrants. Unfortunately, this vocal 
opposition to the brutal American practice was not well re-
ceived in all arenas. Some Irish Americans felt that any for-
eign voices on the matter were inappropriate, while others 
reacted more strongly, to the point of suggesting that aboli-
tion was a British plot to weaken the United States. And ul-
timately, O’Connell’s focus was on conditions in Ireland. He 
had dedicated his life to emancipating Irish Catholics and to 
achieving repeal of the Acts of Union (1800) with the goal of 
self- governance in Ireland. More than that, O’Connell and 
his Repeal Association sought full Catholic participation in 
government, something that had only been made possible 
by the 1829 Act of Emancipation. There were American 
chapters of the Repeal Association as well, and often they 
were supported financially by wealthy Irish Americans, 
among whom were Southern slave owners. O’Connell felt 
he needed the financing of those slave owning Irish Ameri-
cans, and so he backed off from his abolitionist rhetoric.

While O’Connell and other prominent Irish Americans 
were debating abolition in the political sphere, millions of 
impoverished Irish people were arriving in the United States. 
When they entered the labor market, they were thrown into 
direct contact and competition with other ethnic groups, 
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many equally desperate for work and social stability. Only 
their skin tone differentiated them from freed African slaves, 
and they clung to that advantage at every turn. In reality, 
for many Irish immigrants to the United States, abolition 
was at best uncomfortable: It allowed freed slaves into the 
workforce to compete for jobs. For, as Noel Ignatiev demon-
strates in his 1995 book, How the Irish Became White, the 
agendas of the abolitionist movement, the American labor 
movement, and the political struggles in Ireland sometimes 
conflicted, increasing tensions among Irish and African 
Americans specifically. But labor competition alone cannot 
account for the sullied history of race riots in Philadelphia, 
for instance, where there is ample evidence of Irish people 
actively attacking black people, including women and chil-
dren. As Ignatiev argues, “Slavery in the United States was 
part of a bipolar system of color caste, in which even the low-
liest of ‘whites’ [that is, the Irish] enjoyed a status superior in 
crucial respects to that of the most exalted of ‘blacks.’” Later, 
he summarizes as follows:

Because blackness was the badge of the slave in 
America, people from Ireland who went there 
entered the free labor system, which made them part 
of the dominant race. As unskilled workers, they oc-
cupied the lowest place within it. Ethnicity marked 
the spot.

Ethnicity, here, means being Irish, specifically. Fair skin 
tone, on the other hand, is what allowed the Irish to be-
come “part of the dominant race.” It was during this same 
period, in the decades around the year 1900, that the image 
of the “Celtic” cross really began to catch on, particularly as 
a grave marker or small decorative replica. The World’s Fairs 
in Chicago (1893) and St. Louis (1904) included Irish pavil-
ions with full- scale plaster casts of high crosses on view as 
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well as smaller souvenirs available for purchase. Americans 
could even buy a “Celtic Cross” tombstone from the 1910 
Sears Catalog. For better or for worse, this kind of visibility 
allowed the symbol of the “Celtic” cross to become firmly 
associated with an Irish American identity, which was too 
often equated with a generalized notion of “whiteness.”

During the twentieth century, such imagery began to be 
deployed more actively in racist contexts. One of the oldest 
white- supremacist organizations in the United States—the 
Ku Klux Klan—has used a version of a cross-in-circle de-
sign known as the “blood cross” since around 1900. In Eu-
rope after World War II, white nationalist groups such as 
the L’Oeuvre Française and the British National Socialist 
Movement began using a ringed cross symbol like the one 
that appeared on the Stormfront website. The early years 
of the twenty- first century have been marked by a rise in 
white- nationalist movements, and the equal- armed version 
of the “Celtic” cross frequently appears as their symbol. The 
same design often appears as a tattoo as well. For instance, 
the white- supremacist character “Skinhead Helen” on the 
popular show Orange Is the New Black has a white pride 
“Celtic” cross tattooed behind her right ear.

This modern, explicitly racist version of the “Celtic” cross 
operates as a symbolic strategy that alludes to the distant past, 
falsely promoting the idea that “white” culture is universal 
and normative. Although the people who built the ringed 
Irish crosses were not Celts, the association of the term 
“Celtic” with the image developed during a period of stri-
dent Irish nationalism. Oppressed Irish Catholics developed 
a passionate connection to the image, out of a sense of nos-
talgia and pride in their own history. That passion mutated in 
negative ways once the Irish in America were put into direct 
competition with freed slaves, as demonstrated by historical 
accounts of physical violence against black Americans. As 
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Irish immigrants gained power in the United States—often 
pushing black people down to do so—they shifted into a 
position of privilege. There are certainly modern instances 
when the ringed Irish cross appears in seemingly innocent 
contexts, such as among neo- pagans; however, institutional 
racism is so pervasive in American culture that we must 
question even those “non- racist” scenarios. As Ignatiev and 
others have illustrated, American conceptions of whiteness, 
among the Irish as well as other groups, developed in direct 
opposition to concepts of blackness. Whiteness came to be 
defined in terms of a constructed hierarchy in which pale 
skin color was equated to superior social standing. In the 
contemporary world, images of the simplified “Celtic” cross 
abound among white- supremacist and neo- fascist groups. 
We must be cautious about the contexts in which it appears; 
even more so, we must approach the term “Celtic” with a 
critical eye, as it is often used as a thinly veiled reference to 
white- supremacist ideologies.

Further Reading

This essay was inspired by Sierra Lomuto’s 2016 blog post 
on In the Middle: “White Nationalism and the Ethics of 
Medieval Studies,” www .inthemedievalmiddle .com/ 2016 
/ 12/ white- nationalism- and- ethics- of .html. Peter Harbison 
wrote the most extensive catalog of the medieval crosses: 
The High Crosses of Ireland (Bonn: Römisch- Germanisches 
Zentralmuseum. Forchunginstitut für Vor- und Früh-
geschichte in. Verbindung mit der Royal Irish Academy, 
1992). Jeanne Sheehy provides a comprehensive study of 
the Celtic Revival in art in The Rediscovery of Ireland’s Past: 
The Celtic Revival, 1830– 1930 (London: Thames and Hud-
son, 1980). More information on the history of the actively 
racist “Celtic” cross can be found on the websites of the 
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Anti- Defamation League (https:// www .adl .org/ education 
/ references/ hate- symbols/ celtic- cross) and the Southern 
Poverty Law Center (https:// www .splcenter .org/ fighting- hate 
/ intelligence- report/ 2006/ look- racist- skinhead- symbols- and 
- tattoos). Noel Ignatiev’s How the Irish Became White (New 
York: Routledge, 1995) describes the development of Irish 
racial attitudes in nineteenth- century America. For more on 
how racist symbols and language function in American poli-
tics, see Ian Haney Lopez, Dog Whistle Politics: How Coded 
Racial Appeals Have Reinvented Racism and Wrecked the 
Middle Class (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).


