
Assignment 1 – Gobbet of Diod.Sic. 5.31.1

Diodorus Siculus, a Sicilian historian, wrote the 'Bibliotheke Historike', a history of the world, with Rome as its centre, from mythical times to Caesar's conquest of Gaul, between c.60 - c.30 BC (Harvey, 1955: 146; Koch, 2003: 12). Julius Caesar's conquest of Gaul took place between 58-51 BC (Harvey, 1955: 459), and Strabo (c.64 BC - AD 19), a traveller, wrote 'Geographica' in Greek, which told of the physical geography of the chief countries in the Roman world, as well as broad features of their historical and economic development, and anything remarkable about the inhabitants and animal and plant life (Harvey, 1955: 408). Prior to Diodorus' and Strabo's accounts of the Celtic Gauls, Posidonius (c.135 - 51 BC), a Syrian historian, scientist, and philosopher, who had visited the south-east corner of Gaul in the early first century BC, had written the history of Polybius (Roberts, 2016: 144). The accounts from Posidonius seem to be the source of knowledge that Diodorus and Strabo used to write their own histories, particularly due to the near identical passages appearing in their works (Roberts, 2016: 144). It is thought that Posidonios' work was lost by the first century BC, and the Greek historian, Timagenes (c. mid-first century BC), was the intermediary source for passing on his work (Ellis, 2003: 49). Aldhouse-Green (2017: 324) claims that the Druids, both in Britain and Gaul, were active between 200 BC and AD 400, so the accounts by Posidonios, Diodorus, Strabo, and Caesar would have recorded the early work of the Druids, meaning their customs may have been correct of the time and previously to then, but may have been altered over time. Therefore, their accounts should be taken to be representative of the time and not the Druid period as a whole, unless there is evidence to support it, such as later writers making similar claims. Diodorus' work could be argued to be unreliable, particularly as it is evident that other passages of his work were based upon a previous writer, and he had not actually experienced the events himself (Errington, 2008: 14). Due to this, it could be argued that he did not witness first-hand what he reports in his history, and that using just a single source from one writer would likely bring into question the integrity of the work; the primary source used could have its own reliability issues which then continue into Diodorus' work. Posidonios' work may also be somewhat unreliable as representing the entirety of Gaul and the Celts, as he reportedly only visited a small area of Gaul, so their Druid customs may vary in comparison to the rest of the region.  This could be suggested as a reason why Caesar, in his Gallic Wars, fails to mention certain practices of the Druids which are described by Diodorus and Strabo. Lloyd (1975: 41) states, in relation to an Egyptian campaign by the Greeks, that the dates in Diodorus' work (6.78.1-2) are incorrect compared to Thucydides' (1.105) dates and inscriptional evidence given by Lloyd. This leads to further questions regarding the validity and reliability of the rest of Diodorus' work, because, if there is evidence disproving a portion of his work, then the entirety of his work should be taken with caution.
Diodorus (5.31.1.3) describes, in great detail, the sacrifice of a human to make predictions based upon the body movements; he specified that the dagger is plunged into the 'region above the diaphragm' and then the prediction is made from the 'manner of his fall… the twitching of his limbs… [and] the gushing of the blood'. In comparison, Strabo (4.4.5) simply states they 'strike a man… in the back with a sword' and the predictions are made 'based on his death-spasms'. This could simply be the differences in their writing styles: Diodorus preferring to elaborate upon events, where Strabo keeps descriptions succinct and straight to the point. However, it could also have been because of possible different audiences; Diodorus exaggerating and using language which makes the Gauls seem macabre, while Strabo keeps with simple, factual language. Elsewhere in his works, Diodorus also uses specific language to describe the Gauls and make them seem worse than may actually have been the case, for example he uses 'terrifying' (5.31.1.1) which in comparison to other synonyms of the word would be one of the more dramatic. An issue with suggesting that he purposefully chose a more embellished word to describe the Gauls could be the translation; when translating documents, there may be an inclination to use an amplified word rather than just the standard word: the use of 'terrifying' as opposed to 'scary'.

The slight differences in the belief of the immortality of the soul by the Celts, Romans, and Greeks, suggests the reason for the differences in the view of human sacrifice. While the Romans and Greeks believed in the immortality of the soul in relation to the afterlife, the Celts believed in, essentially, reincarnation: when the body died, the souls simply moved into another body. Diodorus, Strabo, and Caesar all mention the Celts’ view of this to an extent. Strabo (4.4.4) simply states that the soul is 'indestructible', while Diodorus (5.28.5) states that souls are 'immortal' and after a 'prescribed number of years' the 'soul enter[s] into another body'. Caesar's (6.14) is less specific to the soul entering into another body, but states that the 'soul does not die' and it 'crosses over… from one place to another'. These suggest that because it is only the body that dies, and not the soul as well, there is no fear of death and, as Diodorus (5.38.1) states the following:

'death, in their eyes is more to be desired than life, because of the magnitudes of the hardships they must bear.'

An issue, in my opinion, in the logic of the Romans and Greeks is the view of human sacrifice as barbaric and uncivilised, yet both the Romans and Greeks performed similar rituals to predict the future, such as the haruspex, but by using animals in place of the humans (Cicero, 1997: 48-49). Also, the Roman's view of entertainment by the fighting of gladiators in the colosseum suggests a flaw in their belief. 
There is little archaeological evidence of human sacrifice carried out in the way described by Diodorus, and extremely limited Celtic recording of such events (their heritage was preserved through oral traditions which survived until the Medieval period, where they were recorded by Christian writers (Day et al, 2017)), so it is questionable as to whether these descriptions had truth, or whether they were propaganda against the Celts, to ensure they seemed more barbaric than they may have been, and even, potentially, as a justification to the Romans invading Gaul in an attempt to civilise the Celts. 
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