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In this essay, I shall analyse the surviving sources we have regarding the history of the Druids and consider their value as historical evidence. Unfortunately, the overwhelming majority of what we know about the druids comes from Greek and Roman writers whose perceptions were shaped by their own cultural biases, political agendas, and philosophical ideals. To build out our understanding of the druids, I will first examine how they were portrayed by those who interacted with them, acknowledging both the limitations and the value of these ancient testimonies.  I will also examine the limited physical evidence, such as burials and bog bodies, to consider whether the information we can gain from them can back up the information in written sources.
The earliest source we have about the existence of Britain comes from Herodotus’ The Histories, written in 430 BC, where he addresses the island as Cassiterides, the tin island, where the Greeks traded for tin[footnoteRef:1]. Once we begin to look at other sources with this information in mind, we can begin to consider how early Britain was in contact with outsiders. For instance, Pytheas of Massalia, a Greek geographer who travelled to Britain around 325–320 BC. However, his book, On the Ocean, is lost, and only fragments remain, referenced by other authors, like Strabo, who doubted the legitimacy of his claims[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  Herodotus. The Histories. Ed and Tr. De Selincourt. A., and Marincola. J. (1954. Penguin Classics) Book 3. 115-116.]  [2:  Cameron McPhail, “PYTHEAS OF MASSALIA’S ROUTE OF TRAVEL,” Phoenix (Toronto), vol. 68, no. 3/4, pp. 247–257. (2014.Classical Association of Canada) Can be accessed at: https://www-jstor-org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/stable/10.7834/phoenix.68.3-4.0247?sid=primo&seq=1 (accessed on 3/12/2026) Page 247-248] 

Diodorus Siculus, a 1st-century BC historian who goes into detail about what Pytheas of Massalia tells us about Britain[footnoteRef:3]. From what these authors tell us, it appears that Pytheas had a positive opinion of the druids, viewing them as philosophers and respecting their knowledge of the natural world. Many of these older sources influenced later ones, thus we need to keep in mind the social biases that each author would have been under, and how that would have affected their interpretation of their work. [3:  Diodorus Siculus. The Library of History. LOEB Classical Library. (2026. Harvard University Press) Can be accessed at: https://www-loebclassics-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/view/diodorus_siculus-library_history/1933/pb_LCL340.157.xml?rskey=ONInsP&result=1 (Accessed at 3/12/2026)  Book V. 22-23.] 

For instance, Timaeus of Tauromenium, much like Pythus, much of his work has been lost and is only referenced, in fragments, in other historians' work, like Pliny the Elder, who credits some of his knowledge on the celts to Timaeus[footnoteRef:4]. Timaeus wrote around 350–260 BC and is believed to have drawn inspiration from the work of Pytheas[footnoteRef:5]. He is referenced in Strabo’s work, Geography, when discussing the druids and their many practices[footnoteRef:6]. Strabo’s work reinforces what Cesar had documented regarding the Druids, that they were above most other classes and that they studied both natural and moral philosophy, acting as both judges and priests[footnoteRef:7]. [4:  Pliny the Elder. Natural History. Ed and Tr, Healy. John. F. (1991. Penguin Classic). Book 4. 102-119]  [5:  Baron. C. A. Timaeus of Tauromenium and Hellenistic Historiography. (2012. Cambridge University Press) Chapter 2. Page 17-42.]  [6:  Strabo. Geography. LOEB Classical Library. (2026. Harvard University Press) Can be accessed at: https://www.loebclassics.com/view/strabo-geography/1917/pb_LCL050.245.xml (accessed on 3/5/2026) Book 4.5]  [7:  Strabo. Geography. Book 4. 4] 

This initial fascination with the druids is most likely the result of these historians linking their own philosophies to druidic practices. Posidonius, for instance, was a Stoic philosopher; Stoic philosophy centred on cultivating one's virtues and living well in accordance with nature, called logos. Because of this belief, these philosophers likely saw the druids as sharing the same way of thinking, as they worked with the natural world to commune with their gods. His work has been lost, but Strabo used him as a main source of information; thus, we can gain an idea of his ideas on the druids from Strabo’s work[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Dillon. Myles and Chadwick. Nora. The Celtic Realms. The History and the Culture of the Celtic peoples from pre-history to the Norman invasion (1967. Castle Books) Chapter 1. Page 7-9.] 

Unfortunately, any information we have about the Celts after these accounts were created is sparse, to the point that by the time Julius Caesar visited the Isles twice in 55 BC and 54 BC, little information remained about the people. Thus, Caesar is among our earliest complete accounts of Celtic society in Gaul and Britain. Albeit his account of the Druids focuses on Gaul, it is questionable whether his account of the Druids in Gaul is entirely applicable to the Druids within Britain. Caesar tells us that the Druids were among the most privileged of classes within Celtic society, as they were exempt from paying taxes and military service, acting not only as priests, but also as historians, judges, and teachers[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  Julius Caesar. The Conquest of Gaul. Ed and Tr, Gardner. Jane. F. (1982. Penguin Classics) VI. 13-14] 

Interestingly enough, Caesar tells us that when he was gathering information on Britain to plan his expedition to the island in 55 BC, he learned that Gaul was an active trading partner and an ally with Britain, with the island sending troops to help certain tribes they interacted with, but that despite this relationship, the Gaelic people knew very little regarding the island and their practices[footnoteRef:10]. Caesar also provides us with a possible explanation for why the druids preferred to practice oral tradition despite having access to the Greek alphabet, as he tells us: “they did not want their doctrines to be accessible to the ordinary people, and they did not want their pupils to rely on the written word and so neglect to train their memories”.[footnoteRef:11]  This is incredibly interesting when we consider that our earliest source on Britain comes from Herodotus, who tells us that Greece, or at least Athens, had been an active trading partner with both Gaul and Britain, thus the Druids having access to the Greek alphabet makes the previous claims made by the Greek historians seem more accurate. [10:  Julius Caesar. The Conquest of Gaul. IV. 20]  [11:  Julius Caesar. The Conquest of Gaul VI. 14] 

The second set of Roman sources on the Druids comes from Tacitus in his work, the Annals. Tacitus documents the conquest of Britain in 43 AD under the orders of Emperor Claudius; here, we gain better insight into how the Romans viewed the Druidic people. Book Four of his work specifically describes the Roman attack on the island of Anglesey in Wales, led by Suetonius Paulinus in 60-61AD. This account is particularly interesting as it shows us that both men and women were allowed to become druids, showing us that both men and women were afforded the same level of education and possible status if they joined the Druids[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Tacitus, Annals: Books 13-16. Ed and Tr. J. Jackson (1937. Cambridge: Harvard University Press) Book XIV, chapter 30.
Delaney. Frank. The Celts (1993. Harper Collins Publishers) Chapter 10. Page 213.] 

As the passage goes on, Tacitus describes the scene very dramatically, comparing the movement of the Druids to the furies, immediately invoking the image of otherworldly and monstrous actions[footnoteRef:13]. As the druids chanted and stopped their movements for a moment, the legion attacked, slaughtering everyone in sight and destroying the sacred groves, as the Romans considered it morally just due to the apparent use of human sacrifice happening on the island[footnoteRef:14]. However, directly after these events, Boudica’s rebellion began; therefore, there is a sense of cause and effect in his writing that the actions of the druids before their deaths were an act of human sacrifice and that the rebellion was the result of the event. [13:  Tacitus, Annals. Book XIV, chapter 30.
Webster. Graham. Boudica. The British revolt against Rome AD 60 (1978. B.T. Batsford LTD. London. Chapter 4. Page 63-64.]  [14:  Tacitus, Annals. Book XIV, chapter 31.] 

Some of the many claims the Roman writers make about the druids is that they commit various levels of human sacrifice, through burning them in wicker men or gutting them and using their entrails in divination rituals[footnoteRef:15]. Caesar tells us that Druids were the only ones who performed these rituals, and that they were done to placate the gods, as they believed that a life would be spared if another was taken[footnoteRef:16]. For this reason, the druids preferred using criminals over innocents and would only kill the innocent if there was no other option. [15:  Julius Caesar. The Conquest of Gaul. VI. 16.]  [16:  Julius Caesar. The Conquest of Gaul. VI. 16.] 

 While these claims may be an exaggeration of events, there is physical evidence that somewhat supports these claims. For instance, Lindow Man, a bog body discovered in a peat bog at Lindow Moss in northwest England in 1984, gives us an interesting look at what human sacrifice would have looked like in the British Isles. As the body was submerged in peat, it is remarkably preserved, allowing us to examine the organs, skin, hair, and clothes in far greater detail than we would otherwise[footnoteRef:17].  [17:  Hunter. J., Roberts. C. and Martin. A. Studies in Crime: An Introduction to Forensic Archaeology (1996. Routledge) Chapter 4. Page 75-76.] 

The Lindow Man is believed to have been placed in the bog sometime between 2 BC and 119 AD, during the period when Rome began exploring and later conquering the island. This means he would have been alive when Druidism was still actively practiced within the British Isles. This is significant when we begin to investigate how he died. When studying the Lindow Man’s cause of death, we can see that his head was crushed with an axe, strangled with a sinew cord, which killed him, and then his throat was cut[footnoteRef:18]. We can tell that the man was previously well cared for and possibly of high status, based on his manicured fingernails, trimmed hair, and good teeth, possibly indicating a willing sacrifice[footnoteRef:19].  [18:  Green. Miranda. J. Exploring the world of the Druids (1997. Thames and Hudson) Chapter 5. Page 81.]  [19:  Green. Exploring the world of the Druids (1997) Chapter 5. Page 81] 

However, when examining the stomach contents of the Lindow Man, we can find the remains of his last meal, a small grinddle cake made of barley and wheat, with traces of mistletoe pollen[footnoteRef:20]. This is significant, as Romans reported that mistletoe was important in Druidic practices; they believed it could be used in medicine to cure many ailments and fertility issues.  However, the mistletoe found in the British Isles, Viscum album, ironically enough, is almost entirely toxic to humans and animals when ingested[footnoteRef:21]. Although, as it was only a trace amount of pollen, it is possible that it caused a mild narcotic effect, which would have made the Lindow man slow to react, thus making it easier for the ritual to continue. [20:  James. Simon. Exploring the World of the Celts (2005. Thames and Hudson) Chapter 6. Page 96-97.]  [21:  National Centre for Complementary and Integrative Health (NIH) ‘European Mistletoe’ . (November 2024) Can be accessed at: https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/european-mistletoe (accessed on 6/3/2026)] 

 In Colchester, a gravesite was discovered in 1996, dated to around 40–60 AD during Roman occupation, commonly referred to as the Druid of Colchester[footnoteRef:22]. Whether this person was a druid or not is up for debate, but what was discovered in the grave lends to this theory being correct, as the grave contained a vast selection of medical equipment and a board game, indicating that they were highly educated.  If this person were a druid, then it would again reinforce the Roman accounts, as Caesar tells us in the druid people were highly educated, and that many nobles chose to join the druids for their teachings[footnoteRef:23]. [22:  Johnson, A. Iron Age mystery of the “Essex druid.” Independent on Sunday, 29–29. (2008. London, England). ]  [23:  Julius Caesar. The Conquest of Gaul. VI. 13-16.] 

Another interesting site offering insight into the Druidic religion is Llyn Cerrig Bach, located on Anglesey, North Wales. Anglesey had deep connections to the druids. This site is a large lake that has yielded over 150 artefacts, believed to be ritual offerings to the gods from around 300 BC to 100 AD[footnoteRef:24]. These artefacts vary in shape and size, including swords, spears, chariots, and slave chains. While this site doesn't tell us much, in terms of Druidic beliefs or practices, it does reinforce the concept of a Druidic reverence for the natural world presented to us by Tacitus, as the Druid worshipped in groves instead of temples[footnoteRef:25].  [24:  Green. Exploring the world of the Druids (1997) Chapter 4. Page 64.]  [25:  Tacitus, Annals. Book XIV, chapter 30.
Green. Miranda. Symbol and image in Celtic Religious Art (1989. London and New York: Routledge) Chapter 5. Page 151.] 

When looking at later sources, like Clement of Alexandria, writing around 195 AD and 203 AD, he writes from the perspective of a Christian Roman who, at that time, had largely separated from his pagan roots. Thus, one would expect his work to be completely biased in decrying druidic practice, but he does not; instead, Clement focuses on the philosophy of the druids, comparing them to Persian Magi, the Egyptian Priests, and the Brahmins of India, due to their shared intellectual pursuits in understanding and working with the natural world[footnoteRef:26]. [26:  Clement of Alexandria. The Stromata. Ed and Tr. Wilson. William. (2014.Beloved Publishing LLC) Book I, Chapter XV] 

This is echoed in the later works of Diogenes Laertius, a 3rd-century AD Greek author, who also considered druids as barbarian philosophers, not dissimilar to the Persian Magi[footnoteRef:27]. Thus, we can see that the image of the druids had changed within the social conscience of the Roman empire, shifting from a largely factual and disparaging portrayal to an almost idealised version. Clement and Diogenes are both very interesting to examine regarding their interest in druidic practices, as they wrote their opinions during two different political eras. Clement wrote in the second century AD, while the third century AD, during Diogenes' time, was marked by political upheaval, including civil wars and invasions. This line of thinking, shared by both Clement and Diogenes, introduces the concept of the noble savage, a people innocent and untouched by the horrors of civilisation, an idea that was shared with the very first visitors to the island. [27:  Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers. LOEB Classical Library. (2026. Harvard University Press) Can be accessed at: https://www.loebclassics.com/view/diogenes_laertius-lives_eminent_philosophers_book_i_prologue/1925/pb_LCL184.1.xml (accessed at: 3/10/2026) Volume I: Books 1-5] 

Overall, these different sources present an interesting look at the druids; some things appear to be consistent across the many sources and are backed up by some physical evidence. However, due to the lack of first-hand written sources from the Druids themselves, our examination will consistently be incomplete and be riddled with the biases of the people who fought against them[footnoteRef:28]. Yet, in many of the earliest sources we have on the druidic people, despite the disdain the authors express about some of their practices, the druids are presented with a surprising level of respect, as both social and religious leaders of the Celtic people. [28:  Pryor. Francis. Britain BC. Life in Britain and Ireland before the Roman (2003. Harper Perennial) Chapter 12. Page 424.] 

In conclusion, our understanding of the druids is complex, created from the fragmented accounts of foreign observers and the sparse traces left in the archaeological record. The surviving written sources, shaped by the cultural, political, and philosophical perspectives of Greek and Roman authors, offer us a valuable but biased glimpse into the world of the druids. Their narratives were often influenced by their own agendas, whether to justify conquest, to draw philosophical parallels, or to construct images of the noble or barbaric “other.” By acknowledging the limitations and biases of our sources, and by carefully weighing written testimony against material evidence, we come closer to understanding both the significance of the druids within Celtic society and the enduring fascination they hold in the historical imagination.








Bibliography 
Primary sources
Clement of Alexandria. The Stromata. Ed and Tr. Wilson. William. (2014.Beloved Publishing LLC)
Diodorus Siculus. The Library of History. LOEB Classical Library. (2026. Harvard University Press) Can be accessed at: https://www-loebclassics-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/view/diodorus_siculus-library_history/1933/pb_LCL340.157.xml?rskey=ONInsP&result=1 (Accessed at 3/12/2026)
Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers. LOEB Classical Library. (2026. Harvard University Press) Can be accessed at: https://www.loebclassics.com/view/diogenes_laertius-lives_eminent_philosophers_book_i_prologue/1925/pb_LCL184.1.xml (accessed at: 3/10/2026)
Epictetus. Discourses and Selected Writings. Ed and Tr, Dobbin. R. (2008. Penguin Classics)
Herodotus. The Histories. Ed and Tr. De Selincourt. A., and Marincola. J. (1954. Penguin Classics)
Julius Caesar. The Conquest of Gaul. Ed and Tr, Gardner. Jane. F. (1982. Penguin Classics)
Pliny the Elder. Natural History. Ed and Tr, Healy. John. F. (1991. Penguin Classic).
Strabo. Geography. LOEB Classical Library. (2026. Harvard University Press) Can be accessed at: https://www.loebclassics.com/view/strabo-geography/1917/pb_LCL050.245.xml (Accessed on 3/5/2026)
Suetonius. The Twelve Caesars. Ed and Tr, Graves. Robert. And Grant. Michael. (1957. Penguin Classics)
Tacitus, The Annals of Rome: Books 13-16. Ed and Tr.J. Jackson (1937. Cambridge: Harvard University Press) 


Secondary sources
Baron. C. A. Timaeus of Tauromenium and Hellenistic Historiography. (2012. Cambridge University Press)
Cameron McPhail, “PYTHEAS OF MASSALIA’S ROUTE OF TRAVEL,” Phoenix (Toronto), vol. 68, no. 3/4, pp. 247–257. (2014.Classical Association of Canada) Can be accessed:https://www-jstor-org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/stable/10.7834/phoenix.68.3-4.0247?sid=primo&seq=1 (accessed on 3/12/2026)
Dillon. Myles and Chadwick. Nora. The Celtic Realms. The History and the Culture of the Celtic peoples from pre-history to the Norman invasion (1967. Castle Books)
Delaney. Frank. The Celts (1993. Harper Collins Publishers)
Green. Miranda. Symbol and image in Celtic Religious Art (1989. London and New York: Routledge)
Green. M. The gods of the Celts. (1993.Alan Sutton)
Green. Miranda. J. Exploring the world of the Druids (1997. Thames and Hudson)
Grant. Michael. Reading in the Classical Historians (1992. Michael Grant Publications)
Hutton. Ronald. Witches, Druids and King Arthur (2003. Hambledon and London)
Hutton. Ronald. Pagan Britain (2014. Yale University Press) 
Hunter. J., Roberts. C. and Martin. A. Studies in Crime: An Introduction to Forensic Archaeology (1996. Routledge)
James. Simon. Exploring the World of the Celts (2005. Thames and Hudson) 
Johnson, A. Iron Age mystery of the “Essex druid.” Independent on Sunday, 29–29. (2008. London, England). 
National Centre for Complementary and Integrative Health (NIH) ‘European Mistletoe’ . (November 2024) Can be accessed at: https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/european-mistletoe (accessed on 6/3/2026)
Pryor. Francis. Britain BC. Life in Britain and Ireland before the Roman (2003. Harper Perennial)
Ross. Anne. Pagan Celtic Britain (1974. Cardinal)
Webster. Graham. Boudica. The British revolt against Rome AD 60 (1978. B.T. Batsford LTD. London)

