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Within this section of Caesar’s Commentary of the Gallic War he mentions a few points about the Druids which he and his army would have encountered; that they do not take part in the fighting or taxes of war that is brought upon them, that as part of their training they have to memorise many verses, which can take years of training as a result; furthermore that there are two reasons for doing this, which are to preserve the soul so that they do not die, and also so that these verses do not become common property, and finally that when they do write words down, it is written in Greek lexicon.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Caesar, BG, 16.4] 


The first sentence of this extract informs the reader that the Druids that Caesar and his army came upon did not fight in the wars of their people, nor did they pay war taxes, and therefore were “exempt from all liabilities.”[footnoteRef:2] This would have been similar to the priests within Rome itself, who also did not fight in the battles of Rome.[footnoteRef:3] Caesar also mentions that the Druids as a result of these “great advantages” many men chose to become Druids or were pushed into by their families.[footnoteRef:4] As a fighting and warring man himself, it could be considered strange that Caesar would consider being able to stay out of the fighting as advantageous and not cowardly. However, this could also be his praises to them for taking on such an important role within the Celtic community, as he himself had the religious role of Pontifex Maximus before he started his conquest of an Empire. [2:  Caesar, BG, 16.4]  [3:  At least I have not been able to find any sources to prove that they were included.]  [4:  Caesar, BG, 16.4] 


Caesar then comments on the Druids training, and how they have to memorise many verses and so for some it takes more than the normal seven years of training[footnoteRef:5] to become a Druid. Although this could be seen as an exaggeration to make the Romans look greater than the Druids, as the training to become a Vestal Virgin took only ten years[footnoteRef:6] instead of the twenty Caesar describes it took some of the Druids. Another parallel between the Vestal Virgins and the Druids was that they were both bodies of trained people who were in charge of performing rites, or partaking in duties to honour their cultures gods and goddesses. [5:  Ross, 1995, 428]  [6:  However, they had to remain in their position for another twenty years after their initial ten-year period of training.] 


There are two reasons mentioned for why the Druids memorise many verses as mentioned above. Firstly, so that their works would not become common property. This can be seen as a common theme through a lot of history, both ancient and medieval. For example, when Christianity was brought to England, the holy scriptures were normally written in Latin, and therefore only certain people, mainly the priests and monks could read the scriptures. Secondly, they believed that this practice would teach their “souls not to die.”[footnoteRef:7] This belief, although different to that of the Romans, does not seem to be portrayed in a negative way by Caesar, and comes across as more of an indifferent description of their beliefs. [7:  Caesar, BG, 16.4] 


Earlier on in this extract, Caesar mentions that when works were written down by the Druids or letters were sent to others, the Druids would have used the Greek alphabet rather than the Latin, unlike now, where we use a Latin derived alphabet. This could be seen as a negative viewpoint towards the Druids, as the Romans thought of themselves as the greatest, and saw the Greeks as not so superior to them. This is as a result of the Greeks being more influential around the Celtic and Gallic areas in modern day Europe before the expansion of the Roman Empire, and therefore their language would have been introduced to these cultures before the Roman alphabet was considered.

The overall tone of this section does not seem to be neither positive nor negative towards the Druids, but rather it seems to be a commentary of what the Gallic culture was like for the Druids, as seen by Caesar. However, this is not always the case in the rest of Caesar’s commentary on the Gallic War. For example, later on in this book he talks of them performing human sacrifice, and calling them superstitious because they believe something different to the Romans.[footnoteRef:8] It is also considered by some scholars that Caesar did not write all of his experiences on the Druids first hand, but had copied some of the views of them from Poseidonius, who had travelled to ‘Gaul’ and ‘Celtic’ land around 100 BC, which was fifty years before Caesar and his army travelled there. It is also important to consider the viewpoint that Caesar would have wanted his people to think of the Druids; whether it was positive or negative. More likely, after reading more of Caesar’s Commentary of the Gallic War, it is likely that he wants to portray the Druids in a negative image, along with the rest of the Gauls and the Celts.  He does this by mentioning the Druids and Celts partaking in rituals such as human sacrifice, and the cutting off of heads (tetes coupees),[footnoteRef:9] which would have portrayed the Celts as barbaric to the Roman people, which could have in turn legitimised the reason for the long war in which Caesar was making his people fight in.[footnoteRef:10] Although another aspect to take into account are the parallels between some parts of Roman religion, and that of the ‘Celtic’ religion. For example, the comparison between the Vestal Virgins and the Druids, the multiple deities that each culture worshipped, and the fact that both religions had a heavily featuring aspect of nature involved in the rituals. This shows that Caesar could also be positive towards the Druids and the Celts, as he would not have informed his Empire of comparisons of their religion and the religion of a people who could be considered ‘barbarians’ if he had completely negative views about them. [8:  Caesar, BG, 16.6]  [9:  Caesar, BG, 16.6]  [10:  Making the barbarians civilised.] 
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