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Question 1) (i) ‘…the groves devoted to Mona’s [i.e. Anglesey’s] barbarous superstitions he demolished. For it was their [the Druids’] religions to drench their altars in the blood of prisoners.’ (Tacitus, Annals, XIV, 30-31) Write a critical appreciation of the Classical references to the Druids in the light of what is known from other sources. (2,500 words)

Contemporary sources of the Druids were written from an outside perspective, that of Classical authors. Such work can generally be divided into pro and anti-Druid groups, although this vision is not always clear cut.[footnoteRef:1] Writers who followed the Posidonius Tradition tended to emphasise the Druid’s brutality in order to justify eradicating the Druids.[footnoteRef:2] Other writers focused upon the more philosophical aspect of the Druids, respecting them as intellectuals.[footnoteRef:3] This essay will seek to evaluate Caesar, Strabo, Diodorus and Tacitus writings on the Druids. The evidence used to do so will include bog bodies, votive offerings and other archaeological evidence. Three main areas shall also be examined to that end. The first section will investigate Druidic sacrifice, with particular reference to Lindow Man. Afterwards, the critical appreciation will focus upon Druidic gods, especially the extent to which such gods can be considered Celtic gods, as oppose to Romano-Celtic. Finally, the Druids as an institution will be analysed, with reference the places where they worshipped. [1:  Miranda Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids (London: Thomas and Hudson, 1997) p. 40.]  [2:  Miranda Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 40.]  [3:  Miranda Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 39.] 


This section of the essay will focus upon the Druidic practice of human sacrifice. In The Gallic Wars, Caesar wrote that of the Celts those ‘who are engaged in battles and dangers, either sacrifice men as victims or vow that they will sacrifice them’ and that the Druids were the ‘performers of those sacrifices.’[footnoteRef:4] This was not a claim unique to Caesar. Diodorus Siculus also wrote that ‘they devote to death a human being’ for the purpose of divination. [footnoteRef:5] Additionally, Strabo recounts how the Druids would ‘strike a man devoted as an offering in his back with a sword, and divine from his convulsive throes.’[footnoteRef:6] That the Druids committed human sacrifice is support by archaeological evidence. Cunliffe argues that usually convincing evidence of human sacrifice is surprisingly rare, but the Lindow Man is a ‘tolerable’ piece of evidence.[footnoteRef:7] The Lindow Man’s cause of death had been described as a triple death, being beaten and garrotted before being placed in a bog. [footnoteRef:8],[footnoteRef:9] James argues that Lindow Man’s death was not aimed at producing maximum suffering, as the man would have felt nothing after the initial blows to his skull. [footnoteRef:10] Therefore, Lindow Man is evidence of the claim that human sacrifice was carried out in Celtic Britain. When considering Strabo’s claim that ‘without the Druids they never sacrifice’ this could in turn suggest that the Druids did in fact sacrifice humans. [footnoteRef:11] Sacrifices not being performed without a Druid is also stated by Diodorus, who stated that it was custom of theirs that no one should perform a sacrifice without a "philosopher”’.[footnoteRef:12] Whilst this implies there is a link between sacrifice and the Druids, these comments are ‘in terms of apportioning direct Druidic responsibility for ritual murder.’[footnoteRef:13] Regardless, the presence of Druids during said rituals marked the Druids out as ‘outlandish barbarians’ to Classical writers.[footnoteRef:14] Although Cunliffe argues that the Romans the Romans disingenuously claimed to find such practices abhorrent.[footnoteRef:15] Instead, Cunliffe argues that depicting Druidic alters as being ‘soaked with human blood’ allowed Tacitus and others to justifying destroying the Druids themselves.[footnoteRef:16] In Caesar’s case, he had a vested interest in portraying the Druids and the wider Celtic community as being barbaric and in opposition to ideas of proper worship held by Roman society.[footnoteRef:17] Caesar’s conquests were not carried out with government instruction, and so were technically illegal.[footnoteRef:18] James argues that Caesar was aware of the importance of maintaining a semblance of legality, and so required a way to maintain favour with the public.[footnoteRef:19] This need for justification was a driving force behind his writing of the Gallic Wars.[footnoteRef:20] As such, Caesar had a vested interest in characterising the Druids as he did. In turn, Cunliffe argues, that other writers wished to depict their own system as overcoming ‘fearsome forces’ that were in opposition ideologically to their own superior system.[footnoteRef:21] This in turn leading to the Druids and their religious practices being stereotyped as barbaric.[footnoteRef:22]  [4:  Caesar, The Gallic Wars, p. 6.16.]  [5:  Diodorus Siculus, ‘Library of History’, in Diodorus of Sicily, (Leob Classical Library, 1939), 5.31.3.]  [6:  Strabo, ‘Geography’, in The Celtic Ethnography of the Royal Irish Academy, (1960), 4.4.5.]  [7:  Barry Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, 2nd edition, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018) ,p. 284.]  [8:  Miranda Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 81.]  [9:  Barry Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 284.]  [10:  Simon James, Exploring the World of The Celts, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993), p. 97.]  [11:  Strabo, ‘Geography’, 4.4.5.]  [12:  Diodorus Siculus, ‘Library of History’, 5.31.4.]  [13:  Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 72.]  [14:  Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 39.]  [15:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 283.]  [16:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 283.]  [17:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p.124.]  [18:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p.124.]  [19:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p. 124.]  [20:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p. 124.]  [21:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 6.]  [22:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 6.] 

That being said, there is some evidence to suggest direct involvement of the Druids in Lindow Man’s death. Among other things, Mistletoe pollen was found within Lindow Man’s stomach.[footnoteRef:23] [footnoteRef:24] [footnoteRef:25] Pliny had made reference to the association of mistletoe and the Druids, arguing that the Druids were highly interesting in the plant.[footnoteRef:26] [footnoteRef:27] As such, this discovery led to speculation that Lindow Man’s death was the result of Druidic sacrifice. [footnoteRef:28]  In turn, Caesar wrote that the ‘Druids [were] the performers of those sacrifices’, suggesting that the Druids selected people from outside of their ranks to use as sacrifices.[footnoteRef:29] [23:  Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 81.]  [24:  Jane Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age? Recent Developments in the Archaeology of Pre-Roman Celtic Religion’ in Understanding Celtic Religion Revisiting the Pagan Past, ed. by K. Ritari and A. Bergholm, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2015), pp. 121-154, [p. 125].]  [25:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p. 97.]  [26:  Aldhouse-Green, 1997, p. 81]  [27:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 125.]  [28:  Aldhouse-Green, 1997, p. 81.]  [29:  Caesar, The Gallic Wars, 6.16.] 

Lindow Man’s identity, and the speculation around it, may also be possible evidence of Druids themselves being involved in sacrifice. Diodorus Siculus wrote that the Celts, showed great impiety with their sacrifices, ‘for their criminals they… impale in honour of the gods.’[footnoteRef:30] Stukeley later argued that for the Druids, human sacrifice was ‘the ritualized execution of criminals.’[footnoteRef:31] However, Lindow Man himself has been argued to have been a Druid. Aldhouse-Green argues that Lindow Man was likely someone of high rank within the community.[footnoteRef:32] He was found to have a possessed a neatly clipped moustache, and an electron microscope revealed well-manicured finger nails, suggesting a life without major toil.[footnoteRef:33] As such, it would seem the information the Classical authors provide on the groups chosen to be used as sacrifices is not complete. Although, Webster argues that Lindow Man being portrayed as a Druid isa by product of the perception that ‘warrior, bard, and priest were apparently the only careers open to Celtic ‘aristocrats’…’.[footnoteRef:34] Furthermore, Webster argues that, ‘the more unusual the manner of death and the more inexplicable the grave goods’ the more likely it is that a body will be proposed to have belonged to the ‘archaeologically elusive druidic elite’.[footnoteRef:35] As such, it is still possible that Lindow Man identification as a Druid is false and based upon preconceptions of the Druids left behind by Classical writers. That being said, his remains can still be taken as evidence that the Druids in Britain practiced human sacrifice. In turn, whilst the Classical authors had an interest in portraying the Druids as a foe that was in contrast to their society’s ideals, their claims of human sacrifice are supported by other evidence. [30:  Diodorus Siculus, ‘Library of History’, 5.31.6.]  [31:  Ronald Hutton, Blood and Mistletoe: The History of the Druids in Britain, (London: Yale University Press, 2009), p. 92.]  [32:  Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 81.]  [33:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p. 96.]  [34:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 125.]  [35:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?, p. 125.] 


The essay will now discuss the Classical authors’ depiction of Druidic gods. Caesar wrote that the Druids worshiped ‘Mercury… and have many images of him’.[footnoteRef:36] This could suggest that during Caesar’s time the Druids had taken on worshipping Roman gods, or that this is an example of interpretatio Romano, the practice of identifying the Romans gods with those of the local gods of conquered places.[footnoteRef:37] This included Celtic gods being explicitly equated or paired with gods of the Roman pantheon.[footnoteRef:38] As such the Celtic gods lack documented mythologies, it has been argued that interpretatio Romano is capable of shedding light on the characteristics and function of the Celtic Iron Age Celtic gods.[footnoteRef:39] An example of this practice can be seen in the God Maponos, who has been connected to Apollo. The identification between Maponos and Apollo was made by Roman officers, in part due to Maponos’ function as a patron of music.[footnoteRef:40] In turn, Gaulish tablets treat Mapanos as a healer.[footnoteRef:41] As such it is possible that Maponos was connected to healing cults, another domain of Apollo.[footnoteRef:42] A similar phenomenon as this has also be seen in Lenus and Cocidius being assumed to be martial or healing gods due to being twinned with Mars.[footnoteRef:43] This could therefore be what Caesar meant in his claim that the Druids ‘worship Apollo… respecting these deities they have for the most part the same belief as other nations’.[footnoteRef:44] Maponos could therefore be taken as evidence of the claim by classical authors that the Druids within Britain and Gaul worshipped a god akin to Apollo.  [36:  Caesar, The Gallic Wars, 6.17.]  [37:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, pp. 142-143.]  [38:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?, p. 133.]  [39:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, pp. 133-135.]  [40:  Ronald Hutton ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’ in Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, vol 61, (Aberystwyth: Aberystwyth University, 2011), pp. 57-85, [p. 62].]  [41:  Hutton, ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’, p. 62.]  [42:  Hutton, ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’, p. 62.]  [43:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 135.]  [44:  Caesar, The Gallic Wars, 6.17.] 

However, most of the dedications to Mapanos from Britain are either provided by soldiers or come from the military zone.[footnoteRef:45] By contrast, three of the references to him from France all carry civilian associations.[footnoteRef:46] As such Hutton theorises that Maponos could have been taken to Britain via the military occupation, rather than being a deity native to Britain.[footnoteRef:47] Therefore, it is possible that Maponos was worshipped more so by Gaulish Druids, than their British counterparts. The presence of Mapanos in largely military areas also raises another issue with interpretatio Romano. This is that interpretatio was largely the preserve of Roman soldiers.[footnoteRef:48] Webster argues that this in itself can explain why so many dedications have been found to Mars and his Celtic equivalents, which in turn calls into question how warlike the Celts themselves really were and how much importance they placed on war gods.[footnoteRef:49] Webster further argues that as the Romans and Celts were both polytheistic, synthesis between their religions has been viewed as inevitable, especially in light of the Roman practice of adopting foreign gods into their pantheon.[footnoteRef:50] At the same time, it has been assumed that the Celtic gods remained unchanged.[footnoteRef:51] However, Webster states that to hold this particular belief is to ‘delude ourselves about the nature of colonial contact’.[footnoteRef:52] This is especially as some Celtic deities were given Roman attributes, such as Cornucopiae, whilst others were paired with or equated to pre-existing Roman gods, as in the case of Sulis Minerva. As such, the presence of Roman religion and its reinterpretation of Celtic gods changed the deities the Druids of Gaul and Britain may have worshipped.[footnoteRef:53] This change in worship is supported by the names of Celtic deities being written down and iconography being realised for the first time.[footnoteRef:54] To this end, Webster argues that the Druidic deities the Classical authors described are creole gods, representing a mixture of Roman and Celtic influences.[footnoteRef:55] [45:  Hutton, ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’, pp. 61-62.]  [46:  Hutton, ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’, pp. 61-62.]  [47:  Hutton, ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’, p. 62]  [48:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’ p. 135.]  [49:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 135.]  [50:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 131.]  [51:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 134.]  [52:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 134.]  [53:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 132.]  [54:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 136.]  [55:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 136.] 

In turn, it was not a ‘benign act of accommodation’, but in a strategy to control and alter foreign gods to fit into a Roman idea of a ‘divine ‘other’ and its destiny under Rome’.[footnoteRef:56] To a degree this can be seen in Diodorus Siculus’ claim that ‘In this way, even among the wildest barbarians, does passion give place before wisdom, and Ares stands in awe of the Muses’.[footnoteRef:57] This suggests to some degree the superiority of the Roman gods, in that they were worshipped across and all other gods were assumed to merely be them in another form. As such, interpretatio tells us more about a Roman understanding of other religions, than it does the Druid’s own religious philosophies.[footnoteRef:58] [56:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 136.]  [57:  Diodorus Siculus, ‘Library of History’, 5.31.5.]  [58:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 136.] 


Where the Druids worshipped shall now be discussed. Tacitus notes that the Druids practiced in ‘groves, where they covered their ‘altars with the blood of prisoners’.[footnoteRef:59] James argues that the concept Druids worshipped in sacred groves is not unfounded.[footnoteRef:60] This is as, James argues, the word druid is related to ‘oak’. Cunliffe has alternatively suggested the word Druid meant ‘knowledge of the oak’, maintaining the connection between the religious order and the plant.[footnoteRef:61] In turn Pliny has described the Druids as collecting mistletoe from oak trees and wooden statues and other votive offerings found in Gallic river sources appear to have been carved from oak.[footnoteRef:62]  [59:  Tacitus,‘Annals’, in The Annals of Imperial Rome, (London: Penguin, 1956),
 XIV. 30-31.]  [60:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p. 92.]  [61:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 282.]  [62:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p. 92.] 

However, the Druids have also been noted for having a similar reverence for springs.[footnoteRef:63] Gaulish shrines at Sequana, Burgundy and Chamaliѐres near Clermont-Ferrand have produced votive offerings such as small wooden carvings and metal plaques that emphasise limbs, eyes and internal organs.[footnoteRef:64] This suggests that the waters at these shrines were believed to have healing properties. Further support of this could be suggested by the way the springs at Bath and Buxton were developed under Roman rule.[footnoteRef:65] [63:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 191.]  [64:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, pp. 291-293.]  [65:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, p. 293.] 

Caesar has described how ‘in many states you may see piles of these things heaped up in their consecrated spots’.[footnoteRef:66] This could be a reference to more permanent places of religious worship, though such cites have proven elusive in Britain, wherein only a handful or pre-conquest structures, that may have been shrines and temples have been found.[footnoteRef:67] Yet Gournay could also suggest that the Druids did make use of building structures for sacrificial rituals. Aldhouse-Green states that the sacrificial rituals at Gournay were complicated enough that the presence of religious rituals can be assumed.[footnoteRef:68] The structure had been built around 50 BC, with religious activity being focused in an open area. In said area, ritually broken weapons as well as substantial evidence of animal sacrifice was found, especially that of sheep and pigs. As such, Gourney presents one of the best pieces of circumstantial evidence for the presence of Druids in sanctuaries.[footnoteRef:69] In turn, the lack of explicit mention of such places is possibly a result of Classical writers focusing upon the ‘ritual and gruesome Celtic sacrifice in dark forest groves’ which would appear ‘alien to the outwardly ordered, urban life of the Mediterranean.’[footnoteRef:70] As such, more attention was placed to the strange and unfamiliar aspects of Druidic religion, compared to the areas that Mediterranean people would find reflective of their own religious worship. [66:  Caesar, The Gallic Wars, 6.18.]  [67:  Webster, ‘A Dirty Window on the Iron Age?’, p. 129.]  [68:  Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 86.]  [69:  Aldhouse-Green, Exploring the World of the Druids, p. 86.]  [70:  James, Exploring the World of The Celts, p. 92.] 


There is evidence, such as in the form of the bodies found in Lindow moss, that collaborates the Classical author’s claim that the Druids practiced human sacrifice. However, Lindow Man could also suggest that the Druids sacrificed members of their own ranks, as oppose to largely criminals. The practice of human sacrifice in itself was used as evidence by the Classical authors of the barbarity of the Celts, and used as justification for their eradication. In terms of the gods that the Druids worshipped, much of what is currently known of them comes from a Roman perspective. In turn, it is perhaps inaccurate to see them as purely Celtic Iron Age gods, as perceptions and worships of them were altered by the presence of the Roman military. As such, the gods of the Druids should be viewed as Romano-Celtic deities, rather than purely Iron Age gods. Lastly, there is evidence to support the claim that the Druids worshipped within groves. However, it also appears that springs also represented important places for Druidic worship.
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