Samantha MacLaren.
Word count: 1929.
Critical analysis of a short piece on ‘Celtic’ religions written by a Greek or Roman author. Apply source criticism: discuss how reliable the ancient author and his work is for our understanding of pre-Roman ‘Celtic’ religion. Engage with complementary evidence and modern scholarship regarding this text passage.
Caes. BG 6.16 – The nation of all the Gauls is extremely devoted to superstitious rites; and on that account they who are troubled with unusually severe diseases, and they who are engaged in battles and dangers, either sacrifice men as victims, or vow that they will sacrifice them, and employ the Druids as the performers of those sacrifices; because they think that unless the life of a man be offered for the life of a man, the mind of the immortal gods cannot be rendered propitious, and they have sacrifices of that kind ordained for national purposes. Others have figures of vast size, the limbs of which formed of osiers they fill with living men, which being set on fire, the men perish enveloped in the flames. They consider that the oblation of such as have been taken in theft, or in robbery, or any other offense, is more acceptable to the immortal gods; but when a supply of that class is wanting, they have recourse to the oblation of even the innocent. 
	The quote above originates from Caesar’s De Bello Gallico (6.16) written between 58 and 49 BC, documenting his conquest of Gaul and appears to be a testimony to the barbarous practice of the Gaulish druids, that of human sacrifice. But is it really? This essay will analyse Caesar’s quote and determine whether he was a reliable source or simply creating propaganda designed to damage the image of the philosophers of the Gaulish people: the druids. This idea of propaganda and political agenda will be briefly examined with suggestions for the reasoning behind it. Comparisons will be made with several other classical authors to try to corroborate Caesar’s testimony. His primary focus was on bellicose themes, therefore matters of religion were of secondary importance to both him and Roman society, yet in this quote, he makes a point of highlighting that large scale human immolation was occurring, possibly on a regular basis. The reasons for this will be examined and will also attempt to determine whether there is any archaeological evidence to support any of his claims.
	At first glance it would be tempting to take Caesar at his word, but one must first consider the quote itself and question whether this is a first-hand account. It would appear not. What is most likely is that Caesar was directly quoting the work of the earlier Syrian-Greek philosopher, Poseidonius (c.135 – 50 BCE), who visited Gaul around fifty years before Caesar, and whose testimony has not survived in its original form. Professor J. J. Tierney states that ‘it is most improbable that Caesar had any clear conception of the ideas of Poseidonius, but he was impressed with his work.’[footnoteRef:1] So why would Caesar use a second-hand quote rather than first-hand testimony? The most likely explanation lies in the intended audience for Caesar’s works. The Romans had a complete lack of interest in the religious beliefs of other cultures, preferring instead to read sensationalist accounts, therefore direct testimony was unnecessary. It was enough for Caesar to simply copy the works of Poseidonius who had witnessed the Gauls and their culture for himself. The purpose of this quote may then have served several functions, not least that of entertainment, but also to assist in promoting Rome as a utopian society in comparison to that of the savage Gauls.  [1:  J. J. Tierney, ‘The Celtic Ethnography of Poseidonius’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature’, (1959 – 1960), 60, pp. 189 – 275, (p. 213).] 

	Caesar was very much ‘concerned with propaganda rather than ethnography and wrote about much of which he had little or no direct personal experience’, and also for the glorification of the Roman empire.[footnoteRef:2] It was therefore important for Caesar to be able to manipulate the ‘facts’ for his intended audience, and to explain to the Senate why he was conquering these people. The barbaric behaviour of the Gauls made them a group (in the opinion of the empire) deserving of control; they lived outside civilised society and their behaviour could be viewed as a moral compass, highlighting how not to behave. Previously there had been an emphasis on the idea of the ‘noble savage’, on the one hand chronicling alleged barbaric acts of savagery, and on the other, balancing such accounts with more positive information such as highlighting the similarities between druidism and Pythagoreanism. Greek philosopher and near-contemporary of Caesar, Strabo (c. 64 BCE – c. 21 CE), quoting Poseidonius, referred to the druids as ‘the most just’, or ‘the most righteous’ of men.[footnoteRef:3] (It is important to note here, that Strabo never visited Gaul, and was simply regurgitating earlier testimony). The reason for this was most likely to justify the subjugation of the Gauls and suggest that there was hope for them to become a ‘civilised’ society due to the intelligence and wisdom of their religious leaders. However, in Caesar’s quote, the druids come under scrutiny and are cast in a negative light, as those who preside over, or perhaps perform the sacrificial rites, who view men’s lives as wholly expendable, and who bear witness to such barbaric acts of cruelty, seemingly unmoved by them. [2:  Anne Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain, (London: Constable and Company Ltd, 1992), p. 81.]  [3:  Stuart Piggott, The Druids, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1985), p. 95.] 

	One must consider, therefore, the political implications for demonising the druids.  There was religious freedom in Rome, and it has already been stated previously that the Romans had little interest in other religions, so why should Caesar seek to stir up such anti-Celtic religious feeling? Rome had outlawed human sacrifice in their own culture by around 97 BCE, despite the continuing acts of barbarity perpetuated by them, such as the practices that occurred in the gladiatorial arena. This outlawing may have fostered a sense of moral superiority over the Gauls and their religious practices, something that Caesar could use to his advantage, but the most likely scenario is the threat to social order that the druids posed to Rome. The druids had an authority over their people that the Romans could not control and therefore the threat of resistance and rebellion was an ever-present possibility. This threat to the security of the empire, and the contrast between civilised and uncivilised, was for Caesar, enough justification for crushing the Gauls and their druids. 
	Caesar suggests that human sacrifice was a regular occurrence ‘ordained for national purposes’, a statement which directly contradicts Diodorus Siculus’ observation that human sacrifice was a rare occurrence and only performed for reasons of divination.[footnoteRef:4] However, Siculus never visited visit Gaul, and was therefore yet another classical historian drawing on the earlier works of Poseidonius. The ‘national purposes’ quote may have been a political device to sow the seeds of mistrust against the Gaulish population amongst Roman citizens, given that it has slightly sinister, nationalistic undertones.   Let us take for comparison this interesting statement from Strabo regarding the sacrificial burning of men: [4:  Julius Caesar, De Bello Gallico, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 128.] 

	We are told of still other kinds of sacrifices…having built a colossus of straw and 	wood, they throw into the colossus cattle and animals of all sorts and human beings, 	and then make a burnt offering of the whole thing.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Nora Chadwick, The Druids, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1966), pp. 92 – 93.] 

Note that Strabo states that we are told that sacrifices occur, so again, this is not first-hand information. In this instance Nora Chadwick posits the idea that the victims did not die in the colossus, arguing the ambiguity of his statement, suggesting instead that the bodies were placed in the structure after death. Caesar’s quote is far less ambiguous and is much more detailed than Strabo’s, including noting that live men were placed in the structure. Miranda Green notes that Caesar also alluded to: 
	…the practice of substitution, the exchange of one human life for another and the 	need to ransom certain individuals by selecting others to take their place as gifts 	to 	the supernatural powers.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Miranda Aldhouse Green, Dying for the Gods, (Stroud: Tempus Publishing, 2002, p. 68.] 

Caesar notes that the victims were usually criminals however, if there was no immediate supply of such individuals, then the Gauls would happily slaughter the innocent. Slaughtering of the innocent would have been regarded as an act of extreme barbarity by a ‘morally superior’ Roman society, so one may assume this is yet more propaganda and sensationalism from Caesar.
	Regarding the method of sacrifice, what evidence can be verified in the archaeological material? The use of fire in sacrificial rites is problematic in that fire entirely consumes most material, therefore there can be no unequivocal evidence to support the theory of the immolation of human beings in giant wood-and-straw structures. There is however some evidence to suggest a large-scale use of fire for ritual purposes which may have some parallels at least, with Caesar’s account. In 1997, archaeologists in Leonding, Austria, excavated a deep pit which contained the charred remains of humans and animals. The remains were dated to around 200BCE. The practice seems to have occurred every two to three years and involved people and animals being tethered to a wooden structure which was suspended over the pit and then set alight, so that the victims would burn and fall into the ground. The frequency of the ritual ties in with Caesar alluding to the regular practice of such rites in his quote. However, there is no way of determining whether the victims were pre- or post-mortem on entering the structure. 
What could be the purpose of immolation as a sacrificial practice? As flames, ashes, and smoke rise towards the sky, it may indicate that such offerings were meant for the attention of celestial deities. In the ninth century CE, a medieval glossator on Lucan’s The Pharsalia commented on the connection between Gaulish fire sacrifice and the thunder-god Taranis: ‘Taranis Dis Pater is appeased in this way among the Gauls: some men are cremated in a wooden trough’[footnoteRef:7] The etymology of Taranis links him with thunder and by association, lightning, so sacrifice by fire would have been an appropriate offering for a deity who manifested sound, heat, and light. The idea of a fiery sacrifice to the gods also connects with Caesar’s observation that the mind of the gods would not be favourable towards the Gauls without such an offering. However, there is no correlation between a wooden trough and the structure described by both Caesar and Strabo. [7:  Johannes, Zwicker, Fontes Historiae Religionis Celticae, translated by M. E. Raybould, (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1934), pp. 49 – 50.] 

	Regarding the ‘wicker man’ method of immolation implied by Caesar’s quote, all the classical accounts amount to hearsay as there are simply no eye-witness testimonies that have survived, and there is no archaeological evidence to support the existence of such a structure. The design itself offers some logistical challenges. Is a structure of wood and straw (as Strabo described) solid enough to hold people inside whilst burning them alive? The likelihood is that a person would fight to escape, and doubtless easily succeed as the integrity of the structure would be quickly weakened by the flames. However, this is conjecture, and a question that cannot be satisfactorily answered due to the lack of material evidence.
	In conclusion, it appears that the archaeological and literary sources, in this instance do not correspond. Human sacrifice may have occurred in Gaul, albeit at a much earlier period, and not in the manner described in the quote. Caesar appears to have been instrumentalising stereotyping to further his political agenda of presenting Rome as a civilised, utopian society; a moral compass by which all other cultures should be measured, and to justify the subjugation of the ‘barbaric’ Gauls.  The use of the outdated testimony of Poseidonius is indicative of the lack of importance of facts versus sensationalism and was likely a propaganda device aimed at demonising the druid class, to crush notions of rebellion and strip them of their power in the eyes of Rome. Indeed, Caesar as a witness is a two-edged sword; on the one hand he is extremely invested in documenting warfare, and on the other, wholly disinterested in Gaulish religion, a point which renders him unreliable as a witness. The testimonies of Strabo and Diodorus Siculus are also questionable as both authors appear to have taken their quotes from Poseidonius just as Caesar had. Based on the literary and archaeological evidence, it is apparent that in this case, Caesar cannot be regarded as a reliable source for the existence of the ‘wicker-man’ type of human sacrifice.
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