HPRS6028 – Romano-Celtic Religion
Portfolio part 1 – Gobbet

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 can not 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.

This extract comes from Julius Caesar’s de bello Gallico, which translates from Latin into About the War in Gaul[footnoteRef:1]. Caesar spent between 58-51 BC fighting within Gaul recording events as the occurred and then later organised into seven books[footnoteRef:2]. Caesar isn’t the only author who writes about the druids, other such as Strabo, Diodorus Siculus and Silius Italicus, also wrote passages about druid within their works, this shows Caesar’s subject matter was not a unique one and the Druids were a fascination to the Greek and Roman writers. [1:   Kugler, R.A, Calliope, Dec 2006, Vol. 17 Issue 4 pg11]  [2:  Ibid] 

As stated previously, the author is Julius Caesar. Caesar was a Roman general and statesman who lived between 100 – 44 BC[footnoteRef:3]. Upon the death of Sulla, he became military tribune and rose to the position of pontifex maximus, giving him great power[footnoteRef:4]. In 60 BC, Caesar along with Crassus and Pompey created the First Triumvirate, he was able to form a patrician-plebeian alliance as well as introduced agricultural modifications[footnoteRef:5]. Between 58-49 BC, Caesar conquered Gaul in the name of Rome as well as invading Britain in 54 BC[footnoteRef:6], which he wrote about and turned in seven books and the eighth written by Aulus Hirtius one of Caesar’s officers[footnoteRef:7]. Upon returning to Rome, the Senate ordered Caesar to disband his army, he refused causing a civil war between himself and Pompey, who he defeated at Pharsalus[footnoteRef:8]. He pursued him to Egypt in 48 BC where he made Cleopatra queen and also became her lover[footnoteRef:9] of which he had children with. He returned to Rome after gaining further victories, he received great honours and gained the title of dictator for life in 45 BC[footnoteRef:10]. On the 15th March 44 BC he was assassinated in the Senate by a group lead by Brutus and Cassius. Caesar left everything to his grandnephew Octavian who avenged his murder along with Mark Antony[footnoteRef:11]. The seven books on Gaul were Caesar’s only work, so there is no ability to compare them to any other works by Caesar. [3:  Caesar, Julius. World Encyclopaedia 2004. Oxford Reference]  [4:  Ibid]  [5:  Ibid]  [6:  Ibid]  [7:  Kugler, R.A, Calliope, Dec 2006, Vol. 17 Issue 4 pg11]  [8:  Caesar, Julius. World Encyclopaedia, 2004. Oxford Reference]  [9:  Caesar, Julius. World Encyclopaedia ,2004. Oxford Reference]  [10:  Ibid]  [11:  Ibid] 

The intended audience for Caesar’s works would have been the Elite men with similar standing to Caesar or later it would have been those interested in recording the history of Rome or Gaul. Those who would have access to it would have been most like the same audience or those who were literate in Latin.
The subject of the extract is Gaul more specifically the Druids. The themes presented within the extract is on of religion and religious practices. The theme would have been highly relevant at the time due to the people of Rome wanting to know more about the Barbarians that they conquered and the history of the land that they now ruled. The themes presented are still relevant today but in a different context to the one they represented at the time that this extract was written.
[bookmark: _GoBack]At the time of the extract was written Rome was going through historical changes it was the beginning of the end of the Republic and the start of the Roman Empire.  Strabo in his work refers to Posidonius who claimed to have seen the Gauls suspend and display the heads of their enemies on their horses after battle[footnoteRef:12]. Strabo also goes on to claim that without the Druids the ‘Celts’ would not sacrifice humans[footnoteRef:13]. Diodorus Siculus also states that the Druids took part in human sacrifice and goes on to describe it vividly[footnoteRef:14]. The fact that authors other than Caesar claim that the Druid partook in human sacrifice meant for many years modern scholars did not question this fact. However, recent archaeological discoveries disprove what the authors claims due to there being no skeletons found that date to the 1st century BC but earlier in the 3rd century BC[footnoteRef:15]. It is also very difficult to distinguish between a human sacrifice or just a particularly violent death or even an execution[footnoteRef:16]. It is also hard to distinguish fact from fiction due to the Romans caring little for the native people of the lands religion, beliefs and rituals[footnoteRef:17]. However, it is possible that all of these authors used similar sources that we today no longer have access to this is proven by the fact that a lot of the authors describe the ‘Wicker man’[footnoteRef:18] . [12:  Strabo, 4.4.5]  [13:  Ibid]  [14:  Diodorus Siculus 5.31.3]  [15:  Haussler, R. Manipulating the Past. Re-thinking Graeco-Roman accounts on ‘Celtic’ religion. 2014 Academia.edu.]  [16:  Ibid]  [17:  Ibid]  [18:  Ibid] 

Caesar was using his works to justify why the ‘Barbarians’ needed to be conquered, so they can be brought on to the right path and follow the correct religion. He does this by describing the need for human sacrifice in order for the gods to be willing to help. The idea of human sacrifice goes against the Roman ideals[footnoteRef:19]. Caesar’s aim is clear in how he represents the people of Gaul as savage, barbaric and uncultured peoples who stood no chance against the might of Rome. [19:  Haussler, R. Manipulating the Past. Re-thinking Graeco-Roman accounts on ‘Celtic’ religion. 2014 Academia.edu.] 

The readers of the time and later would have believed the works of Caesar without questioning it due to the representation of Caesar that is still known today. Many other writers would have used Caesar as their main primary source without questioning his authenticity just from his reputation and standing within Roman history, but also it is likely that Octavian later Augustus would have stood by his great uncle’s work which would have also prevented questions being asked as the people would not wish to question the beliefs and decisions of the Emperor who ended civil war between the leaders of Rome.
The language Caesar uses is formal and informative. He backs up his points with evidence, such as to why the Druids and Gauls would sacrifice men rather than animal whether it be protection from a particular nasty disease or if they were at war, to succeed in winning victories in battle. He also states that the only way to gain the favour of the immortal gods is to sacrifice the life of another human being, he uses the Gauls belief in their gods to manipulate the beliefs of the audience to make them biased against the Gaulish people giving justification to the conquering of different lands due to them having religious beliefs that the ‘civilised’ Romans believe to horrific and vicious. Making the Gauls to be uncouth and uncivilised people compared to the well-read and civilised people of Rome.
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