Ffion Jones	Celtic religion	Lisa Purves



What religion did the Celtic people of Europe follow before the Romans concurred and can Strabo’s work help us find out. If we look to who Strabo was getting his information from and determine if he was he actively seeking the information for himself or relying on others to fill him in, then we can hope to get a clearer picture of the times. We will also have to seek archaeological evidence and folklore to help determine if the many mentions of Druidry was the Celtic religion of the time.
[bookmark: _Hlk67506452]Strabo was Greek. He was born in in modern-day Turkey (c 64 BCE – c 24CE) Strabo was a geographer who had the use of a library of re-sources. There are 17 books of his geography surviving. He was author to other book, mainly history, that we only have other people’s reference to as there are sadly non surviving. Strabo uses quotes from other Greek and Roman authors from hundreds of years previous. Because of the multiple sources used by Strabo and the use of Strabo’s work by others, it gives us a wide cross reference of valuable information from before the Imperial Roman time. (c31 BCE - c476 CE)
He made use of the works of Polybius, (c200 - c118BC) Polybius was Greek and the author of The Histories. He is noted as a witness to the events he is writing about. Strabo also used the works of Pytheas. (c 380 – c 300 BCE) Pytheas was a Greek geographer who also understood astronomy and he was also an explorer. He was born in modern-day Marseille, France. He was exploring, some, 300 years before Strabo was born. His work is lost to us now apart from the information and insight that others, like Strabo have given us. Strabo, according to John Koch, used the work of Poseidonius, (c135-c50) whom he knew. Poseidonius caried on the History, work of Polybius. We only have fragments of it left but it was well used by others like Caesar and Tacitus. 
Polybius was writing his histories as a study of the Romans. In his time Rome has become a superpower. He says “to write pragmatic history you have to know the country’s you are writing about. You must have first-hand personal account of the politics and warfare of the people and only thirdly, should you study the memoirs of others and study their documents”. Poseidonius was a “Stoic philosopher”. A polymath a geographer an ethnographer and astronomer. He strongly influenced leading figures of his time and it is a shame that most of his work has disappeared apart from the writings of others. Pytheas, the Greek explorer, navigator and geographer who visited Britain and was able to give a good general circumference of it. 
The people that Strabo was consulting for his work were intellectual, individual men. from different time periods and with a different cultural background from the Imperial Roman Empire. Strabo mentioning the Gauls (the same people as the Celts according to Caesar) was telling the truth as he knew it.  We still have some fragments in writing attesting to the information seen as facts. When Strabo talks of the Druids and their customs it would seem he had enough background information to be quite knowledgeable. As we know that so much information is lost forever in the written work, we should also hope to find archaeological information to attest the religious ‘Druidic’ information that Strabo relates to us.

“without the Druids they never sacrifice”. Sacrifice is in many cultures. The notion is not complicated.  Easter, a pagan spring festival about new life was converted by the Romans in their new state religion (c313CE) of Christianity. It has made use of the sacrifice of the son of God. One sacrifice for all forever. this is about the ultimate sacrifice. In our fairy tales it is always the prince/princess who must be or make the sacrifice. The noblest of us. Strabo has not mentioned the full use of custom of the Celts, but it is there in the words he is describing. 
Stuart Piggott in his book the Druids (p10) asks us:
“why has a priesthood within the barbarian pre-Roman Celtic religion, attested by a handful of some thirty scrappy references in Greek and Roman authors, many little-known and some downright obscure, come even to be remembered at all except by scholars nearly two thousand years after its official suppression by Roman authority?”
Strabo is one such ‘scrappy’ reference. As we looked at earlier, he used the works of others to justify his writing. The Druids were real and powerful and definitely had to be listened too. If armies in full battle-gear can be told to stop! Then the Druids have real power. This is not too dissimilar to the Catholic priest in Ireland in the past centuries. Some people believed so much that they would gladly follow blindly as the priest was the only way to God. This is not the same religion that Strabo is describing but it is not too difficult to compare what the ancient storytellers from Ireland were saying from their time and how it has carried down to ours.
The druids held the belief that the sole is immortal. The body is just a vessel. The Hindu faith of today, along with others still believe in reincarnation. To quote Piggott, (p113) 
“Strabo puts this in the form of a belief of the Druids…. that men’s souls and the universe are indestructible.” 
With such a strong philosophical belief it is no surprise that the Celts would follow their leaders, even to death. Being practical, the Druids held the knowledge of the seasons. The people needed to eat. The knowledge of how to have a good harvest was to have a lot of death, “murders.” It sounds bizarre to today’s way of thinking but is rather scientific. If we want a good harvest, we must fertilise the crops. Blood is an excellent fertilizer. The Druids obviously observed and passed the knowledge forward that this was the case. 
The Druids have the power of life and death. When they pass justice, it must be followed. In the past century, our modern prisons have passed the death sentence. The last hanging in the UK was in 1964. The last beheading was in 1803.  In France, the guillotine was used last in 1977. This must be pointed out because we are the same people as our forefathers. When Strabo mentions the “sacrifices” that the Romans put a stop to, did they? It would seem to a casual observer that Strabo, a scholar, did not do the same as Polybius, and go amongst the people to learn. 
“without the Druids they, the Celts, never sacrifice”.  The slaughter of battle is one thing, but the decapitating is another thing altogether. Diodorus Siculus says:
“when their enemies fall, cut off their heads and fasten them about the necks of their horses”.
Strabo gives a similar account and quotes Posidonius as a witness to this. John Koch in his encyclopaedia explains that we have very little evidence to verify the Greek and Roman writers in the claims of decapitation but there is some. There is an excavation of a sanctuary in Picardy, France, “all skeletal remains were decapitated and seem to have been displayed individually”. 
We have quite a few skeletal remains and well-preserved bodies in bogs around Europe that are pre-Roman. Plenty of information to say that people were being killed in strange ritualistic ways. Worsley Man was discovered in 1958. he had had his head severed. We cannot know why these people were killed but it does seem very deliberate. From mistletoe in the stomach to cord tied around the limbs. We would have to concur that if Strabo did not give the full explanation in his surviving works, he and his fellow historians were witness to some strange goings on.
Strabo mentions the crucifying in temples. To crucify, is to hang somebody by the limbs from a tree. Being a ‘tree’ punishment, we would have no problems believing this to be a Druidic custom. From other sources we know that the Druids were tree aficionados. Within Strabo’s lifetime the Romans were using crucifixion as a form of punishment. So did Strabo get this wrong? Strabo also says the druids did this in their temples. We know from other writings including Tacitus (c56 -120 CE) that the commonly held belief that the Druids worshiped in groves. Commonly, an opening in woodland. This “Temple” does not fit in with the Roman alter type of sacrifice. 
We should not have a problem with the thought of blood sacrifice. We know that, in not so antient times, this was still happening. We can refer to the Maya and Inca of south America. They were also taking out organs while the “sacrifice” was still alive. This gives a certain credence to Strabo’s accounts, but we should also look to his accounts as second hand. Strabo is making a story of what should be factual statements. Because of the other authors already mentioned we should not have a problem believing the basic accounts but a certain weariness to the factual statements.

Exhibiting heads. Strabo’s mentioning of the warriors tying the heads of their victims on their horses is probably part of the ‘head cult’. it came later to Britain but is quite well known and documented through-out Europe. As already mentioned, we have graves in France with severed heads. The heads seem to be not only the heads of enemies, but also respected warriors and, it would seem, venerated relatives. 
There are archaeological depictions of heads throughout Europe. In Roquepertuse, near Marseilles, France. They found the statue of a headless warrior and along with other dateable artifacts a row of columns with niches that had human skulls that were probably human sacrifices. They may have been venerated ancestors. Archaeology says this site was occupied since Neolithic times and the Celts were there from c450 BCE until the site was burned and abandoned in c200BCE. 
[bookmark: _Hlk69416664]Along side the archaeology and the literary we also have folklore for the severed head. In THE ULSTER CYCLE we have the story of Conall Cernach wining the champions portion by displaying the head of Connacht’s most wanted warrior on his belt. In the TAIN BÓ CUAILNGE Cũ Chulainn takes home the heads of his enemies. After Cũ Chulainn kills Nera’s sons he decapitates them and puts them on poles in the middle of a river so the blood drips into it. THE MABINOGI also has a decapitating story. Brân demands his head to be cut off and to be buried in London to protect Britain. His head carries on conversing as he did when full bodied. 
We have written, oral and archaeological evidence of decapitating. And as mentioned earlier it is not only history that this has happened. Strabo’s mention of it can be confirmed. Strabo’s accounts seem a little naive but not wrong. His sensitivities to his audience may have made him hold back on information but it seems more probable that his second-hand information did not give him the full picture of what was happening. 
In conclusion. If we were relying on Strabo alone then we could not make any assumptions about what the Celtic people of his time were believing. But Strabo’s work alongside many other authoritative works gives us a fair understanding of the Druidry of his time and what the followers were believing.


“After hanging about half-an-hour, till they were quite dead, they were cut down. Colonel Despard was first cut down, his body placed upon sawdust, and his head upon a block; after his coat and waistcoat had been taken off, his head was severed from his body, by persons engaged on purpose to perform that ceremony. The executioner then took the head by the hair and, carrying it to the edge of the parapet on the right hand, held it up to the view of the populace, and exclaimed: "This is the head of a traitor, Edward Marcus Despard." The same ceremony was performed on the parapet at the left hand.” 21/02/1883.
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