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A Critical Appreciation of Caesars De Bello Gallico in Comparison with other Contemporary sources 

In this essay I will be writing a critical appreciation of Caesars De Bello Gallico and its commentary specifically on Celtic religious practices. I will be making a comparison to other works contemporary of the time, to make an analysis of Caesars writings on the Pagan religion.
The De Bello Gallico is one of only a handful of contemporary documents written about the religious practices of the Celtic peoples of Europe. The Celtic peoples of Europe at the time were non literate and left no written evidence of their culture (Hutton, Ronald, Blood and Mistletoe: A History of the Druids in Britain (London: Yale University Press, 2009) p.1). This then means our understanding of religious practices for the Druid societies of Iron age and Roman Europe is based largely on the writings of an observative audience of the time.
[bookmark: _Hlk192501988]There are a few noted historical descriptions from other writers such as Posidonius, which predates Caesars writings but have been lost (Hutton, Ronald, Blood and Mistletoe: A History of the Druids in Britain (London: Yale University Press, 2009) p.9). Writings from Cicero, Tacitus and Pliny the Elder, are not contemporary in nature, being written over a century after Caesars works, which therefore makes them incomparable as a source. Suppression of the written record of Celtic peoples occurred after the successful Roman invasion of Gaul by emperors Tiberius and Claudius in the 2nd century, this potentially being a reason for our lack of available resources on the subject ( Aldhouse-Green, Miranda J, The world of the Druids ( Thames & Hudson:2005), p. 40).  
In this appreciation and analysis, I will attempt to see if Caesars writings can be used as an accurate source of information about the druids, and how do they compare to other contemporary sources? What was the purpose of Caesars commentary, and who was it for?  But firstly, what was Caesars De Bello Gallico?
Julius Caesar’s De Bello Gallico or ‘On Gallic Wars’ was a set of texts written by the legendary Roman emperor Gaius Julius Caesar- born 100 BC and assassinated in 44 BC (Goldsworthy, Adrian. Caesar (United Kingdom: Orion, 2013), p. 9). The books were a commentary of his experiences, whilst fighting Celtic and Gaul peoples across Europe. It was published between 58-49 BC, and it covers a nine-year period of campaigns which were part of a Roman conquest across Europe, which the native Celts and Gaul’s were the Romans opposition (Aldhouse-Green, Miranda J, The world of the Druids ( Thames & Hudson:2005), p. 42). Through this commentary Caesar gives insights into Celtic religious practices, as potentially witnessed firsthand. The texts were copied, by hand, and circulated through Romes elite and were considered an important political document at the time of issue. Potentially they would have been read to public audiences, so that they could be appreciated by even the lowest of the Roman Empires populace. (Kimbrough, Timothy R., The Contextual Audiences of Caesar's De Bello Gallico (2014) https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_chanhonoproj/1695  [accessed 28th February 2025] ). Caesar would have gained political influence in the Roman senate through their distribution. The manuscripts would have promoted Caesars military prowess and achievements (Aldhouse-Green, Miranda J, The world of the Druids (Thames & Hudson:2005), p. 42). So as such, the content and wording would have been carefully considered by Caesar to ensure a beneficial outcome.   
Other comparable historical texts I will be using within this essay are; 
The writings of Diodorus Siculus, from 36 BCE in his Bibliotheca Historicae . Siculus- who lived within the 1st century BC- used his works to compile a universal Greek (Hau, Lisa Irene. Moral History from Herodotus to Diodorus Siculus. (Edinburgh University Press, 2016.) p.73). 
Also, the writings from the Greek geographer Strabo. Exerts from Geographica Book IV, only fragments of which survive. Strabo- born 64/63 BC- died 24 AD- was a Roman citizen, from a political family, and travelled extensively in his 87 years (Dueck, Daniela. The Routledge Companion to Strabo. (United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis, 2017.) p.1).
Now I will look at the content of De Bello Gallico in more detail and see how its key themes compare to our other sources and how these show the purpose of the De Bello Gallico. 
Caesars initial commentary in De Bello Gallico on the Celtic religion is his description of the Pagans reluctance to be involved in war and military. He describes that to become a Druid has many advantages and is seen as beneficial calling. Caesar positively comments on the Druids ability to remember great swathes of religious verses but then goes on to criticize their inability to write these verses down, due to their illiteracy.  Caesar then uses this platform to paint the Druids as hiding their religious knowledge as if for some nefarious reason. Their mysticism foreboding a source of malice (Caesar, Julius. Gallic Wars 6.14). Caesar is already beginning to set the scene with these opening words- conjuring an image of a persons you should be wary of. Through this act he would be demonstrating to the Roman people that his military campaigns to conquer the Pagan peoples were keeping them safe from these dangerous peoples. 
[bookmark: 31][bookmark: 31.1]The writings of Siculus support this narrative from Caesar. Siculus describes the Druids as being able to stop battles, again testament to reluctance of the act of War. Siculus comments on the Druids cleverness and ability to be learned, and the way they talk in riddles as too confuse. Siculus also states that their talking is terrifying and hinting darkly, much like the implication from Caesar that the druids are hiding something. As with Caesar, Siculus confirms the singing or verses by the Celts, however by a group called Bards and the Druids are portrayed positively as Philosophers (Diodorus, Siculus. Bibliotheca Historicae, 5.31.1). Thus, bringing a binary division in the representation of Celtic religious peoples.
Strabo’s account supports but varies further again on the subject on Druids chanting verses. In Strabo’s text he comments that Bards were the hymn singers, Vates were the sacrificers and druids were philosophers ( Strabo, Geographica,4.4.4.). This then putting a more complex framework to the Celtic religious people, making it multi-faceted unlike Caesars singular interpretation. 
Both Siculus and Strabo enforce the negative initial image of the druids and create fear and uncertainty through their text.
Caesars further writings discuss the Druids belief in the afterlife and that of reincarnation, and therefore lack of consciousness of mortality. From the tone of Caesars writing, these facts seem to baffle him, as they are at odds with the Roman belief of being transported to the underworld after death (Caesar, Julius. Gallic Wars 6.14). Caesar is again demonstrating the division in core belief systems between the pagans and the Romans, with the suggestion that the druids do not fear death, which again could be seen as threatening, as they would not be fearful of dying in battle.
Caesar then mentions the druids respect of nature and celestial movements, something that both Siculus and Strabo also take account of. 
Siculus does not mention the specifics of God worship amongst the druids, but he does confirm the Druids respect of nature, with the use of bird’s cries as a form of divination (Diodorus, Siculus. Bibliotheca Historicae, 5.31.3). Strabo confirms Caesars comments on the druid’s lack of mortality and says the druids believe the soul is indestructible (Strabo, Geographica,4.4.4). 
Caesar then begins to describe the acts of human sacrifice taken by the Celtic groups. Caesar describes that the Pagans believe the gods are satiated by the act of a human sacrificial offering and that the Druids are the ones who will perform the sacrificial rites (Caesar, Julius. Gallic Wars 6.16). 
[bookmark: _Hlk192500762]Siculus text also describes the use of sacrifice as an occurrence in Celtic religion. Siculus describes the impaling of criminals to be dedicated as and offering, and the presence of ‘’philosophers’’ Druids, at such events (Diodorus, Siculus. Bibliotheca Historicae, 5.31.3). Siculus writing thus supporting the narrative Caesar has used.
Strabo also confirms the sacrificial nature of the Druids and also corroborates Caesars view that the Druids would be the purveyors of the slaughter. Strabo describes that druids are always present and that the victims are pierced and crucified (Strabo, Geographica,4.4.4).
All 3 authors use this description of these events for shock value. They bring forth a vision of a set of people that commit atrocities. Such inclusion of these events is to really demonstrate to the reader why the Celtic people are to be feared and therefore justifies the empires position in being at war with them.   
[bookmark: _Hlk192500980]Caesar then goes on further to describe the use of a stick structure, shaped like a figure, which could be filled with sacrificial victims, often who were guilty of crime. The tower then being set alight to perform the slaughter. Caesar then describes that innocent victims could be used to stuff the sacrificial tower, if there was a lack of available deviants to fill the void (Caesar, Julius, Gallic Wars 6.16).
Siculus text also describes the use of great pyres in sacrificial ceremonies to honour the gods. Siculus describes that criminals and captives are the victims of such burnings, and he describes the druids as savage in their ways (Diodorus, Siculus. Bibliotheca Historicae, 5.31.3).      
Strabo’s writings confirm again the use of a bonfire to burn sacrificial men and beasts, although the use of the phrase ‘it is said’ implies that it could be a falsehood and that he has only heard of these events and has not actually seen it himself (Strabo, Geographica,4.4.4).
The description of these burnings again provides the reader of the texts with an apparent reason to dislike the Celtic peoples. The trope of the ‘’Wicker Man’’ is something that has transcended millennia, and so by adding this to his commentary, Caesar is clearly providing justification for the suppression of the Druid religion. 
As Caesars commentary on religious beliefs in De Bello Gallico continues, he describes the gods that the Gaul’s worship. He uses the Roman names to describe them; Mercury, Apollo and Minerva, and tells that the Pagans believe they are descended from the God Dis, as per Druid tradition (Caesar, Julius, Gallic Wars 6.17). 
Neither Siculus nor Strabo’s writings delve into the specifics of God worship amongst the druids, as Caesar does. It could be interpreted that Caesars use of Roman gods as a descriptive device would make his words more relatable to the audience of his work- the Roman public. Therefore, the validity of these deities actually being worshipped by the Celts could be questionable. 
Caesar also describes the lack of value the Gaul’s put on spoils of war and describes their sacrifice of captured animals and the stacking of items gained. Caesar then explains that if the Gaul’s attempt to take these items they are severely punished or tortured (Caesar, Julius, Gallic Wars 6.17).
The focus again by Caesar on brutality inflicted by the Celts, seeks again to justify his military position and create him as the hero that is keeping such horrors from the Roman people. It is a lesson to the Romans on what would happen to them and their livestock if the Gaul’s were to invade. 
Comparatively Siculus describes this also, detailing that animals taken during warfare are sacrificed and burnt (Diodorus, Siculus. Bibliotheca Historicae, 5.31.3). Strabo comments on the sight of heads impaled on poles although shocking at first, was so regular that Posidonius, from whose works Strabo was quoting, was unaffected over time (Aldhouse-Green, Miranda J, The world of the Druids ( Thames & Hudson:2005), p. 40). Both contemporary texts then corroborating Caesars observations. 
Strabo and Siculus both highlight other facets of Druid and Celtic religion in the body of their writing, which are however not mentioned in Caesars work. Strabo comments on as island of Druid priestesses who slaughter one of their own if they fail a roofing ceremony- again highlighting the image of savagery and brutalism of the Celtic peoples (Strabo, Geographica, 4.4.4). Siculus’ writings on the Celtic religion, opens with a statement that the Gaul’s have deep and terrifying voices that are harsh (Diodorus, Siculus. Bibliotheca Historicae, 5.31.3) and immediately sets the tone for the work as negative in respects of its subject.  
Firstly, looking at all three pieces of work as a whole, Caesars text is more respectful of the Celts and Druids. Caesars tone is more factual in its language and sticks to the points he is trying to make. Caesar does not tend to use language which portrays his opinions on the Celts. Whereas both Siculus and Strabo are more damning in their evaluation of the Druids, using such negative language as ‘savage’ ‘brutal’ and ‘barbarous’ clearly showing their assessment as antipathetic.
However, Caesars writings are clearly designed to deliver a message, and by carefully highlighting particular areas- sacrifice, torture, lack of morality- he is giving the reader the opportunity to form a negative opinion of the druids, without telling them how they should feel. The receiver can come to the expected negative verdict of the celts religion on their own volition.  
So as addressed in the analysis, the historical sources maybe the only written evidence we have, but their unreliability is blatant to see. Caesars writings could be considered a piece of political propaganda and therefore likely to be exaggerated. As stated earlier, it was distributed to garner political influence (Aldhouse-Green, Miranda J, The world of the Druids (Thames & Hudson:2005), p. 42). Even with similar textual pieces from other sources at the time, it is hard to see their validity due to the opposing nature of their culture in comparison to the native celts. Strabo being a Roman citizen himself, so for his advancement it would have been prudent to publish works that are pro-Roman (Dueck, Daniela. The Routledge Companion to Strabo. (United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis, 2017.) p.1). 
Caesars notes on Pagan religious practice in De Bello Gallico provides more social commentary about Caesar and the Roman peoples than it does the Pagans, as it highlights their criticism of other societies that do not mirror their own and are therefore seen as inferior. To me, that is the real historical reveal from this piece.
However, without this and the other contemporary sources, the knowledge of differing Celtic and Gaul peoples of Europe and their potential religious practices, may have been forgotten by time.
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