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Julius Caesar’s De Bello Gallico provides us with one of the earliest and most influential depictions of the Druids and Celtic religious practices. The work is primarily intended to be a firsthand account of his military campaigns in Gaul. However, it includes a brief but significant section that describes the religious and social roles of the Druids in the wider Gallic religious landscape. This small digression has since become one of the most influential ancient sources on Celtic religion. Caesar presents the Druids as powerful religious leaders and legal authorities, who held authority over not only ritual practices but also the greater societal structure across Gaul. His account includes details of philosophical doctrines, educational methods, and their involvement in human sacrifice. However, as with any ancient source, we must approach the text critically and cautiously. This is particularly important when the source is written by a Roman general with vested political interests. Nevertheless, we can attempt to assess the accuracy of Caesar’s account by comparing his depictions with other early sources such as Strabo, Pliny the Elder, Diodorus and Tacitus. Additionally, there is some insight to be gained from modern scholarship and archaeological findings. In doing so, we can begin to weigh up how accurate, biased, or ideologically driven Caesar’s account may have been. Through this method of critical appreciation, a more nuanced understanding of Druidic practice and Roman representations of conquered peoples can be achieved. 



In Book VI of De Bello Gallico, Caesar takes a short break from his war narrative in order to discuss the Druids. He describes them as being one of two elite classes in Gallic society, with the other being the knights/nobles. He states that the “common folk” are treated “almost as slaves” who are kept subservient through debt and other means [footnoteRef:6440]. Caesar goes on to describe the Druids as influential religious leaders who are responsible for conducting sacrifices, the interpretation of ritual matters, and serving as judges in public and private disputes and criminal cases. According to Caesar, they wielded significant power, and those who did not comply with their decisions could be shunned and vilified by their communities [footnoteRef:12299]. Caesar also notes that the Druids were “exempt from all liabilities,” including military service and taxation. This, combined with the high regard with which they were held, apparently attracted many young men to study under them in the hope they might join their ranks [footnoteRef:16562]. 

Another interesting detail that Caesar discusses is the methods of Druidic teaching. He explains that students would be forbidden from writing down the sacred teachings, having to rely instead on memorisation and oral transmission. This practice is interpreted by Caesar as a method to both preserve secrecy and strengthen memory [footnoteRef:2751]. He also states that Druids appear to believe in a form of reincarnation, where the soul does not perish but simply “pass from one to another.” He states that this is a core doctrine which he associates with the origins of Gallic bravery, as death is not feared [footnoteRef:16412]. He also credits them with knowledge of astronomy, natural philosophy, and the powers of the gods. Additionally, Caesar states that those wishing to gain the most accurate knowledge of Druidic teachings often travel to Britain, which he identifies as the location in which Druidism originated [footnoteRef:7618]. 

Caesar also emphasises the importance of ritual practice across the “nation of the Gauls” [footnoteRef:13007]. Perhaps most controversially, Caesar describes the Druids as being in charge of many of these rituals, including sacrificial rituals which included human offerings. He hints at multiple methods of human sacrifice but describes one such practice where the Gauls would apparently construct giant wicker figures filled with living humans and set them alight as an offering to the gods. He states that the individuals chosen for this event were usually criminals (as this would be more pleasing to the gods) but also states that sometimes innocents would be chosen if there were not enough criminals to fill the quota [footnoteRef:32442]. He states that the Druids were the “ministers” of these sacrifices and presided over them, believing divine favour can only be won through the exchange of human lives [footnoteRef:29925]. 

Caesar also provides a heavily Romanised description of the Celtic pantheon, stating that the Gauls revere Mercury above all others, but they also follow Apollo, Mars, Jupiter, and Minerva. He also states that their beliefs surrounding these deities are effectively the same as in other nations [footnoteRef:27639]. This is a clear example of non-Roman gods being assimilated into their Roman counterparts, which was a fairly common practice [footnoteRef:26947]. While this likely would have made the Gallic pantheon more intelligible to Roman readers, it also risks oversimplifying or misrepresenting the Celtic deities. 



When it comes to finding ancient sources to compare Caesar’s portrayal to, options are fairly limited. However, there are a handful of ancient sources that both lend support to and raise suspicion about some of Caesar’s claims. For example, contrary to Caesar, Strabo actually describes three classes of learned people in Gallic society. These classes are defined as Bards (poets), Vates (diviners), and Druids (philosophers) [footnoteRef:10211]. He also claims the Druids could stop battles and settle disputes, presenting them as figures of peace and wisdom and does not mention wicker man style sacrifices [footnoteRef:8586]. However, he agrees with Caesar in the sense that he reinforces their role as judges and discusses their belief in the enduring nature of the soul after death [footnoteRef:13415]. But ultimately, it seems Strabo provides a more nuanced account of the Druids' moral and intellectual roles. 

Authors such as Diodorus and Tacitus, on the other hand, write rather vividly about brutal sacrificial practices. Diodorus describes human sacrifice and the use of divinatory practices through analysing the death throes of victims [footnoteRef:14851]. This reinforces the association between religious figures and both divination and execution. Tacitus, on the other hand, wrote about the Roman assault on the island of Mona (modern day Anglesey) and provides possibly the most hostile account. He depicts the Druids as performing "inhuman rites," in sacred groves, including altars drenched in human blood and divination through entrails [footnoteRef:5946]. He also highlights their role in inciting resistance, confirming the association of Druids with sacred groves and human sacrifice but placing this in the context of a political rebellion [footnoteRef:5750]. These portrayals of the Druids are generally in agreement with the points Caesar makes, however, the emphasis on them being dangerous, fanatical enemies to Rome is notably different to Caesar’s more reserved tone.  

Another author who provides valuable information is Pliny the Elder who, in Natural History, provides a fairly detailed description of some Druidic religious practices and beliefs, particularly regarding their reverence for mistletoe and oak trees. He describes a ritual where Druids dressed in white would use a golden sickle to harvest mistletoe on the sixth day of the moon, followed by the sacrifice of two white bulls, a ceremony that was apparently thought to cure infertility and offer protection against poisons [footnoteRef:9980]. However, while Pliny does confirm the priestly function and deep knowledge of the Druids, he is also more sceptical and critical than Caesar, categorising Druidic practices as superstitious and praising the Roman state for abolishing human sacrifice [footnoteRef:25088]. 

These sources, when taken together, provide us with a handful of overlapping but distinct portrayals of the Druids. Strabo emphasises their authority and philosophical knowledge, Pliny highlights rituals and superstition, and Diodorus and Tacitus effectively frame the Druids as barbaric threats to Roman order. Caesar's account is foundational, but its reception and reinterpretation in later sources reflects changing Roman attitudes and imperial policies. Nevertheless, these writers do help to confirm the existence of an educated religious class in Celtic society. 



Modern scholarship remains somewhat divided on how we should interpret Caesar and other ancient author’s portrayals of Druids. Some scholars, such as Miranda Aldhouse-Green, view Caesar’s account as generally reliable [footnoteRef:12554]. They argue that Caesar, having spent a lengthy period of time in Gaul almost certainly would have encountered Druids or those educated by them [footnoteRef:32435]. It has also been noted that some of Caesar’s descriptions are consistent with archaeological evidence and were mostly corroborated by later classical authors [footnoteRef:5653]. Additionally, Caesar describes the Druids as having important roles in multiple aspects of life, including religious leadership, judicial duties, philosophical ideology, and rituals. This aligns fairly well with what we might expect of a priestly class in a society that prioritises oral transmission [footnoteRef:16003]. Caesar’s use of relatively neutral language, especially regarding sacrifice, may also imply a certain level of respect, or at least an intention to report accurately rather than propagandise, but this is hard to know for certain. 

Other scholars suggest a much more cautious approach, viewing Caesar’s portrayal of Druids as a way for him to further justify his conquest of Gaul to citizens back in Rome. Druids appear only fleetingly in De Bello Gallico, and are largely absent from the military narrative, suggesting that Caesar may have wanted to avoid acknowledging their potential role in anti-Roman resistance [footnoteRef:16854]. Conversely, some have also suggested that Caesar may have deliberately excluded the Druids from the narrative of the Gallic wars in order to undermine the appearance of an organised ideological opposition. If Druids were shown to be involved in political resistance, it might risk strengthening the position of the Gallic resistance. Through downplaying their role in such a way, it is possible that Caesar sought to frame Gallic unrest as disorganised and tribal [footnoteRef:11093]. It is also very possible, if not probable, that Caesar may have been engaging in inventive exaggeration in order to present Gaul as a culturally rich but barbaric nation, which would make for an ideal territory to conquer. In this sense, it has been argued that Caesar potentially used the Druids and Gallic belief to portray Gaul as a territory that, while sophisticated, was still barbaric and in need of Roman intervention [footnoteRef:5914]. The idea here is that Caesar would have constructed his narrative to align with Roman expectations while also serving practical political goals. His depiction of the Druids as a united Gallic religious institution would have helped him to frame Gaul as a cohesive cultural entity, albeit one with some incorrect beliefs and practices, which would help to legitimise its conquest. 

Furthermore, scholars remain divided on the true extent of human sacrifice. Caesar’s work aligns with the broader Roman tendency to associate barbarians with blood rituals [footnoteRef:8072]. However, it has also been noted that Caesar’s tone is unusually direct compared to later writers like Tacitus, who used such claims to vilify the Druids and Gallic tribes. It is possible, therefore, that Caesar was simply presenting human sacrifice as an accepted religious act across Gaul, rather than making any moral claims [footnoteRef:12800]. This could suggest that Caesar was more interested in portraying the Gauls as religiously devout than as savages. 

Regardless, it seems likely that Caesar’s portrayal is not purely descriptive. As a general writing to justify his campaigns in Gaul to a Roman audience, he likely had other additional motives. His depiction of the Druids may have been intended to present Gaul as culturally worthy for conquering while emphasising the moral superiority of Rome and his own role as a civilising force. By acknowledging the Druids’ intelligence and organisation, he can portray himself as gaining victory over a formidable foe, while at the same time reporting human sacrifice to highlight a cultural inferiority that Roman conquest could help redeem. However, scholars have also convincingly argued that Caesar's writing is too detailed and consistent to be wholly fictional, especially given the corroboration by other sources and archaeology. Yet his selective presentation is also indicative of a conscious shaping of the narrative. To what extent Caesar’s discussion accurately reflects the historical Druids and the religious landscape remains unclear from literary sources, but it seems likely that there is some truth to what he says. We must, however, remain cautious and remember that the text serves primarily as propaganda to justify a conflict. 



In terms of direct evidence for the Druids, there is not much to go on. Due to their apparent emphasis on oral tradition and a lack of written records, archaeology tends to be the main evidence we can turn to in an attempt to assess Caesar’s account. There have been numerous discoveries of what appear to be sacred groves and ritual sites such as those at Gournay-sur-Aronde and Ribemont-sur-Ancre which contain evidence of animal and human sacrifices [footnoteRef:14012]. Additionally, mass graves and de-fleshed bones have been discovered which might suggest a form of post-battle ritual killings. Offerings such as weapons and armour in addition to sacrifices may support the existence of a practice in which spoils and captives were dedicated to deities for martial means [footnoteRef:11436]. Funerary evidence also supports the idea that Gauls believed in an afterlife of some sort. The presence of many rich grave goods including weapons, food, and personal goods may imply a belief in life after death [footnoteRef:29324] [footnoteRef:1290]. 

A particularly famous archaeological find that is often cited is the Lindow Man, a bog body discovered in England, which is often considered to be evidence of a ritual execution. Dated to the 1st century AD, it seems he was killed ritualistically by receiving blows to the head, being strangled, and then having his throat cut. The ritualistic nature of this killing along with traces of mistletoe in his stomach suggest a possible connection to Druidic ceremonies such as those described by Pliny [footnoteRef:32302]. Other bog bodies across Britain and Ireland have shown similar signs of ritual killing, which supports the idea that human sacrifice was indeed practiced, but the frequency of such rituals remains uncertain [footnoteRef:12178]. 

Caesar's claim that Druidic teaching originated in Britain may also be supported by archaeological finds such as Llyn Cerrig Bach on Anglesey, which contained hundreds of ritual deposits [footnoteRef:28361]. Although not definitive proof of a Druidic centre by any means, the location fits with Tacitus' account of the island as being a Druid stronghold, and the ritual nature of the finds lends plausibility to Caesar's statement. 
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