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Caesar, BG 6.16
This passage is taken from the account written by Julius Caesar during his conquest of Gaul, roughly the area covering modern France, Switzerland, Western Germany and Belgium, from 58-50BC*. Furthermore, it is a small excerpt from book 6.11-20 which deals with the ‘customs and institutions of the Gauls’ and it is evident that this is the authors one place in the whole account where he goes into detail on this topic. With this passage I will looking to attempt an answer at a few questions that consistently arise with classical Roman and Hellenic writings on ‘Celtic’[footnoteRef:1], or being more specific to this text, Gallic religious practises. Firstly, is there any truth to his account and if not, why has Caesar chosen to present ‘Gallic’ religious customs in this way? Is Caesar simply relying on older accounts like that of Posidonius, and if so why? Finally, how does this excerpt compare to other ancient accounts of Druidic behaviour and rituals?  [1:  No such thing as a pan-celtic religion! Also for this reason I will be using the same term of Gallic that Caesar uses to ascribe these religious practices] 

At first-glance it may be easy to perceive Caesar as a good candidate to be writing a descriptive account of the customs of the Gauls, he certainly spent a great deal of time in Gaul, even if it was only during the campaigning season every year. Yet it becomes apparent early on in this excerpt and in keeping with the rest of Caesar’s descriptions of Gallic religions in book 6[footnoteRef:2] that an undistorted account this is not. “As a Nation the Gauls are extremely superstitious”[footnoteRef:3] – Caesar here makes the distinction between what he views as ‘normal’ Roman religious practice and what he sees as merely ‘superstition’. This comment really sets the tone for the passage and goes some way to revealing to us Caesar’s motives for writing in such a way about Gallic religion. Somewhat unsurprisingly Caesar goes on to write that the Gauls sacrifice Humans, inferably instead of livestock like ‘civilised’ peoples*, and that they have a class of persons which he dubs ‘Druids’ performing these sacrifices. This is an allegation against the Gaulish peoples by Caesar that can only have a singular purpose: “Caesar instrumentalised existing topoi on the Celts and on human sacrifice to legitimate his conquest and increase the glory of his victory over these ‘barbarians’”[footnoteRef:4] . As for the origination of this claim that the Gauls performed human sacrifice then we must look at the now lost works by the ancient writer Posidonius, who writing from the early first-half of the first century about his travels in Gaul, is referenced by Caesar[footnoteRef:5]. Not only does Caesar present to us the pre-existing topoi of Gallic human sacrifice but he also gives us what is believed to be the earliest surviving detailed account of Druids. It is in line with Diodorus Siculus and later Strabo to describe a class of religiously authoritative Druids, furthermore both Diodorus Siculus and Strabo distinguish Druids as being amongst other classes, notably the Vates[footnoteRef:6] and the Bards[footnoteRef:7], in Celtic society. This perhaps demonstrating a lesser understanding or an omittance from the generally recognised Posidonian source[footnoteRef:8] on Caesar’s part, however as we know from Chadwick, Caesars account is only ‘derived in part from Posidonius’[footnoteRef:9]. The next line: [2:  Caesar. BG. 6]  [3:  Caesar. BG. 6.16.1
]  [4:  Haussler, R. 2014.  Pg.45]  [5:  Chadwick, N.K. 1997. Pg.17]  [6:  There appears to be some discussion on what is the correct title for this group of people, Chadwick settles for euhages even though it appears to be a corruption of the Latin vates hence I shall stick with that.]  [7:  Chadwick, N.K. 1997. Pg.18-19]  [8:  Chadwick, N.K. 1997. Pg. 18-22]  [9:  Chadwick, N.K. 1997. Pg.17
] 

“They believe that the only way of saving a man’s life is to propitiate the god’s wrath by rendering another life in its place, and they have regular state sacrifices of the same kind.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Caesar. BG. 6.16.2] 

Is a clear justification from Caesar as to why he believes the druids carry out human sacrifice. It is interesting that the author feels the need to include this explanation and not just leave it, especially when considering the motive that we have established for this excerpt. 
This depiction of a ‘wicker-man’ structure being used for a human sacrifice is somewhat problematic. I believe it is a cultural trope utilised by Caesar, yet whether it is knowingly done and with purpose or a lazy replication of the claim made by the earlier historian Posidonius, writing in the first half of the first century BC and similarly lifted by Strabo[footnoteRef:11]. I agree with the line of reasoning from Chadwick that suggests it is originally Posidonius’ account of terrifying ‘wicker-men’ that fits perfectly into what Caesar was trying to portray the Gauls as in this piece; worthy of ‘civilisation’, as in to be ‘civilised’ by Rome[footnoteRef:12] and more precisely, himself. It is well known that Caesar was forever treading the line along the dubious Roman practice of only engaging in what they saw as legal war. To many in Rome and particularly the senate some of Caesar’s actions in Gaul had over-stepped this line and were indeed illegal with Caesar merely conquering new territory and subjugating Gallic peoples for personal gain. Thus Caesar is presenting to his audience a Gallic people who have disturbing rituals in order to present them as a dangerous force that needs to be brought into the ‘civilised’ world. However this is certainly all wrong if it is believed that this sort of ritual sacrifice did ever occur. Green certainly believes so, the claims made by Caesar are believed at face-value: “if illness or other crises threatened the Gauls, the druids would organise human sacrifice.”[footnoteRef:13] Furthermore in her 1997 publication: ‘Exploring the world of the Druids’ she goes accepts the existence of the so-called ‘wicker men’[footnoteRef:14], an admission I cannot take seriously. Green cites a panel from the Gundestrup cauldron depicting a deity dipping men into a cauldron as a proof that human sacrifice must have existed in these societies[footnoteRef:15] yet I would err on the side of caution as there are other explanations for such a scene that do not require human sacrifice. This is demonstrated by Haussler who states that a myth like the cauldron of wisdom from Welsh mythology could explain the panel[footnoteRef:16]. I agree with Chadwick in that I believe the whole of the passage from which my excerpt is taken is so ‘strongly anti-Gaulish and pro-Roman in sentiment’[footnoteRef:17], so much so that I take claims so obviously devised to sow terror amongst readers like that of the ‘wicker-men’ to be utterly false.  [11:  Strabo. Geo. 4.4.5]  [12:  This is a concept described by Pliny: Pliny. NH. 3.5.39]  [13:  Green, M.J. 1992. Pg.86]  [14:  Green, M.J. 1997. Pg.75]  [15:  Green, M.J. 1997. Pg.74]  [16:  Haussler, R. 2014 Pg.40]  [17:  Chadwick, N.K. 1997 Pg.22] 

Finally, Caesar finishes by adding that criminals were the preferred choice of sacrifice, but the innocent could also be used during times of shortage. This too is corroborated by Diodorus Siculus[footnoteRef:18] yet as he was writing a decade after Caesar and also was referencing Posidonius it is easy to see how it is highly likely that he is citing them in this claim too.  [18:  Cf: Haussler, R. 2014. Pg.39] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Thus, to draw in a conclusion about this passage; as I have demonstrated the claims made by Caesar in this excerpt fit squarely within the purpose for him to be writing about his conquest of Gaul. There is enough evidence here to show that what Caesar is writing is highly rhetorical and for the specific purpose of legitimising his dubiously legal campaign of conquest and subjugation in Gaul. It is for this reason that I do not believe this to be a reliable source when looking a Roman-Celtic religions, yet for that reason it becomes very useful at demonstrating 1st Century BC Roman attitudes towards Celtic religions.
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