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Exploring the world of the ‘Celts’ is often difficult due to the lack of literary evidence left behind by the ‘Celts’. Ancient literary sources regarding the ‘Celts’ present problems of their own such as their intentions behind writing them. Authors such as Caesar, Strabo, Cicero and Poseidonius are not from the ‘Celtic’ world and therefore present some biased views. Such as Caesar’s account during the Gallic Wars where he writes “The nation of all the Gauls is extremely devoted to superstitious rites”. [footnoteRef:1] By using the word ‘superstitious’ in a negative way regarding their rituals, the reader is made to feel uneasy and distrustful about the ‘Celts’. By using this kind of language Caesar can spread prejudice and heighten his propaganda. This tactic is used by many ancient authors and is not entirely surprising as the ‘Celts’ for many years were viewed as a foreign enemy. On the other hand, Caesar had close contact with the ‘enemy’ and provides detailed information that other authors such as Strabo have used.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  C. Julius Caesar. Caesar's Gallic War. Translator. W. A. McDevitte. Translator. W. S. Bohn. 1st Edition. New York. Harper & Brothers. 1869. Harper's New Classical Library.]  [2:  Daphne Nash, ‘Reconstructing Poseidonios’ Celtic Ethnography: Some Considerations’, Britannia, 7 (1976), 111-126 (p.118).] 

	In many of the sources there are two themes which are frequent but are also problematic, head hunting and human sacrifice, which can bee seen in the passage by Strabo 4.4.5.[footnoteRef:3] Strabo was born c. 64 BCE and was a Greek geographer,[footnoteRef:4] in this passage he describes the ‘barbarous and absurd’ customs of the Gauls to collect heads.[footnoteRef:5] Again we see the use of negative language to isolate the acts of the Gauls and keep them separate from the ‘sophisticated’ religions belonging to the Romans and Greeks. This literary tactic isn’t only used against the Gauls but is applied to the enemies in the north causing a divide between the sophisticated Romans and the barbaric ‘Celts’.[footnoteRef:6] Strabo provides further evidence by including an eye witness account of these head-hunting acts and emphasises how often it occurred.[footnoteRef:7] The eye witness testimony comes from Posidonius, a Greek philosopher and was considered the most learned man of his time.[footnoteRef:8] Although his name does give the statement weight it doesn’t prove that a) Posidonius did see it or that b) Strabo didn’t fabricate the statement to benefit his work.  [3:  Strabo 4.4.5.]  [4:  Francois Lasserre, Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1998,  https://www.britannica.com/biography/Strabo#accordion-article-history [Accessed 23rd September 2018].]  [5:  Strabo 4.4.5.]  [6:  Strabo 4.4.5, “common however with many nations of the north”.]  [7:  Strabo 4.4.5, “Posidonius says he witnessed this in many different places, and was at first shocked, but became familiar with it in time on account of its frequency”.]  [8:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Encyclopaedia Brittannica, 1998,  https://www.britannica.com/biography/Poseidonius [Accessed 23rd September 2018]. ] 

Another statement made by Strabo regarding human sacrifice and the Roman law is interesting because the Romans are no strangers to human sacrifice.[footnoteRef:9] It has been documented that Vestal Virgins were buried alive in a stone tomb, they were given food and some ceremonial items, if they had broken their vows to remain a virgin.[footnoteRef:10] This ceremony isn’t what Romans would identify as a human sacrifice simple because they don’t offer them to any god and they don’t refer to the virgins in the sources as sacrificial victims.[footnoteRef:11] In the case of the Vestal Virgins the Romans would identify the act as ritual murder,[footnoteRef:12] a necessary pre-caution to repair the pax deorum.[footnoteRef:13] Death in other words was acceptable when righting a wrong. Eventually, human sacrifice was outlawed by the Romans in 97 BCE.[footnoteRef:14] Strabo isn’t the only author to have documented human sacrifice, one sacrifice that has made such an imprint in our minds that it has been depicted in films such as the wicker man. Caesar writes of the Gauls sacrificing people in large figurines that they set on fire, [footnoteRef:15] while Diodorus Siculus talks of a large pyre to sacrifice them on.[footnoteRef:16] While Strabo does mention a figure we can not be entirely sure that this isn’t another way to discredit the ‘Celts’.[footnoteRef:17] [9:  Strabo 4.4.5, “ which were quite opposite to those sanctioned by our laws”.]  [10:  Celia E. Schultz, ‘The Romans and Ritual Murder’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 78(2) (2010), 516-541 (p.530-531).]  [11:  Celia E. Schultz, ‘The Romans and Ritual Murder’, p.531.]  [12:  Celia E. Schultz, “Ritual Murder is the killing of a human being for religious purposes, repeated in specific circumstances in a prescribed fashion that marks it off from profane killing”. p.518.]  [13:  Celia E. Schultz, “peace of the gods”. p.529.]  [14:  Celia E. Schultz, p.527.]  [15:  Caesar BG 6.16.]  [16:  Diodorus Siculus 5. 31.1.]  [17:  Strabo 4.4.5.] 

The second theme is that of head hunting, Strabo makes two references to collecting heads, but the treatments of the heads varies. First, are the treatments of the enemy’s head, [footnoteRef:18] which could be regarded as another sacrifice.[footnoteRef:19] The head was believed to be the residing place of the soul, the owner would own the essence of his enemy, ward off evil and gain bragging rights.[footnoteRef:20] There are archaeological evidence suggesting heads to have value, in the south of France there was discovered two temples, Entremont and Roquepertuse, where niches were carved to hold human skulls and the other carvings of heads.[footnoteRef:21] The use of skulls as decoration can also be seen after such as the carved triplicate head found in Llandaff Cathedral, south Wales, and also in Ireland, Galway, where more than twenty heads are carved into the west door with some set in the triangular niche favoured by the ‘Celts’.[footnoteRef:22] It isn’t only evident in the buildings but in medieval literature, both from Wales and Ireland. The Irish hero Cú Chulainn is said to have collected twelve heads and displayed them on twelve stones and it is written in the Mabinogion that the head of the god Bran is ‘alive’ even after it was removed from the body.[footnoteRef:23] However, these stories were written down centuries after and written with a Christian perspective, many aspects of the original myth will have changed through the years. Then there’s the heads of an ‘illustrious person’, [footnoteRef:24] implying that the enemy’s skill in battle was of consideration. Collections of heads were often maintained by the community, or individual families as a demonstration of their greatness, priceless heirlooms.[footnoteRef:25] [18:  Strabo 4.4.5, “suspending the heads of their enemies from their horses’ neck on their return from battle, and when they have arrived nailing them as a spectacle to their gates”.]  [19:  Ward Rutherford, Celtic Lore, (London: Thorsons, 1993) p.87.]  [20:  Sabine Heinz, Symbols of the Celts, (New York: 1999) p.269.]  [21:  Barry Cunliffe, The Celtic World, (Singapore: BCA, 1992) p. 82.]  [22:  Ward Rutherford, Celtic Lore, p.88.]  [23:  Barry Cunliffe, The Celtic World, p. 84-86.]  [24:  Strabo 4.4.5, “The heads of illustrious persons they embalm with cedar, exhibit them to strangers, and would not sell them for their weight in gold”. ]  [25:  Barry Cunliffe, The Celtic World, p.83.] 

There are many factors to consider when analysing ancient sources, the authors themselves cannot be trusted to write only the truth. With the use of political language, the Romans can discredit others, a tactic that has been used against themselves also. For example, Cassius Dio writes how Caesar handed over rioting soldiers to Roam priests as human sacrifices, no doubt this is an effort to discredit Caesar after his return from Egypt.[footnoteRef:26] Excavations don’t guarantee that the finding of human remains is that of a human sacrifice, human remains are widely discovered. [footnoteRef:27]  Over 200 animal and human bones were discovered at Ribermont-sur-Ancre (Somme), the site could represent many things such as a massacre of prisoners, enemies from battle or their own dead.[footnoteRef:28] The term ‘Celtic’ is problematic itself as it’s a term coined by an outsider to identify a large group of peoples with similar customs, mudding the identity of these nations. [26:  Celia E. Schultz, p.525.]  [27:  Anne Ross, Druids (Gloucestershire: Tempus, 2004) p.59.]  [28:  Miranda J. Green, The Celtic World (London: Routledge, 1995) p.457-458.] 
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