During Julius Caesar’s career in the Roman military and later as a politician, he wrote De Bello Gallico, The Gallic War. For the purposes of this essay, we look at section 17 of book 6. Where Caesar names the deities that were worshipped by the Gauls, as well as some of their rituals and practices when venerating Mars. The aim of this essay is to critically analyse the text and in doing so, we look into the ways in which this work from Caesar may be interpretated by the reader. What point Caesar was trying to put across in his assessment of the Gauls and their religious practices and how reliable his account is and his understanding of the pre-Roman religion?

Caesar’s sixth book of De Bello Gallico was written in 53 BC and involved the crossing of the Rhine for the second time, with the view to analyse the cultures of Gaul and Germany.[footnoteRef:1] In section 17 of book 6, Caesar notes that the deity who is worshipped the most is Mercury, stating that they have many images which a dedicated to him. They are said to regard him as the inventor of all arts and that he is considered to be a guide for travel. He is also venerated as having great power over trade and profit. Caesar goes on to briefly mention other deities and their attributes, such as, Apollo’s prevention of disease, Minerva conveying the fundamentals of craft and manufacturing, Jupiter brandishing the power over the heavens and Mars overseeing matters of war. [1:  Carolyn Hammond, Caesar: The Gallic War, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p.119] 


Notably Caesar goes into a little more detail with regards to Mars and battle. Stating that when a decision is made to pursue conflict, that Mars is the deity in which they focus their worship. As such, in victory, offerings of sacrificial animals are made from those that had survived the battle, as well as the dedication of goods and objects acquired from the spoils. These where gathered into mounds in a consecrated area, and it was considered bad practice to keep any of the spoils of oneself or to steal from the mound itself. This rarely happened, as the punishment of torture was strictly imposed for the act of going against this religious practice.

The initial impression of the text is that Caesar demonstrates to the reader that the Gauls shared in their worship of the same Roman pantheon as Caesar, with an emphasis not only Mercury, but later on Mars, with a description of the Gauls ritual practices in venerating this deity during conflict. The most prominent question that arises from contemplating the text by Caesar, is that of the names in which he has used for the deities that the Gaul’s worship. Mercury, Apollo, Jupiter, Minerva and Mars, are all names of divinities from the Roman Pantheon, so why or how does Caesar discover them in Gaul during his time there? There are many conclusions that can be arrived at when considering this. From political applications or propaganda, to the adoption or assimilation of the Roman deities as a result of the trading relationships and exchanges between the cultures. In order to look more deeply into this question, we can look to the concept of interpretatio. 

Interpretatio is the explanation or translation of a name, to that of similar meaning or association. In the context for which this essay is based, interpretatio can have different applications. Interpretatio Romana, Interpretatio Gallica / Celtica and interpretatio Indigena. 

Interpretatio Romana was first used as a term by Tacticus in Germania (43.4) in addressing the worship of the deities who he identified as Castor and Pollux. Tacitus defined this term as ‘the interpretation of alien deities and of the rites associated with them.’ (Germania 43)
The term has been used since to distinguish the use of the names of the Roman pantheon in place of the native divinities. Green, cites Caesar and the De Bello Gallico 6.17 as such an example of interpretatio Romana. ‘Caesar speaks of the gods he learned about in Gaul as if they were divinities familiar to the Roman pantheon.’[footnoteRef:2]  Ando notes that the term used by Tacitus, provides a different meaning from traditional scholarship, in that it is generally studied as an aspect of religion within the Empire’s territory. As opposed to what it brings to light about Roman beliefs.[footnoteRef:3] Ando also remarks that Tacitus delivers the religions of the ‘barbarians’ in a way that is comprehensible the those that are of an educated status in the Mediterranean and therefore suppressing any problems of cultural difference.[footnoteRef:4] Interpretatio romana, from a Roman viewpoint, displays how Caesar as a politician would identify the deities of the Gauls with those of the Roman pantheon, in order to make comparisons and to find similarities that could be used in a way of relating them back to Rome, but the question still remains of how much did Caesar know of the native religion in order for him to make the assumptions that he does in De Bello Gallico 6.17.  [2:  Miranda J. Green, Dictionary of Celtic Myth and Legend. (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 1992), p.126]  [3:  Clifford Ando, ‘Interpretatio Romana’, Classical Philology, Vol. 100, No.1 (January 2005), 41-55 (p.42) ]  [4:  Ando. Interpretatio Romana, p.43] 


Bober identifies two facets for the re-interpretation of the pre-Roman gods in Gaul. Firstly, by the assumption on the part of the Romans, that the deities venerated by the Gaul’s were indeed members of their own pantheon with foreign name or title. Secondly, by the native people’s willingness to adopt the names and attributes of the Roman divinities having seen one or many parallels between them and of their own deities. Therefore, making the integration themselves (interpretatio gallica).[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Phyllis Fray Bober, ‘Cernunnos: Origin and Transformation of a Celtic Divinity’, American Journal of Archaeology, Vol. 55, No. 1. (Jan 1951), 13-51 (p.13) ] 


Interpretation gallica, celtica and indigena can all be used as a term when describing the integration or assimilation of the Roman religious cultures within the native belief systems. In the case of this essay, by the inhabitants of Gaul and by their own volition. This can be by a number of means, such as the twinning of divinities. Green gives such an example of this: 

Romano-Celtic inscriptions which record the veneration of a god with a Roman name but is also a Celtic epithet or title. Such deities as Apollo Grannus, Mars Teutates, or Jupiter Taranis are instances of this marriage of Roman and indigenous names.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Green, Dictionary of Celtic Myth and Legend, p.126] 


However, Webster notes that the use of interpretatio within this context has a one-sided distribution, and that the majority of the evidence found of its use does not contain a Celtic counterpart or epithet in Celtic areas such as Gaul. For example, ‘While there are some 85 post-Conquest references to ‘Mars’ in Roman Britain, only 36 of these pair the deity with a non-Classical one.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Jane Webster, ‘Interpretatio: Roman Word Power and the Celtic Gods’, Britannia, Vol.26 (1995), 153-161 (p.154)] 


Häussler notes, that Clifford Ando in his article Interpratatio Romana, shows that Rome was not interested in the local religious systems or cults of the Gaul’s, with the exception of forming clear rules for citizens by regulating the local religion, with the aim of avoiding unrest. Häussler remarks that if it is such that the Romans were generally uninterested in the religious culture of the native people, then it would have to have been the local population that facilitated the changes to their deities. As such, it would also have been the native people, the Gaul’s in the case of Caesar’s account, who adopted the change to the Latin names for their deities, as well as adopting a Roman style for their architecture and representational art. For when these changes are made by the local people, instead of a conquering force, Häussler uses the term interpretatio indigena, meaning indigenous interpretation.[footnoteRef:8] From this aspect interpretatio became a way of bridging and overcoming cultural differences. [8:  Raplh Häussler, ‘Interpretatio Indigena: Re-Inventing Local Cults in a Global World’, Mediterraneo Antico, Vol.15, No. 1 (2012), 143-174 (p.143)] 


A question that may arise from this could be, why or what benefit would the population of Gaul have had to gain from embodying and adopting the Roman equivalents and their associations to own deities and religious practices? With the gods having universal characteristics and the Roman religious influence taking many forms such as physical expression, iconography and epigraphy.

As observed by Caesar, Mercury was the most venerated deity of the Gaul’s. Evidence indeed shows us that Mercury, along with Mars are where most of the twinning occurs in epigraphy.[footnoteRef:9] Due to Mars’ Italian aspect as an agricultural and protective deity, and with his additional association for war, he would have most likely appealed to the Celtic people, who had a significant interest in territory. Similarly, Mercury being associated with fertility and prosperity would have had the same appeal in mirroring Celtic beliefs.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Miranda Green, The Gods of the Celts. (Surrey: Bramley Books, 1986), p.36]  [10:  Green, The Gods of the Celts, p.36] 


In conclusion, the account of the deities that were worshipped by the Gauls by Caesar in De Bello Gallico 6.17, leaves us with many more questions than answers and even looking at it within a greater context than just the passage alone, opinions are very still divided between two plains of thought. 

Firstly, is interpretatio romana, whereby Caesar simply introduced his own understanding of the deities within a context for which he was familiar. This may also have been for the ease of the reader, with him presenting the information in a way that could be understood more readily, without further explanation of the native gods and their attributes. Or as Webster addresses, his use of the Roman pantheon could have been as a show of power and that a lot of the epigraphic material evidence came from military or official origins, therefore signifying ‘Romanisation’. ‘What interpretatio tells us, then, is how a Latin-literate, often non-indigenous, élite characterised the Celtic gods.’[footnoteRef:11] To know whether Caesar’s use of interpretatio romana is through ignorance or aggression, is difficult to discern in the context of just section 6.17. [11:  Jane Webster, ‘Interpretatio: Roman Word Power and the Celtic Gods’, Britannia, Vol.26 (1995), 153-161 (p.157)] 


From the second perspective, these names could have already been in use, bringing interpretatio gallica, celtica or indigena into view. It is understood that through the years of conflict and trade with the Romans, the Gauls may have adopted the use of the Latin names, particularly with epigraphy. The styles of art may have also appealed, and their exotic nature valued by those who worshipped these divinities that mirrored many of the characteristics and qualities of which they were familiar. There is the possibility that by introducing or adopting certain aspects of the Roman religion, the Gauls would have strengthened political and trade relationships. Green comments on this by suggesting that the Romans could have been just as fascinated by the exotic nature of the Celtic divinity, as the Celts were of the Roman, with the Romans adding to the sanctuaries that were already present:

The evidence, as I see it, is not that the Romans transformed Celtic gods into civilised Roman ones, nor of suppression by the conquering power. Rather there is indication of active encouragement of such Celtic divinities as Nemausus of Nîmes and Sulis of Bath whose pre-existing spring-sanctuaries were positively embellished by the Romans.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Miranda Green, The Gods of the Celts, pp.37-38] 
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