

Strabo 4.4.5

This essay will analyse passage 4.4.5 of Strabo’s Geography where he describes the Gallic peoples religious and cultural practices. I will analyse the validity of Strabo’s accounts of theses rituals, by comparing them to modern scholarship; ancient sources, including Strabo’s own work, as well archaeological evidence.
Strabo’s description of how the Gauls display the heads of their enemies on their horseback is often found within many Roman literary works that talk about Gallic and Celtic cultures. Many Roman writers were unable to visit all the lands that they were writing about, and often resorted to taking extracts from older, accepted, literary works. Here Strabo is referencing the work of Posidonius,[footnoteRef:1] who claims to have seen the display numerous times. Other authors, of the time, also used Posidonius as their template, such as Diodorus Siculus[footnoteRef:2], who decided to add sensationalised imagery as well. Strabo himself was never actually able to travel to the Celtic regions as he focused most of his travels through Asia Minor, Italy and the west of modern-day Spain[footnoteRef:3]. This, alongside his use of older sources invalidates a lot of his work, as without travelling to these areas he can’t verify whether such reports remain true. Earlier in his work he does acknowledge that the Celtic tribes are currently at peace, due to their enslavement by the Romans, but also believing that they still persist with their rituals.[footnoteRef:4] .  [1:  Strab 4.4.5]  [2:  Diod.Sic.Lib.V.29]  [3:  Koelsch p503]  [4:  Strab 4.4.2] 

He mentions how the heads of enemies are preserved and presented[footnoteRef:5] but Strabo does not hypothesise about the reasons why the Gallic people do this, but seems content presenting this as common barbarism. Modern historians, however, have found evidence surrounding ancestral cults and head cults which make use of skulls for religious or magical purposes.  [5:  Strab 4.4.2] 

Heads were considered by some to contain the immortal wisdom of the deceased individual, and by keeping such an ornament on their horse’s mane or displayed and preserved in their home the individual might gain some of the deceased’s wisdom.[footnoteRef:6] Skulls were clearly important as part of Celtic religious services, certain skulls were considered more valuable, and thus would be displayed in temples or at places of sacrifice[footnoteRef:7], others were displayed merely to commemorate a dead relative. It may have been that in earlier times heads were used as trophies of war and this would have seemed barbaric to Roman audiences, however such behaviour was not uncommon within Roman society itself. Strabo lived through the fall of the Republic and would have known of how Mark Antony decapitated and displayed his enemies heads in the forum, in particular the head of Cicero.[footnoteRef:8] There is also archaeological evidence of Romans decapitating enemies as shown in Fig 1. This tombstone shows that actions described as barbaric by Strabo may have been a way to vilify and make the Celts seem more barbaric than they truly were. Dueck argues that Strabo’s willingness to remain silent or ignore certain parts of Roman behaviour may be due to him being “eager to glorify Augustus and Tiberius”[footnoteRef:9]. However, she does discuss that Strabo does leave out important events for both leaders[footnoteRef:10], suggesting he may be writing this to glorify Rome in general, rather than any specific leader. [6:  Dannheimer p172 via Heinz p269 1999]  [7:  Heinz p270 1999]  [8:  Cassius Dio (XLVII.8.4)]  [9:  Dueck 471]  [10:  Dueck p471 – Strabo here ignores events such as the Gallic wars in 6 B.C. and the Germanic and Pannonian wars 4-11 B.C] 

Strabo continues to describe how the Gauls use humans in sacrifice to their gods, however here he seems to be citing Posidonius, and perhaps even Caesar who had political motive[footnoteRef:11] for his harsh description of Celtic religious customs. Strabo describes how some victims were sacrificed by a sword in the back or being pierced by multiple arrows, Anne Ross debates, however, that it is hard to identify from actual remains whether such accounts are true or not as there are so many ways to explain remains whose wounds match up to such an attack including “murder, death in single combat…an so on”.[footnoteRef:12] She also mentions that at many burial sites there is little evidence for human sacrifice, however there may be room for doubt in some cases[footnoteRef:13]. Miranda Green mentions an archaeological site where remains have been found at Ribemont-sur-Ancre, alongside weapons and horses. Here there does seem to be a mass butchery, however it is unclear who killed this group or for what purpose they were killed. Green does mention the idea that the site could as easily be a “massacre of prisoners”[footnoteRef:14] devoted to a god than a “sepulchre for the friendly dead”[footnoteRef:15]. [11:  Green p28 – Here Caesars work is described as a “propagandist mill”]  [12:  Ross p59]  [13:  Ross p59 – this contrasts Heinz view that the use of human skulls as drinking receptacles indicates rituals involving the human body, including human sacrifice. Heinz p270]  [14:  Green 458]  [15:  Green 458] 

 Strabo does mention that no religious rituals were done without the druids, including human sacrifices. This is a somewhat confusing statement from Strabo as he is the first of the ancient writers to refer to druids as “Vates”[footnoteRef:16] and appears to present the druids as quite an educated people. He uses the works of Posidonius, as reference, describing them studiers of moral and natural philosophy.[footnoteRef:17] Strabo does mention the assemblage of “Colossus” made of hay and wood, which was filled with animals and men alike. Mention of this sacrifice appears only in the work of Caesar[footnoteRef:18] and Strabo and there appears to be very little evidence to support this rituals existence. Green mentions little evidence of religious cremation but does indicate that it is estimated to appear in northern France around 300 B.C. and spread slowly to the south and east[footnoteRef:19]. It is well established that Strabo used Posidonius as a reference for his Geography and that such a ritual may have taken place many years ago. Dueck, argues that “he consciously thinks it proper - or at least convenient - to present an old description despite changes in the situation”.[footnoteRef:20] Strabo could have done this in order to add interest to his work. However, I believe it is more likely that Strabo himself found this ritual to have been authentic and having never been to the Gallic regions never knew if the ritual was outdated. This is also due to Strabo’s use “of numerous pieces of information derived and sometimes copied from contemporary as well as from more ancient sources”[footnoteRef:21] which caused him to present older events as more recent truths. Koelsch argues that Strabo does this because he was focused on “advancing the general plan of a universal geography”[footnoteRef:22], so his concern was not with historical accuracy but with constructing a concise and well-structured work concerning different Roman provinces. [16:  Ross p34 – ‘Vates’ meaning a form of prophet/natural philosopher]  [17:  Ross p35]  [18:  Caes. Gal. 6.16]  [19:  Green p505]  [20:  Dueck p476]  [21:  Dueck p477]  [22:  Koelsch p508] 

In conclusion, Strabo’s discussion of the Gauls, in this passage reflects the Roman mindset towards the Celtic peoples of the time. Having recently conquered certain regions, the Romans must have needed to validate their invasion. By presenting the Gauls as having savage religious behaviors, the Romans could be seen as a civilizing force. It also allowed for Druids to become the new scapegoat for Roman hostilities in the north as the empire began to suppress groups for their possible threats to the government and law of the Romans.
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