This critical appreciation aims to evaluate Classical references to the Druids, from a number of Graeco-Roman scholars and generals (Caesar; Strabo; Diodorus; Cicero; Tacitus; Lucan) who provided a preliminary lens into the Druids of Gallo and Celtic regions of Europe. The Druids were a perplexing and mysterious people, who after the Roman conquest seemed to disappear from the socio-cultural Celtic records. Later works in the Middle Ages, reveal a Christian reconstruction of the Druids, that relegated them as beholders of dark magic and simple Pagans. The revitalisation in the 18th century brought about renewed vigour into researching the Druids, which lead to a romanticisation that avalanched until modern day. This classical appreciation seeks to expand the often two-dimensional view of the Druids, as Pagan priests, but instead of individuals involved in a complex  Socio-cultural mediation. The Druids, themselves appear as an underdog that failed to withstand the Romans, Christianity and time. However, their revival in modern day reveals a deep-seated romanticisation and fascination for what many now deem the noble savages. Moreover, this analysis seeks to add fuel to the ever-ongoing debate of the function and practices of the ancient Druids.  
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(Fig. 1) – (Hutton, 2019) ‘The Druids’ and the conversion of the Britons to Christianity, by S.F Ravenet c. 1752. The image displays a typical older, bearded man dressed in white robes, with staves in hand, I would come to from a modern conception of the classical druid.
The Druids have been subject of fascination since classical times and still evoke a divine mystique carrying the vestiges of a largely unrecorded Celtic history commonly perceived as involving old men with knowledge of the divine in monochromatic cloaks amongst sacred forests and groves. The Druids occur in many of the esoteric tales of ancient Gallo-Celtic cultures, these range from the earliest written descriptions by Greek scholars some travellers like Pytheas (c. 325 BCE) and Posidonius (c.125 BCE) who observed evidenced of the Druids of Gaul first hand. Pytheas and Posidonius accounts of the Druids did not survive time and have only been known through the writings of later writers such as Strabo (64 BCE – 24 CE, Geographica, Vol. 1-3 ), Diodorus (1st Century BCE, Library of History, Book VII) and Caesar (Comenmentarri de Bello Gallico, Book I-VII), who refer to their work. Julius Caesar’s (50 BCE) narrative of the Druids is likely influenced by his first-hand observations of Gaul and Celtic spheres of the classical world. Caesars Commentarii de Bello Gallico (Gallic Wars) becomes a fundamental source of detailed knowledge on the Druids (Caesar, Gallic War, 6.13), due to the expansive delve into the socio-cultural positions and practices the Druids adopted. Caesar notes the Druids are ‘concerned with divine worship, sacrifices, and the interpretation of ritual questions: It is they who decide in almost all disputes, public and private’ (Caesar, Gallic War, 6.13). Furthermore, Caesar notes the hierarchical order of the Druids, in which a chief has the highest authority among them, and in Gaul the Druids sit in consecrated grove conclaves (Caesar, Gallic Wars, 6.13). 
Caesar’s remarks on Gaul infer the heightened social position the Druids held likened to philosophers and teachers, being exempt from taxation and military service (Caesar, Gallic Wars, 6.14). Moreover, Caesar suggests that they wrote in Greek characters, suggesting a pre-roman engagement with Gallo-Greek colonial entities, which archaeological lettering reflects (Mullen, 2019, pp. 105). Caesar infers the knowledge of the Druids was perpetuated by oral traditions, that required training over the course of 20 years (Caesar, Gallic Wars, 6.14). Due to the lack of written Celtic or Gaul sources may affirm that the role of the Druids was kept alive by in-part by repetitive social mediation and socio-cultural memory functions such as song , sacrifice, or divine events (Strabo, Geographica, 4.4; Duddy, 1996, pp. 15;). The written language as Duddy (1996, pp. 14) equates may threaten the aristocratic social structure of Gallo-Celtic communities which oral histories kept more exclusive and elevated the position of the Druids amongst the native populous. Caesars analysis does make for cornerstone reading on early Graeco-Roman interpretations of the Druids. However, these interpretations have been reduced in value by a duality of rhetoric; placing Roman civility and order vs the Gaul naturalistic chaos, perceivably to Caesar the Druids represent a narrative function diametrically opposed to a Roman way of life (Seeger, 2002, pp. 40), to garner support for expansion and domination of the lands of the Gauls and Celts. Cicero, Caesar’s contemporary notes that the Druids were gifted seers and theologians, of which they partook in the sciences of nature and understanding portents of the world, Cicero instigates a shamanic connection in referring to them as ‘Magi, (and that) certain demons or divinatory gods give to animals (often birds) their movement’ (Cicero, De Divinatione, I.41, pp. 90). Further encapsulating the link between the Druids, nature (trees and animals) and divination.
Caesars alongside Tacitus’ interpretations would prove vital in shaping themes, later works and engagement with the Druids which often revolved around a dark or ethereal nature (Brockhurst, 1831, pp. 280). Many of which often regarding them as barbarous and thus, subject to acts conquest and bravery by the Roman military which Caesar exploited to create a sense of urgency with his Campaigns in Germania and Britain (DeWitt, 1938, pp. 323; Barr, 2009, pp. 42-3). Tacitus’s Annals have been considered one of the most factually comprehensive examples of historical Roman writing (Mellor, 2010, pp. 3).  Tacitus is one of the few historians to engage with the Brittonic Druids like Caesar, Tactus is the only Roman source for the Roman invasions of Anglesey. Tacitus records were not first-hand experiences, rather access to the Acta Senatus (Roman senate records) proved foundational yet Romano-centric for his work (Seeger, 2002, pp. 41-2;). Tacitus’ Annals instigates a hostile narrative of the Roman attack on the described otherworldly barbarism of the Druids that Paulinus Suetonius and his men encountered at Anglesey (Tacitus, Annals, 14.30). Tacitus describes the ranks of the Druid as composed of women, ‘in black attire like the Furies’ (Tacitus, Annals, 14.30). The mention of women likened to the Furies, is implicit of vengeance and death, enchanting the Isle of Mona and its inhabitants with otherworldly and animalistic connotations (Tomlinson, 2007, pp. 34), that the Romans would prevail over (Tacitus, Annals, 14.30-1).  Additionally, in defending their land the Druids: ‘lift their hands to heaven, pouring forth dreadful imprecations, scared our soldiers, as if their limbs were paralysed’ (Book XIV, Chapter 30). This paralysation mirrors the believed magic of the Druids possessed, and the Romans overcoming otherworldly powers may be symbolic of a destruction of the Druidic practices and sanctuaries across Britain. Yet the leadership of the Romans prevails, urged by their generals to attack the ‘troop of frenzied women’ (Tacitus, Annal, 14.30) which may liken the rage of Boudicca’s arrival against the Romans (Williams, 2020, pp. 6). The Romans smote down all resistance; ‘the conquered and their groves, devoted to inhuman superstitions were destroyed’ (Tacitus, Annal, 14.30). Interestingly, Tacitus affixed an inhuman quality to the Druids, embedding them with otherworldly powers, and sacred places than may practically and symbolic challenge the Roman socio-cultural influence over the Celtic Britain. Tacitus concludes his description with the Druid’s duty to ‘cover their altars with the bloody of captives to consult their deities through human entrails’ (Tacitus, Annal, 14.30) which is similar to Diodorus’ conclusion that sacrifice and the was the language of the gods (Diodorus, Library of history, 5.31). Both provide a brief and Roman-centric view of the Druids as a vital and cohesive aspect of Gallo-Celtic society. The Annals account of the Druids confirms another level of Roman projection of cultural and military superiority over the ‘enemy barbarians. Yet Tacitus is not without merit, as his accounts reverberate themes of sacrifice, esoteric knowledge, and socio-political authority that accompanied later Welsh and Irish literature on the Druids (Cunliffe, 2010, pp. 3). 
Classical texts assume a variety of functions for the Druids; as philosophers, judges, teachers, and a living repository of communal (and cosmological) wisdom about the traditions of people and the natural world, they were the mediators between humans and the deific. The Druidic teachings of the ‘immortal soul’ is remarked by Strabo, Diodorus, Lucan and Caesar (Cunliffe, 2010, pp. 3-4; Wright, 1924, pp. 46), which could be repetition of secondary sources, however a key theme that distinguished the Druidic practices and pantheons from Graeco-Roman deities and beliefs. The classical texts as Webster (1999) explains reveal the declining fortunes of the Druids by the end of the 1st century BCE was a post-conquest phenomenon. The Romans expanded through assimilation or cultural exchange via gradual Romanization (Lee, 2015, pp. 1) of the native elites, however, Caesar makes clear to distinguish as equites (elites) and druides (Druids) distinctly (Webster, 1999, pp. 16). Thus, the socio-political and divine authority of the Druids narrative was deemed incompatible with the formation of a Romanic Gallo-Celtic state(s).
Only after the Roman conquest of Britain and the Christianization of the Early Middle Ages did any later significant writing on the Druids appear. The ancient Druids of Caesar and Tacitus described had largely disappeared by this time, and it was Christian monks in Ireland and Wales who reveal later Latin accounts and descriptions of the Druids and their practices (Dunn et al, 2005; Bonwick, 1894; Adaman, Book 1-2; Wylie, 1886, 2.31). The Táin Bó Cúailnge, originates from Irish folk oral storytelling set in the ‘Heroic History’ of a pre-Roman Britain that was later recorded through multiple recensions from Christian manuscripts. The Tain’s written origins are believed to have come from Irish monks during the 7th Century AD and feature extensive mention of the Druid.  The Druids in Irish literature, maintain many of the classical sources references to elite intellectuals, who had lessening socio-political control (Dun, 2005, Táin Bó Cúailnge).  However, the Tain extends the supernatural aspects of the Druids similar to Caesar where both men and women who were sorcerers, masters of the dark magical arts, partook in song (oral traditions) to evoke unnatural or otherworldly forces (Dun, 2005, pp. 334). As Christianity expanded into the Middle Ages, Irish Christian monks transcribing the Tain, made a purposeful choice to depict the Druids as an antithesis to the growing clergy, in which the pagan Druids were no longer authorities on truth, justice or knowledge, but dark untrustworthy conjurers or more favourably as musicians and bards (Dunn, 2005, pp. 218). Moreover, St. Patrick a Romano-Christian saint is portrayed as a pseudo-hero against Druidism as with St. Columba (Adaman, 1.29). Wylie’s (1886) account is a translation of an earlier work of St. Patricks visit to Tara, which engages with the more viciously Christian depiction of the Druids. The Druids are portrayed as misled by their arts and St. Patrick’s faith is a driving force in turning the Irish away ‘from the fires of Baal, and the altars of the druids, they clung to the one sacrifice and the one saviour whom Patrick had preached to them’ (Wylie, 1886, I.16). 
Sacrifice is a continual theme in many classical accounts (Diodorus, Library of History, 5.31; Caesar, Gallic Wars, 6.31), others as Strabo replicate at the inhuman cruelty possessed by the Druids; (the Druids) devised a colossus of straw and wood, throw into the colossus cattle and wild animals of all sorts and human beings, and then make a burnt-offering of the whole thing’ (Strabo, Geographica, 4.4). Strabo’s account of wicker-men cannot be confirmed by archaeological evidence and may be further suggestive of Graeco-Roman bias towards depicting the Druids as barbarous and mysterious treating them like other foreign peoples (e.g., Christians and Jews) as culturally and societally inferior and needing Roman guidance (Seaver, 1952, pp. 69). However, certain aspects of Druidic human sacrifice can be constituted in the archaeological record. The Lindow man was discovered in Wilmslow, Cheshire, 1984 and was a preserved bog-body from the Iron age to Romano-British era (2BCE-119CE), scans revealed a healthy male with little signs his body had heavily laboured. There is still much debate over the reason for his death, due to the ritual and sacrificial use of bogs in pre-history (Zein-Elabdin, 2019, pp. 120-1). Furthermore, his extraordinary death (throat slit, strangulation and hit on the head) has been linked to a trifold sacrifice (Evans, 1979, pp. 153) that may have been a Druidic communion with the divine. 
Many Gallo-Celtic societies were influence by the arrival of an earlier Indo-European cultural migration from more distant archaeological (and genetic) groups such as the Yamnaya (Brown & Anthony, 2019, pp. 112). Some scholars suggest the Druidic sacrifices may mirror the earlier original cosmic sacrifice (Antony, 2007, pp. 134). In Indo-European formation of the world, Manu and his twin Yemo, travel the universe with the primordial cow. However, to form the world Manu sacrifices his brother and creates humans and elements from his twin’s essence (Lincoln, 1976, pp. 62). The Druids use of sacrifice may be an adapted continuation of these Indo-European practices that perpetuated an ancient link to the celestial gods and the original divine sacrifice, that required group-cohesion and trifold coalition of a leading priest (Druid), warrior, and farmer (commoner) groups, that the Romans may have observed and acted as a catalyst for the collapse of their social structure by the destruction of Druidic meeting sites like Anglesey (Tacitus, ?.?). Moreover, Modern archaeological excavations at Anglesey reveal monolithic constructions that affirm a sacred connection (Held, 2014, pp. 14). The Lindow man’s head was also kept intact however, which could indicate his importance in a Celtic context. The conceptual immortal soul in Gallo-Celtic society is remarked by a number of classical scholars (Diodorus, Library of History, 5.28; Caesar, Gallic Wars, 6.14) and also the importance of the postcranial skeleton in containing the essence of the soul (Barr, 2009, pp. 44; Ross, 1958, pp. 11). This perspective suggests an purposeful sacrifice of the Lindow man, that evoked a divine engagement between a possible Druid and otherworldly forces. However, not enough is known about the life nor context of the Lindow man’s death, the application of his body as a Druidic sacrifice could be a possible, not definitive interpretation. 
Interest in the Druids throughout the Middle Ages was integrated into Christian stories of religious conquest over the formerly pagan populus of the Celtic nations. The ‘Romantic period’ of the 18th Century, positively idealised the ancient Celtic Druids of the Iron age and Romano-Britain era. Many of these neo-Druids attempted to imitate the Druids of the ancient Celts, despite misplaced or lacking information on the druids at the time (Williams, 2016, pp. 20-3). Contemporary Neo-Druidism was a continuation of the 18th-19th century revival and were based on many of the second-hand sources and theorists (Wylie, 1886; Bonwick, 1894; (Brockhurst, 1831). The Neo-Druidic revival was invigorated by the idea of the Druids (and Celtic peoples) as misunderstood and ‘noble savages’ (Lewis, 2009, pp. 479-80). In the 18th and  19th century Wales, the Druids were seen as the primogenitors to the Bards, who saw themselves as assuming the mantle of the Druidic musical and poetic performances (Arany, 1933), groups such as the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids formed to amalgamate teachings and knowledge. As scholarship entered the 20th century, examinations of the Druids developed new textual critiques and archaeological discoveries and theory. As the 21st century dawned a second more intense revival with an extreme romanticization of a mysterious and exotic Celtic past. However, as knowledge of the Druids became more accessible, the various denominations of neo-Druids have a much greater range of individual and collective beliefs than is ever displayed in classical sources.
Ultimately, the Druidic identity Is a multifaceted notion, because of the lack of primary Celtic sources, must be extracted from a variety of bias Graeco-Roman sources, across a plethora of eras and interpretations. Generates a patchwork interpretation of the classical Druids, however a few themes reappear across the ages. Firstly, a powerful connection to the natural world, and celestial knowledge of mortal and deific inhabitants. Secondly, their powers extended from knowledge of the natural world to darker more esoteric magics. Thirdly, the divine attributes of sacrifice alongside the immortal soul, depicts the Druids as a form of social elite. Fourthly, the Graeco-Roman descriptions of animalistic or inhuman actions of the Druids, suggests they held a vital socio-cultural role that the conquers sought to exploit. Fifthly, the Druids were seen as an immoveable aspect of the ‘old Pagan faith’, that Christian writers sought to exploit for propaganda. The classical sources while varying in their descriptive qualities, do ascribe a further esoteric, otherworldly knowledge to the Druids, that even in antiquity to modern day has proved to sustain new generations of multiple neo-Druidic movements. Even today, the reach and influence of those classical Druids is felt, these accounts have shaped the Druids as timeless figures of mystifying beliefs despite no written record of their own history. 
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