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Caesar. De Bello Gallico.
         Commentary on Book 6.13

This commentary will begin with some general remarks on the context and background of chapter 13 with particular regard to its ethnographic status. This will be followed by a more detailed consideration of the various subjects addressed in the chapter, taken in chronological order. Finally, some consideration will be given to questions of language and genre.

Book 6 is about the campaign of 53 BC. Caesar, having crossed the Rhine inter alia in pursuit of the German Suebi tribe, interrupts the narrative of Book 6 with a lengthy excursus, from chapters 11 to 28 inclusive, on Gallic and German customs. This section was long considered a late interpolation, but is now held to be genuine (Bell 1995, p. 753). There is still debate about the sources from which Caesar undoubtedly took some of his information, especially about the Gauls. The lost texts of Polybius, Cato the Elder, Pytheas, and, most particularly, Posidonius have all been suggested. Some scholars have held Caesar’s description to be anachronistic. However, it is far more likely that his information was up to date. For Posidonius, Caesar’s most likely main source, had been to Cisalpine Gaul only, and that was between about 100 to 90 BC. That visit was about twenty years after the province had been incorporated into the Roman Republic, and thus the process of romanisation was already well established. Caesar, on the other hand, at the time of writing had available his own current knowledge, obtained over at least five years, of many parts of unconquered Gaul, as well as of a small part of unconquered Britain. He included much material that is considered not to have been in Posidonius.

Ethnographical passages have a number of functions in De Bello Gallico. They have been called ‘landscapes’ (Riggsby 2006, p. 123), providing a geographical and informational background to the narrative. They also serve political purposes. One is to demonstrate Caesar’s mastery of the geography of a country that was unknown, obscure, and dangerous. For the metus Gallicus, dating from the sack of Rome in 390 BC and reinforced by subsequent battles with Gallic tribes south of the Alps over the next two hundred years, was still strongly felt in Rome (Gardner 1983, pp. 181-2). Another purpose is to provide implicit justification for some of Caesar’s decisions. In the case of the Book 6 ethnography, through the comparison of the semi-civilised Gauls (chapters 11 to 20), with the wild and uncivilised Germans, living in their immense forests containing wild animals of a quite exotic kind (chapters 21 to 28), Caesar’s decision, having crossed the Rhine, not to pursue the Suebi required no explanation and was made to seem the mark of the prudent general (Krebs 2006, pp. 129-30, 131-2). This was the second occasion , the previous one being in Book 4, on which the ferocious Suebi had felt obliged to retreat into the forest by the mere presence of Caesar’s army on the eastern side of the Rhine. In a sense Caesar could claim two moral victories over the fiercest of the German tribes based merely on his bridge building skills and his, and his army’s, reputation. There is a further function of this ethnographical section, which will be addressed below.

The question of political goals leads naturally to a consideration of the intended audience for De Bello Gallico. The majority scholastic view is that the accounts were written for a small elite group of the highly literate, and most particularly for people of senatorial status (Riggsby 2006, pp. 12-13). Wiseman in contrast takes the view that ‘historical narrative was popular entertainment’ and that ‘Publication was the public performance: the written text was for “consultation by the educated”’ (1998, pp. 4-5). This popular interest was satisfied by public readings in such places as theatres, not merely in Rome but throughout Italy. Such a view is confirmed by a remark of Cicero’s (De Finibus Bonorum et Malorum 5.52). If Wiseman is correct, it is entirely reasonable to assume that Caesar was writing for all classes of Roman society and of Italy generally, and included elements in the narrative likely to appeal to that wider audience. 

Two issues arise related to the question of the intended audience. The first is the date or dates of publication. Whereas the majority of modern scholars, for example Hammond, Gardner, Levick, and Stevens, favour the single composition model, the serial composition alternative has some persuasive arguments in its favour. The notion that Caesar was in constant need of political support, and that his accounts of the war were a method of attempting to achieve it is one. Another is that the repetitions and inconsistencies between the books would have been corrected at a single writing. Wiseman favours annual publication (1998, pp. 1-2), and Riggsby ‘serial’ (2006, p. 11). This Wiseman/Riggsby view receives an expanded treatment from Creer. He asserts that Book 7 sees a complete breakdown of the ethnographic framework on which Caesar has hitherto constructed the whole text. The ‘distance from Rome’ metric, advanced early on and sustained through Books 1 to 6, established that those tribes less subject to the softening influence of Roman traders and other cultural influences were the fiercer and more war-like. The Vercingetorix rebellion, however, which resulted, for the Romans, in several major reverses and closely fought encounters, was supported by some of the tribes previously described as among the weakest in virtus. The tactics and attitudes evinced by Vercingetorix and Critognatus were replete with romanitas. The ‘distance metric’ thesis had become untenable, but the text of the previous books could not be amended as they had already been published, in three stages of two each, according to Creer (2019, pp. 262-3).

The second issue is that of the bellum iustum. There is no doubt that Caesar is at some pains to present acceptable reasons for taking aggressive military action very far outside the bounds of Transalpine Gaul. He does so through the narrative and in indirect speech. His justifications parallel the thinking of Cicero, who discussed the matter in his works De Provinciis Consularibus, 56 BC,  De Republica, 51 BC, and De Officiis, 44 BC. For Cicero it was ‘circumstance’ not the Stoics’ ‘intention’ that was the decisive criterion. A ‘just war’ could be defensive, or as revenge for a previous iniuria, or pre-emptive. Caesar can be said to have stretched the elements of the theory so far that they could be used to justify almost anything (Riggsby 2006, p. 175), including what on several occasions looks very much like attempted, though in fact quite unsuccessful, genocide (Heinrichs 2008, pp. 203, 207-9). A scholastic debate continues as to whether the justification was at most a post hoc rationalisation of foreign policy (Riggsby 2006, p. 161). No Roman Senate was ever strongly opposed to territorial expansion, but there is evidence that members liked to believe they were acting in the correct way. 

An example of the application of the ‘pre-emptive’ argument is addressed by the Book 6 ethnography. The model of ‘empire’ advanced by Cicero draws a rigid distinction between peaceful interior and dangerous exterior, as in the De Provinciis Consularibus. The Rhine was a boundary dividing Gaul and Germany. Just as it was the goal of Caesar to bring the whole of Gaul under Roman control and thus bring it ‘inside’ the boundary of the safe, so obviating any threat to Transalpine Gaul and the Province/Cisalpine Gaul, so it was important to keep the Germans ‘outside’, because they were dangerous (Riggsby 2006, p. 69). This bringing inside of Gaul was achieved by a gradual process of successive gain and loss of territory, as tribal support and opposition alternated. As a process in this context, it was not without its ambiguities. For Caesar simply ignored the fact that some Germani were already settled on the west bank of the Rhine and the periodic claims of Gallia pacata in De Bello Gallico were often shown within a short time to be false. However, the demonstrable unreliability of the Gauls constituted an effective political claim by Caesar for the continuance of his proconsular appointment.

Chapter 13, the third chapter of the excursus on the Gauls, starts by saying that there are two classes that count, but, before explaining what they are, it describes the lot of the Gallic  plebes. It is much worse than for their equivalents in Rome, for, while the majority of the Roman citizens who made up the electorate in Rome were by no means servile or submissive (Hammond in Caesar 2008, p. xiii),  the Gallic plebes have no political influence and are close to being, and in some cases do voluntarily become, serfs: 
Nam plebes paene servorum habetur loco, quae nihil audet per se, nullo adhibetur consilio. Plerique ... sese in servitutem dicant nobilibus: in hos eadem omnia sunt iura, quae dominis in servos. (6.13.1)
This implicit contrast places the subsequent treatment of the druides and the equites in a political setting, for Caesar’s whole career was marked by his identifying with populist positions against those of the Senate, and his career was much helped by tribunes of the people. There are other instances in De Bello Gallico of apparent attempts to appeal to the lower orders. Caesar throughout praises the lower ranks of the army whenever he can, and the frequent use of ‘populus Romanus’ usually finds the name ‘Caesar’ nearby (Ramage, n. 54, in Riggsby 2006, p. 13).

The section on the Druids contains much information that is nowhere else available. Webster makes a strong case for considering this information correct because it is based on ‘pre-conquest’ or ‘eve-of-conquest’ data (1999, pp. 1, 10). Those who criticise Caesar’s version because it is different from those of Diodorus Siculus and Strabo are wrong, she says, for those two authors were heavily dependent on Posidonius, whose work was, in the case of Strabo, then up to a hundred years old and, as stated above, based on experience obtained in a geographically very limited and already somewhat romanised part of Gaul. They, thus, are the ones being anachronistic. Furthermore, Webster says, Nash has offered a thorough refutation of Tierney’s 1960 claim that Caesar had exaggerated the power of the druids for political reasons, and has also made a persuasive case for the originality of 6.13-14 (1999, pp. 7-8, 10). Somewhat in support, Aldhouse-Green thinks it ‘not impossible’ that Caesar was describing ‘events and customs he knew about from a prolonged sojourn in Arvernian territory’ (2010, pp. 64-5). However, whereas Webster, contradicting Creighton 1995, concludes that there is no evidence that the druids were already past their peak in the middle of the first century BC (1999, p. 1), Aldhouse-Green, quoting Chadwick 1997, p. 97 quoting de Witt 1938, subscribes to the view that they ‘were already long past their peak’ (2010, p. 14). Furthermore, the description of the druids as seers and magicians found in Pliny the Elder, writing in the middle of the first century AD, a characterisation which is often taken to be typical of true druidism because Pliny had visited Gaul, is merely an indication, according to Webster, of post-conquest developments, which included attempts by the Druids to  compensate for the loss of the very extensive civil powers and social status that Caesar ascribes to them. It would be anachronistic to regard Pliny’s description  as being applicable to a period one hundred years before it was written (1999, p. 11). As Aldhouse-Green affirms, the Druids were dynamic in ancient literature, being very different in Timaeus of the fourth and third centuries BC from those encountered by Caesar and Cicero, and different again from those reported by Pliny and Tacitus in the mid- and late first century AD, and by Ausonius in the fourth (2010, pp. 13-14).

Caesar’s attitude to the druids is one of respect (Aldhouse-Green 2010, p. 33). Of the two groups having importance in Gaul, the druides are placed first and receive 47 lines of description in chapters 13 and 14, while the equites are given only 7, in chapter 15 (OCT). Chapter 13 (25 lines) introduces seven sets of facts about the druids: their religious function with respect to sacrifices and rituals, the high regard in which they are held by young men, of whom a large number seek instruction from them, their civil function as judges for crimes and disputes, the method of choosing the successor upon the death of the chief druid, the occurrence of an annual assembly, Britain as the country of origin, and Britain as the place for more detailed study of the subject. Chapter 14 goes into detail about the training in the druids’ schools. 

As Webster points out, modern scholars have tended to dismiss the pre-Caesar idea that the druids were philosphoi as ‘soft-primitive Alexandrian school writing on barbarian philosophy or as Stoic “Golden Age” rhetoric’, but Caesar’s use of the terms religiones interpretantur and disciplina in Britannia , (6.13.4/11), as well as the teaching on the soul, non interire animas (6.14.5), do suggest a strong philosophical component (1999, p. 5). Whereas in Caesar’s description of druids’ functions it is not surprising to learn that they officiated at sacrifices, the extent of their civil powers is quite unexpected in comparison to contemporary Roman practice. Some tribes were already replacing kingship by annual elected magistracies. The Aedui, for example, had the vergobretus as their chief magistrate, but Diviciacus, who in that role went to the Senate in Rome, was stated by Cicero, although not by Caesar, also to be a druid (De Divinatione). Aldhouse-Green points out that Diviciacus’ skill as an intermediary is apparent elsewhere in De Bello Gallico (2.14.1, 2.15.1) and this might be seen as supportive of Cicero’s classification of him (2010, pp. 95-6). In a social arrangement that had much of the substance of a theocratic state, the druids were exercising important judicial powers in judging crimes, settling disputes and imposing awards and penalties (praemia poenasque constituunt) (6.13.6). The most important penalty, for not accepting the judgement of the druids in a dispute, was being banned from attending sacrifices:
Quibus est interdictum, hi numero impiorum ac sceleratorum habentur, his omnes decedunt,  aditum sermonemque defugiunt, ne quid ex contagione incommodi accipiant, neque his petentibus ius redditur, neque honos ullus communicatur. (6.13.7) 
As Aldhouse-Green puts it ‘What Caesar is saying, in effect, is that Gallic personhood, citizenhood and identity were all inextricably tied up with participation in and presence at religious events and that exclusion from ritual activity was tantamount to exile’ (2010, p. 45).

The description of the method of replacing the chief druid seems unexceptionable apart from the suggestion of ultimately resorting to fighting: non numquam etiam armis de principatu contendunt (6.13.9). For Aldhouse-Green this is ‘difficult to credit and is especially ironic given the Druids’ role in calming aggression and intervening in conflicts’, and she is tempted to attribute it to ‘Caesar’s levity or credulousness’ (2010, p. 46). It is, of course, also possible that he simply misunderstood an informant, for it does seem anomalous.

The annual, evidently pan-Gallic, meeting at a fixed date (6.13.10) implies calendrical knowledge (Aldhouse-Green 2010, p. 40). This is later stated more explicitly:
Multa praeterea de sideribus atque eorum motu, de mundi ac terrarum magnitudine ... disputant et tradunt. (6.14.6)

There is no hard archaeological evidence about whether druidism really originated in Britain and was transferred to Gaul or vice versa, and whether Gallic students did travel to Britain for instruction. However, it seems reasonable to interpret the description by Tacitus of the Roman attack on the druid stronghold of Mona in 67 AD as a sign of the greater vigour then still existing in druidism in Britain compared to Gaul. Of course, this is unsurprising, as Britain had only been conquered twenty years previously. Other developments, such as the setting up in Gaul in 12 BC by Augustus of schools to give a classical education to the sons of Gallic nobiles, and the various prohibitions against druidism introduced by Augustus, Tiberius, and Claudius, would also have done much to reduce its influence in Gaul, though without causing its complete disappearance (v. sup. Ausonius).											
The reference to slavery has resonance elsewhere in De Bello Gallico, where both freedom and slavery become motivating factors of the most powerful kind. The exchange of views between Ariovistus and Caesar (1.34-36), statements of various tribe leaders such as those of the Aedui, and the statements in Book 7 made by Vercingetorix and Critognatus all address these issues. The desire of the Gauls to be free is given prominence in the narrative about libertas and communis libertas, seemingly with the approval or even admiration of Caesar. But, whereas the Gauls say they do not want to be slaves, it is often the case that, as tribes paying tribute to other Gallic tribes or to the Germans, they end up in that kind of relationship, just as their own plebes do in relation to their tribal equites. Some of the tribes, rather ironically, were freed from their subservience to other tribes by the arrival of Caesar in Gaul. As Riggsby says (2006, p. 184), it often appears that the Gauls are doomed to be slaves; the only question is, who is to be master.

The question of the genre of De Bello Gallico has caused difficulty for several reasons. Firstly, there is no extant model. Caesar’s is the only account by a general of the classical period of his own campaigns. Secondly, the style changes, as Wiseman says, ‘from commentarius proper ... to something ... close to the status of full-scale historiography’ (1998, p. 6). This view is echoed by Riggsby, ‘ ... from commentary to true history’ (2006, p.10). Riggsby, persuasively, sees the style change as another argument for serial composition.

Bell draws attention to the fact that, perhaps surprisingly, there are not many words of Celtic origin in the De Bello Gallico text. As far as chapter 13 is concerned, only one is found, when forms of druides occur three times. The term was an ethnographical commonplace in the context of Celtic religion (1995, p. 755). Bell lists many words used in the comparatio sense. In this chapter plebes, equites, nobilibus, servos, and servitutem appear, all words with powerful, affective, political and social associations in the Roman mind (1995, p. 759). The evocation of these associations was more important than their exact correspondence to Gallic social relations.

As Kraus says, De Bello Gallico is an understated text, in which extensive simplification is evident. However, paraphrasing Cicero, she continues, ‘in Caesar’s hands stylistic nudity is indeed a costume’. The third person narrative, with its short, declarative sentences in ‘chancery or administrative style’, lends an air of objectivity to the text, but the later developments of increasing indirect and direct speech, spectacular battle scenes, ethnography, structural markers, and ‘declamatory topics’, etc. constitute literary ornatus. However, Caesar ‘did not systematically alter or propagandize events’ or tendentiously deform them through the narrative (Kraus 2009, pp. 161, 164, 165, 170). Riggsby, on the other hand, adopts a more persuasive position with regard to the latter points: Caesar ‘displaces the burden of argument by intertext or by use of other characters’ and ‘thus he generally avoids the imperative mode of the crudest propaganda’, which ‘does not remove the propagandistic element’ but ‘is what inserts it so skilfully’ (2006, p. 214). 

In the case of chapter 13 of Book 6, the propagandistic element arises from the contribution the material makes to the ethnographic comparison between the semi-civilised Gauls and the uncivilisable Germans. Sympathy is implicitly expressed for the plebes, and respect is shown for the druides and implied for the equites. The intention is to persuade the reader that ‘the way is already open for the assimilation of the Gallic nation to the Roman state’ (Kraus 2009, p. 166).
(Words 3295)
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