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A CELTIC STUDY 

"I am the wind that blows o'er the sea; 

I am the wave of the deep; 

I am the bull of seven battles; 

I am the eagle on the rock; 

I am a tear of the sun; 

I am the fairest of plants; 

I am a boar for courage; 

I am a salmon in the water; 

I am a lake in the plain; 

I am the word of knowledge; •-

I am the head of the battle-dealing spear; 

I am the god who fashions fire in the head. 

Who spreads light in the assembly on the mountain? 

Who foretells the ages of the moon? 

Who tells of the place where the sun rests?"(l) 

(ii) 



( iii) 

"I am the wind that blows 

over the sea." 



(iv) 

"I am the wave of the deep." 
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(vi) 

"I am the eagle on the rock." 



(vii) 

6) 

"I am a tear of the sun." 



(viii) 

"I am the fairest of plants." 



(ix) 

"I am a boar for courage." 



(x) 

"I am a salmon in the water." 
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(xii) 

"I am the word of knowledge." 



"I am the head of the battle

dealing spear." 

(xiii) 



(xiv) 

"I am the god who fashions fire 

in the head." 



FOREWORD 

My concern is with a select group of religious 

leaders known as "the Druids" who were affiliated 

to "the Celtic" peoples. I am particularly 

interested in the parallels that can be drawn with 

other religious leaders of Inda-European heritage. 

(xv) 

I will show how this description of the Druids as 

religious leaders is altered with a changing 

mythological context, with my emphasis on religion as 

a process involving both content and context. 
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CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION 

Religious Leadership and the Druids 

"Nowhere in the history of religions do we encounter 

'primordial' phenomena, for history has been everywhere 

1. 

changing, recasting, enriching, or impoverishing religious 

concepts, mythological creations, rites, techniques of ecstasy." (2 ) 

Religion is a living process and people are the necessary 

condition. Religious leaders are people who deal specifically 

with a particular religion and have a responsibility for its 

perpetuation. My thesis is that the Druids, as religious 

leaders of a rnultifunctionary nature, were dependent for their 

description as religious leaders on the perpetuation of the 

mythology which they themselves were responsible for 

perpetuating. Every religious sys::.ern has its mythological 

basis which must unconsciously, as well as consciously, be 

accepted to be the way things are if that system is to continue 

to be a living process. Religious leaders stern from a particular 

religious experience manifest within a particular cultural context 

and symbolising that form of human expression. Those who are 

able to make a connection with the ultimate, be whatever that may; 

are considered religious, and by involving others with this 

connection reinforce their own position as religious leaders. 

Thus the authority of a religious leader is dependent on the 

continuation of that process of connecting. I contend that the 

content of a religious system is intimately related to the 

context and it is this relationship which confirms the objective 

reality. 
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Joachim Wach, writer on the sociology of religion;has 

classified religious leaders into a number of categories, namely 

shamans, priests, sacred kings, prophets, founders, reformers, 

teachers, mystics, saints, diviners, seers, medicine-men, witches 

and magicians. (3 ) Wach does admit that these categories 

are only "ideal types" which in reality often overlap in function. 

It has been impossible to classify the Druids into any one of 

these categories for a variety of reasons, such as their enigmatic 

presence in the historical accounts, their lack of specific 

archaeological evidence, and their apparent multiplicity of 

function. General references tend to categorise the Druids as 

priests because of their role as custodians of the traditions 

and ministers of the sacrifices. Celtic society held the world-

view that established their own society as the occupants of the 

"Cosmic Centre", the point of contact with the ultimate. Con-

sequently their own actions were considered to have been vitally 

significant, especially ritual and sacrifice. In these 

circumstances these religious leaders, tentatively called 

priests, would have been in powerful social positions. 

communication with the other world was considered to be a 

necessary condition of daily existence in Celtic society, 

Indeed, 

cause and effect believed to be substantial agencies, not just 

psychological propensities. Mediators such as priests, able 

to understand, propitiate and control these otherwise unknown 

tendencies, would have been a requirement in such a society. 

Julius Caesar, writing about the Druids, tells us of their 

high social profile in Celtic society, "concerned with Divine 

worship, the due performance of sacrifices, public and private, 

and the interpretation of ritual questions: a great number of 

2 • 



young men gather about them for the sake of instruction and hold 

them in great honour."( 4 ) This being so;Caesar did not in fact 

describe the Druids directly as priests. 

This description of the Druids as Celtic priests appears to 

have become their most familiar image, modelled to a large extent 

on the account of their magico/medical practices related by the 

Elder Pliny, in the first century A.D. as Roman procurator in 

Gaul. 

Here we must mention the awe felt for this plant by the 
Gauls. The Druids - for so their magicians are called -
held nothing more sacred than the mistletoe and the 
tree that bears it, always supposing that tree to be 
the oak. But they choose groves formed of oaks for the 
sake of the tree alone, and they never perform any of 
their rites except in the presence of a branch of it; 
so that it seems probable that the priests themselves 
may derive their name from the Greek word for that tree. 
In fact, they think that everything that grows on it has 
been sent from heaven and is a proof that the tree 
was chosen by the god himself. The mistletoe, however, 
is found but rarely upon the oak; and when found, is 
gathered with due religious ceremony, if possible on 
the sixth day of the moon, (for it is by the moon that 
they measure their months and years, and also their ages 
of thirty years). They choose this day because the moon, 
though not yet in the middle of her course, has already 
considerable influence. They call the mistletoe by 
a name meaning, in their language, the all-healing. 
Having made preparation for sacrifice and a banquet beneath 
the trees, they bring thither two white bulls, whose horns 
are bound then for the first time. Clad in a white robe 
they priest ascends the tree and cuts the mistletoe with 
a sickle, and it is received by others in a white cloak. 
Thus they kill the victims, praying that God will render 
this gift of his propitious to those to whom he has 
granted it. They believe that the mistletoe, taken 
in drink, imparts fecudity to barren animals, and that 
it is an antidote for all poisons. Such are the religious 
feelings that are entertained towards trifling things by 
many peoples. (5) 

In this account the Druids are mentioned as priests and 

as magicians, although here described more accurately as 

magicians. Other accounts by Pliny of the practices of the 

3. 
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Druids relate also to their magico/medicinal properties. We 

must, however, bear in mind the writer's own prejudices implicit 

in these descriptions, borne out by other writings from Pliny. 

For example we can only detect bias in the following emotive 

passage "We can hardly realize how much is owed to the Romans, 

who swept away the monstrous conditions in which to kill a man 

was the highest religious function, and to eat him was even 

4. 

more highly salubrious."( 6 ) In this description of the mistletoe 

rite we are not told of any underlying significance the rite 

may have had. It has been suggested this rite may have been 

the result of a belief dependent on an ancient form of tree 

worship.(?) This being the case, it would give to the rite 

more profound significance than Pliny leads us to believe, and 

to the Druids a more defined priestly role. 

a 

Although there is no doubt the Druids did perform priestly. 

functions, they are also clearly described as the official 

magical class in Celtic society, magical rites being an intimate 

part of the Celtic religion. For instance, the Druids them-

selves claimed not only to have created the elements, but also 

to rule them; they could "shift-shape", "rime'' people to death, 

and were the power behind "rain-making" and many other magical 

activities. The Druids were always present at war to assist 

their warriors by magic. The mythological cycles, such as the 

"Tain bo cualgne '' make it evident that the role played by the 

Druids at such times was an important one. In the sagas and 

in popular tales Druidecht (Druidism) stands for "magic", in 

Irish ecclesiastical literature Drui is used as the translation 

of magus and in Latin lives of saints magi is used as 
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equivalent of the vernacular druides. (S) The word "magic" 

is itself the lineal descendent of Greek and Latin, referring in 

the strictest sense to the religion, learning and occult 

practices of the Persian Magi, who were Zoroastrian priests. 

Although magic assumes the human ability to be able to control 

the supernatural by manipulation, magic can also be transform

ative and is not outside the priestly domain when used in this 

sense. The description of the mistletoe rites by Pliny tends 

towards the magical. However, the ritual only gains its true 

significance when connected to the total context, which includes 

the mythological context, namely the belief structure that the 

ritual is performed in. Thus Pliny's account has been misleading, 

and as a consequence it has become the more physical occurrences -

the white robe, the golden sickle, the sacrificial bulls -

that have coloured popular fancy in our knowledge of the Druids. 

Other modes have been used to categorise the Druids, such 

as shamanism. The shaman is a religious leader found all over 

the world, not confined only to primal cultures. However, 

according to Georges Dumtzil, whose theories on the Inda-Europeans 

I shall use, the shamanistic element takes a lesser role in the 

religion of the Inda-Europeans than in other ancient religions. 

Indeed "the presence of one or more shamanic elements in an 

Inda-European religion does not justify regarding that religion 

aa dominated by shamanism or as having a shamanic structure". (9 ) 

Inda-European culture has been identified as providing the racial 

and linguistic basis for most of the nations of Europe, 

/ 

including the Celts. Dumezil argues that the Inda-Europeans had 

a social and divine system that was based on tripartition. 

In such a system shamanism became subordinated to a systematic 



organization of religious life, thus limiting shamanic powers. 

For instance, ~agic and the techniques of ecstasy, traditionally 

shamanic domain, appear to have also been connected to areas 

independent of shamanic structure such as the Great Mother 

goddesses and agricultural mysticism. Historically this 

religious specialist appears to have emerged in association 

with the replacement of nomadic by sedentary living. It seems 

that "specialists of the shamanistic type appear more frequent

ly in technologically simple societies where food production is 

an arduous task, while priesthoods are developed only on a more 

complex social level". (lO) Indeed, Inda-European culture had 

been exposed to the influence of Oriental and Mediterranean 

agrarian and urban civilizations, increasing thereby the 

likelihood of specialisation. The Celtic peoples appear to 

6. 

have emerged from this Inda-European matrix around the tenth 

century B.C., migrating from an area around Bohemia, distinguished 

as such by a corrnnon speech, custom and religion. Because the 

Celts appear to have been dominated by the Druids in almost every 

sphere of their daily living it seems most probable that this 

order journeyed with them in their various migrations. As 

guardians of the traditions of their society the Druids would 

have been responsible for perpetuating the social and mythological 

structure of their society which appears to be derivative of 

Inda-European tripartition. It would follow then that the 

Druids would be less likely to be described as shamanistic, 

even though performing many shamanic functions. For example, 

there are some references to the Druids found in the early Irish 

tales which are very shamanistic in appearance. (ll) In the 

story of "the seige of Druim Damhghaire", the powerful Druid 

Mog Ruaith is pictured wearing a bird-dress in which he ascends 
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into the heavens. The intimate relations with nature, typical of 

shamanism, are demonstrated by his costume. The use of shamanic-

type ecstasy as a means of reaching the other-world was also used 

by the Druids. For example, in another story, Mog Ruaith is 

sent by the king and queen to scan the plain inhabited by the 

armies of Ulster through ecstatic flight. What is evident 

therefore is the occurrence of elements within Druidism typical 

of shamanism. However, because of the apparent formalised 

structural aspect of their order the Druids cannot be defined 

specifically as shamans. (l 2 ) 

Although limited in our knowledge of the Druids, we have 

been led to believe by writers such as Caesar, that they 

7 • 

were at one time a powerful religious order - exactly how powerful 

we do not know. Because of the limited nature of the evidence, 

not to mention the diversity of opinion, I feel the most apt 

description of this order is multifunctionary. Thus the Druids 

can be seen as an important, inclusive order with priestly,prophetic, 

magical, medical, poetical, legal, educational, political and 

shamanic functions. However, the connections between these 

varied functions were often very close, making it difficult to 

draw consistently specific distinctions. For example, augury, a 

diviner's speciality, was used by the Druids~ thus it is very 

possible that the diviners were a class belonging to the druidic 

order, drawing auguries from the sacrifices performed by the 

priestly class. In other words it is very likely that specialisatior 

existed within this order, which itself had a specialised role in 

the Celtic social setup. Evidence suggesting this specialisation 

of function is given by the classical writer, Tacitus, who writes 
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about what appears as a sub-class of women associated with the 

Druids at "the battle of Anglesey" who seem to have been diviners; (l 3 ) 

and in Ireland the Druids were often mentioned as diviners and 

prophets as well as priests and magicians. They were also known 

as judges, arbitrating over minor quarrels as well as matters of 

national significance such as intertribal quarrels, and were also 

given the important role as teachers of the youth and perpetuators 

of their society's mythology. Moreover, we are told by Caesar 

that in Gaul the rulers and chiefs were elected by the Druids, 2 

suggesting their role to have been a powerful one indeed. 

Although these reports may have been conditioned by his own 

political bias, the Irish texts also corroborate this evidence. 

For example, in the epic tale "The Tain bo Cualgne", King 

Conchobar, the powerful king of Ulster, would not respond to 

important tidings until consulting with the Druid Cathbad, who 

was also his father. Furthermore, the mere fact that Caesar 

bothered to describe the Druids in such a manner as to indicate 

their power gives weight to the argument that they were a 

prominent force within their society, and as such, a political 

threat. 

Thus, in terms of category, the Druids do not appear to have 

typified any one distinctively, but appear to have been an 

amalgam, consisting of many functions. As an order they may 

have had sub-classes attached or may have themselves been 

divided into specialist classes. Because of the limited evidence 

we cannot be sure of this, nor whether thaDruids were in fact 

common to the whole Celtic world or indeed whether they were the 

only practitioners performing the function of priest. There is 

evidence for the existence of other priests in Celtic religion, 
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namely that of the gutuatri. Four inscriptions and a passage 

in book eight of the "Gallic War'' refer to the guttlater 

has been interpreted as "master", "father of invocation", 

which 

"Invoker", all indicative of p:!±'.iestly functions. 

is no evidence to indicate that these gutuatr~ 

However there 

were in any way 

as significant as the Druids, and there is no reason to prevent 

them from being described as part of the inclusive druidic order -

a reasonable assumption given the lack of evidence and consistent 

with the multifunctional nature of their order. (l 4 ) 

It was the Greeks and Romans who first identified the Druids, 

calling them variously druidai, dru ides, . · dry sidae s, 

dryadae . Pliny the Elder suggested the name "Druid" might 

have come from "oak" tree, having noted the Greek word for oak 

was drus. In many Indo-European languages dru means strong and 

9 • 

wid and variants of it mean knowledge suggesting a connotation of 

wisdom. The word "Druid" survived in the literature of Roman 

Gaul until the decline of the Empire. Howeve~ in Ireland it is 

present in the mediaeval manuscripts, suggesting an extended life 

through oral transmission. In Wales a variant form, darwydd is 

found in the early bardic poetry. However, from the fourth to the 

sixteenth centuries, the word "Druid" appears to have been forgotten 

or to have lost any significance, having ceased to be mentioned. 

This situation changed in the sixteenth century with a revival 

of interest in antiquity as the classical sources began to be 

read by the general populace. The "Romantic Age" further 

stimulated the use of the term creating a renewed context for the 

formation of "Druid cults'' and a variety of popular fictions. 

Throughout time the word "Druid'' took on many definitions according 
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to whatever context if found itself a subject. However, as 

powerful religious leaders of a Celtic society, the word "Druid" 

had ceased to function. 
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CHAPTER TWO EVIDENCE 

"By and large, there is enough evidence for Celtic 
Religions to allow a fairly comprehensive and convincing 
picture to be constructed from the numerous fragments 
of information at our disposal. And it is possible, 
to some extent, to determine what is universal in their 
religious attitudes and what is essentially their own 
peculiarly Celtic and individual mode of expressing belief 
in the supernatural power."(15) 

Between the tenth and sixth centuries B.C. there began to 

emerge in Europe a linguistically distinct people to whom the 

term Celtic was applied, categorised by the early Greeks as one 

of the three great "barbarian" nations. Unfortunately ''because 

of the scattered nature of the Celts in Europe and the British 

Isles, the long periods of time involved in their evolution and 

decline, and the fragmentary and varying nature of the evidence 

for their habits and customs, it is necessary to generalise to 

some extent in considering the pattern of their everyday lives." (l 6 ) 

Thus
1
before looking more specifically at the worldview of these 

people, channelled through their mythology by the Druids, it is 

essential to look at the evidence that will validate the re-

construction of this historical phenomenon. Although source 

material is limited1 there is available the random archaeological 

evidence taken from Celtic grave or ceremonial sites plus the 

iconographical respresentations, epigraphy and inscriptions 

covering the Celtic and Romano Celtic period. There are al so the 

scant testimonia of the Greek and Roman classical writers, 

although these are confined to specific areas of Gaul and Britain. 

Finally there is the old Irish and Welsh vernacular tradition, 
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preserved orally but written down by mediaeval Christian scribes, 

plus numerous survivals prevalent mostly in folk customs. 

(a) Archaeological, Iconographic and Epigraphic 

From the archaeological evidence certain inferences con

cerning Celtic culture and religion can be drawn, and in 

particular through the study of ethnogenesis. However we are 

only able to make assumptions about the Druids from this source 

of evidence alone. From the epigraphic evidence, for example, 

although inscriptions dedicated to Celtic divinities and 

representations have been discovered, there have been no pre

Christian inscriptions containing the word "Druid'' found thus 

12. 

far. (l 7 ) Moreover, these dedicatory inscriptions are practically 

all in Latin or Greek and thus are themselves a translation of 

an unwritten Celtic statement. Indeed, the Druids themselves 

were specifically concerned with the perpetuation of this 

unwritten oral tradition. What does emerge from the epigraphy 

and iconography of the Celtic peoples is the enormous diversity 

and parochiality of the deities, totalling over four hundred. 

Unfortunately, most of the iconographic evidence belongs to the 

later stages when Gaul and Britain had been incorporated into 

the Roman Empire. ~hus there is associated "the impossibility 

of trying to reduce to a system a scheme where no system need 

have existed, and where inconsistencies were irrelevant, or of 

making equations with an alien and less ambivalent pantheon, as 

the Roman writers tried."(lS) Indeed, there does not appear to 

have been any clear-cut Celtic pantheon as there was Roman, although 

there are certain deities mentioned more than once or twice 

probably indicating their greater influence. These deities 
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appear to have had their own specific functions but also 

appear to have served more than one purpose. Moreover, although 

each tribe appears to have had its own particular deities, this 

did not at the same time exclude others. For example, in 

Ireland the "chief" god Dagda was regarded as the father of 

the whole tribe. (l 9 ) This "god-tribe" relationship appears to 

have been replicated in other Celtic areas also. Female 

deities were also common and in some instances male deities 

were considered subservient, such as in the fertility cults. 

Thus "all attempts at interpretation, and particularly those 

which seek identification of function and attributes between 

Celtic and Roman gods, suggest that the Celts did not visualise 

h ' d ' ' ' ' 1 ' f t' II ( 20) t eir eities as exercising exc usive unc ions . 

A multitude of idols and images, carved in particular out of 

wood, have been discovered by archaeological excavation. For 

example in 1963 nearly two hundred pieces of wood carving were 

excavated from Sequana, near the source of the Seine. These 

included human and animal representations as well as those of 

internal organs, presumably votive or associated with divination. (21 

These wooden figures, representing either the deity or the 

worshipper, appear to have been the most common form of votive 

offering and similar ones have been found in other Celtic areas 

such as the Lake of Geneva and the British Isles. Idols are 

mentioned in the Irish texts such as the image Cenn or Cromm 

cruaich, (probably a name of the god Dagda) and the classical 

writers also mention "the wooden figures carved in the artistic 

idiom of the Celts, so primitive and alien to the classical 

schema of the accurate delineation of the human form". (22 ) 
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Archaeology has revealed two main phases in the evolution 

of early Celtic society, named after those areas of significant 

findings, namely Hallstatt and La T~ne (the later phase). 

At the time of their evolution, iron was replacing bronze 

technologically, increasing thereby the possibility for expansion 

and the potential for warfare. The excavations have made it 

plain that the Celts were a warrior society, Celtic weapons 

frequently recovered from the graves and from ritual deposits 

offered to the gods. The introduction of iron was used by the 

Celts to their major advantage, such as the flexibility it gave 

to the making of tools and especially for the smiths, whose 

functions in this warrior society were invaluable. Emerging 

14. 

from the -;Rhinelands of Central Europe, they conquered and settled 

in areas as far apart as eastern Europe, the Balkans, Ireland 

and Britain, establishing themselves as a distinctive people by 

four hundred and fifty B.C. (although these datings are only as 

accurate as fieldwork to date has been able to testify). The 

immediate ancestors of the Celts have become known as the late 

Urnfield people of Central Europe, themselves based on the 

Tumulus culture and the Beaker culture of the Bronze Age. (23) 

These people were already a settled peasantry, living in small 

communities and supporting an aristocratic superstructure, which 

included craftsmen and warriors. The Urnfielders appear to 

have entered the British Isles in the late Bronze Age, around 

which time groups of dialects had become differentiated and were 

fully evolved by the time of the Hallstatt period (seventh and 

sixth centuries B.C.). Changes also appear to have occurred in 

social stratification at this time, such as a noticeable distinction 
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between the wealthy and the poor, with grave furnishings yield-

ing richer claims. :La Tene culture further developed the 

Hallstatt period and it is considered that "In general, the 

technological JJerel of the La Tene Celts, with very few 

exceptions, was equal to, and in some matters surpassed, that 

II ( 2 4) 
of the Romans . 

The penetration of Ireland by the Celts has been problematic 

because of the lack of critical archaeological investigation. 

Recent belief1 however, is that the Hallstatt coonisation of 

Western Ireland may have taken place directly from the Continent 

" through Northeastern Scotland, while La Tene. culture seems to 

have gone through Britain into the Northeast of Ireland. (25 ) 

This contention is further symbolised by the prevailing rivalry 

between Connacht in the West of Ireland and Ulster in the North-

east. Beeause Ireland was never penetrated by the Romans, nor 

permanently by the Anglo-saxons, it has remained the most Celtic 

in character of all the Celtic areas. Scotland, Wales and the 

Isle of Man have also remained essentially Celtic and one group 

emigrated back to the Continent to be called Brittany. (26 ) In 

Britain, Celtic traditions were adulterated by the incorporation 

15. 

of Britain into the Roman Empire with cities built in the 

Mediterranean fashion, temples built on classical models and native 

chieftains Romanised. In the fourth century A.D., after the 

departure of the Romans, there appears to have been a Celtic revival 

in Britain, including the construction of temples dedicated to 

Celtic deities. However 1 this was soon altered with the take-

over by the Anglo Saxons. 

Opinion is divided concerning the origin of the Druids, there 

being no definite archaeological evidence to indicate whether 
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they wereexclusively Celtic or in fact pre-Celtic. What 

archaeological evidence does do is point to the existence of a 

general cultural unity in Europe during the Bronze Age. Trade 

relations between Gaul and the British Isles were fluent; thus 

there is also the possibility that a unity in religious ideas 

existed at this time. One thing that does seem probable is 

that the Druids, whatever their origins, developed into a powerful 

sector of Celtic society during this settled period of Celtic 

living, taking over previous functions of the kings. "And 

that is why so late a date for the origin of this clergy is 

consistent with their renown in the Greek world as early as 

200 B.C." ( 27 ) Indeed, the migrations of the Indo-Europeans 

profoundly affected the course of human history>bringing unique 

concepts with them, such as secular kingship and typified by the 

Druids as a specialist multifunctionary sector within a "tripartite" 

stratified social system. 

Archaeological excavations, especially those associated with 

burials, have made it possible to infer certain facts about Celtic 

life. For example "barrow" graves appear to have been common 

in the earlier Celtic settlements. However, in association with 

Celtic expansion the common "flat" graves filled with uncremated 

bodies were used. From the third century B.C. onwards, cremation 

burials were prevalent although the dead were also buried in 

coffins, along with their worldly possessions. (A typical Celtic 

custom was the placing of a part of a boar in the grave alongside 

the body.) More significantly, these burials do appear to 

have been distinctly related to Celtic rituals of worship. Cults 

such as these represented by the symbol of the human head are well 
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attested in archaeological excavations. Hundreds of heads 

were fashioned from stone, wood and metal, some with three faces 

and several janiform "perhaps reflecting some concept such as 

the power of the god to look forwards into the Otherworld and 

backwards into the world of mankind". <
23 ) The Celtic mask 

appears to have been used as a symbol for cult ritual. Many 

appear to have been smaller than the human face, such as the male 

mask found in Chartres,France, which is only 9.8 centimetres 

high. Towards the end of the L·a Time period masks have been 

found made of iron. Also testifying to the cult of the human 

head are the skulls embedded into the doorposts of temples, 

probably to symbolise power and protection, such as those found 

at Roquepertuse, {Bouches-du-Rhdne) dating from the third to the 

second century B.C. <29 ) 

Another archaeological find of significance to the Celtic 

rituals of worship are the cauldrons, probably used for sacred 

purposes. In particular was the discovery of the famous silver 

gilt "Gundestrup cauldron" found in Denmark, dating to the 

first century B.C. This appears to have been laid as a votive 

offering. Both the inside and outside of the vessel are 

17. 

faced with decorative plates of deities and cult scenes and on one 

panel a giant bull is pictured being sacrificed, probably by a 

Druid, although other interpretations of the scene have been 

proposed. (3 0) Other cauldrons discovered have also suggested 

their probabl~ usage in Celtic ritual. In Rynkeby, Jutland, a 

bronze cauldron decorated with a human face and neck adorned 

with a huge Celtic "tore", flanked by ox protomes was discovered. 

Like the "Gundes~up this cauldron had decorated inner plates-
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However
1

only one is still existing which is decorated by 

two animals facing each other. In Bra, East Jutland, another 

bronze cauldron had been broken into pieces and placed in a 

pit in the ground. The inference to be made is that cauldrons 

such as these were probably use¢ as votive offerings to some 

deity. 

18. 

The opinion has generally been that "it seems to be a general 

rule that the building of elaborate places of worship is not 

characteristic of primitive people whose religion is in about 

the same stage of development as druidism". (3 l) The typical 

picture of druidic worship is connected with sacred groves, trees, 

woods and hills. However,recent discoveries in archaeological 

research have altered this earlier inference. For example, in 

recent times "a series of field monuments is beginning to be 

recognised and disclosed which represent the constructed sanctuaries 

of the pagan celts". (32 ) These structures are rectilinear 

earthworks, most dating to the first century B.C. One such 

timber-buil£ sanctuary was found under London Airport at Heath 

Row. Within a large quadrangular earthwork enclosure were found 

bedding trenches of eleven circular timber houses. Set away from 

these was a massive rectangular building with postholes and 

trenches, consisting of a central square building and surrounding 

colonnade. This is an excellent example of a shrine of pre

Roman Celtic date. (33 ) 

Some of these structures contained offering-shafts or pits 

from which can be inferred the use of sacrifice. One of the 

best known examples of a religious complex containing shafts is 

at Holzhausen in Bavaria where traces of offerings were found, 

including flesh and blood, presumably sacrificial. (34 ) Many 
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deep shafts have been found in Britain and one found at Wilsford, 

Wiltshire, has been dated by radio-carbon to the fourteenth 

century B.C., indicating a pre-Celtic ancestry. (35 ) In the 

Kobener Wald an enclosed circular site was found containing in 

the centre a wooden post, probably used for sacrifice. In 1956 

19. 

a Celtic sanctuary near Koln in Bohemia was discovered containing 

evidence of sacrifice, namely a human skull, a sacrificial platform, 

pits containing bones, quantities of ritually smashed pottery 

and two twisted bronze tores (neck-rings possibly indicating the 

social and religious status of the wearer). This sanctuary was 

oval, over eight metres long and enclosed by a ditch. In the 

eastern half of the area a system of postholes with a broad stone 

stele and some kind of sacrificial table or altar was found. In 

the other half, the skeleton of an elderly woman was found, along 

with brooches, pottery and other objects dating to the third 

century B.C. A comparable structure was discovered at Aulnay-

aux-Planches in the Marne dating to the eleventh century B.C. 

This has led to the inference that the long enclosure known as the 

''Banqueting Hall" on the sacred "Hill of Tara" in Ireland is.a 

similar structure as those found on the continent and in Britain. 

One of the earthworks of this enclosure was found to be a mound 

covering a stone-chambered tomb, dating from around two thousand 

B.C. (37 ) In Frilford, Berkshire, a site was discovered con

sisting of six large postholes in two lines of three each contain-
, 

ing dateable burials, and in Ecury-le-Repos a site containing 

four postholes forming a square with a large posthole in the 

middle has been uncovered, suggesting a cult site. These 

sacred enclosures were probably the forerunners of the Celtic 

temples previously mentioned. 
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Under Roman rule, temples and shrines became a common 

feature all over the Romano-Celtic area, modelled on many of 

the architectural features of the Greek and Roman temples. 

Other traditions such as stone sculpture were elaborated on 

during the post-Roman era. The Celts did not go in for huge 

architectural structures like the Romans, being primarily 

builders of fortifications. However,foreign influence did 

alter many traditional architectural patterns, typified by the 

buildings erected on the southern coast of France, built in 

the La T~ne period. Fortunately there have been magnificent 

20. 

examples of pre-Roman Celtic sculpture discovered such as the 

limestone statue of the "monster from Naves" (Bouches-du-Rh8ne) 

with a body like a lion in the process of devouring a human being, 

its paws resting on two bearded heads. Its erect phallus is 

probably a reminder of the Celtic belief in the connection 

between killing and fertility, namely that human sacrifice 

promotes fertility. (33 ) The female version of this death/ 

rebirth idea is represented by the effigy known as Sheela-na-giq, 

common in Irish castles ana churches and reminiscent of the Hindu 

goddess Kali. ( 39 ) In fact, phallic symbolism is as common in 

the Celtic world as it is in India, represented also by the 

"standing stones" believed to have special energy properties 

such as "Findhabhair's Stone" in Cornwall, England. (4 0) 

In all, certain inferences can be safely made especially 

from a survey of the burial contents of gravesites. From the 

evidence, for instance, it appears certain that Celtic society 

was socially stratified, typically represented by royal tombs 

and chieftains' graves. From a survey of these graves the 

evidence consistently reveals that material possessions were 
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buried with the body, including vehicle and martial equipment, 

suggesting that Celtic eschatology involved a literal view of 

afterlife. For example1 in a group of graves in pre-Roman Belgic 

Britain "there is provision not only for the chieftain's feast 

beyond the tomb, but for a guest, with twin double fire-dogs 

and wine in amphorae totalling some seven dozen bottles apiece 

in modern terms". (4 l) Howeve~we can draw only limited 

conclusions from archaeological evidence. For example, despite 

21. 

the popular association of the Druids with Stonehenge, the famous 

Neolithic-Bronze Age monument, there is no archaeological evidence 

that Stonehenge was in fact a centre for Celtic worship nor any 

suggestion that it was built as such by the Druids. From the 

detailed study of Stonehenge1 it is now proposed that it was in 

fact an astronomical computer, using a base of nineteen years 

to bring solar and lunar years into synchronisation~ 42 ) In 

1897 the "Coligny calendar" was unearthed and has been described 

as "the oldest document written in the Celtic language". (43 ) 

What is significant about the calendar is its demonstration of 

a tremendously well-ordered astronomical system using the same 

base as that evidenced at Stonehenge. It appears to have been 

the Druids'responsibility to maintain, observe and regulate events 

according to calendars such as this, predicting thereby both 

auspicious and non-auspicious days for the undertaking of events 

in their society. The inference is that through this very 

important role in the control of the calendar, the Druids were 

able to control society. Thus it is by no means unlikely that 

the Druids did in fact use Stonehenge; however1 there is nothing 

to suggest that they were the originators of the system. This 

astron6mical ability of the Druids has been verified by literary 
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evidence. Casesar tells us that they "have many discussions 

as touching the stars and their movements, the size of the universe 

and of the earth, the order of nature, the strength and powers 

of the immortal gods, and hand down their lore to the young 

men". (
44

) However
1

the first person to actually claim Stonehenge 

for the Druids was in the seventeenth century, indeed a mere 

suggestion (4S') But, by the nineteenth century it had become 

accepted as a fact that it was the Druids who had build the 

monument. This has not been corroborated by archaeological 

evidence which dates the building of the monument to an earlier 

civilisation. In fact
1

11 the priests at Stonehenge were most 

probably the temporal rulers and the lesser chieftains of the 

great plain upon which it stands". (46 ) The actual building of 

Stonehenge appears to have been spread over about five hundred 

years and represents a fusion of European religious beliefs from 

the Neolithic, Megalithic and Early Bronze Age. In fact/ 

numerous burials dating from about one thousand, nine hundred B.C. 

have been discovered from pits outside the sanctuary suggesting 

the ancient practice of a cult of the dead. 

The megaliths, often attributed to the Druids, appear to 

be the work of an earlier civilisation also. (47 ) Megalithic 

communal burial chambers have been found in Malta, Sicily, 

Southern France; Spain 1 Brittany 1 England, Ireland, Wales, Scotland, 

the Orkneys and around the Baltic. The spiral symbolisations and 

similarity of construction, covering such a wide area, indicate 

a homogeneous culture, probably dedicated to rites connected to 

the dead. (4S) The Scillies, Orkneys and Shetlands are richer 

in megalithic tombs than the rest of Britain. 

Ireland megalithic culture penetrated inland. 

However/ in 

In Europe and in 

Britain
1
the oldest forms are found near the sea; their development 
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probably stimulated by the interflow of ideas and beliefs via an 

active sea-traffic. Since the seventeenth century it has been 

the belief that it was the Celts who were the initial builders 

of the megalithic monuments, menhirs and dolmens (also known as 

cromlechs) despite the fact that the vulva-shaped dolmens,such as 

those found in Cornwall, have also been found as far afield as 

India, thus suggesting pre-Celtic origins. Nonetheless, their 

use did continue into the Iron Age, making it probable that they 

were used by the Druids. One of the oldest forms of shrine is a 
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stone circle surrounding a sacred area or pillar and this structure 

appears to have been adapted by the Celts for their own religious 

purposes. 

(b) Written, Classical and Vernacular 

The written sources can be divided into two sections: the 

testimonia of Greek and Roman classical writers, plus the Irish 

and Welsh vernacular tales preserved in mediaeval recensions 

With the written evidence however, any interpretation is necessarily 

limited by the writer's own cultural conditioning, ideology and 

time in history. Prejudices and social antagonisms will 

inevitably alter the facts, especially when the ethical and social 

code of one culture is dramatically opposed by another culture. 

An example of this is evident in the reports of sacrifice. 

Classical references to the Celtic use of human sacrifice were 

numerous. This was coloured by the fact that sacrifice had 

been a common occurrence in Rome itself until the first century 

B.C. causing reports to be more emotive in nature than otherwise. 

Indeed, because sacrifice was now considered barbarian and 

uncivilised by Rome any understanding of possible cosmological 
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symbolism or eschatological value was ignored in their accounts. 

Reports cormnonly described Celtic sacrifices as bloodthirsty 

happenings in which victims were hanged, impaled, burned, drowned 

or stabbed. However, if see:n in context, that is1 from the Celtic 

worldview, "this bloodstained ritual in no way indicates an 

intellectual inferiority or a spiritual poverty in the peoples 

who practised it" (4 9) Heads of dead enemies were severed not 
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just for trophies, but also to be presented to the gods as offerings, 

and heads of great tribal warriors were preserved for protection. 

In other words; sacrifice was not just random slaughtering but 

had ultimate religious purpose behind the action. For example, 

it has been written that "when there is a big yield (of criminals 

for sacrifice) from these cases, there is forthcoming a big yield 

from the land too". (SO) Another misleading piece of information 

given to us by the classical writer is that the taking of auspices 

from the movements and blood-flow of the victims was a uniquely 

Celtic practice. This practice was in fact cormnon in many 

societies and in Rome itself was known as haruspicy. Likewise, 

when reporting on the Celtic deities the information has been mis-

leading. Julius Caesar tried to equate them with the classical 

deities he knew through a process of reduction. "Among the 

gods they most worship Mercury. There are numerous images of 

him, They declare him the inventor of all the arts, the guide 

for every road and journey, and they deem him to have the greatest 

influence for all moneymaking and traffic. After him they set 

Apollo, Mars, Jupiter and Minerva. Of these deities they have 

almost the same idea as all other nations. Apollo drives away 

diseases, Minerva supplies the first principles of arts and crafts, 

Jupiter holds the empire of heaven, Mars controls the wars."(Sl) 
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It is true that Caesar did have some field knowledge of the 

customs and beliefs of the Celts, having been proconsul of Cisalpine 

Gaul before campaigning in Transalpine Gaul. Archaeological 

research has also confirmed Caesar's statement about the popularity 

of Mercury, evidenced by more than two hundred statues and 

bas-reliefs and nearly five hundred inscriptions. (52 ) However 

the name ''Mercury" given to this God by Caesar is only a result of 

his own assumption. There is very little ;mention by other 

classical <writers of the Gallic names for their gods. 

Lucan, first century A.D., mentions Teutates, Esus and 

The poet 

Taranis, which is also in accordance with the Romano-Celtic 

inscriptions found in Gaul and Britain. These three gods are 

commonly linked to the Druids and also bear characteristics 

which parallel the gods of other Indo-European areas. For instance 

Dum~zil distinguishes a group of deities common to all the Indo

European races as belonging to three groups, namely: gods of 

fertility, divine warriors, and gods of law and justice together 

with magical kings. Indeed, there is a general agreement by 

most scholars writing on Indo-European mythology, that there 

are many similarities between many of the gods, indicating a 

. . ( 53) common origin. The precise identifications however are not 

always similar; equations are often confused because of the 

varied nature of the evidence. For example, the scholar 

Jan de Vries applied the tripartite theory of Dumezil to the 

Celtic pantheon by equating Lug (or Teutates) and Nuadu 

withihe joint sovereignty aspect, Ogma (or Taranis) with the 

warrior aspect and Esus with the fertility aspect. Other 

writers have suggested Taranis as the dispenser of justice and 

Teutates as the Warrior aspect. Others again have equated Esus 
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with Mercury who has also been identified with Lug represent-

ing the joint sovereignty aspect. (Jan de Vries later 

dissociated the connection between Esus and the third aspect 

because of the lack of definite evidence.) (S 4 ) The cult of 

Esus does not appear to have been widespread in Gaul however 

and was probably subordinate to Mercury after the Romanisation 

of Gaul. Teutates is cognate with the Irish tuatha meaning 

26. 

"tribe" and is shown in association with warriors on the Gundestrup 

cauldron, supporting the equation of Teutates with the warrior 

aspect. Taranis means 1ithunderer" and thus was probably a 

sky~god akin to the sovereignty aspect. Taranis is also 

associated with the oak-tree and represented in various dedications 

such as the "isle of Taransay", suggesting druidic association. 

Not only is there a failure to identify the gods of the 

Celts with those of the Romans by way of reduction but nor is it 

clear to what extent Celtic beliefs and names were altered by 

Roman conquest. The probability of Lug being assimilated to 

Mercury is very likely, both being characterised by magico-

spiritual attributes. For example, the Irish texts present 

Lug as the leader of an army, a magician, a master poet and 

ancestor of an important tribe and many Celtic place-names 

commemorate his presence. However, at the same time, no Celtic 

god appears to have had its functions retricted the way the 

Greek and Roman gods were. This being so, plus the fact that 

interpretations necessarily involve particular biases, the 

written sources are an essential aid especially when interpreting 

archaeological evidence which, in the absence of its particular 

mythico-ritual context, is of little consequence, until interpreted 

in the light of the written material. 
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An associated problem with the written evidence, is the 

use made by some of the best classical sources, of other 

written sources than their own, often without acknowledgement. 

For example, Caesar makes much use of the information supplied 

by Pos~donius but fails to acknowledge this source. Another 

semantic problem arises when translating from one cultural 

context to another. For example, the word "priest" does not 

necessarily have the same meaning when used by different authors. 

In other words 1 the same word does not necessarily refer to exactly 

the same object in different contexts, content being intimately 

related to context. References to the Druids from the 

classical sources vary from one extreme to the other; characterised 

as "noble savage" ideals or as "foils" to the supremacy of the 

Roman Empire. References to the Druids in Ireland have all been 

written down by the mediaeval Christian scribes which/although 

transcribing the original oral traditions, cannot be taken as 

accurate and probably resulted from a Christian reaction to an 

alternative priesthood. Any reference to the Druids from the 

pre-Christian Celts themselves is non-existent; thus the picture 

of the Druids described by the evidence has had to be composite 

and largely- speculative, although certain inferences are able to 

be drawn through corroboration between sources. An example of 

divided opinion lacking specific corroborative evidence concerns 

the origin of the Druids. The Elder Pliny claims that Druidism 

passed from Gaul to Britain. Caesar states that the system was 

devised in Britain and from there brought to Gaul. Strabo 

looked on the Druids as a native Celtic priesthood, while others 

such as Dion Chrysostom, say th~y were pre-Celtic, similar to other 

ancient orders. "The Persians ... have men called Magi... The 
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Egyptians, their priests ... , and the Indians, their ~rahmins ... 

the Kelts have men called Druids, who concern themselves with 

divination and all branches of wisdom. 11
(
55 ) Diogenes 

Laertius, another classical writer, brackets together the Druids, 

the Persian Magi, the Chaldeans 

Assyrians, and the Gymnosophists 

of the Babylonians and 

(presumably Brahmins) of the 

Hindus. What is interesting is that the Druids, Magi and 

Gynnosophists, all mentioned by Dion Chrysostom also, existed 

amongst peoples derived from the same racial root, the Indo-

Europeans. The Babylonians are problematic in the account of 

Laertius not being Inda-European, however connections have been 

established through such esoteric symbols as the "sacred heptad" 

and related associations with astrology, astronomy, mathematics 

and calendrism. (56 ) 

From the classical writings there emerge two views of the 

Druids, the "hard" and the "soft" view. (57 ) The "hard" view 

is represented by the Posidonian sources, BO termed because 

of their linkage to the ''Histories" of Posidonius, a Syrian 

Greek Stoic philosopher who journeyed through Gaul in the second 

century B.C., writing down his observations. The section 

28. 

dealing with the Celts was in book 23 and formed an ethnographical 

introduction to an account of the Roman conquest and occupation 

of southern Gaul, which ended in 121 B.C. Although a most 

respected writer in his day, his words have never been found; 

thus all that we are able to know of them is through borrowings, 

quotations and adaptations of other writers. Of these, only 

four are of any value -str.abo who had known Posidonius personally, 

Diodonus Siculus who was also a contemporary of Posidonius, 

Athenaeus who was a gourmet of no real interest to our purposes, 

being the only one not to mention the Druids, plus Julius Caesar, 
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who used Posidonius frequently without acknowledgement. The 

general picture of the Celts that emerges from these writers is 

consistent with earlier writers, such as Polybius, and later writers 

such as Pomponius Mela, Lucan and Tacitus. They are also 

generally consistent with the Irish am.Welsh vernacular tales and 

corroborate certain archaeological inferences. Other writers 

in the "hard" tradition who make mention of the Druids are 

Ammianus Marcellinus, an historian of the fourth century A.D., 

Lucan who was a poet of the first century B.C., Pomponius Mela 

who was a geographer of the same time, the Elder Pliny writing 

on natural history and Tacitus who records an encounter with the 

British Druids. 

The "soft" view is represented by later writers in the 

Alexandrian tradition. These were writers who verified their 

conjectures with secondhand library evidence, using no field

work, idealising qualities that they considered desirable and 

rejecting those that they considered undesirable. Their 

testimonies cannot be counted as factual evidence, even though 

they formed a valuable background for later writers in the 

romantic tradition as "we move from Druids-as-known to Druids-as

wished-for". ( 5B) By these writers the Druids were seen as noble 

philosophers, "unspoiled children of nature who could walk close 

to the gods and even instruct Pythagoras in esoteric wisdom". (59 ) 

This tradition of writers associated the Druids with the doctrine 

of Pythagoras and some, such as Hippolytus, writing in the third 

century A.D., included the Druids amongst the ancient barbarians 

as the precursors of Greek philosophy. 

Behind both the Posidonian and Alexandrian sources lay the 

myth of the "Noble Savage", colouring both traditions to a lesser 
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and greater degree. At this point in time, any contact with a 

"barbarian" culture appears to have been automatically affected 

by this presupposition, epitomised by an epithet taken from 

Posidonius by Strabo and.applied to the Druids as "the most juste" 

or "the most righteous of men". (60) However this epithet was in 

fact a stock phrase in Greek, used not only to signify the Druids 

but others as well. Indeed, it appears that these "most juste" 

men were expected to exist in "barbarian" societies. Descriptions 

like these belonging to one literary tradition can very often 

misinterpret information when applied to a totally different 

social situation without consideration of an alternate context. 

The Posidonian sources indicate that the Druids were a 

respected, important order in their own society. Strabo tells 

us that "in former times, they even arbitrated cases of war 

and made the opponents stop when they were about to line up for 

battle''. (6 l) Diodonus Siculus states "It is not only in times 

of peace, but in war also, that these seers have authority, and 

the incantations of the bards have effect on friends and foes 

alike. Often when the combatants are ranged face to face, and 

swords are drawn and spears bristling, these men come between 

the armies and stay the battle, just as wild beasts are sometimes 

held spellbound. 11
(
62 ) Caesar stresses the powerful position held 

by the Druids. He tells us that in Gaul, there were "two classes 

of persons of definite account and dignity ... one consists of 

Druids, the other of knights. The former are concerned with 

divine worship, the due performance of sacrifices, public and 

private, and the interpretation of ritual questions ..... In 

fact, it is they who decide in almost all disputes, public and 

private; and if any crime has been committed, or murder done, 

or there is any dispute about succession or boundaries, they also 
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decide it, determining rewards. and penalties; if any person or 

people does does not abide by their decision, they ban such from 

sacrifice, which is their heaviest penalty. Those that are so 

banned are reckoned as impious and criminal, all men move out 

of their path and shun their approach and conversation~ for fear 
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they may get some harm from their contact ... 11 <63 ) Unfortunately, 

we cannot be sure how much Caesar exaggerated the facts. However 

the Posidonian sources are consistent in their acknowledgement 

of the high status of the Druids in Celtic society. 

The Posidonian sources, in the main, suggest that the 

Druids had an inclusiveness of function, with different classes 

performing different functions. Some writers separated these 

functions into different divisions, others attributed them to 

the Druids as an entity. For instance, Strabo tells us that the 

three classes of men held in special honour were the "Bards" 

(singers and poets), the "Vates" (interpreters of sacrifice and 

natural phenomena) and the "Druids" (concerned with natural 

phenomena and moral philosophy). Diodorus Siculus lists "Bards" 

(composers of verse), "Druids" (philosophers and theologians) and 

"Mantis" (similar functions to the Vates"). (The Irish evidence 

(the lawtracts) also suggest the Druids were one portion of 

the "men of art" existing alongside the "Filid" (learned poets) 

and the "Bards" (common poets).) Others such as Caesar, describe 

these functions to the Druids as an entity with specialisation 

within that entity, suggesting also the existence of an 

hierarchical structure within this order. 

Of all these Druids one is chief, who has the highest 
authority among them. At his death, either any other that 
is pre-eminent in position succeeds, or, if there be 
several of equal standing, they strive for the primacy by 
the vote of the Druids, or sometimes even with armed 
force. (64) 
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It appears that the Druids did belong to an organisation 

suggested by written evidence from both Gaul and Ireland 

although this is limited. Caesar tells us that "these Druids, 

at a certain time of the year, meet within the borders of the 

Carnutes,whose territory is reckoned as the centre of all Gaul, 

and sit in conclave is a consecrated spot. Thither assemble 

from every side all that have disputesj. and they obey the 

decisions and judgments of the Druids.: (6S) In the fourth 

century A.D., the historian Arnrnianus Marcellus? citing Timagenes, 

a Greek historian of the first century B.C., informs us that the 

Druids were bound togethe~ in a fraternal organisation. The 

order was apparently open to any who had the propensity, and the 

training; the memorisation of traditions and verses, lasted up 

to twenty years. (In Ireland, the training of the Filid lasted 

from seven to twelve years and had an Ard-file (chief) elected 

to office, in a manner reflecting the description· of the Celtic 

Druids by Caesar.) Strabo tells us that in Galatia the twelve 

tetrachs had a council of three hundred men who met at Drunemeton. 

to try cases of murder. This bears likeness to the "consecrated 

spot" of the Gaulish assembly. Indeed there are many Celtic 

placenames embodying this "central" element, giving credence to 

the common belief about Celtic worship taking place primarily in 

open groves. For instance in the northwest of the Iberian 

peninsula
1
there is Nemetobriga and Nemetacum in northeastern 

Gaul, in Asia Minor there is Drunemeton, Vernemeton in Britain 

and Medionemeton in Southern Scotland. We do not know whether 

this "consecrated spot" mentioned· by Caesar, was a grove or 

sacred enclosure, and may even have been a temple. However
1 

other writers refer only to the groves; thus this is the most 
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likely assumption. For example, Lucan refers to the well-known 

grove of oak-trees near Massilia and Plihy tells us that the 

Druids chose the oakgrove for their rituals, linking the Druids 

to the oak through the derivation of their name. The actual 

Gallic-Brittanie word nemeton is cognate with the Latin nemus 

which means "wood with a clearing in it". (66 ) Any literary 

references to buildings in a Celtic religious context are un-

fortunately rare. Strabo tells us of Celtic priestesses on a 

shrine off the mouth of the Loire who ritually stripped the roof 

from their temple and rethatched it each year, and we are told 

of a Gaulish chieftain observed by Posidonius, who held a lavish 

feast within a vast square enclosure, resembling the rectangular 

enclosures discovered by archaeological research. However, 

there is little other literary evidence to corroborate recent 

archaeological finds; thus inferences have to be treated with 

care. That is, the so-called Celtic "temples" may have in fact 

only been the houses of chieftains, although the weight of 
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evidence appears to support the probable existence of temples 

resembling those akin to the timber-built shrine found under London 

Airport at Heath Row. 

Most of the written evidence suggests that the Druids were 

an all-male order, although there is limited evidence supporting 

the present of females. For example, Vopiscus refers to the 

prophecy of a "Druidess" in the second half of the third centiry 

A.D., commenting "When Diocletian .... was sojourning in a tavern in 

the land of the Tangri in Gaul .... and had occasion to settle the 

daily account for his keep with a certain druidess, this woman 

said to him .... -'Laugh not Diocletian, for when you have killed 

the Boar,you will indeed be emperor'." (67 ) 
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(As it happens he did kill the Boar who was the praefect 

Arrius, surnamed "the Boar"; thus the prophecy was fulfilled.) 

However, the title of "Druidess" may have in this case only 

been a casual attachment resulting from an inadequate knowledge 

of the Druids. There is evidence among the Gallic Celts of 

34. 

priestesses other than Druidesses, probably continuing observances 

of a predruidic faith. For example there are the priestesses of 

Cimbri described by Strabo and accounts of tribal Celtic 

female leaders such as Queen Boudicca and Queen Cartimandua 

who invoked their own goddesses. Nevertheless the majority of 

passages in the classical sources represent the order as male 

and there is only seldom a reference to Druidesses in the 

vernacular texts, called Bandrui by the mediaeval scribes. 

Indeed, the classical references to ''Druidesses" were 

written at a 'time when Druidism was a decline, thus moiit 

probably referring to the "w,ise-women II who continued many of 

the functions of the disappearing druidic order. They may· have 

also been a sub-order responsible for divination, thus in this 

capacity part of the inclusive order. For example Tacitus 

tells us of the association of women with the Druids at the 

"battle of Anglesey". 

On the shore stood the opposing army with its dense 
array of armed warriors, while between the ranks dashed 
women in black attire like 'the Furies', with their 
hair dishevelled, waving brands. All around, the Druids, 
lifting up their hands to heaven and pouring forth 
dreadful imprecations, scared our soldiers by the 
unfamiliar sight, so that, as if their limbs were paralysed, 
they stood motionless and exposed to wounds."(68) 

(The story also goes that St Patrick armed himself against the 

spells of women diviners, and in the Tain Bo Cualgne prophetic 

powers of a druidic nature are attributed to the female seer, 

Fedelm.) However, although these women may have been included in 
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the order of the Druids they do not appear to have had a 

dominant role. This factor may have been responsible for 

factional female disturbances such as those shown by Queen 

Cartimandua and Queen Boudicca, renowned for their cruel rituals 

of human sacrifice. At the time of the Claudia invasion of 

Britain, Queen Cartimandua openly defied druidic counsel and 

handed over her husband's birthright to Roman protection, there-

by signifying in public the decline in druidic power. This was 

magnified by the Emperor Claudius who, around one hundred and 

twenty A.D., "very thoroughly suppressed the barbarous and 

inhuman religion of the Druids in Gaul, which in the time of 

Augustus had merely been forbidden to Roman citizens."( 69 ) 

This being so, the most effective policy against the Druids was 

begun by Augustus, whereby the Druids, their deities and rituals 

eere not suppressed but replaced by secular magistrates and 

state religion, secular schools and a redefining of beliefs. 

35. 

In other words without the ability to perpetuate their own mythology, 

religious and ideological changes occurred; thus as powerful 

leaders, the Druids could no longer function. In Ireland and 

Britain the same process eventuated with Christianity substituting 

previous druidic functions, and thereby taking over power. 

The information available from the classical sources con

cerning the druidic ceremonies centres mostly on sacrifice. 

According to Strabo, "They used to strike a human being, whom 

they had devoted to death, in the back with a sabre, and then 

divine from his death-struggle. But they would not sacrifice 

without the Druids. We are told of still other kinds of human 

sacrifices; for example, they would shoot victims to death with 

arrows, or impale them in the temples, or having ~evised a 

colossus of straw and wood, throw into the colossus cattle and 

wild animals of all sorts and human beings, and then make a 
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burnt offering of the whole thing."( 7 0) Caesar also tells us 

of this custom. Tacitus, describing tactics used against the 

British Druids by Suetonius Paulinus in the first century A~D., 

writes "their groves, devoted to inhuman superstition were 

destroyed. They deemed it, indeed, a duty to cover their 

altars with the blood of captives and to consult their deities 

through human entrails."( 7 l) Mention of human sacrifice 

being practiced by the Druids is omitted by the Alexandrian 

writers, who preferred to describe the Druids as wise and 

noble philosophers. These writers were more inclined to 

emphasise the skills of the Druids in mathematics and astronomy. 

Caesar also tells us of their astronomical skills, reckoning 

time by night instead of by day, and having "many discussions as 

touching the stars and their movement, the size of the universe 

and of the earth, the order of nature, the strength and the 

powers of the immortal gods, and hand down their lore to the 

young men". (72 ) 

The classical sources also wrote significantly about the 

Celtic belief in personal immortality. Caesar tells us that 

"the cardinal doctrine which they seek to teach is that souls 

36. 

do not die but after death pass from one to another". (73 ) 

Pomponius Mela, writing about the time of the Claudian suppression 

of the Druids, wrote that they believed "that souls are eternal 

and that there is another life in the infernal regions.... And 

it is for this reason too that they burn or bury with their dead, 

things appropriate to them in life, and that in times past they 

even used to defer the completion of business and the payment 

of debts until their arrival in another world. Indeed, there 

were some of them who flung themselves willingly on the funeral 

piles of their relatives in order to share the new life with 
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them."(74) Some Alexandrian writers associated the 

Celtic belief in immortality with the Pythagorean theory of 

metempsychosis, the transmigration of souls through all living 

things. In fact, the ancient authors brought up Pythagoras 

precisely because the conceptions of the Getae and the Celts 

was reminiscent of the Ophico-Pythagorean doctrine. 11
(
75 ) Most 

contemporary scholars take the linking of Pythagoras with the 

Celts to be the result of the coincidence that both the Druids 

and Pythagoras believed in metempsychosis. Others believe 

these doctrinal similarities had indeed resulted from a point of 

contact. Hippolytus, writing in the third century B.C. wrote 

that the Greeks derived their philosophy from the "ancient 

barbarians" which included the Druids. Later Greeks reversed 

this order, writing that it was Pythagoras who taught the Druids. 

In spite of the diverse speculation about who taught whom, there 

are other parallels substantiating this claim of contact. For 

example Pythagoras is linked with Apollo, one of the two Greek 

deities believed to have revealed to mankind the lyre, which 

was developed by the Celts into the harp. Pythagoras was also 

primarily a mathematician who believed numerology to be at the 

37. 

heart of the universe. This view was also held by the Babylonian 

priests and the Druids possessed highly developed numerological 

skills, indicated by their calendrical system. (76 ) 

However, the immortality believed in by the Celts appears 

to have been of a somewhat different nature than that advanced 

by Pythagoras. The Druids taught a doctrine of bodily existence 

after death, the soul receiving its old body in or about the grave 

and later on in another region. The poet Lucan tells us that the 

Celts believed that "the same spirit has a body again elsewhere, 
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and that death .... is but the mid-point of long life". (77 ) 

This is in accord with the vernacular tales and archaeological 

-finds which have verified the Celtic custom of placing worldly 

necessities in the grave beside the corpse for future use. 

Caesar tells us that the doctrine was deliberately calculated 

by the Druids to stimulate courage and lessen the fear of death; 

howeverrthe motivation of Caesar in writing this rationalisation 

was probably aimed at discrediting the Druids as potential 

civic threats. The myths of transmigration found in Celtic 

contexts only refer to gods and heroes, not to ordinary mortals. 

Nor do they contain any contain any of the ethical content 

contained in the Pythagorean doctrine. (Celtic folk-belief 
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does make mention of the soul leaving the body as a bee or butter

fly; however1 this does not indicate a developed theory of trans

migration and probably represents a common ancient world belief 

about the soul possessing an animal form, seen naturally after 

death. ( 7 8) ) Thus, for the Celts, survival appears to have 

consisted in the future existence of the body, not of the soul. 

Unfortunately, no classical writer has revealed any complete 

account of this doctrine and the myths remain elusive . 

Certain assumptions may be validly made at this point. 

instance
1
it is apparent that the Celts believed very strongly 

For 

in an other-world, a continuing material existence characterised 

by sensual pleasures. Julius Caesar was struck by the numerous 

ritual observances and evil-averting placations governing Celtic 

daily living, commenting that "the whole nation of the Gauls is 

greatly devoted to ritual observances, and for that reason those 

who are smitten with the more grievous maladies and who are engaged 

in the perils of battle either sacrifice human victims or vow so 



\-

-'. 

to do, employing the Druids as ministers for such sacrifices. 

They believe, in effect, that, unless for a man's life a man's 
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life be paid, the majesty of the immortal gods may not be appeased; 

and in public, as in private, life they observe an ordinance of 

sacrifices of the same kind. Others use figures of immense 

size, whose limbs, woven out of twigs, they fill with living men 

and set on fire, and the men perish in a sheet of flame. They 

believe that the execution of those who have been caught in the 

act of theft or robbery or some crime is more pleasing to the 

immortal gods, but when the supply of such fails they resort to 

the execution even of the innocent."( 79 ) Thus we can assume 

that their belief in the nature of sin was not a result of the 

transgression of morality but was a result of the failure in the 

correct performance of propitiatory rites, which in turn upset 

the cosmic equilibrium. Underlying this belief lies the 

necessary acceptance of the belief that myth and ritual have the 

power to transform life by influencing the supernatural. The 

power of chaos appears to have been the most severe threat, thus 

the maintenance of ''balance" in all spheres of existence was 

essential. An associated assumption is that it was the Druids 

who were responsible for the maintenance of this equilibrium and 

protection against the powers of the other-world. As such, a 

considerable power would have been theirs, being the point of 

contact between the sacred and the profane. For the Celts the 

other-world was as real as the physical world; thus the role of 

mediator would have indeed been a significant one. 

The Celtic vernacular tradition belongs to a pre-Christian 

age, passed down through time by oral transmission and finally 

written down by mediaeval Christian scholars. These traditions 

can be divided into hero-tales, epics and summaries of ancient 
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law codes. These in the main describe a world~view very 

similar to that described by the Posidonian sources, despite a 

difference in authorship, time and place. There are the 

inevitable differences but the general picture is distinctively 

Celtic. For example the traditions also emphasise the maintenance 

of "balance" in their society, everyday living surrounded by the 

everpresent consciousness of the otherworld. In the Welsh 

"Mabinogian" a collection of Welsh vernacular tales, we learn 

through metaphor that the dead claim from the living that which 

the living claim from the dead. 

Peredur rode on towards a river valley whose edges were 
forested, with level meadows on both sides of the 

river; on one bank there was a flock of white sheep, and 
on the other a flock of black sheep. When a white 
sheep bleated a black sheep would cross the river and 
turn white, and when a black sheep bleated a white sheep 
would cross the river and turn black. (80) 

The texts also emphasise the importance of sacrifice. In 

one instance,,a king, Bran, orders his own decapitation after 

being rendered impotent, thus threatening the equilibrium of his 

people. ( 81) The Celtic festivals likewise stress the importance 

of sacrifice, with propitiation a valuable instrument for the 

protection against the supernatural. Although the Druids in 

Ireland do not appear to have had the formal authority that they 

had in Gaul, this may have been the result of misinformed report

ing or it may have been the result of the fact that the Irish 

sources represent a fourth century A.D. Ireland while the 

Posidonian sources represent a Gaul in the first to second 

centuries B,.C. 

The Irish sources are the most reliable of the vernacular 

traditions, written down from the eighth century onwards, whereas 

the Welsh sources were transcribed in Mediaeval times and thus 

subject to more external influences than the Irish. In the 



"' 

f-' 

.L ~ 

·" 

r 
C 

~ 

41. 

main the stories are the description of intertribal and dynastic 

quarrels, conquests and invasion filled. with mythological beings, 

who were translated into legendary characters by the recensionists, 

(usually to admit their supernatural character). For example, 

in the Welsh story "Pwyll, Lord of Dyved", the Queen Rhiannan is 

undoubtedly the Welsh form of the Celtic horse-goddess Epona. 

However 1 the storyteller gives no acknowledgement of this 

significant mythological connection. (S 2 ) Nevertheless, the stories 

are fundamentally concerned with important Celtic themes. One 

such theme is the archetypal struggle between an older man and a 

younger man for a woman, resulting in the sexual impotency of the 

elder; epitomising the changes occurring when spring supersedes 

winter and mother nature is restored to the fertile being she is. 

Unfortunately
1

much of the vernacular evidence is coloured by 

Christian prejudice, such as the accounts of the written histories 

of Ireland and Wales. In Ireland these are collated under the 

title "Leber Gab~la" (the Book of Invasion). The accounts written 

by the recensionists do not always accord with other popular 

traditions. For instance, the "Le~or Gab&la'' has it that the 

Tuatha De Denann (the tribes of the goddess Danu) were banished 

from Ireland, whereas the folk traditions have it that they 

remained in the magical world of the sidh (prehistoric burial 

mounds of Ireland, later to become the fairies of folk tradition. 

Fortunately in Ireland, the concessions to Christianity were slight; 

however1 other traditions were more strongly influenced. 

Both the classical sources and the Irish tales mention two 

significant pieces of Celtic paroc:hialwisdom. The first is 

attributed to the Druids "teaching that the gods must be worshipped 
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and no evil done, and manly behaviour maintained". (BJ) This is 

also found in the old Irish tale "The Colloquy of the Elders" 

in which one of the old pagan Celtic heroes/ Coelte, maintains 

these same three qualities as the basis of good living. This 

use of triads as a mnemonic deviGe was a common occurrence in the 

vernacular tales of the Celtic Druids and was also used by the 

Brahmins of India and the Magi of Persia. Indeed "its origins 

go back much further. Riddles and sophisticated word-play are 

a reminder of the origin of all sacred mysteries: Breath, or 

the War itself."(B 4 ) 

The other statement found in both sources is the saying 

that nothing is feared by the Celtic people except the heavens 

falling and the earth splitting. (The "Asterix" comic-books of 

popular acclaim also represent this as a common Celtic saying.) 

This appears to have also been a proverbial saying in non-Celtic 

areas of the ancient world. For example, from the Iliad, "Thus 

shall a man speak; then let the wide earth open to me,"(BS) and 

from an early inscription in the Turkic language of the eighth 

century A.D., "So long as the heaven above and theearthbelow 

have not opened, 0 Turkish people, who can destroy your rule?"(B 6 ) 

(c) Customs - Survivals and Reformulations 

The vernacular evidence directly relating to the Druids 

42. 

is fragmentary with no written records left by the Druids themselves. 

However
1 

from a survey of Celtic custom and survivals it is evident 

that their particular type of world-view would have favoured the 

existence of the Druids as a religious order. Many modern super-

stitions can be traced back to druidic origins, such as the custom 

of kissing under the mistletoe~echoing the connections of 
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mistletoe with fertility ritual. The mistletoe rite itself 

probably took place on Midsummer eve. Associated with the 

cutting of the mistletoe was the slaying of a human victim who, 

like the mistletoe, represented the spirit of vegetation. 

white oxen sacrificed at the mistletoe ritual probably also 

(The 

represented the vegetation spirit.) Mistletoe is still gathered 

on Midsummer eve and used for healing purposes. Its druidic 

name is also preserved in Celtic speech signifying "all-healer'' 

and is also called "sap of the oak'' and "Druids' weed". (97 ) 

The veneration of trees is another survival of druidic belief, 

who had their own cult of trees, their sacred places being 

characteristically made in dark groves. Trees were presumably 

the abode of divinities who had power over vegetation and trees 

growing beside burial mounds are considered to embody the ghost of 

the people buried under them. It is still considered dangerous 

to pluck a leaf or branch from one of these trees and in Breton 

graveyards the yew tree is planted, believed to spread a root to 

the mouth of each corpse. In Ireland and the Isle of Man, the 

thorn is thought to be the resort of fairies and in the Irish 

sagas many plants have magical powers. (99 ) 

In Ireland the prehistoric veneration of stones and the 

beliefs connected with the dead is still very strong. For 

example menhirs are regarded as bewitched human beings, as 

giants and often as still alive. Popular Irish belief has 

continued the survival of "speaking stones" and certained "holed" 

stones are believed to possess healing power. (
99

) (This belief 
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is also prevalent in France and Japan.) These stones were often 

positioned at the entrance of prehistoric burial chambers, symbolis

ing the passage of rebirth and coinciding with the ancient world 
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belief in the burial receptacle as the womb-place of the Earth 

Mother and the Otherworld. Marriage contracts were also arranged 

near these stones and couples used to hold hands through the holes 

to signify betrothal. Pregnant women also used to throw articles 

of clothing through the holes to ensure ea~y delivery. There are 

also many customs associated with the dead and death in which the 

dead are treated as being accessible to the living in one way or 

another. The custom of blood brotherhood
1

for example1 is 

reminiscent of those times when the blood of the dead was drunk, 

in order to obtain their virtues or to be brought into closer 

contact with them. (9 0) The tie of blood brotherhood has always 

been very strong, exemplified in the 11 Tain bo cualgne 11 on one 

occasion as an explanation for the refusal of Cuchalainn 

"Ultra-warrior", to fight. (9 l) 

the 

Other survivals indicating druidic crigins. are the common 

use of the word 11 fortnight" reminding us that the Druids reckoned 
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time by night, not by day, with night preceding day. In the Isle 

of Man, Jersey and Ireland the hare and the wren are considered 

prophetic creatures, a custom of druidic origin. Indeed, the hare 

in the Isle of Man is regarded as a transformed witch, and until 

1930 the wren was the quarry of an annual hunt, now symbolised 

by a bunch of feathers carried from house to house. (92 ) In 

Scotland and Ireland
1
belief in "second sight" is still common and 

witches practising druidic skills such as water-divining and 

herb medicine are not uncommon. The druidic form of spell-casting, 

the geas is still taken seriously in places such as the Scottish 

Highlands and the fith fath incantation for invisibility is still 

remembered. (93 ) Likewise, the Manx-Celtic word for wizard is 

Fer Druaight which is probably cognate with Druid. 
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An important god connected to the Druids,known as cernunnos 

(the "horned one", "Lord of the Animals") has been taken as the 

prototype of the horned "Satan" of Western Christianity. On 

the Gundestrup cauldron Cernunnos is depicted squatting amongst 

the animals, wearing deers antlers with a ram-headed serpent 

in his left hand and a tore in his right hand, sporting another 

round his neck. (The tore, a symbol of union, was worn in other 

areas of the world as well, such as India.) Caesar equated this 

god with Dis Pater, a kind of Pluto. "The Gauls affirm that 

they are all de,scended from a common father, Dis, and say that 

this is the tradition of the Druids."( 94 ) It is probable that 

the Romans took Cernunnos to represent the essence of Druidism 

4 5. 

and tried to eradicate his worship, which could explain why little 

archaeological evidence has been found of this god. In the Irish 

epics Cernunnos is probably the equivalent of the Dagda, the 

"good" god whose cauldron both restored the dead and produced 

poetic inspiration. Cernunnos also appears in British folklore 

as "Herne the Hunter" and Shakespeare mentions his oak in 

Windsor Forest. (95 ) 

The festivals common to the Celtic world have many survivals, 

usually in Christian disguise although bearing distinctly pagan 

features. These festivals were primarily connected with 

agricultural and pastoral life, marked by a magico-religious 

character and were designed to assist the powers of life and 

growth. For example the festival of Guy Fawkes falls very close 

to the Celtic festival of the dead, Samhain, an occasion marked 

by burning human offerings. The slaughter of animals for 

winter food took place at Samhain with bad luck occuring if the 

associated rituals were not observed. The orgiastic rites 

common at this festival resemble the freedom associated with 
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Hallowe'en tod~y~ Bonfires were a characteristic at most 

of these festivals and the custom of jumping through the fires 

for strength an~ purification was also observed. The festival 

of Beltaine, named after the Celtic god Belenos who was associated 

with the sun, was also marked by the lighting of bonfires. 

Sometimes the fire was lit beneath a sacred tree or pole covered 

with greenery, or a tree was burned in the fire to aid the 

powers of growth. The fire was apparently lit by the Druids 

in order to keep away disease and evil, and cattle were driven 

through it. The survival of the Maypole custom is probably 

related to this time, with phallic and fertility associations. 

The "May Queen", the prettiest and most virtuous girl,was chosen 

as mate for the deity and probably represented the sacrificial 

victim of former druidic times. Likewise, the festival of 

August Bank Holiday coincides with the old festival of Lugnasadh. 

Until recently, the first Sunday in August, "Garland Sunday", 

was marked by ascending mountain-tops for the performance of 

rituals, reminiscent of Lugnasadh. (96 ) Every Lug.nasadh the god 

Lug was acclaimed to enter into a ritual marriage with the earth 

goddess, the womb of fertility, thus many marriages were arranged 

at this festival, which is now assimilated to "St Brigit's" day. 

There are many identifiable goddesses represented in the Celtic 

world. For Example,the Merrigan is a powerful, sexually potent 

goddess of war, and Epona is a horse goddess associated with 

fertility cult practices, and is possibly the origin of the Lady 

Godiva story. She is also known under the title of Macha in 

Ireland. Indeed
1
the female deities all reflect onearth-mother 

goddess concept, whereas the male gods are essentially tribal. 

With the ritual relationship being observed between the tribal god 
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the earth-mother, the maintenance of the balance between 

opposites is ensured j thus the otherworld and this are believed 

to be kept in harmony. 

The Druids were the guardians of the traditions associated 

with these rituals and passed them down orally through time. 

However 1 contexts change, mythologies are reformulated. For 

47. 

example, druidic beliefs and teachings did not fit very easily into 

biblical mythology. Thus druidic knowledge faded into obscurity 

until the time of the Renaissance in Europe, when a renewal of. 

interest in this ancient phenomenon took place. The Druids now 

. began to be described in a number of alternative ways - for 

example, by being assimilated into the Christian ancestor myths 

of Noah or into fictional kings or noble law-givers, with the 

mistletoe as the symbol of jurisprudence. Eventually, however, 

they became associated with the ancient monument of Stonehenge, 

South England, which became so much a part of English folklore 

it soon was forgotten that it only began as a seventeenth century 

speculation. Because of this association1 they became known as 

amongst the oldest peoples of the world and artist William Blake 

took Stonehenge and the Druids to represent part of the original 

religion of mankind. Patriotic fervour in France attached itself 

to the Druids and Celtic culture, with the worldwide popularity 

of the ''Asterix" comics, epitomising the Druid, Getafix, as 

gathering mistletoe and brewing a superhuman potion in his cauldron 

Indeed, it became fashionable at one point to have a "Druid 

hermit" attached to worthy houses. Even Winston Churchill saw 

fit to become a member of the "Ancient Order of Druids" in 

1908. (97) Thus, the Druids have been refashioned in many ways 

since their disappearance - as pre-Christian Christians, as 
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noble or brutal savages, as the·Priginators of Stonehenge and 

the megaliths, as gentlemanly priests of the Ancient Mysteries 

and as pagan ministers of human sacrifice and magic. 

The evidence suggests that the Druids were closely 

associated with the Celtic peoples. The inference is that 

48. 

they were responsible for the perpetuation of the Celtic world

view which could be specified as such while they remained in 

this position. By looking more specifically at this world-view 

I hope to give weight to this inference; however it does not 

follow from this that all phenomena of Celtic religion can 

evidence the nature of the Druids. 
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CHAPTER THREE: WORLD~VIEW 

The Druids and the Celtic peoples 

"The comparison of the various testimonies of 
onlookers points to a general similarity, while the 
permanence of the primitive elements in Celtic 
religion must have tended to keep it everywhere the 
same. Though in Gaul we have only inscriptions and 
in Ireland only distorted myths, yet those testimonies, 
as well as the evidence of folk survivals in both regions, 
point to the similarity of religious phenomena. The 
Druids, as a more or less organised priesthood would 
assist in preserving the general likeness.: (98) 

We are able to talk of a Celtic "world-view" despite 

49. 

the limited evidence available, althoughthis does not necessitate 

their acceptance of a national identity. Celtic society was 

typically tribal and inter-tribal rivalry was a common occurrence. 

The Druids appear to have had an important role in this tribel 

network as an inter-tribal medium and arbitrator. However, 

the evidence is not clear enough to conclude the acceptance of 

one national pantheon representative of the whole society. Celtic 

society was made up of many tribes, all possessing local deities 

as well as gods associated with features of the landscape. 

The structure of Celtic society appears to have been "aristocratic" 

characteristic of an "heroic" age, and of a similar nature through-

out the Celtic world. War was the natural mode of life and glory 

for heroic deeds was desirable. This structure appears to have 

emulated Durrre'zil's tripartite ideology by being divided into 

three distinct sectors; sovereignty (which included the 

"priests''), warrior-force,and fertility (the herder-c~ltivators). 

The social base was the tribe, made up of a grouping of several 

clans under a chieftain or king. The Celtic clan, fine,was 

restricted to four generations (from father to great grandson) 

The chieftain's domain was defined by his people, his tribe. 
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When a chieftain died, the choice of successor was decided in a 

tribal assembly and the crucial role in the decision-making 

process was that of the Druids. (A tribe was not confined 

territorially and sometimes would split up, part of it migrating 

while maintaining its tribal name. Thus, it was not uncommon 

that tribal names occurred more than once over a wide area.) 

The tribal assemblies were an important arena in Celtic society 

and Caesar tells us that these assemblies were under the monopoly 

of the Druids, the chieftains taking a lesser role. In war the 

power shifted to the warrior-heroes, such as the Irish hero, 

cu Chulainn, the cheftains once again taking a lesser role. 

The social bond in Celtic society was the custom of cliency, 

celsine, in which a fine or an individual came under another's 

protection, in payment for services rendered. 

Thus Celtic society had a definite structure, each tribe 

with its own king. (By the time Caesar had conquered Gaul, 
(99 

kingship had to a large extent been replaced by chief magistrates.) 

Below the king came the chief nobles, which included the priests. 

In Gaul, these were known as the equites and druides and in 

Ireland the Druids were included in the class known as the "Men 

of Art", the aes Dana. Below these were the non-noble freemen 

who owned land, and the craftsmen, especially the metalsmiths. 

The rest of the population were considered of little importance 

and made up of the unfree members of society and the slaves. 

Caesar regarded the Druids as a powerful class in the overall 

structure of Celtic society, excluded from military service and 

the paying of taxes. In Ireland, the power of the Druids is not 

so evident, probably as a result of the bias of Christian 

redactors. However there are instances where they are seen to hol 
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considerable power. For example, in the "Tain bo Cualgne" 

the ruling king in the cycle"Conchobar mac Nessa"was known to 

have remained silent until his chief Druid, Cathbad, had spoken, 

and c6 ChulainR,the great Irish hero was significantly the 

pupil of Cathbad. 

51; 

The Celts belonged to the stage of technological development 

defined as the "Iron Age". The Celtic landscape was largely 

one of forests and farmsteads, groups of hilltop dwellings 

surrounded by steep walls and fortifications. Celtic society 

was self-supporting,although it did trade with the "civilised" 

world, especially for wine and luxury goods. Good manners, 

courtesy and hospitality appear to have been the desirable code 

of conduct and there appears to have been a strict legal code 

governing. Caesar tells us of the annual meeting of the Gaulish 

Druids at Carnutes, and in Ireland there was a council of nobles 

and freemen who met during the periodic "fairs", which included 

in its proceedings the reciting of laws. In Ireland, a class of 

itinerant jurists, the brehans continued this custom of being 

custodians of the legal lore, until Elizabethan times when they 

became the subjects of victimisation. Indeed many of the details 

of the Celtic social order are preserved in the ancient Irish 

law-tracts, the "Brehan laws", which have only recently been 

translated accurately. The pre-Christian element in these law-

tracts is very strong, having resisted conformity to Christian 

teachings. (This is largely a result of the highly obscure 

and technical language used, thus making translation difficult.) 

For example
1

concubinage was legally acceptable and ten types of 

union were permitted, including permanent marriage and temporary 

1 . h' (100) re ations ips. 
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The early classical writers focused on the more unpleasant 

characteristics in their descriptions of the Celtic peoples, 

which can be misleading if not seen in context. For example, 

Caesar tells us that Celtic society was a highly "superstitious" 

one, implying a judgement of inferiority. "The whole nation of 

the Gauls is greatly devoted to ritual observances, and for that 

reason those who are smitten with the more grievous maladies 

and who are engaged in the perils of battle either sacrifice 

human victims or vow so to do, employing the Druids as ministers 

for such sacrifices."(lOl) In fact, the nature of Celtic 

society, as we have seen, was a highly structured one and 

52. 

allegiance to that system was vital. Caesar tells us that those 

who went against the decision of the Druids were punished by the 

ultimate punishment, the banning from sacrifice! Thus to 

ensure allegiance to their system special importance was 

attached to the education of their children. The importance 

of the tribe 1 as a total entity was reinforced through the 

system of "fosterage", introducing children thereby to the 

expectations of the tribe at an early age. For example, in 

the "Tain bo cualgne" there is a story recounting Cu Chulainn ... s 

attempts to join the one hundred and fifty foster children 

attached to the household of King Conchobar. (l0 2 ) The Druids 

helped perpetuate these tribal expectations in their important 

role as educators of the youth, passing down the many unwritten 

sanctions that governed Celtic living. 

Caesar describes the Celtic peoples as superstitious. 

Certainly taboo, geas, played a primary role in their world-

view. For example, by forcing an individual to break a taboo 

that individual could be destroyed. Cu Chulainn was prohibited 
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by taboo from eating dogmeat; however when misled into so-

doing the result was fatal. The largest number of geasa 

concerned kings and chiefs and according to Celtic belief their 

observances were essential to maintain the total wellbeing of 

their people. Divination was also a very common occurrence, 

:>J • 

especially the interpreting of bird cries. (The bird was regard-

ed as having the ability to freely cross the boundaries dividing 

this world and the other-world.) Birds were believed to have 

guided the migrating Celts and the raven was considered of 

special importance, believed to be the form the Irish goddess of 

war might assume. (The swan is also a recurrent representation 

in mythology and iconography especially on the bronze work of the 

Urnfield and Hallstatt period.) It was also believed that 

the entrails of slaughtered victims were useful for divination. 

"When they attempt divination upon important matters they 

practise a strange and incredible custom, for they kill a man by 

a knife-stab in the region above the midriff, and after his 

fall they foretell the future by the convulsions of his limbs and 

the pouring of his blood, a form of divination in which they have 

full confidence, as it is of old tradition."(l0 3 ) Divination 

was not merely a "superstition",however1 and appears to have been 

associated with prophecy. For instance, from one of the earliest 

of old Irish tales is the story of Deirdre, whose intense 

screaming from the womb as an unborn child seemed to presage an 

omen. Indeed the pred~ction of the Druid Cathbad that her 

extraordinary beauty would bring dire happenings and death to 

many of the great heroes of Ulster became a prophecy that was 

f~lfilled. (l0 4 ) 
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The use of divination in association with sacrifice has 

sinister connotations if this is seen as a prime motive. However 

it is impossible to be specific about the motives for sacrifice, 

although likely ones are placation and tribute. Indeed, Caesar 

tells us that it was the Celtic custom to devote the spirits of 

the battlefield to the gods and also that the justification for 

large sacrifices was to ensure a large yield from the land. 

Sacrifice also marked certain festive occasions, the victim 

. identifying, to the point of becoming, the divinity involved. 

This appears to have been a particularly proud occasion for the 

chosen victim, the inference taken from their eschatology. 

That is, by abandoning life through self sacrifice, the individual 

could determine a better future for itself as well as determining 

the wellbeing of society, by maintaining a total equilibrium. 

Balance, the maintaining of an equilibrium, was considered more 

important than retribution for sin. Caesar tells us that the 

Druids condemned murderers to death, not because they had killed 

others but because, "unless for a man's life a man's life be 

paid, the majority of the immortal gods may not be appeased .... 

They believe that the execution of those who have been caught 

in the act of theft or robbery or some crime :is more pleasing to 

the immortal gods; but when the supply of such fails they resort 

to the execution, even of the innocent."(lOS) Indeed, their 

eschatology was such that death was not to be feared as life went 

on beyond the grave. Thus, seen in the light of their eschatology 

and cosmology, the beliefs and practices of the Celts had deeper 

significance than writers such as Caesar would have us believe when 

brushing them off as superstitions. 

A good example of cult practices having deeper meanings 

than those apparent is the cult of the human head, which is 

mentioned by all three major sources of evidence. The heads of 
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enemies were displayed openly, hung on stakes surrounding the 

walls of houses or embalmed in cedar-wood oil. After battle 

there was usually a display of the military prowess of the 

captors by counting the number of heads collected. However 

the head was not just a sign of warrior success but was also a 

religious symbol - "a kind of shorthand symbol for the entire 

religious outlook of the pagan Celts". (l0 6 ) Indeed many skulls 

have been found in the Celtic hill forts and in some cases the 

posts or nails from which they were suspended are still present. 

The vernacular tale of Br~n has associated with it the idea 

55. 

of the protective, magical properties of the divine head. (l0 7 ) 

Numerous divinities were ·~endowed with more than one head, there-

by increasing the deity's power. There have been many janiform 

heads discovered, these probably symbolising their power to look 

to this world and the otherworld, facing life and death. In 

the Irish tradition there is a three-headed creature, Ellen, to 

whom constant ritual and sacrifice were deemed necessary to 

prevent her terrible malice. The severed head is a recurring~ 

theme in the Irish literature, a common practice being the 

leaving of heads behind at the site where they were taken which 

"may reflect the belief in the need to propitiate the spirits 

of the location who had allowed the victory to be achieved". (lOS) 

It appears that the head symbolised to the Celts the essence 

of being and had associated protective properties. For example, 

in folk custom there are examples of skulls dropped into curative 

wells, linking them to the.maintenance of life. Mediaeval 

religious architecture also reflects the concept that the head 

was an appropriate religious symbol with associated protective 

properties. (l0 9 ) The recurring "trophy head" as a theme on the 
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Celtic chariot further reflects this belief in the protective 

power of this symbol. (llO) 

Thus it is evident that the supernatural was believed by 

the Celts to be everywhere/with the performance of rituals taken 

very seriously. The inference is that a trained "priesthood", 

able to perform the necessary and correct actions by which to 

appease and propitiate the gods, was essential. For example, 

even for the simple matter of gathering herbs certain precise 

actions were necessary. In gathering selago it was necessary 

for the Druids involved to pass "the right hand through the left 

sleeve of the tunic, as though in the act of committing a theft. 

The clothing must be white, the feet washed and bare, and an 

offering of wine and bread made before the gathering.''. (lll) 

Similar attitudes as these have been held until recently by the 
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herb-doctors of the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man. Another 

common ritual involving the Druids was the pre-battle ritual 

which was presumably aimed at inducing some type of possession 

and resulted in the warriors going into battle naked, except for 

their protective symbol, the neck-tore. This "possession" 

was also responsible for the "warrior-heat" typical of Celtic 

heroes. For example c-G. Chulainn on one occasion, "had taken 

off his shirt, and the snow was all around him up to his waist 

as he sat, and the snow had melted for a cubit around him 

bedause of the intensity of the warrior's heat". (ll 2 ) 

The trance-like states of possession plus the close association 

with nature that the Celts exhibited in their art and poetry 

suggest shamanistic connotations. The shamanistic identity with 

animals is also reflected in Celtic ritual. For example, a Welsh 

historian in the twelfth century A.D. writes "the whole people of 
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the -country being gathered in one place, a white mare is led into 

the midst of them, and he who is to be inaugurated, not as a 

prince but as a brute, not as a king but as an outlaw, comes 

before the people on all fours, confessing himself a beast with 

no less impudence than imprudence. The mare being immediately 

killed and cut into pieces and boiled, a bath is prepared for him 

from the broth. Sitting in this he eats of the flesh which is 

brought to him, the people standing around and partaking of it 

also. He is then required to drink of the broth in which he 

bathes, not drinking it in any vessel nor even in his hand but 

lapping it with his mouth. II ( 11.J) Celtic designs are also ex~ 

pressive of the interpenetration of the human and natural 

. f . . h f d . . . h (114) environment. using matter wit orm an spirit wit matter. 

Another common shamanistic feature in the Celtic tales was the 

ability to "shift-shape", the Druids able to take any shape 

that pleased them. This may have been connected to totemism 

which would account for the belief in the descent from animals 

and also the taboo against eating certain animals. The Druids 

were also believed to be able to cast powerful spells, affecting 

even the powers of nature. 

in the spoken word itself. 

The power appears to have existed 

For example, incantations were 

used as well as medicines (herbs) as cures for wounds. This 

belief in the power of the word has survived in folk custom in 

Brittany, Ireland and the Highlands. (llS) However, the Druids 

were more than shamans, when seen in their entire context. 

The otherworld appears to have been idealised as a kind of 

"Shangri-La", a land of perpetual youth where flowers are always 

in bloom with an atmosphere pervaded by peace and goodwill. Both 
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the Irish and the Welsh tales are characterised by an inter

weaving of the supernatural with the natural and, although without 

vernacular literature of their own, the continental Celts appear 

to have had a similar concern with the supernatural. The 

otherworld was seen as part of the whole pervaded with many goods 

representing many tribes. HoweverJdespite the huge Celtic 

pantheon ''the appearance of Lugh in the literature and his 

commemoration, perhaps as a tutelary deity, in Celtic place

names from Lyons to Carlisle, (does) hint at that elusive 

element of underlying unity of belief". (ll?) There can be no 

doubt that at one time the Druids held a powerful position 

in Celtic society, performing many functions and responsible 

for the perpetuating of a specific world-view. However this 

does not indicate conclusively that the Druids were intent on a. 

nationalistic identity. Before discussingthis it is necessary 

to survey their heritage which will shed light on the significance 

of their role in a particular type of social structure, a role 

bound by hierarchically defined li~itations. 



>-

~ 

/ 

CHAPTER FOUR THE INDO~EUROPEAN CONNECTION 

Celtic religion, presided over by the Druids (the priestly 
order), presents beliefs in var1ous nature deities and 
certain ceremonies and practices that are similar to 
those in Indian religion. The insular Celts and the 
people of India also share certain similarities of 
language and culture, thus indicating an ancient common 
heritage. (118) 

59. 

There has been identified a specific culture, so termed Indo

European, which inhabited an area around the Kazalch-Kirghiz 

steppes of Southern Russia and began to spread eastwards and west

wards across the European plain around the middle of the second 

millennium B.C. This culture has been identified as providing the 

cultural - linguistic basis for most of the European nations, 

including the Celts. In the middle Bronze Age a branch pushed 

south reaching India, destroying the indigenous Indus Valley 

civilisation. Later, another Indo-Iranian speaking community, 

the Scyths, expounded westward. (This people exerted a tremendous 

influence on the Celts in dress, customs and appearance, and was 

also one of the first to domesticate the horse.) Economically 

and technologically the Inda-Europeans appear to have been in a 

transitional phase between the Neolithic and Bronze Ages. 

Agriculture and stockbreeding appear to have been the basic source 

of sustenance and there is evidence that the light, spoked-wheel 

battle chariot was present at this time. (ll 9 ) The evidence is 

less clear, however, on the overall social structure of this 

culture. One claim, that of Georges Dumezil in his work on 

comparative Inda-European mythologies, is that this culture 

carried certain innovative characteristics, through its progeny, 

to various diverse areas of migration, and these characteristics 

are reflected in their respective mythologies, divine and social 

structures. 
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(a) The "genetic model" (120) 

Confronted with cross-cultural parallels, anthropologists 

have sought various models as explanations. These explanations 

are purely analytic and cannot be taken as causal evidence, but 

do provide a framework for understanding. In a recent article, 

C. Scott Littleton has labelled these models, as the "independent

invention model", the "diffusion model" and the"genetic model". (l 2 l) 

The "independent-invention" model works on the assumption that 

common conditions, especially ecological, will produce generally 

similar cultural features. The "diffusion model" works on the 

assumption that cultural traits tend to be borrowed by other 

cultures and will undergo some modifications as they are diffused. 

The "genetic model" works on the assumption of a corrunon heritage; 

that is, that cultures which bear parallels with one another all 

stem from a single parent culture. Indeed "when the parallels 

one has noted are specific as to form and/or function, when they 

are drawn from widely separated cultures (but not so widely 

separated as to preclude migration from a common intermediate 

region over a reasonable period of time), and when they concern 

social and ideological features, then the genetic model becomes 

much more probable, especially in the context of an established 

linguistic relationship like the one that obtains among those 

languages, ancient and modern, which we refer to as Indo-

r 12 2) 
European."' 

Thus we must look at the parallels that can be drawn between 

those widely separated cultures that appear to have originated 

from a common parent to determine whether the "genetic model" 

is applicable as a framework for understanding the heritage of 
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the Celts and the Druids. We must also enquire whether these 

parallels fall into a common structure such as that espoused by 

Dumezil. One fundamental assumption applicable to this model 

is that initially the progeny of a common p~rent will share a 

common language and an associated common religion and world-view. 

Although the name applied by the Romans to the Celts was Galli, 

thus confining them to the people of Gaul, the Celtic empire 

was much more extensive, including the British Isles, part of 

the Iberian peninsula, Gaul, North Italy, Belgium, Holland, 

part of Germany and Austria. When the German tribes revolted, 

Celtic bands also appeared in Asia Minor as Galation Celts. 

This extensiveness is evidenced by Celtic place-names such as 

Celtic sunon (fort, castle) which is found in compound names 

from Ireland to South Russia and margos (field) which is found 

in Britain, France, Switzerland, Prussia, Italy and Austria. 

Howeve~comparative philology has also discovered an affinity 

between Sanskrit, the Classical languages, Germanic, Baltic, 

Slavonic, Armenian and Celtic dialects (especially evidenced by 

the initial mutation of consonants), suggesting a heritage reach

ing further back into antiquity and also one of common origin. 

For example, the metres of the Indian Rig Veda, the earliest 

known forms of Inda-European verse, have a specific structure 

represented in the oral traditions of the old Irish verses as 

well. "It has also recently been demonstrated .... , that the 

old Irish heptasyllabic line derives from this Inda-European 

form, and that other Irish metres are variants of it, thus 

confirming the antiquity of Celtic tradition, and the common 

heritage of the druid and the brahmin. 11
(
123 ) The survival of a 

group of words associated with religion and kingship has also 
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been attributed to the Brahmins and the Druids. (Indeed, the 

prevalence of the linguistic reg form is indication in itself 

that some form of chieftaincy existed in Inda-European society). 

Some of these words are rat (Sanskrit), rex (Latin), ri 

rajni (Sanskrit), rigain ( Irish) , brahman ( Irish) ; 

(Sanskrit), 

(Latin) and 

flamen (Latin) , sraddadhati (Sanskrit), credo 

cretid (Irish). There have also been discovered 

features connecting Celtic with Hittite, the earliest attested 

form of Inda-European language. Associated with the 

similarites between words are the parallels existing between 

literary form. For example 1both the Irish and Indian epic 

traditions are made up of prose narrative with occasional 

passages of verse, used to heighten mood. This form is 

considered the earliest form of Inda-European narrative. Within 

this form are specific parallel "motifs" supporting this theory 

of a common tradition between Ireland and India. (l 24 ) Another 

resemblance is found in the poetry, especially in form, temper, 

purpose and authorship. 

The parallels existing between the Celts and their Druids 

and the Hindus and their Brahmins have been particularly 

evident in their respective legal traditions. For example, 

in both Ireland and India the law consisted of canonical texts 

which were invested with a sacred origin, the transmission of 

doctrine being oral and inaccessible to the uninitiated. The 

Irish law tracts were composed in verse to aid memorisation as 

was also the Hindu custom. (Indeed, the parallels between the 

Irish and Hindu law books have been found to apply to form, 

technique and diction.) In both systems the laws concerning 

marriage, the legal degrees of kindred, the inheritance by a 
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daughter when there are no sons, the giving of sureties for 

performance of an obligation and succession to family property 

were very similar. Other parallels include certain symbols. 

For example 1 the god Brahma in India is generally represented 

as holding a wheel or circle, the circle likewise highly 

63. 

regarded by the Druids as a symbol both of the sun and of 

eternity. This appears to have been reminiscent of the "ancient 

Inda-European idea of the sun as a celestial warrior-king". (l 2S) 

The Brahmins were the highest representatives of the caste 

system of India (still evidenced today), just as the Druids 

were regarded with considerable veneration. Both the Brahmins 

and the Druids were the order responsible for the administration 

of justice in their respective legal traditions. It has also 

become evident that two particular practices, that of fasting 

and the power of truth, were used as a means of enforcing legal 

claims, having been instanced specifically in both India and 

Ireland. For examp:le', in the Hindu tradition the gods of 

the Veda are fed on truth, born of truth and act by means of 

truth and the idea of the sacredness of truth pervades the 

literature of Ireland. The geas appear to have been an 

extension of the magic power of truth, the penalty for the 

violation of a geas often culminating in death. Fasting 

was used in both traditions to gain recognition for a grievance. 

Thus both the Brahmins and the Druids held positions of 

power; both had special privileges and both appear to have 

had considerable political influence as a result of their 

prominent social position. Cultural affinities are also 

evident in other practices such as the worship of ''Mother-Goddesses' 

The Celtic custom of marriage of the chieftain-god with the 
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Mother-Goddess to ensure protection and fertility is also 

echoed in Hinduism. (For example, in the Asuamedha, a Hindu 

horse-sacrifice, the queen unites herself with the animal 

incarnation of the powers of fertility. It seems that "such 

rituals belong to the most ancient levels of Indo-European 

consciousness, to the time when man and beast lived in close 

harmony and communication".) (126 ) Indeed, the devouring, 

mother aspect of the goddess depicted in Celtic symbolism is 

very similar to the devouring, mother aspect of Kali, a Hindu 

mother-goddess. Likewise in both traditions the mother-goddess 

had three aspects - that of giver, maintainer and taker of life. 

Both cultures also valued sacrifice with the Druid or Brahmin 

partaking of that power. (In India, this power brahmin, was 

the basis of the name of the priests, the Brahmins.) Both 

cultures emphasised the "cosmic centre" as the point at which 

64. 

the powers of the supernatural are the greatest and in "all 

probability, the public sacrifices performed by the Druids in the 

territory of Gaul had as their model the liturgy of the great 

sacrifice celebrated at the locus consecratus at the 'centre' 

( 12 7) of the country of the Carnutes". According to the 

classical writer Diogenes Laertius "the study of philosophy was 

of barbarian origin. For the Persians had their Magi, the 

Babylonians or the Assyrians the Chaldeans, the Indians their 

Gymnosophists, while the Kelts and the Galatae had seers called 

Druids and Semnotheoi. 11
(
128 ) The suggestion implied is that 

the Druids showed a common inheritance with ancient orders of a 

similar nature. The evidence does suggest parallels that would 

make the "genetic model" a most plausible framework for explain

ing cross-cultural similarities amongst the Inda-European progeny, 

such as India and Ireland. The assumption which must be taken 
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into consideration is that elements of the parent culture will 

persist amongst its progeny, although the progeny will never 

totally mirror the parent culture. For example, as a result 
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of contact with a variety of cultures there' is evidence of 

intra-familial borrowing influencing Celtic cultural developments, 

and, there is also evident their own ''independent" factor, 

defining the Celts as a distinct culture. However, there are 

also elements of the Inda-European parent culture prevalent, 

established by the cultural parallels and certain linguistic 

traits. Because of the distance factor (India and Ireland) 

the "diffusion model" is not as plausible as the"genetic model" 

and because of the dissimilarity in environments (India and 

Ireland) the "independent-invention" model is also less plausible. 

Thus it appears that language families such as India and Ireland 

sharing a common parent, Inda-European, will show certain other 

traits as well as linguistic. 

(b) The tripartite theory" 

, According to Georges Dumezil, this Inda-European parent 
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culture can be identified through distinguishing features, in 

particular its "tripartite ideology'' existent in both social 

and mythological concerns. For example, India appears to have 

been divided into three social castes: the Brahmins (priests), 

the Kshatriyas (warriors) and the Vaishyas (herder-cultivators). 

But the Shudras (servants), Dumezil represents as the indigenous 

conquered population. Accordingly there appear to have been 

three hierarchical strata of gods, Mitra and Varuna reflecting 

the two basic Brahmins functions (law and religion), Indra 

reflecting the warrior caste, and the divine Ashurins (twins) 
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plus the goddess Sarasvati reflecting the caste concerned with 

fertility and growth. (l 29 ) The parallels in social and 

mythological structure drawn from-the region of the Celtic

speaking people have more tentatively been made because of the 

uncertainty about the Celtic pantheon. However1 there is good 

evidence that a similar ''tripartite" structure formed the 

basis of the Celtic world-view also. (l 30) Indeed, the major 

difficulty with the Celtic pantheon is drawing conclusions about 

the names of the gods, the Roman and Christian interpretations 

being unreliable and arbitrary. Dum~zil claims that the three 
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Gallic techniques of human sacrifice represented this "tripartite" 

formula, namely drowning, burning and hanging, and each ensured 

the social and supernatural effectiveness of a corresponding 

"function" ( 131) In other words
1

drowning related to the law/ 

religion function, burning related to the warrior function and 

hanging to the effectiveness of the fertility function. He 

also points out that the tradition of the three Machas of 

Ulster appears to relate to the three Indo-European functions. 

For example one Macha was a prophetess, the wife of Nemed 

the Sacred, another was a female warrior who fought her way 

to the throne, and the third was the beautiful wife of a farmer 

to whom she brought riches and presented twins. In matters 

of social organisation, Dumezil has identified amongst the 

Indo-European progeny three clearly defined cross-cultural classes 

One such class, the first, is of a priestly nature - namely the. 

~agi, the Druids, the Brahmins and the Flamines (Roman}. The 

deities associated with these classes appear to bear similar 

characteristics, indicative of primal gods. For example, the 

'magical king", according to Dumezil, is one who ties his 
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worshippers to himself. The Hindu Varuna, of the first function, 

is associated with bonds as is the Celtic god Esus (whose 

function is unclear). There is also much evidence of wide-

spread use of the triad by the Celts; Teutates, Esus and 

Taranis were often linked together in Gaul, the Irish had 

their three Machas and their three mother-goddesses also 

were known collectively as Morrigna (the great queens). It 

was
1
however1 the tendency of the Inda-Europeans to view phenomena 

in terms of three "hierarchically ranked" strata that made 

Dumezil claim this "tripartite ideology" to be unique. To 

be sure "three" is a sacred or auspicious number in many parts 

of the world; howeve~ the hierarchical ranking of social and 

mythological phenomena into three as a formally recognisable 

system is, in the opinion of Dumezil, unique to the Inda-

Europeans. This thesis has been materially strengthened by 

the independent findings of archaeologists ~uch as S. Piggott. 

"The Tripartite arrangement is perhaps an obvious enough 

division of responsibilities within a community, but its 

formal recognition is charact~ristically Indo-European."(l 33 ) 

(According to S. Piggott, the Inda-Europeans were in fact a 

junior member of an already established Old World pattern. 

However it was only amongst the Inda-European speakers that any 

social distinctions achieved formal recognition.) Moreover, that 

social and mythological "tripartition'' occurred in both Roman 

and Inda-Iranian traditions as well as Celtic and Germanic 

traditions (pre-Roman conquest) would preclude such acculterating 

factors as intrafamilial borrowing. Indeed, DumJzil claims it 

is this unique characteristic, "hierarchical tripartition", 

that became an ideology for the Inda-Europeans and their progeny. 
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Elaborating on this claim, Dum~zil cites various replications 

of "tripartite" formulas. For example the threefold divisions 

of the universe with each atmosphere assigned to each function, 

the upper to the first, the lower to the second and the earth 

itself to the third. He also cites the "tripartite" divisions 

of catastrophes into those affecting the sovereignty, the 

military and the food supply, found in the Irish tebor Gabala" 

and other Indo-European writings, such as the Indian"Satapatha 

Brahmana" (134) It is also not unlikely that Christianity was 

affected by this ideology. For example, the idea of the 

"Trinity" became a reality only after the religion reached 

the Greek and Latin speaking communities. (l 35 ) 

68. 

The claim that a common ideology expressed in myth and social 

organisations is correlated with a common language family is 

boosted by the fact that other language families, outside the 

one in question, namely Indo- European, especially those removed 

from possibilities of contact, do not reflect those uniquely Indo-

European characteristics. For example, the Crow Indians of 

America think in terms of four (quadripartite), rather than an 

hierarchical system of three. "Quadripartition, sequences of 

four, whether in myth, social organisation, or in the 

categorisation of natural phenomena, are to the Crow what 

tripartitions were [and perhaps still are) to the German, the 

Celt, or the Indo-Iranian. 11
(
136 ) Another unique factor stemming 

from the Indo-European parent culture is the role of the king or 

chief. This characteristic, according to Dumezil, is that of 

"secular" kingship, with a clear distinction between the king 

and priest, and met with nowhere else amongst the ancient 

civilisations. Indeed, even.anong the New World civilisations 
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the distinctions between sacred and sec·ular have been absent. ( 13 7 ) 

Likewise, although all the ancient civilisations were founded 

on an agricultural base, it appears to have been only the Indo

EUropeans who set the food-producing class apart from the warrior 

class, each respectively represented by their own class of 

divine beings. From the standpoint of myth and religion also 

this ideology appears to be unique to the Inda-Europeans. For 

example, although triads of gods do occur in other myths and 

doctrines, they do not conform to the hierarchical pattern out

lined by Dum~zil, thus functionally inter-related triads, manifest 

throughout Inda-European myths and social structure, form a typical, 

replicated thought pattern amongst the Inda-European progeny. 

Dum~zil is not saying that a single set of principles will 

determine the whole ideology of a given culture, being fully 

aware of the existence of other acculterating factors, given 

any historical process. However he has made plausible the 

thesis that language families will share other traits, such as 

ideology (assuming an element of persistence). 

Accepting the thesis that a specific language family has 

collectively represented social and supernatural characteristics 

enhances the intimate relationship postulated between content 

and context and between supernatural and social phenomena. 

This is not a theory that one postulate causes another, that 
/ 

either is anterior to the other. Dumezil himself stresses 

that because of the nature of the thesis this "tripartite 

ideology" must only be a reconstructed model. "I recognised 

toward 1950 that the "tripartite theology" was not necessarily 

accompanied, in the life of a society, by a 'real' tripartite 

division of that society according to the Indian mode; on the 
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contrary, I recognised that, wherever one can establish its 

presence, the tripartite ideology is nothing .... but an ideal and, 

at the same time, a method of analysis, a method of interpreting 

the forces which assure the course of the world and the lives 

of men . " ( 13 8 ) In other words, because many changes occurred 

after the migration of the Inda-Europeans due to various 

acculterating factors, their mythological systems can only be 

taken as reconstructions. Nevertheless Dumezil and his 

advocates have been able to give examples of this "tripartite" 

theme persisting even after profound transformations have taken 

place. For example, even Greece, which appears to have lost a 

great deal of its Inda-European inheritance very early on in 

its history, does present some evidence of an inherited Indo-

European ideology. What is important however is that this 

theory supports the thesis that postulates religion as an 

ongoing process between content and context. That is, the 

paradigms evolving in a tradition are an integral part of that 

tradition, that tradition in turn evolving from the paradigms. 

Thus the theory does not go beyond the evidence known to justify 

any preconceived model. The "tripartite ideology" is an 

analytical framework used as an aid to understanding the 

parallels existent in certain social and supernatural spheres of 

apparent language families, a framework developing from the 

evidence. 

Dumezil has had support for his theories not only amongst 

scholars concerned with Inda-European parallels but also amongst 

a number of scholars dealing with specific areas. For example, 

amongst those concerned with Celtic myth and saga there has been 

an attempt to establish "tripartite" relationships within 
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selected areas, such as the various Irish and Gallic festivals. 

For instance Timbole, which is cel~brated in February, has been 

related to the third function and likened to the Roman festival 

Lupercalia. Beltaine, celebrated in May, has been related to 

the first function, being a druidic festival. Sa.maine, a 

November celebration, is seen as a sacred transitional festival. 

Lugnasadh, celebrated in August, was also a first-function 

festival focusing 6n the king rather than the priesthood.( 139 ) 

This "tripartite" scheme has also been applied to several of 

the Irish and Welsh mythological cycles, confirming the 

existence of an underlaying unifying Inda-European ideology. (l 40) 

However, as Durnezil reminds us, this "tripartite" schema is an 

analytical framework; thus any interpretations of material must 

involve a correlation between the content and the entire context. 

It is not enough to recognise and to present the 
ideological and theological structures which are shown 
by the futerrelationsof these blocks of prehistoric 
tradition. One must put them back in place, or rather 
leave them "in situ", in the total picture and observe 
how they behaved in the different periods of (Roman) 
religion, how they survives, or perished, or become 
changed. ( 141) 

The major criticisms of Dum~zil and his theory that a 

"tripartite ideology" is manifest amongst the Inda-European 

language speakers,havebeen either a result of the distrust of 

the comparative method, thus rejecting a "genetic" theory of 

ideological development, or the rejection of the unique character 

of Inda-European social and mythological patterns. Most of the 

critics have been specialists in various branches of Indo

European studies and the range of criticism has been extensive 

and specific, as, indeed have the rejoinders. (l 42 ) Nonetheless 

"the ramifications of his efforts and those of others in 'the 

new comparative mythology' as it has come to be called, are 
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nearly global, and they reach into the core of an astonishing 

variety of cultural and religious expressions of the last four 

or five mille~iaof human history."(l 43 ) Jan Gonda, a 

professor of Indology and major critic of Dumezil is sceptical 

of Dum~zil's inability to arrive at exact definitions when it 

comes to identifications, thus overlooking alternative 

explanations and interpretations. Despite his criticisms and 

the citing of specific instances that would render caution when 

drawing the conclusions arrived at by Dumezil, Jan Gonda is 

nevertheless compelled to conclude that "it is after reading 

Dumezil's books and reconsidering their contents also my 

conviction that there really existed in Inda-European antiquity 

a - I dare not say, the - tripartite ideology". (l 44 ) Another 

serious criticism levelled at Dumezil is that of John Brough, a 

British Indologist, who rejects the uniqueness of the "tripartite 

ideology" using the Old Testament as an example of a non Inda-

European "tripartite"ideology. (l 4 S) However
1

Dumezil refuted 

the evidence of Brough by stating that nowhere is the "tripartite" 

distinction evident in the Old Testament text itself, suggesting 

that the examples of "tripartition" given by Brough are the 

result of conceivable assimilation, with some evidence available 

that Inda-European speakers had penetrated Palestine when 

Hebrew society was still forming. Indeed, the evidence of 

Piggott, an independent British archaeologist, reaffirms the 

uniqueness of the Inda-European setup primarily because of their 

unique tendency towards formal recognition of the system. 

As far as my purposes go in this thesis, it is in the area 

of specific parallels drawn between the Druids in Ireland and 

the Brahmins in India that is most significant. (146 ) When we 

first hear of the Druids they are already part of the social 
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structure of Celtic Gaul. From the sixth century to the third 

century B.C. there is very little evidence concerning the 

European religious situation; thus the origins of the Druids 

remain speculative. However, the analogies drawn between the 

Druids in Ireland and the Brahmins in India are specific enough 

to make the inference of their "genetic" relationship very 

suggestive. The most reliable evidence of the archaism of the 

druidic tradition is found in the Irish sources, which retained 

this tradition in the form of the filid (a similar class 

without any priestly office). The functions, the form and 

content of the learning of the filid are also very similar to 

the learning of the brahminical tradition. 

The Inda-European origin of Irish metres, and the 
striking similarities betweenthe Hindu and Irist 
systems of law, which also point to Inda-European 
origin, go a long way towards proving that the 
I~ish filid, and therefore the Celtic druids, were 
heirs to the same tradition as the brahmins." (147) 

There is also an affinity between the religion of the 

Druids and that of the Persians. For example both the Druids 

and the Persians had their sacred fires. The Druids used their 

73. 

fires to prevent disease in their cattle and the Persians extended 

this concept to diseases of the human body. (l 4
B) Both the 

Druids and the Magi were proficient in divination and both 

regarded the mistletoe as a sacred plant. Dumezil associates 

the Magi (or Magavans) and the Druids as representing the same 

function as the Brahmins, namely a priestlike class of the first 

function. Indeed, the evidence does suggest that the Druids 

were at one time powerful religious leaders, multifunctionaries 

of a "priestly" nature even though not referred to as such by 

the Posidonian sources, and rarely by the vernacular 

sources. However, the application of a descriptive term such 
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as "priest", is necessarily limited by other contextual matters. 

For instance, in the "civilised" world of ancient Rome, a 

"priest" had a different appearance to what may have been an 

equivalent in the "barbarian" world, despite the fact that the 

functions, such as mediation, were similar. In Ireland the 

role of the Christian priest would also have been jealous of any 

"pagan" element being described as such. Thus this parallel 

association between the Druids and other Inda-European "priests'' 

has justification as long as the term is related to its context. 

In other words, the content of the definition is described by the 

context. 

74. 
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CHAPTER FIVE CONCLUSION 

The Druids and their description 

According to druidic belief their wisdom was not 
really an invention but an element of eternity .... 
Here we recognise once more a fundamental idea that 
unites all the Celtic peoples and their store of 
paradigmatic tradition.· ( 149) 

The Celtic peoples had a unified religious system but were 

not nationalistic in orientation, their final glory being a land 

of eternal happiness, an idealic otherworld. Bound by an 

hierarchical structure, a mythological and social ''tripartition", 

the Druids had a defined role as a multifunctionary order of a 

"priestly" type. The Druids were responsible for perpetuating a 

specific worldview; thus a certain unity of belief amongst the 

Celtic peoples existed. However the evidence does not indicate 

that the Druids were aiming to bring about national unity as 

scholars such as T.D. Kendrick have tried to argue. (l 50) It is 

true that the Druids were able to transcend tribal boundaries and 

thus be in a position to further their own cause (if they had so 

desired), through the resolution of internal jealousies under the 

supervision of a national pantheon. It is true that they had 

the ability to control the worship of particular gods and that 

certain gods such as Lug and Dagda do appear to have been 

consistently primary gods. It is true that they acted as chief 

advisers to the kings and chieftains in matters of national 

importance and thus had considerable political power. HoweveT 

7~·. 

there is no evidence that the Druids at any time tried to establish 

a united front. Nor is there any evidence that the invasion of 

Gaul by the Romans was a result of a national decision by the 

Romans. (l 5 l) The quarrel between the Aedui, a Celtic tribe 
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under Roman protection, and the Helvetii, in which Caesar 

was asked to intervene was probably, initially, another of the 

many inter-tribal conflicts. Indeed, it was to Caesar's own 

interest to make the Druids appear as powerful as possible, 

thereby magnifying his own achievements by destroying that power. 

All the information points to a continuation of the many inter

tribal conflicts, although as the threat posed by Caesar became a 

reality there were attempts made by chieftains, with their 

advisers the Druids, to unite in defence. For example, around 

54 B.C. the Eburones combined with two Belgic tribes, the Nervii 

and the Aduatuci in an attack against the Romans, but were 
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ultimately driven off by an army commanded by Caesar. In 53 B. C. , 

an army consisting of the Celtic tribes (Treveri, Senones, 

Carnutes, Nervii, Aduatuci, and Eburones) combined forces, but 

were also defeated. The most successful display of any tribal 

unity was in 52 B.C. under the leadership of Vercingetorix, 

the greatest of Celtic leaders, virtually establishing a national 

army. Unfortunately, this army was composed of tribal units with 

each tribal unit characteristically commanded by its own chieftain, 

instead of being organised into divisions. Because of the 

personality of Vercingetorix this army managed to unite for a 

period of seven years, but was eventually defeated with the 

surrender and execution of Vercingetorix. <
152 ) After this the Celts 

were no longer considered any real threat to Rome and the Druids were 

never able to regain their power as influential religious leaders. 

Indeed, Caesar must have only initially seen the Druids as a 

threat, failing to mention them in the later accounts of his 

actual campaigns. The Roman conquest of Gaul was further continued 

in Britain under the Roman general Claudius. One chieftain after 
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another was taken into cliency and eventually taken over as one 

nation, rather than what had hitherto been a collection of warring 

tribes. 

Thus the decrease in power of the Druids coincided with 

the increased secularisation of Celtic life in Gaul and Britain, 

resulting from Roman occupation. Rome did not at first attack 

the Druids directly on religious grounds but on political and 

humane grounds. The actual disappearance of the Druids in Gaul 

appears to have been primarily due to the institution of State 

religion with its own priesthood and schools. It is my thesis 

that the content of a religious system is intimately related to 

the context; thus with a changed mythological content the context 

will also have changed, old systems altered or replaced. Religious 

leaders are defined as such because of their connection with the 

ultimate; however
1
they must also be able to involve others with 

this connection. Without this ability they can no longer be 

described as religious leaders. Although t~e Druids continued 

teaching in their sacred groves, these were also eventually cut 

down, resulting in their gradual disappearance from Gaul and South 

Britain. Celtic religion continued in a modified form under 

the Romans, indeed most of the temple building took place in Gallo

Roman times, often built on the foundations of earlier structures. 

In Britain and Ireland the disappearance of the Druids was 

escalated by the growing powers of the Christian clergy. The 

Celtic character itself survived as a substrate upon which Irish 

Christianity was built, and still survives today in the social 

structures, oral traditions, folktales and superstitions of 

areas such as the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, Ireland, 

Wales, Cornwall, and Brittany./ (However
1 

these areas have only 
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a small population and the Celtic languages are spoken by less 

than four million people.) 

Thus the ultimate, the source of power, had a change of 
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emphasis in Celtic Gaul, Britain and Ireland. In Gaul a process 

of nationalisation took place with tribal boundaries becoming 

administrative boundaries under chief magistrates. The annual 

gathering of representatives from all parts of Gaul was kept, but 

in Roman guise and presided over by the Roman high priest, 

sacerdos. The ultimate was connected to the emperor_; and the 

state became the focus of religious energy. Education became 

thetool for transformation, with both Latin and the Celtic language 

being taught. However, despite the disappearance of the Druids 

having no power as religious leaders, the Celtic spirit persisted, 

especially in the art. This is epitomised by the relief of the 

classical Gorgon at Bath which is without doubt Celtic in 

visage. (lS 3 ) In Britain and Ireland a transformation to 

Christianity became the source of power, replacing (although 

very often only supervenient on)the existing order. In Ireland 

especially, Christianity became the motivating force; howeve~ 

this Christianity in itself was of a highly individualistic 

type, organised like a Celtic tribe and pervaded by the Celtic 

ethos. Nevertheless 1 the Druids lost their influence as 

mediators with the ultimate, replaced by the Christian priests 

who took over many of their functions. Indeed many of the Irish 

kings readily accepted Christianity and land was given for the 

establishment of churches. Monasteries became the dominant 

religious force
1
emulating the Celtic tribal concept and succeed-

ing the tradition of the druidic schools. Once again, despite 

the Christian emphasis, the Celtic spirit persisted especially in 
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the art. For example, the "Book of Kells", one of the great 

masterpieces of early Christian Ireland, retained the Celtic 

artistry in its interpretation.(lS 4 ) Thus druidic "wisdom" 

lived on through the Celtic spirit, deriving its content from 

surviving traditions but the Druids as religious leaders had 

become limited in their ability to perpetuate these traditions, 

no longer applicable to the context. The Druids have survived 

nonetheless, as mythological figures after whom Neolithic and 

Bronze Age antiquities have been named; without: .corroborating 

evidence they have been described as noble founts of wisdom, 

despite contrary claims. They have even been described as 

nationalistic political leaders, despite unsubstantiated evidence. 

But they have not survived as powerful religious leaders. From 

the evidence available, I feel the most apt description of the 

Druids is as a multifunctional order belonging to a Celtic 

society of a parallel type to the Brahmins of Hindu India. That 

they were a powerful order at one point in time is without doubt 

responsible for the very important role of guardian of the 

traditions of their society and mediation with the ultimate. 

However with a changing context following Roman and Christian 

impositions the content of the traditions was either altered, 

replaced or no longer had meaning. The Druids were no longer 

required as religious leaders, and in time their wisdom, drawn 

from "eternity", was either subsumed by the Christian priests 

79 

and the Greco-Roman culture or remained in the practices of folk

ritual and the wise men and women,more commonly known as witches. 

The religious conception of reality involves recognising an ultimate 

interconnection between the human and the divine; thus without 

this recognition the Druids could no longer wield any powerful 

influence as religious leaders. Unlike their counterparts the 
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Brahmins of India, their destiny was to fade away. 

Thus, with the breakup of any social and religious unity 

there is an associated loss of collective thought and any unity 

of belief. Consequently a traditional mythology loses its 

authority, is severed from life and connection with the source 

of power. Its leaders, representative of the source of power 
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lose their authority
7

reverting more often than not to the purely 

magical. Belief in the ultimate is dependent upon its effective

ness. Thus when this is no longer visible then, as history 

testifies, there is a typical movement in religious thought, a 

reconsideration of the fundamentals. 

For the Celts, in spite of their vigour, have been a 
race of dreamers, their conquests in later times, 
those of the spirit rather than of the mailed fists. 
Their superiority has consisted in imparting to others 
their characteristics; organised unity and a vast 
empire could never be theirs."(155) 
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