
ABSTRACT 

HUNTER, ASHLEY SKYE. Death and Diplomacy: Colonial Interactions during Roman 

Expansion into Temperate Europe (Under the direction of Dr. Tate Paulette). 

 

 In 58 BCE, Julius Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul began the process of better integrating 

Temperate Europe into Rome’s imperial reach and the broader Mediterranean world system. 

This process of conquest and colonial contact led to an increase in cross-cultural interactions 

between the peoples of Temperate Europe and the Romans. The historical accounts and 

archaeological record, however, demonstrates that although Romans like Caesar were curious 

about the customs and beliefs of the Gallic and German peoples, the knowledge of the other 

side’s culture could be put to manipulative ends during these colonial and cross-cultural 

encounters. This thesis uses examples of colonial interactions during the 1st century BCE and 1st 

century CE to argue how death diplomacy – a term used by Eric Seeman in Death in the New 

World – played out during the Roman imperial conquest of Temperate Europe. In addition, 

archaeological evidence of Pre-Roman intertribal affairs in Northern Gaul during the Late Iron 

Age is considered and demonstrates that death diplomacy was already in use to reach political 

and social ends by the Gallic peoples at both the local and regional levels. Until recently, the 

processes of economic, settlement, and spatial changes have been viewed through the lens of 

Romanizations – that is, the notion that the Romans “civilized” Gaul. This thesis, however, 

contributes to emerging trends in the study of Roman imperial expansion, insomuch as it aims to 

move away from Romanization views of the Roman conquest of Temperate Europe and 

reconstruct a more inclusive narrative of the effects the Roman Empire had on those it 

conquered.  
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

In Death in the New World, Erik Seeman highlights that “for thousands of years, when 

people encountered an unfamiliar society, they wanted to learn about the strangers’ deathways. 

People recognized that an excellent technique for understanding a society’s ways of living was to 

observe its ways of dying.”1 In the remainder of Seeman’s work, the author reconstructs several 

centuries of cross-cultural encounters in the Atlantic world during the early modern period, 

particularly as these interactions related to and were influenced by death. Seeman emphasizes 

that because of the exploitative nature of colonial contact, “the knowledge and understanding 

gained through parallel deathways were often, ironically, put to manipulative ends” when the 

interests of different cultural groups came into conflict with one another.2 Curiosity over death 

and deathways – namely burial customs, treatment of the corpse, lamentation, remembrance, 

beliefs in the afterlife, and acceptable ways of dying – also appealed to many ancient writers as 

they thought about and described encounters with other cultures. Following Seeman’s approach 

into the New World, the question is if death diplomacy – cross-cultural interactions shaped by 

the curiosity and manipulation of deathways – are historically and archaeologically visible in the 

context of Roman imperial conquest of the diverse peoples who the Romans called collectively 

the Galli and Germani.  

This project uses Seeman’s theoretical framework on cross-cultural encounters and death 

diplomacy to consider historical accounts of death diplomacy and colonial confrontations in the 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Seeman, Erik (2011) Death in the New World: Cross-Cultural Encounters, 1492 – 1800. Philadelphia: University 

of Pennsylvania Press, p 1. 
2 Ibid., p 6.  
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Roman world, including: Roman perspectives of Galli and Germani deathways and how Late 

Republican imagination pictured the Gallic peoples as bloodthirsty, war-like barbarians; pre-

Roman spaces of extraordinary burials and intertribal interactions in Belgica; and the ancient 

state’s role in directing the flows of violence and in shaping how death diplomacy played in 

cross-cultural interactions during Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul. Another factor to consider is the 

influence that Augustus’ reforms on the Roman army, laws and provinces had on these processes 

as well. The overall theme is in discussion with the recent trends about unmasking the darker 

sides of Roman conquest in Temperate Europe – a process all too frequently bounded with death 

– and reconstructing more inclusive narratives on how Rome built its empire.3 

Other factors to consider – and a slight departure from Seeman’s work – are theories 

surrounding empire building, indigenous resistance, and Romanization. Conflict archaeology is 

also specifically important in this analysis because it is the study of collective violence reflected 

in the archaeological record, such as warfare or public executions, with notable emphasis on its 

collective and structured nature compared to more personal and random styles of conflict.4 In the 

context of Roman imperialism, conflict archaeological theories and methods expand our 

understanding on the impact of Roman expansion on the populations of Temperate Europe: as 

Roymans and Fernández-Götz note, “the Roman Empire had a direct impact on the military 

organization of ‘barbarian’ groups in the frontier zones of Northern Europe, as reflected in the 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Fernández-Götz, M., Maschek, D. and Roymans, N. 2020. The dark side of the Empire: Roman expansionism 

between object agency and predatory regime. Antiquity, 94 (378), 1630 – 1639. doi:10.15184/aqy.2020.125. 
4 On conflict archaeology of the Gallic Campaigns, see Nico Roymans and Manuel Fernández-Götz (2015), Sabine 

Hornung (2018); on Roman imperialism and the transformation at a frontier province, see N. Roymans, Ton Derks 

and Stijn Heeren (2020). 
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sacrificial deposits of military equipment relating to interregional warfare.”5 If the material 

culture reveals the effects on indigenous warfare methods in connection with interregional 

confrontations, then interpretations can be made about whether death diplomacy is evident in the 

archaeological record.6 Understanding how the indigenous peoples of Temperate Europe applied 

deathways as an intertribal and cross-cultural communication tool perhaps demonstrates their 

immediate resistance toward Roman imperial presence, proving that the Romans were not the 

only historical agents and that empire “was a process, not an outcome.”7 

The goal of this analysis is not to determine whether the archaeological evidence proves 

or disproves the textual descriptions – although such comparisons can be pointed out as sidenotes 

– but instead, to use a multidisciplinary approach to reconstruct the complexity of cross-cultural 

encounters during the period of Roman imperial expansion into Temperate Europe between the 

1st century BCE and the early 1st century CE. The archaeological evidence serves two purposes: 

1) it fills in the gaps on the diversity and fluidity of the deathways across Temperate Europe, and 

therefore, provides a source other than the Romans to interpret Galli and Germani cultures on 

their own terms; and 2) it adds material and physical dimensions for specific episodes of 

extraordinary deaths and violence in both a pre-Roman and Roman context that are inaccessible 

in the written record. The overall theme is in discussion with the recent trends of unmasking the 

darker sides of Roman conquest in Temperate Europe – a process all too frequently bounded 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Roymans, N. and Fernández-Götz, M. 2018. The archaeology of warfare and mass violence in ancient Europe: An 

introduction, in Roymans and Fernández-Götz (eds.) Conflict Archaeology: Materialities of Collective Violence 

from Prehistory to Late Antiquity 5, pp 2, 8. 
6 On the construction of tribal identity, see Fokke Gerritsen and N. Roymans (2007), M. Fernández-Götz and N. 

Roymans (2015); rural cult places and supralocal communities, see N. Roymans and T. Derks (2014).  
7 Burbank J. and Cooper, F. 2010. Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press,p  221.  
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with death – and reconstructing more inclusive narratives on how Rome built its empire. 

Nevertheless, while this project reflects on historical approaches of cross-cultural encounters in 

early American history, it is important to recognize that ancient confrontations with death and 

deathways transpired within their own historical contexts, among their own distinctive cultures, 

and these cultures were continuously evolving over time. There are, however, archaeological 

limitations to an analysis of death diplomacy and cross-cultural interactions during the period of 

Roman expansion into Temperate Europe: 1) since historical accounts are entirely Roman-

centric, interpretations of the native populations’ beliefs and point of views are going to be 

theoretical and exclusively based on the available material culture dated within a specific 

historical context; and 2) this project only focuses on the impact of Roman imperialism on a 

handful of sites within a specific geographic space, and does not reflect on its broader regional 

variations across all of Temperate Europe.  

This analysis also contributes to broader historical questions regarding the ways in which 

expansionist societies of pre-modern Europe directed the flows of violence in their interests, 

along with their part in creating spaces of cross-cultural interactions between the conqueror and 

conquered in the context of imperial expansion. The questions are how did people figure out 

methods to understand one another, as well as wield their knowledge of each other’s social and 

cultural norms to interact; was the knowledge acquired of an opponent’s culture manipulated for 

political ends; and how did such contact impact each culture? The specific cultural features that 

this work highlights are the diversity of beliefs and customs pertaining to death across time and 

space. As my analysis demonstrates, combining several of these theories and methods for 

thinking about empires, indigenous resistance, and cross-cultural encounters, and specifically 

focusing on one cultural category – that is, death – creates a useful entrance point into cross-
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cultural encounters during periods of imperial conquest. My focus is not to necessarily examine 

how Roman imperial presence changed indigenous death customs, but to establish a framework 

for thinking about the interactions between the conqueror and the conquered.  

 

Social Disruption, Slave Trade, and Politics of Difference 

A century before Caesar’s conquest of Gaul, Polybius (ca. 200 – ca. 118 BCE) wrote: 

Before this time, things happened in the world pretty much in a sporadic fashion, 

because every incident was specific, from start to finish, to the part of the world 

where it happened. But ever since then history has resembled a body, in the sense 

that incidents in Italy and Libya and Asia and Greece are all interconnected, and 

everything tends toward a single outcome.8 

In short, the outcome that Polybius refers to is the Roman Empire. Previously, the different 

regions surrounding the Mediterranean were somewhat isolated from direct collaboration with 

one another, except through maritime trade. In the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE, Roman imperial 

expansion transformed and further tightened these networks, and as Polybius recognized: 

“almost the entire known world was conquered and brought under a single empire, the empire of 

the Romans.”9 

In order to fully understand cross-cultural encounters, processes of colonialism, and death 

diplomacy between the Romans and indigenous peoples of Temperate Europe – that is, modern-

day France, Germany, and Belgium – we have to first acknowledge the reasons behind Roman 

 

 

 

 

 
8  Polybius 2010. Polybius: The Histories. Translated by Robin Waterfield. Oxford University Press: New York. p 

4.  
9 Ibid., p 3.  
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expansion into Gaul and theories on imperial expansion more generally; second, theories on the 

movement of people and cultural exchange; and finally, broader ideas about the nature of the 

state and power – how centralized power was organized and utilized, specifically in the ancient 

Roman world. Various theoretical approaches help us think about the broader historical context, 

or big picture, of Roman expansion into Temperate Europe between the 1st century BCE and 1st 

century CE.  

Lewis & Wigen’s world systems perspective and integration theory is one way to think 

about the movement of people and the interactions and diffusion of different cultures on a 

broader, geographical level.10 Lewis & Wigen advocate for “explicit attention to issues of 

geographical scale and to the relationships between places over time.”11 While primarily arguing 

against the use of metageographical concepts in historical narratives, the two scholars illustrate 

how ideas of space and boundaries, as well as interactions within these spaces, are not static, but 

are essentially products of their time. The world systems perspective offers one key advantage to 

the analysis of ancient cross-regional interactions, as well as studying world historical patterns in 

general, in that a wider approach of the ancient Mediterranean incorporates the “noncivilized” 

societies of Northern Europe as key participants in the larger historical patterns during the 1st 

century BCE. The theory of differentiation and integration provides vocabulary and strategies for 

interpreting and describing interconnections between the Romans and Gauls.12 Italy and Gaul 

should not only be understood geographically as two sperate regions, but more importantly for 

 

 

 

 

 
10

 Lewis, M.W. and Wigen K.E. 1997. The Myth of Continents: A Critique of Metageography. University of 

California Press: Berkeley. p 137.  
11

 Ibid., p 125. 
12

 Ibid., pp 141 – 142.  
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the historical context, as two cultural cores. It should be kept in mind, however, that the Gauls 

did not think of themselves as politically united but made up of various tribes: Gauls shared a 

similar language and culture, but there were major variations in dialect, political and social 

structures, and religious practices. By the 1st century BCE, the Mediterranean, as Polybius 

clearly recognized, should be understood as a superregion, which Lewis & Wigen define as 

“large, basically contiguous blocks of socially differentiated terrain that nonetheless share 

important if limited cultural features.”13 Understanding the broader historical narrative using a 

world systems perspective and the theory of differentiation and integration recognizes the 

complexity of the wider economic and cultural connections between Rome and Northern Gaul, 

specifically initiated by Caesar and continuing into the Early Roman Empire.  

 Other ways of thinking about and reconstructing the narratives of social disruption in 

Gaul during the time of Roman conquest pertain to the ways that the Romans thought about and 

utilized the peoples that they conquered. Scott and Burbank & Cooper give us useful theoretical 

frameworks for understanding the methods of population control used by centralized authorities. 

Scott calls for a reconceptualization of narratives about how humankind began living in 

sedentary societies – compacted with both people and domesticated animals – controlled by 

states: a narrative that is typically viewed as a progressive breakthrough for humanity. Scott 

emphasizes that: “the imperative of collecting people, settling them close to the core of power, 

holding them there, and having them produce a surplus in excess of their own needs animates 

 

 

 

 

 
13

 Ibid., p 146.  
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much of early statecraft.”14 Burbank & Cooper, however, consider the dynamics surrounding 

how various empires rose and the diverse methods employed to forge and maintain their massive 

empires.15 Population control was essential for both states and empires, and although there is 

evidence for slavery in pre-state societies, the state and empire “elaborated and scaled up the 

institution of slavery.”16 The empire accelerates such affairs by “sustaining and expanding 

control… on the ongoing linkage of human and economic resources to central power.”17 Roman 

conquest of Temperate Europe cannot be fully understood without considering ideas of 

population control and further insight into the history of Roman slavery, including when and 

how Rome developed from a society with slaves into a slave society, as well as the context that 

gave Caesar the motivation to take a Roman army into Gaul. Arguably, the primary purpose of 

these conquests was not to massacre and eliminate the native people, but to extract both the 

natural resources and labor – that is, slaves – from the region for the Empire’s interests. Caesar 

makes this clear in his commentaries by routinely reporting the number of heads collected after a 

successful conquest over different tribes. While the Romans made use of deathways to 

understand and communicate with the peoples that they conquered in Temperate Europe, death 

was not the main goal of imperial conquest.   

 

 

 

 

 
14

 Scott, J. 2017. Against the Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States. Yale University Press: New Haven. p 

151.  
15

 Burbank J. and Cooper, F. 2010. Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference. Princeton 

University Press: Princeton. p 2. 
16

 Scott, J. 2017. Against the Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States. Yale University Press: New Haven. p 

155. 
17

 Burbank J. and Cooper, F. 2010. Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference. Princeton 

University Press: Princeton. p 24.  
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 Although Foucault’s theories are generalized, Foucault’s notions surrounding his 

“mechanisms of power” – that is “where and how, between whom, between what points, 

according to what processes, and with what effects, power is applied” – are other ways of 

thinking about cross-cultural interactions in the context of imperial expansion.18 For Foucault, 

there are three interrelated “technologies of power:” biopower (populations), security 

(disciplinary and juridical-legal technologies), and territory (spaces in which sovereigns can 

exercise their power).19 In this analysis, however, I reflect on Foucault’s distinctions of ancient 

forms of power and ideas of governing in Greek and Near Eastern literature and political 

thought. In his discussion on “mechanisms of security,” Foucault refers to ancient forms of 

discipline as the “so-called exemplary punishment:” as he points out, this “disciplinary 

technique” – which consisted of public spectacles of violence and death – did not produce a 

“corrective effect” on the offender, but instead served as a warning to those observing the 

event.20 As my analysis highlights, the ways in which the Romans and the indigenous peoples of 

Gaul and Germania viewed and applied power directly play a role in the practice of death 

diplomacy during the period of Roman conquest and those encounters during that conquest.  

 In 58 BCE, Julius Caesar started his campaigns in Gaul, which began the process of 

better integrating this region into Rome’s imperial reach and the broader Mediterranean world 

system. This process of conquest and colonial contact led to an increase in material and cultural 

exchange between the peoples of Temperate Europe and the Romans. Prior to Caesar’s conquest 

 

 

 

 

 
18 Foucault, M. 2007. Security, Territory, Populations: Lectures at the Collège de France 1977 – 1978. A. Davidson 

(ed.). Translated by G. Burchell. New York: Picador, pp 1-2.  
19 Ibid., pp 9-11.  
20 Ibid., pp 6-7.  
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of Gaul, the Gallic peoples, especially in Northern Gaul, were mainly affected by circumstances 

isolated from the Mediterranean world, and as Polybius would put it, any disturbance in Northern 

Gaul was specific to that particular region. By the 1st century BCE, however, Roman expansion 

was now becoming a problem for the societies in Northern Gaul. Polybius’ insight, although 

living nearly a century before, and globalization theories are important to the way we think about 

Caesar’s campaigns, along with the Roman Empire in general: the Ancient Greek historian 

recognized, as we should too, Rome’s ability to transform the “worlds” in which they conquered, 

to generate wider interactive networks of exchange and cross-cultural encounters and tie these 

subjugated regions to Rome as the imperial core. Theories on the use of population control by 

both the early state and empires help us better understand Caesar’s primary goal during his 

campaigns – that was, to accumulate labor. Foucault’s “exemplary punishment” theory, although 

very general, can add on to our understanding of the state’s use of population control and can be 

used to think about Caesar’s techniques when interacting with those that he subjugated.  

 

Overview of Argument 

 Following Seeman’s theoretical framework, I purpose using deathways and death 

diplomacy as a window into cross-cultural interactions during Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul. This 

project focuses on deathways because death is universal and every culture must deal with it in 

their own meaningful way, including the disposal of their dead and their beliefs in life after 

death. Due to limited historical evidence, however, I also consider death diplomacy during the 

Roman conquest of Germania in the 1st century CE to create a more extensive idea of colonial 

and cross-cultural interactions between the Romans and indigenous peoples of Temperate 

Europe. I use examples of colonial encounters during the 1st century BCE and 1st century CE – 
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that is, during the Late Roman Republic and Early Empire – to demonstrate how death 

diplomacy played out in these colonial encounters. In addition, I consider archaeological 

evidence of pre-Roman intertribal affairs in Northern Gaul during the Late Iron Age (ca. 5th 

century – 1st century BCE) and argue that death diplomacy was already in use to reach political 

and social ends by the Gallic peoples at both the local and regional levels.  

 Chapter two provides a historiography on scholarly interpretations about the political, 

cultural, and social structures of the indigenous peoples of Temperate Europe during the Late 

Iron Age, including their deathways and the function of central and cultic places. In addition, 

chapter two gives more context regarding the role of the army, provinces, and humanitas in 

Roman imperial conquest, specifically how they influenced Roman interaction with and 

reorganization of those they conquered. The historiography makes clear that while there has been 

research on how Roman presence influenced political, social, and cultural change in Temperate 

Europe, there has been little interpretation for colonial and cross-cultural interactions during the 

time of conquest. Following recent trends on exploring the darker sides of empire, In chapter 

three, I focus on pre-Roman deathways and death diplomacy in Gaul, including Roman accounts 

of Gallic and German death customs, and archaeological evidence of pre-Roman extraordinary 

burials and deaths. Chapter four follows Caesar’s account of his Gallic campaigns and considers 

both historical accounts and archaeological evidence of death diplomacy by both the Romans 

and Gallic peoples. Finally, chapter five looks at the conflicts primarily documented by Tacitus 

about Germanicus’ campaign against German rebels in the early 1st century CE.  
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CHAPTER 2: Historiography 

 This chapter serves three interrelated purposes. First, it provides a historiography of 

scholarly work that has been done on several themes discussed throughout this thesis, including 

archaeological research on the societies of Temperate Europe during the Late Iron Age and how 

death has been interpreted in both the Roman and Gallic world. Second, it provides a more 

detailed context about the political, social, and cultural structures of the Late Iron Age Europe. 

This section focuses on both the role of the provincia, army, and humanitas in Roman imperial 

expansion, as well as the importance of center and religious places for the societies of Temperate 

Europe. Lastly, this chapter considers recent trends in the study of the Roman conquest of 

Temperate Europe and explains how my argument can contribute to these recent discussions. 

While there has been a lot of discussion on topics such as death, military conquest, and cultural 

change in the study of Roman imperial expansion in general, my thesis is different than any 

existing work – and contributes to recent trends – in one significant way. Seeman’s framework 

on the influence of deathways and death diplomacy in colonial and cross-cultural encounters 

provides an interesting method for thinking about the role of culture in these interactions and 

how culture – more specifically deathways – were utilized for political and social ends. The 

value of this approach is that it provides a new perspective on the colonial and imperial 

techniques used by the Romans during their subjugation of the peoples of Temperate Europe. To 

understand Roman imperial techniques, however, we must first discuss important elements of 

political and social structures in the Roman world – that is, the provincia, the army, and 

humanitas. 
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The Provincia, the Army, and Humanitas 

 The ways in which the Romans thought about and organized the provincia, the laws, and 

the army played a part in the movement of organized violence further and further away from the 

imperial core, as well as shaped, or rather intensified episodes of cross-cultural encounters, 

during which Roman generals drew on indigenous peoples’ diversity of beliefs and customs 

pertaining to death to manipulative ends. Throughout times of conquest, Roman state officials 

used the concept of humanitas to legitimize domination over the Gallic and Germanic peoples, 

and the further north and away from humanitas, the more these civilizing notions magnified the 

massacre and enslavement of indigenous populations by Roman armies. In the early stages of 

provincial administration, the province (provincia) was not thought about on a geographical 

basis with distant borders – as with the modern nation-state – but referred to the activity of the 

governor.21 The magistrate’s duties were not limited to borders since they had the ability to 

exercise their authority outside their jurisdiction (formula), which they could validate as being 

within their provincia. Even the frontiers of the empire were not clearly defined: the term limes – 

which translates to “boundary” – did not officially appear in military accounts until the early 1st 

century CE. Therefore, the defenses along the margins of the empire should be understood as a 

“defensive zone” rather than a frontier.22  

 The role of the army in the creation of the provinces was essential in the integration of 

conquered areas into the Roman imperial system. There was not a straightforward path to 

 

 

 

 

 
21 Jiménez, A. 2016. What is a Province?, in J. Frakes, M. Egri, and S. Alcock (eds.) Beyond Boundaries: 

Connecting Visual Cultures in the Roman Provinces, p 17. 
22 Lintott, A. 1981. What was the ‘Imperium Romanum’? Greece & Rome 28 (1), pp 53 – 67. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, p 54, 56, 64 – 65. 
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empire: building one involved numerous campaigns across multiple generations, and at times the 

efforts of multiple Roman generals, as was the case for the Romans on the Iberian peninsula. 

Roman occupation on the eastern coast of Hispania following the Second Punic War (218 – 201 

BCE) consisted of two phases of Roman military strategy, which is visible in both the historical 

and material records.23The northern region of the Iberian peninsula was not conquered until after 

the Cantabrian Wars (29 – 19 BCE) under Augustus, after which the army largely contributed to 

the integration of this territory into the empire through the establishment of colonies and fixed 

legionary forts.24 Support units (auxilia) were also significant in this process since the Roman 

Empire enlisted the various peoples across conquered territories into them to integrate these 

societies into its imperial system of power. The creation of these units helped reshape provincial 

societies in Roman interests, but also became a way of earning prestige amongst native 

populations.25 This imperial instrument did, however, have its weaknesses – as demonstrated by 

the Varus disaster – because the indigenous agents who were trained in Roman military 

standards used their knowledge to lead regional revolts against the Romans.26 

 Moments of conquest and incorporation of indigenous populations by the Roman state 

created spaces of cross-cultural interaction and exchange. The ways in which Roman officials 

 

 

 

 

 
23 Pedro Bellón, J., Rueda, C., Ángel Lechuga, M., and María Isabel Moreno, M. 2016. An archaeological analysis 

of a battlefield of the Second Punic War: the camps of the Battle of Baecula. Journal of Roman Archaeology 29, pp 

74 – 75, 87.  
24 Morillo, A. (2011). The Roman occupation in the north of Hispania: war, military deployment and cultural 

integration, in G. Moosbauer and R. Wiegels (eds.) Osnabrücker Forschungen zu Altertum und Antike-Rezeption 

Band 14, pp 11, 17, 19.  
25 Haynes, I. 2014. Introduction. Blood of the Provinces: The Roman Auxilia and the Making of Provincial Society 

from Augustus to the Severans. Oxford Scholarship Online. DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199655342.001.0001.  
26 Haynes, I. 2014. The Formative Years. Blood of the Provinces: The Roman Auxilia and the Making of Provincial 

Society from Augustus to the Severans. Oxford Scholarship Online. DOI: 

10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199655342.001.0001. 
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viewed notions of humanitas not only shaped Roman thought but subsequently influenced 

conquered peoples, like the Gauls who began to adopt these principles.27  For the Romans, 

humanitas referred to someone who was cultivated and enlightened and therefore, qualified to 

command and govern. Without it, civilized interactions would be unachievable. During the 

period of conquest of Gaul and Germania, Roman state officials used these concepts to 

legitimize imperial order over indigenous peoples, either by establishing a Roman structure of 

control, or by affiliating Roman accomplishments like the foundation of a Roman colonia to 

conquered territory: “Geography thus served to map Roman achievements onto the shape of the 

world and Roman history onto world history.”28 

 The enslavement of the Gallic people cannot be fully understood without insight into the 

history of Roman slavery, including when and how Rome developed from a society with slaves 

into a slave society. Rome’s growing reliance on slave labor helps us understand Caesar’s 

interest in Gaul in the first place. Visual evidence, like written evidence, is also important to 

consider when thinking about humanitas and Roman rationalization of conquering Gaul. Visual 

representations are products of their time, or “cultural products,” and should not be analyzed 

separately from the historical context in which they came from: it is the historical context that 

gave the products their meaning.29 Burbank & Cooper’s “politics of difference” can also be used 

to better discern the Roman visual depictions of those that they considered to be barbarians: the 
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notion describes how empires created particular criteria to distinguish between homogeneous 

insiders and uncivilized outsiders.30 

 Now that the political and social context of the Roman world during the Late Republic 

and Early Empire has been considered, the importance of the central places such as the oppida 

and cultic spaces must be taken into account when reconstructing the political, social and cultural 

structures of societies across Temperate Europe during the Late Iron Age.  

 

The Oppida: Central Places & Cultic Spaces 

 In the past few decades, archaeological evidence has shed light on the emergence and 

functions surrounding hundreds of Late Iron Age fortified settlements (oppida) discovered across 

Temperate Europe. Such discoveries are opening doors for a better understanding for how Gallic 

peoples organized the spaces inside these complexes to serve specific and multiple purposes, as 

well as how they structured social, political, and religious components within their societies. The 

roles of these sites are far more complex than previously imagined. During the late 20th century, 

economic activity predominated interpretations of these sites, which were primarily perceived as 

commercial centers for trade and production.31 Archaeological evidence, however, is introducing 

a more dynamic picture and convincing scholars to reconsider the purpose of such sites as not 

being entirely economic in origin and function. This is not to say that these sites served no 
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commercial and production roles, for there is evidence for coin minting at some oppida, as well 

as foreign imports.32 In addition, there has been a prevalent habit in the scholarship for 

comparing urban sites across Temperate Europe “through the lenses of the classical world,” and 

therefore, in comparison to the standards of Greek and Roman urban developments. Such models 

allow for entirely inaccurate interpretations on the purpose of these settlements, as well as view 

the emergence of urban centers in Temperate Europe “as a ‘barbarian’ attempt to emulate 

Mediterranean urbanization.”33 Overall, the archaeological finds are encouraging greater 

discussion on other activities that may have taken place in these vast complexes.  

 The main characteristics of the oppida of the Late Iron Age based largely on 

archaeological evidence are that: 1) there was a transition from open agglomerations to fortified 

enclosures; 2) they frequently contained large open spaces within their walls; and 3) they were 

centered around sanctuaries which were frequently, but not always, situated at the highest point 

of the settlement. Fernández-Götz provides a map of oppida across Europe that can provide a 

visual understanding of the magnitude of this phenomenon during the Middle to Late La Tène 

period. 
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Figure 2.1: Locations of fortified oppida, 2nd and 1st centuries BC (Fernández-Götz, 2020) 

The first characteristic of the Late Iron Age oppida is that they were largely fortified enclosures. 

Yet such settlements were not always enclosed by defensive walls before the 2nd century BCE, as 

archaeological evidence demonstrates, but originated from or coexisted with the open 

agglomeration settlements that preceded them. Open agglomerations were vast production and 

trading hubs that prevailed between the 3rd and 1st centuries BCE.34 The reasons to what led to 

the fortification of many oppida are still highly debated but requires further examination due to 

the suddenness of the phenomenon. As Moret puts it: “All that we know is that for more than 

three centuries, Gauls did without fortified enclosures, even when they began to design very 

large-sized settlements.”35 Some scholars, without completely denying the defensive purpose, 
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have interpreted the role of the immense Gallic walls that emerged in this period as symbolic and 

displays of status.36 The monumental walls surrounding the oppida imposed a sense of unity 

within a group and sociopolitical control by not only their very presence, but also through 

community efforts in their construction.37 Others have argued that the “trigger factor” for the 

widespread adoption of fortified enclosers across Temperate Europe during the late 2nd century 

BCE can be better understood when placed in its wider historical context.38 Growing regional 

and continent-wide turmoil (i.e., the downfall of the Arverni; the making of Transalpine Gaul 

and establishment of Roman colony Narbo; and the internal conflict between various tribes in 

Gaul) gave rise to deliberate and systematic construction tactics across Gallic communities in 

response to “new forms of war, beyond the traditional horizon of regional conflicts.”39 

 Second, many oppida across the region contain large spaces within their walls that 

contain no structures and could clearly accommodate sizeable crowds, causing scholars to deem 

such spaces a key characteristic of the Gallic oppida during the Late La Tène period.40 Several 

scholars are interpreting these open areas within the main complex as public spaces, in which 

communities carried out various events, political and religious gatherings, and mustered armed 

men for war.41 Roman sources that describe public assemblies among Gallic tribes, as well as the 

open spaces in which they were held, correspond with the evidence being unearthed on these 
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sites. Overall, such sections of the main complexes were deliberately organized in this way to 

serve an essential societal and cultural purpose in the Gallic communities themselves.42 

 The last common figure of an oppida is the regular presence of sanctuaries, typically 

situated at the highest point of the site. There are numerous Iron Age sites across Temperate 

Europe where archaeological evidence demonstrates that these were cultic spaces before they 

took on other functions (i.e., fortification, centralization, production & distribution centers).43 

For instance, in the site at Titelberg, it is clear that the sacred space for communal gatherings was 

distinctively marked out at the highest point of the community prior to the establishment of any 

other structures across the settlement, as well as before any space for production and trade. It is 

even proposed that the importance of the sanctuary area dates back to the 4th or 5th centuries 

BCE: this indicates that “a significant permanent settlement and growing economic activity seem 

to have been developed because of its importance as a meeting place for politico-religious 

celebrations.”44 

 The three main characteristics of Late Iron Age oppida were not isolated features, but 

their presence on multiple sites across Temperate Europe indicates their significance in how the 

Gallic peoples structured and thought about their societies: the location of sanctuaries at the 

highest point of the oppida, the large public gathering spaces, and the monumental walls 
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surrounding the settlements demonstrate “the sacred nature of the site.”45 It is now argued that 

the overall function of the oppida was its role as a “central place” throughout the various regions 

in which they emerged. Many scholars have argued that the cult practices that took place within 

these central locations throughout the Late Iron Age and into the Early Roman period had a 

significant impact in creating and nurturing social cohesion and identities “at all levels of social 

organizations, ranging from local communities to macro-regional politicized ethnic 

communities.”46 Applying a Foucaultian approach, Fernández-Götz views the development of 

the Late Iron Age oppida as “a new technology of power” – a method that imposed community, 

or tribal, solidarity, as well as regional and sociopolitical authority.47 As Gerritsen and Roymans 

point out, “a crucial role of central places lies in promoting social cohesion, self-consciousness, 

and a collective identity.”48 A characteristic figure of these oppida is not only the large empty 

spaces used for communal gatherings, but also their roles as religious centers indicated by the 

consistent appearance of sanctuaries.49  

 

The Late Iron Age in Northern Gaul and the Lower Rhine 
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 While scholars have been fixated on the idea of increasing complexity, the emergence of 

more centralized urban centers, and rising trade and interactions with Mediterranean networks 

among societies in West-Central Europe throughout the Iron Age, indigenous cultures in the 

Lower Rhine have been largely viewed as static, traditional, and removed from outside contact. 

In addition, it was previously assumed that these societies in Northwestern Europe did not 

become more economically, culturally, and politically integrated until the Roman Period.50 

Recent archaeological surveys, however, are now revealing a new understanding of the social 

framework in this region, with specific focus on the appearance and functions of regional cultic 

places.51 For instance, Roymans and Gerritsen call specific attention to the “radical 

transformation” of the organization of the landscape and settlement patterns in the Meuse-

Demer-Scheldt region during the Middle to Late Iron Age.52 By tracing extended agricultural 

patterns on a regional and micro-regional basis, alongside the demographic variations, Roymans 

and Gerritsen demonstrate dramatic shifts in land use beginning in the Middle Iron Age and 

persisting into the early Roman period: in contrast to patterns of the Urnfield period, settlements 

transitioned to more concentrated and sedentary farmsteads, and collective burial spaces appear 

to come into practice again.53 For the Middle Rhine-Moselle region, Fernández-Götz defines two 

categories of “economies of power:” 1) the more centralized populations that were closely 
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weaved around the oppida; and 2) the decentralized populations that practiced greater opposition 

toward outside contacts.54 The various Gallic societies across Northern Gaul can more or less be 

defined within one of these two types of societal organizations that Fernández-Götz uses to 

classify those in the Middle Rhine, although, keeping in mind that there were regional and 

subregional variations within the various “macro-zones.” Centralized or decentralized, the main 

feature that many of these sites share is the frequent presence of supralocal sanctuaries.55 

 Late Iron Age cultic spaces in the Lower Rhine had distinctive characteristics and 

experienced several crucial changes at this time, including: the emergence of more regional 

cultic centers, likely caused by an increasingly stratified society; a larger presence of animal 

bones, particularly of cattle, indicating a greater degree of ritual feasts; and the frequent 

appearance of votive offerings such as weapons and human bones, which suggest societal values 

relating to warfare and masculinity.56 Ancestor worship and death practices continued to be of 

high importance in these supra-local sanctuaries, and persistent from the Early and Middle Iron 

Age as well.57 Monumental religious centers like Empel, Kessel-Lith and Elst share features that 

appear to be unique to this particular region: all three rural sanctuaries, especially during their 

pre-Roman occupation, are closely connected with the equivalent of the Roman deity Hercules 

Magusanus, which again indicates the societies’ heavy focus on masculine and warrior 
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customs.58 The presence of these regional sanctuaries highlights possible spaces for public 

gatherings on both a local and micro-regional level that functioned as places for rites of passage 

in the presence of their common deity, Hercules Magusanus, “who was closely associated with 

the domain of warfare and hence politics.”59 Scholars have also looked at sanctuaries like 

Gournay-sur-Aronde and Ribemont-sur-Ancre as “memoryscapes,” or “places of memory” – 

centers intended for maintaining collective memory and hints to intertribal warfare during the 

pre-Roman period – at which “the social memory of communities could be anchored.”60 

 

A More Inclusive Narrative 

 A recent trend in the historical and archaeological study of the Roman Empire’s influence 

in Temperate Europe is aimed at reconstructing an alternative and more inclusive narrative that 

moves away from the prevailing idea of ‘romanization,’ or rather ‘civilization,’ of Gaul after the 

1st century BCE. As a result of this focus, scholarship of central and western Europe has 

primarily studied economic, settlement, and spatial changes that were manipulated for Roman 

interest, migration, and domination across the region.61 There has also been a great deal of 

attention on the Roman frontiers (limes) and military organization in the provinces following the 
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conquest period.62 Turning away from these historical narratives opens up avenues for new 

opportunities of understanding, and thereby reconstructing, a more complex picture of how the 

Roman Empire emerged, as well as the multitude of effects it had on those it conquered.  

 Three themes that are currently emerging in the field are: 1) the concept of “predatory 

regime” to describe the Roman conquest of Gaul during the Late Republic and Early Empire;63 

2) reconstructing a broader narrative which balances the scales of “hard power” with the 

“brighter” results of Roman expansion;64 and 3) an archaeological analysis of mass violence and 

disruption, particularly due to Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul.65  

 First, predatory regimes are defined by four features: “the militarization of power and 

trade, pillage as an economic strategy, the pursuit of private interest under public command and 

the conversion of brute violence into legitimate authority.”66 Roman imperial strategy certainly 

encompassed these features in one way or another, but Fernández-Götz, Maschek, and Roymans 

emphasize that the nature of the Roman predatory regime varied in severity across the peoples 

conquered, in that “the model of violent military conquest and large-scale plundering applies to 

some territories, such as large parts of Gaul… but not to others.”67 The aim to classify Roman 
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expansionism within the predatory model goes hand in hand with the second emerging theme 

because it highlights the exploitative and destructive nature of the Roman imperial efforts.68 

 Second, scholars are now challenging the progressive narrative for the ‘romanization’ of 

barbarous Gaul, which depicts Rome “as the guardian of peace.”69 Most of these perspectives 

have primarily focused on the development of vast imperial trading networks, the integration of 

Roman culture into conquered territories, and the introduction of Latin and a writing system into 

northern regions. What has been overlooked, however, is the more distasteful nature of empire 

that is “associated with the exploitation of people and resources,”70 and further bypassing the 

“relations of inequality and interdependency between agents involved.”71 The goal is to inspire 

more interdisciplinary theoretical approaches in confronting even “the most uncomfortable 

aspects of both the distant and recent past.”72 

 Last, the first two themes for more inclusive narratives and greater attention toward the 

negative features of imperialism leads to our third objective: the search for and interpretations of 

archaeological evidence of mass violence, destruction, and genocide during Caesar’s conquest of 

Gaul.73 The significance of Roman demolition, enslavement, and massacre of the Gallic peoples 

and their lands illustrates “Roman imperialism… in its most aggressive form.”74 Until the last 
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decade or so, there has been considerably little archaeological conversation regarding the 

damaging effects that Roman subjugation had on the indigenous populations in Temperate 

Europe. A substantial obstacle in such conversations is “the archaeological invisibility” of the 

negative impact that Romans had on northern Gallic populations during and immediately 

following the conquest period.75 The primary cause for the scarcity of archaeological evidence in 

the north is the lack of substantial oppida. Such lack of evidence, however, does not indicate that 

Roman conquest had little ramifications on this region. In fact, it is noted that “there is probably 

no region in Gaul where the impact was as dramatic as in the north-east.”76 

 It is from these recent concerns that a narrative about cross-cultural encounters between 

the Romans and Gauls during Caesar’s Gallic Wars – interactions that were largely influenced by 

deathways and attitudes toward death – will contribute to modern discussions on Roman 

expansionism and indigenous agency in Temperate Europe. Following Eric Seeman’s use of 

“deathways” to reconstruct several centuries of cross-cultural dynamics between five broadly 

defined groups in the Americas (i.e., American Indians, African Americans, Jews, Catholics, and 

Protestants), I purpose that we approach Roman and Gallic encounters, specifically during the 1st 

century BCE, through the lens of death.77 Seeman’s work contributes to the historiography of 

death studies because it provides an alternative understanding of how death shaped encounters 

between Europeans, Native Americans and Africans in the New World. A similar entrance points 
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into the history of how Roman Gaul came to be – a process initially bounded with death through 

warfare and massacre – can certainly open more doors for interpretating and reconstructing the 

rather alien world of ancient Europe.  

 First, I recommend that we also geographically widen the narrative to show the larger 

cross-regional connections during the 1st century BCE, as well as the social disruption of the 

Gallic societies during Caesar’s campaigns, which occurred inside the wider Mediterranean 

world with the movement of people. Widening the narrative to highlight flows of labor as a 

commodity from Gaul into Italy, specifically focusing on the mass enslavement of the Gauls 

during Caesar’s campaigns, is suitable entry points into reconstructing a more inclusive historical 

narrative. Martin W. Lewis and Karen E. Wigen advocate for “explicit attention to issues of 

geographical scale and to the relationships between places over time.”78 The world systems 

perspective offers one key advantage to the analysis of ancient cross-regional interactions, as 

well as studying world historical patterns in general, in that a wider approach of the Ancient 

Mediterranean incorporates the “noncivilized” societies of Northern Europe as key participants 

in the larger historical patterns during the 1st century BCE. The theory of differentiation and 

integration provides vocabulary and strategies for interpreting, describing, and even teaching the 

interconnections between the Romans and Gauls.79 Some scholars of Iron Age Europe have 

already thought about larger regional patterns in Temperate Europe. For instance, while 

explaining the sudden rise in fortified settlements across Temperate Europe during the Late Iron 
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Age, Moret states that “the rapid spread of fortified enclosures with a period of continent-wide 

conflicts that engendered a new balance of power… the rampart is not the disembodied symbol 

of the Gallic town. It is the new face that it takes on at the end of the 2nd century BC, in a 

political and military conjuncture that renders the open settlement model obsolete.”80   

 

Death 

 While death is a universal phenomenon, attitudes toward death and practices for handling 

the dead have continuously changed throughout time and space. The modern perspective of 

death, otherwise referred to as “the invisible death,” depicts death, and the dead, as something 

that should be private and hidden away from the rest of society.81 We should not allow our 

modern concealment of death to obstruct our interpretations of how premodern societies 

acknowledged it. For, as Philippe Ariès states, “death was always public,” in ancient societies, 

and in premodern societies more generally.82 Eric Seeman also emphasizes the premodern 

fascination with death, stating that “for thousands of years, when people encountered an 

unfamiliar society, they wanted to learn about the strangers’ deathways.”83 Fernández-Götz 

highlights in Iron Age Europe, as with many ancient societies, “death constituted a much more 
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visible and present reality in daily life than in our modern western culture.”84 Arnold points out 

that our “limited conceptions of death in Western culture” restrict archaeological interpretations 

of ancient mortuary behaviors, and thus, our historical imagination as well.85 Therefore, 

following Seeman, Fernández-Götz and Arnold, I suggest that we think about cross-cultural 

encounters between the Romans and indigenous peoples of Temperate Europe by theorizing how 

the two cultures’ deathways influenced their interactions with one another, especially during 

periods of conflict and Roman imperial expansion. This approach highlights the complexity of 

the history and events surrounding the Roman conquest of Gaul, as well as represents the 

historical agency of the Gallic, and German, peoples as actively resisting Roman domination.  

 

Death in the Roman World 

 Since I am reconstructing a cross-cultural narrative, it is crucial to understand Roman 

death and how scholars have approached death in the Roman world. In the past roughly fifty 

years, numerous scholars have explored death in the Roman world. Their approaches can be 

divided into five broad categories: (1) cultural practices and attitudes toward death; (2) the 

dead’s influence on the landscape; (3) the city and its dead; (4) war dead and their effects on 

society; and (5) death in literature and philosophy. 
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 First, there is work on how Romans prepared and buried their dead, including mourning 

rituals and beliefs in the afterlife. In her book Roman Death: The Dying and the Dead in Ancient 

Rome, for example, Valerie Hope explores Latin literature, epigraphs, and archaeological 

evidence to depict Roman attitudes toward death, their burial and mourning norms, 

commemoration, and beliefs in the afterlife throughout the Late Republic and Early Empire.86 

Hope reconstructs the Roman funeral process, which did not differ much from the Greek process, 

during which specific tasks of preparing the body, appropriate durations of mourning, and proper 

burial were carried out by loved ones (particularly women) from the moment of death.87 Second, 

archaeological evidence has uncovered the landscape of the dead in Roman sites, including 

temples, tombs, cemeteries, and stelae. Mario Erasmo’s Reading Death in Ancient Rome, for 

example, reveals how Roman writers drew from Roman concepts of death – as well as more 

timeless and universal notions – to write messages in gravestone inscriptions as a kind of 

interactive performance in which the dead incorporates their audience (the reader) into death 

narratives. Erasmo’s examination of rural and urban epitaphs in Rome demonstrates that even in 

death, an individual can continue to shape the landscape through their grave and 

commemorations.88 Third, in Spectacles of Death in Ancient Rome, Donald Kyle argues that 

while an impressive amount of attention has been devoted to spectacles of violence in Roman 

society, there has been little concern for the processes by which the city treated and removed the 

dead from these stages of violent entertainment. In these performances, Kyle points out, 

“Humans and animals were collected alive, but most of them had to be removed dead from the 
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arena.” By reconstructing the historical development of gladiatorial games and other violent 

entertainment in Rome, Kyle improves our understanding of such spectacles of death by 

examining the social history of the victims, as well as how the city handled and disposed of these 

victims’ corpses.89 Fourth, Nathan Rosenstein examines how death in warfare impacted Roman 

families and farms during the Middle Republic, for example, he argues that war morality had 

vital consequences on the Roman and Italian small farming families from which Rome recruited 

most of its soldiers. Rome’s expansion and success during the late 3rd century and 2nd centuries 

BC came with a heavy price of Roman and Italian lives. Rosenstein also argued that wounds and 

disease contributed to the mortality rates of soldiers, though the evidence for such death is more 

debatable compared to deaths in combat.90 Finally, in Death in Ancient Rome, Catherine 

Edwards considers how Roman poetry, philosophical discourse, and other forms of Latin 

literature show the importance that Roman writers (particularly in the Early Empire) placed on 

the act of dying. Edwards argues that Latin discussions about death and dying by writers like 

Seneca and Tacitus can be used to understand how the weakened elite under imperial rule were 

rethinking Roman virtue, as well as the relationship between the state and self.91 Epicurean and 

Stoic philosophers also found ways to overcome their fears of death: the former giving greater 

attention to life after death, the latter toward the process of dying.92 
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Approaching Death in Gaul 

 The scale of scholarly attention devoted to Roman death far exceeds the concern it has 

received in the scholarship on the Gallic world, partly due to a lack of historical sources. The few 

historical references that are available were written by Romans and Greeks, and not by anyone 

from within the indigenous populations themselves. In her critique of the current scholarly focus 

of the oppida, Bettina Arnold argues that there is “the implicit assumption that social complexity 

and agglomeration processes can be understood in preliterate societies without reference to other 

sources of evidence, particularly mortuary contexts.”93 Indeed, an opportunity has presented 

itself to further enhance our understanding of social organizations, cultural norms, and how these 

preliterate societies perceived their world, in this case, across Temperate Europe during the Iron 

Age. Regional studies of the shifting settlement patterns of the Meuse-Demer-Scheldt area, for 

example, already demonstrate dramatic transformations in societal burial practices during the 

Middle to Late Iron Age: the Late Iron Age saw a regional shift back to the use of communal 

burials as the population moved to more fixed settlements.94 

 Arnold has argued in the past for greater attention toward “the way in which different 

kinds of sites or features relate to one another in the landscape” in Iron Age Temperate Europe.95 

Although there were subregional and chronological variations, some aspects of death practices 
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persisted across the region. Much like among the Romans and Greeks, for example, there were 

considerable concern with “the physical separation of spaces inhabited by the living and the 

dead” through clear boundaries established between cemeteries and settlements in Iron Age 

cultures across Europe.96 This means that the dead were normally disposed of within distinctly 

identified spaces, which were marked by ditches or stone circles.97 Occasional extraordinary 

burials, however, indicate either the death of infants and children, or burials of the condemned. 

Demographic research on the average age of death also indicates the regularity of infant death, 

along with that of younger children and young adults – an average age of death for adults being 

between 25 and 35 years old – amongst Iron Age societies in Temperate Europe.98  

 Fernández-Götz emphasizes the importance of burials, funerary monuments, and 

ancestors in the structure of “collective memory and identity” in ancient societies across Central 

Europe during the Iron Age.99 For Fernández-Götz, cemeteries, sanctuaries, and ‘founder burials’ 

were “areas of public performances” in which communities took part in various rituals, 

sacrifices, and festivals to promote social unity.100 Iron Age stelae in Temperature Europe 

incorporated funerary monuments and burials as “part of the landscape,” specifically situating 

them on high mounds and along roads.101 As Arnold highlights, “visibility was emphasized by 

the burial form (tumulus), the burial location (prominent landform), and the burial marker 
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(stela).”102 There is also evidence for the kind of activities that occurred within these spaces 

including the ritual destruction of amphorae, animal bones indicating sacrifice, funeral feasts, 

offerings, and platforms for exposing bodies.103 

 In the following three chapters, I use archaeological and historical evidence to consider 

how deathways influenced colonial and cross-cultural encounters in Temperate Europe before 

and during Roman conquest in the 1st century BCE. In addition, chapter five demonstrates the 

use of death diplomacy between the Romans and German rebels during Germanicus’ campaigns 

in Germania. First, however, the next chapter explores Roman accounts of and archaeological 

evidence for pre-Roman deathways in Temperate Europe. Caesar’s commentaries are the main 

primary source considered in the following section, and although his descriptions of Gallic 

culture are generalized, his extensive focus on Gallic deathways proves the importance of 

learning more about the other side’s culture during periods of cross-cultural conflict.  
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CHAPTER 3: Violent Deaths and Extraordinary Burials in the Pre-Roman context 

 Gaul, if you take all of it into account, is divided into three regions. The 

Belgae live in one, the Aquitani in the second, and in the third a people called 

Celts in their own language but Gauls in ours. These three peoples are all different 

from one another in their language, institutions, and laws… Of all these groups, 

the most warlike are the Belgae, because they are the farthest from the civilized 

sophistication of the Province; merchants come to them least often with imports 

that foster an effeminate disposition; they are also closest to the Germans living 

across the Rhine River, and they are constantly at war with them.104  

This quote is the initial sentences of Caesar’s De Bello Gallico, in which he described his 

campaigns in Gaul between 58 and 51 BCE. This source is not only valuable for military 

historians, but also provides firsthand insight into the vast and diverse world of the peoples 

across Temperate Europe. In this chapter, I use primary sources and archaeological evidence to 

reconstruct pre-Roman deathways and death diplomacy in Temperate Europe. Material traces – 

including burials, structures, and artifacts – are one of the subjects of this chapter of the thesis, 

but primary sources, like Caesar, are also used to think about Gallic and German deathways, as 

well as Roman perspectives on the customs and beliefs of the peoples that they conquered.  

 

Julius Caesar: Roman General, Statesman & Ethnographer  

 During his eight years in Gaul, Caesar inquired into and learned about the natives’ 

lifeways, and of particular relevance for this argument, he observed how the northern indigenous 

peoples thought about and confronted death. In the sixth year of his campaign (53 BCE), Caesar 
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wrote an extensive account about the customs of the Gauls, specifically focusing on beliefs in the 

afterlife, the treatment of the corpse, and the social and political aspects of death. 

 Caesar states that there are two elite classes in Gallic society: the warrior elites and the 

druids. The druids hold religious authority, resolve any communal disagreements, and issue 

verdicts on crimes, “in particular, [when] murder has been committed.” Meanwhile, husbands 

have similar authority over the life and death of their spouses and children within their own 

households. In addition, Caesar distinguishes between the specific practices of the Gauls and 

Germans. Among the Germans, leaders of the tribe issue out judgments: in times of war, 

however, allied German tribes elect certain commanders, who “have power over life and 

death.”105 On the other hand, Tacitus (c. 56 – c. 120 CE) states that among the Germans, “no one 

is allowed to punish, to fetter or even to flog except the priests.”106 Nevertheless, those found 

guilty by the druids in Gallic communities who did not submit to the judgment, would be prone 

to social death among their people. The socially dead were excluded from important communal 

events like sacrifices and were overall avoided by others, “in fear of suffering some misfortune 

as if by contagion.”107 It is difficult to determine if social death continued after physical death in 

Gallic society, such as in Philippe Ariès’ review of burials of the damned during the medieval 
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period, in which Ariès states that the castaways and condemned were placed exposed and rotting 

in open fields.108  

 As for criminals, Caesar describes how they are at risk of becoming communal sacrifices 

to the gods, “based on the belief that the spirits of the immortal gods cannot be placated unless 

one human life is given for another.” Human sacrifice was especially important during times of 

war or disease and performed by the druids: “Some of them build immense effigies with limbs 

woven from wickerwork, and they fill these with living persons. A fire is then lit underneath, and 

the people inside are overwhelmed by the flames and die.”109 Strabo also describes human 

sacrifice by the Gauls, further indicating that there are various methods of sacrifice practiced: 

“they would shoot some with arrows, or impale them in the sanctuaries, or having prepared a 

colossus of straw and wood, would throw… people into it as a burnt offering.”110 If Caesar’s 

description is accurate, then the druids held power over life and death for the people in Gallic 

society, and fathers over the household. It is difficult, however, to determine from this statement 

to what extent such powers and practices may have varied across the different tribes, as well as 

how frequently such circumstances actually occurred.  

 In addition, Caesar describes the Gauls’ beliefs in the afterlife, as well as their funerary 

customs. He states that the Gauls believed that the soul did not perish at death, but instead, 

reincarnated into a new body. This causes Caesar to conclude that such beliefs did not discourage 
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their men during battle because it prompted them “to put aside the fear of death.” At the death of 

a father of an aristocratic family, if the surviving family suspected foul play, they investigated it 

“by interrogating his wives as if they were slaves.”111 These post-death investigations are similar 

to the West African belief that “every death had a cause involving human beings, and that every 

death should be explained.” As Sobel points out, the West Africans believed that “the living 

were seen as having a moral responsibility to find the primary cause of each death.”112 When 

found guilty in Gallic culture, they were subjected to torment and torched to death by fire.  

 The funerals of distinguished individuals were monumental and luxurious, in that 

participants threw the departed’s cherished valuables into a fire. Even more than that, as Caesar 

pointed out, “slaves and clients the master was known to have loved used to be burned together 

with his corpse after proper funeral rites had been conducted.”113 When describing how the 

people of the island Ierne (Ireland) feast on their fathers when they die, Strabo adds that such 

cannibalism was also practiced among other Celtic and Iberian peoples in desperation of survival 

when being besieged by an enemy. Among the Sotiates, Caesar observes a radical custom of 

client relationships, that he referred to as soldurii, in which a group of six hundred tribal men 

pledged an oath of devotion to a leader. While the group could benefit from such connections, 

the members were also bound by oath to bear the same hardships as their leader, in that “they 

either suffer the same fate along with him or kill themselves.”114 At the start of a war, the Gallic 
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tribes would assemble at a designed location, and “according to a law shared by all of them… 

whoever arrives last is, in front of the crowd, subjected to every kind of torture and then 

killed.”115 The Romans would not entirely have found such extraordinary spectacles of death 

unusual since they deserved similar performances of death in their gladiator games.  

 Strabo adds to Caesar’s observation of Gallic death practices during war by describing 

the mutilation of the enemies’ corpses by Gallic warriors after a victorious battle: the Gallic 

warriors decapitated the heads of their enemies, secured them around their horses’ necks, and 

hammered them to the gates of their native town. The heads of distinguished men were an 

especially valuable prize for Gallic warriors – even more valuable than gold – and were 

preserved by embalming them for boastful displays of war trophies.116 Craig Friend argues that 

“corpses – in particular their heads – symbolized the culture of death” in the Early American 

South. The public mutilation, display, and the utter disrespect to the dead bodies, as well as the 

process of killing, were tools used for political and social supremacy.117 In Seeman’s analysis of 

the Seven Years War, he argues that “the knowledge that committing violent acts on corpses was 

a grimly effective way of cross-cultural communication… Violence upon corpses was the easiest 

way to prevent a good burial.”118 In the broader Gallic culture, the severed heads had a particular 

symbolic meaning indicating power over an enemy, not only on the battlefield, but in death as 

well. The practice of removing the head from the corpse also served a second practical purpose: 
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the mutilated corpse sent a warning to foreign intruders like the Romans, and it was an effective 

one, in that the two groups did not have to share the same language to understand the intended 

message. 

 Oddly, Caesar does not mention the Gallic, nor the German, treatment of their fallen 

warriors on the battlefield, but Tacitus briefly details the Germanic custom of carrying the 

corpses of those killed off of the battlefield, even amid a fight. In contrast to their Greek 

counterparts, the Romans were not interested in collecting their fallen warriors following a 

battle, and that included Caesar during his campaigns in Gaul. Such customs, practiced among 

the Gauls and Germans, would probably not have appeared strange to the Romans because they 

would have been familiar with similar cultural norms practiced amongst the Greeks. Nathan 

Rosenstein, however, interestingly points out that not recovering the corpse from the battlefield 

meant that “those seriously wounded… will have remained on the battlefield either to die where 

they lay or be killed by the enemy when they came to despoil the corpses.”119 Another interesting 

comment about German war culture by Tacitus is that the Germans were known to take “figures 

and emblems taken from their sacred groves” into battle with them, as well as place their crying 

women and children near the battlegrounds so that “a man’s dearest possessions are close at 

hand.”120 This practice is similar to Drew Faust’s interpretation of dead American Civil War 

soldiers found after battle grasping the photographs of loved ones in their hands. As Faust points 

out, dying Civil War soldiers on the battlefield were denied a good death which consisted of 
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being in the presence of their families, but they could at least pass “their last moments 

communicating with these representations of absent loved ones” through the photographs they 

carried with them into battle.121 

 Presumably, deathways and attitudes toward death were not universal across Gaul. Each 

tribe certainly would have had its own individual understandings and practices for dying and 

burying its dead, and the regional sociopolitical conditions would have influenced such 

variations in norms. In addition, greater contact with foreign outsiders, primarily through trade, 

would also have affected certain Gallic tribes: for example, Mediterranean traders heavily 

influenced tribes closer to Mediterranean France, and these foreign interactions were already 

occurring for several centuries before Roman expansion. Dietler concludes that the 

archaeological evidence demonstrates that the significance in collecting the severed heads of 

enemies as war trophies, as explained by Strabo and other ancient writers, was primarily 

restricted to the lower Rhône basin.122 As archaeological evidence of a few extraordinary burials 

in pre-Roman Belgica demonstrates, the severed heads of sacrificed individuals also held a 

symbolic role in those warrior-like societies. Coastal colonies in the southern region – like the 

long-standing Massilia123 - were in operation for centuries before Caesar’s arrival and were 

initially the primary point of contact by which the rest of the Mediterranean viewed the Gallic 

world. Most of the customs described by Caesar, therefore, were predominately practiced by the 
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Gauls in the southern region, including the Aedui and Arverni, who had direct interactions with 

the Roman (and previously Greek) traders and colonist along the coast. Presumably, Caesar 

observed the deathways of his allies like the Aedui, including the funerary and religious rituals, 

in order to form and maintain alliances with pro-Roman Gallic leaders. On the other hand, by the 

time that Caesar wrote his extensive description of Gallic deathways, he had already experienced 

six years of interactions with several Gallic, and German, groups across the entire region. 

Therefore, he was writing a depiction of Gallic culture that consisted of broad similarities in 

customs, social hierarchy, and language among all the groups in the region, while at the same 

time clearly recognizing the differences between the Gauls and Germans. 

 

Pre-Roman Spaces of Extraordinary Burials in Belgica 
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Figure 3.1: Map that includes Acy-Romance and Ribemont-sur-Ancre (Poux 2000, fig. 1). 

 

 At a time when cremation appears to have been the preferred method for disposing of the 

dead in Belgica Gaul (Figure 3.2), the site of Ribemont-sur-Ancre and Acy-Romance stand out 

due to the presence of physical – but not always entirely intact – remains of the dead. The two 

sites, however, served different purposes for their local and regional communities. Ribemont-sur-

Ancre was established as a post-battle memorial in the mid-3rd century BCE and persisted as a 

place of hero cult worship for several generations.124 On the other hand, Acy-Romance (est. early 

2nd century BCE) was a sacred space that played host to the sacrifice of individual victims to the 

gods. In this section, I consider the archaeological evidence from these two sites in Belgica Gaul 

to draw interpretations about death diplomacy and intertribal affairs in the centuries leading up to 

the Roman imperial conquest.  
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Figure 3.2: The main methods of body treatment within different regions of Northern Gaul, ca. 

450-25BCE. I am concerned with Belgic Gaul (see red arrow) (Vannier 2020, fig 1). 

 

Ribemont-sur-Ancre 

 

Figure 1.3: Location of Ribemont-sur-Ancre (Brunaux et al. 1999, fig. 1) 
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 The sanctuary of Ribemont-sur-Ancre (Figure 3.3) began its life during the mid-3rd 

century BCE as a space for the funerary preparation and burial of elite warriors who had died in 

battle. The function is attested by the discovery of the skeletal remains of at least thirty tall, 

robust males whose corpses had been left exposed in the open air along with their weapons in the 

circular enclosure (Figure 3.4). Following several decades of exposure, certain bones, mostly the 

long bones and coxae, were selected from the remains and buried, while others were put through 

an intense ritual beating, after which the enclosure was destroyed, the skeletal remains were 

placed in the surrounding ditch, and a feast took place to complete the ceremony. From this point 

forward, the site developed into what Rose and Fernández-Götz describe as “a place of 

memory.”125 

 North of the circular enclosure, a quadrangular enclosure was built and, after it had been 

used as a place of ritual for several decades in the late 3rd century BCE, a substantial number of 

dead warriors that presumably fell in battle – some 350 male individuals – were brought to the 

sanctuary, along with their battle gear, weapons and forty horses. The remains of these men and 

horses were left to decompose in the open air until their corpses decayed to bones, whereafter the 

skeletal remains were dismembered, and the bones were used to construct frames surrounding 

the ceremonial pits.126 At the same time that the remains of these warriors arrived, the torsos and 

limbs of another group of men – at least 114 individuals – were buried without their heads in a 

 

 

 

 

 
125 Rose, D. and Fernández-Götz, M. 2019. Memoryscapes in Late Iron Age northern Gaul: warfare and sacrifice 

from Ribemont to Titelberg, in T. Romankiewicz, M. Fernández-Götz, G. Lock, and O. Büchsenschütz (eds.) 

Enclosing Space, Opening New Ground: Iron Age Studies from Scotland to Mainland Europe. Oxford: Oxbow 

Books, pp 179-181. 
126 Fernández-Götz, M. and Arnold, B. 2019. Internal conflict in Iron Age Europe: methodological challenges and 

possible scenarios. World Archaeology, 51:5, 654 – 672. DOI: 10.1080/00438243.2020.1723682, p 665. 



  47 

 

mass grave (Figure 3.5) outside of the quadrangular building.127 It has been suggested that most 

of the warriors placed in the mass grave were lower in the social hierarchy because of the large 

number of spears and the lack of swords, which at the time were the preferred weapon of the 

elite.128 What is particularly interesting is that the bodies in this second group did not receive the 

same two-phase treatment as those in the first group. This distinction – along with the evidence 

for decapitation – has led scholars to label the second group as enemy warriors that likely fell in 

battle. When the ritual tasks were finished following the dismemberment of the first group, the 

quadrangular structure was abandoned.129 
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Figure 3.2: Layout of Site and location of mass burial at Ribemont-sur-Ancre (Cadoux 1984, fig. 

3) 

 

Figure 3.5: Depiction of the mass burial at Ribemont-sur-Ancre (Cadoux 1984, fig. 3) 

 The sanctuary continued to be periodically frequented after its abandonment, as attested 

by evidence for occasional feasting and potential ancestor worship, and remained mostly 

undisturbed until the late 1st century BCE when the first Gallo-Roman temple was constructed on 

the site. Although the identity of who constructed the new Gallo-Roman temple over the 

previous sacred site is questionable, it has been suggested that the project was undertaken by the 
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local community because of the considerate breaking down and handling of the monument that 

was already there.130 

 Following the Romans’ broad descriptions of Gallic deathways, the specific and careful 

treatment given to the bodies of the thirty warrior elite males during the initial phase at 

Ribemont-sur-Ancre demonstrates the importance this social group held not only in life but after 

their death. The placement of their weapons with their bodies corresponds with Caesar’s 

comments about burying the dead’s valuables along with them. The archaeological evidence, 

however, departs from Caesar’s narrative in that there is no evidence of burning the bodies and 

valuables in a fire: perhaps we can take this difference as evidence for regional and/or 

chronological variations in the burial of warrior elites across Gaul. Particularly interesting is the 

transitional period at this site – that is when the decomposed remains of the elite individuals were 

dramatically relocated, and the site was purposely destroyed. The site is certainly, as Rose and 

Fernández-Götz put it, a place of memory – that is why the enclosure and remains were targeted 

– but it can be argued that this ritual had negative intentions because of the beating and scattering 

of the bones. This sort of behavior is usually observed in written and archaeological evidence for 

the treatment of the enemy’s or socially dead’s remains following either a battle or sacrifice: 

therefore, the actions in this circumstance suggest violence done to the remains of those elites 

previously buried in the sanctuary in order to prevent a good and proper burial.  
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Acy-Romance  

 Established around 180 BCE, Acy-Romance was an unenclosed village site – one of a 

variety of settlement types that coexisted in the territory of the Remi during the La Tѐne D 

period (150 – 50 BCE).131 For less than 200 years, the settlement served primarily as an 

important ritual center based on evidence for a communal sanctuary and ceremonial feasting – 

large quantities of animal bones recovered at the site attest to its importance as a center of 

sacrifices and public meals.132 There is evidence for domestic spaces and grain storage, but the 

domestic significance for this site appears to be minor.133 For the purposes of this analysis, Acy-

Romance is important due to its evidence for certain extraordinary burials discovered around the 

sanctuary complex. 

 At a time when cremations were the norm and burials were normally placed outside of 

the unenclosed settlement, a few burials at Acy-Romance – dating to the 2nd century BCE – stand 

out because of the unusual treatment and location of the bodies. Nineteen “seated” burials 

(Figure 3.6) were unearthed in front of the large sanctuary complex inside the settlement, 

representing the largest group of its kind known from the La Tѐne period.134 They were all young 

males between 18 and 30 years old, whose bodies had all received the same treatment before 

being buried. The exact cause of their deaths is unknown, but after they were killed, each naked 
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corpse was placed without any grave goods inside a wooden box, fixed in a seated position with 

their legs crossed and arms put in their lap, and lowered into an underground pit where they 

remained for a period of time while the body dried out. Presumably, the associated ritual 

ceremonies took place during the winter months, which was also a favorable season for drying 

out the bodies of sheep. Following the mummification process, the remains were removed from 

the pit and transferred to their final resting place where they were kept in the same position 

inside individual graves located near one another.135 On discovery, some of the bodies were 

found in a rolled position with their backs bent down and their heads between their feet (Figure 

3.7), while others were found still sitting up (Figure 3.8). As Lamb suggests, the ritualistic 

manipulation of these corpses postmortem, their location in relation to the sanctuary and to each 

other, and the quantity, along with signs of seasonal feasting, indicates that these men were a part 

of a seasonal ritual that took place during the winter months. Despite the minimal evidence, these 

male victims likely experienced brutal deaths, potentially as sacrificial offerings.136 Another set 

of remains unearthed at the same site as – but presumably not in direct connection with – the 

nineteen seated burials might provide insight into the preferred execution methods for sacrificial 

victims. The skeletal remains of a young male buried with his hands tied behind his back and an 

ax blow to the right side of the skull were discovered a few feet from the sanctuary complex 

associated with the nineteen seated burials.137 While there is no direct connection between the 
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seated burials and this victim, since the latter was killed after the pit for drying the corpses had 

been filled in and made unusable, its specific location in relation to the sanctuary and the former 

burials suggests some sort of association.138 

 

Figure 3.6: Distribution of Rolled-Burials in Acy-Romance (Lambot n.d., “Plan de situation des 

roulés en boule”). 

 

 

 

 

 
138 Archéologie.culture.fr. n.d., “Establishing the Village: Some highly unusual graves.” Accessed April 6th, 2023. 

https://archeologie.culture.gouv.fr/gaulois-ardennes/en/some-highly-unusual-graves.  



  53 

 

 

Figure 3.7: Depiction of Rolled-Burials discovered at Acy-Romance (Lambot n.d., “Inhumé 

roulé en boule”). 

 

Figure 3.8: Seated Burial (Lambot n.d., "Un des trois inhumés assis"). 

 Around Late La Tѐne D2 (90-50 BCE), Acy-Romance, along with other settlements such 

as the oppidum of Condé-sur-Suippe, were suddenly abandoned, and fortified settlements like 

Reims-Durocortorum – which would later become the provincial capital of Belgica under 

Augustus – began to emerge and grow in influence. The shift in occupational preference and 
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regional prestige corresponds – and in certain ways, was probably a response – to the presence of 

Caesar’s army in the region, as well as the benefits that the Remi continued to receive for allying 

with the Romans.139 

 Several questions emerge for Acy-Romance, including who in this society held the power 

over life and death and how were the victims chosen. There are also questions regarding the 

postmortem treatment of the bodies. Thinking about these issues through Foucault’s mechanisms 

of power – that is understanding “where and how, between whom, between what points, 

according to what processes, and with what effects, power is applied” – provides a useful 

theoretical framework for understanding the local purpose of this site.140 Caesar tells us that there 

were two elite classes in Gallic society: the warrior elites and the druids. The druids held 

religious authority and resolved communal issues, which allowed them to cast judgment and 

verdicts for crimes, “in particular, [when] murder has been committed.” Those found guilty by 

the druids were at risk of being sacrificed to the gods, “based on the belief that the spirits of the 

immortal gods cannot be placated unless one human life is given for another.” Especially 

important during times of war or disease, the druids were also responsible for conducting these 

human sacrifices. As Caesar and other sources such as Strabo highlight, druids employed several 

methods for killing their sacrificial victims and staging these ritual performances.141 The 
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archaeological remains discussed here hint to such variations – even at the local level – in not 

only the ways in which the victims were killed, but also the postmortem treatment of their 

bodies, including how and where they were eventually disposed of or buried. If we can trust the 

historical accounts, the victims at Acy-Romance might have been criminals, or at least some kind 

of social outcasts, who had been selected by the community’s druids. 

 While cremation appeared to be largely the norm for disposing the dead across Northern 

Gaul during the Late Iron Age, archaeological evidence of extraordinary burials and deaths prove 

that death diplomacy was already in use in intertribal affairs for political and social purposes at 

both the local (i.e., Acy-Romance) and the regional (i.e., Ribemont-sur-Ancre) levels. In the next 

chapter, I examine how the Romans and indigenous peoples of Temperate Europe used death 

diplomacy in colonial and cross-culture interactions during Caesar’s Gallic campaigns.   
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CHAPTER 4: The Good Gallic Death during Caesar’s Conquest of Gaul 

 While the previous chapter considers pre-Roman death diplomacy, this chapter examines 

how death was put to manipulative ends by the Romans and Gallic peoples during Caesar’s 

Gallic Campaigns (58 – 51 BCE). It was Caesar’s conquest that began the process of better 

integrating Temperate Europe into the Roman Empire (Figure 4.1). Arguably, the Romans’ main 

objective was not to massacre the Gallic and Germanic peoples but instead, to capture and 

accumulate labor for Roman economic interests. As Scott and Burbank & Cooper highlight, state 

powers used techniques of collecting and relocating conquered peoples as a form of population 

control. As the Romans’ aggressive military presence proves, however, Caesar anticipated 

resistance from the indigenous peoples of the region, and the ultimate result was immense death 

of both indigenous peoples and Romans. Caesar emphasizes in his commentaries that both the 

Romans and peoples of Temperate Europe used extraordinary deaths and extreme forms of 

treatment of the other side’s dead – death diplomacy – to manipulate and intimidate each other. 

Foucault’s “exemplary punishment” theory also helps us think about the different examples of 

public spectacles of death considered throughout this chapter. The severity of the techniques 

used by each side to execute or massacre their enemies, and dispose of or display their enemies’ 

corpses, were used as a form of cross-cultural communication.  
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Figure 4.1: Map of Roman Empire during Caesar’s Gallic Campaigns, 58 - 45 BCE 

(Boatwright, Gargola, Lenski and Talbert, 2011, Map 7.2). 

   

Confrontations with Death during the Gallic War 

 Whereas Caesar’s enthusiasm to include a record of Gallic deathways in his 

commentaries demonstrates an apparent interest in foreign attitudes toward death, death as a 

means of cross-cultural communication, or death diplomacy, also manifests throughout Caesar’s 

accounts about Roman and indigenous encounters, including examples of death threats, corpse 

mutilation, and power over life and death. First, the narrative reveals that as the war continued 

and both sides grew desperate in their cause, the severity of such interactions evolved into more 

extreme spectacles of killing. Second, such displays of death served as symbolic tactics to 

dispatch warnings to the other side, as well as to manipulate and intimidate their rivals.  

 

Fate, Death, and Manipulation 
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 One example of such cross-cultural encounters is the interaction between Caesar and the 

German king, Ariovistus, during the first year of his campaigns (58 BCE). The confrontation 

between Caesar and Ariovistus began when the Germans attempted to conquer the land of the 

Sequani.142 In fact, Caesar’s conflict with Ariovistus was not against the Gauls, but against the 

Germans in defense of Gallic allies.143 Caesar alleges that the German king was governing the 

Sequani harshly and ordering the Sequani elites to hand over their children as hostages, 

“inflicting, as a warning to others, all kinds of exemplary punishments.”144 Before the Romans 

faced the Germans in battle, Caesar describes how his soldiers were inquiring about the Germans 

with Gallic traders who – according to Caesar – claimed: “the Germans had enormously tall 

bodies and were unbelievably brave and well trained in warfare. They said that often when they 

had met Germans, they had not been able to tolerate their facial expressions or the sharpness of 

their gaze.” It is difficult to say whether the Gauls’ descriptions of the Germans were intentional 

attempts to frighten and manipulate the Romans. Regardless, these stories caused enough alarm 

among the Roman soldiers that certain military commanders, “who followed Caesar… to 

cultivate some personal connection with him and had little experience in warfare,” requested 

permission to leave by any means. Other Romans, however, did not attempt to flee, and for these 

men, Caesar writes that “they did not want people to suspect that they were afraid. But they 

could not control their facial expressions, nor sometimes hold back their tears. They hid in their 

tents and mourned their fate… pitying one another for the danger they shared.” Caesar’s specific 
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vocabulary in this passage is significant for several reasons: first, Caesar points out that the 

soldiers “complained about their fate” (suum fatum querebantur) and that they displayed certain 

non-verbal gestures of mourning through their “facial expressions” (vultum) and by “weeping” 

(lacrimas) – as if prematurely mourning their own deaths; and in addition, Caesar states that the 

soldiers even began “writing their wills” (testamenta obsignabantur). 

 Caesar recognized the seriousness of the wide-spread panic when soldiers alleged that if 

Caesar ordered them to get into battle formation, “the soldiers would not obey the orders and, 

because of their fear, would not advance.” To restore the faith and gain control over his troops, 

Caesar delivered a speech to his subordinate commanders, reminding them that the Germans’ 

strength had yet been evaluated, particularly since Ariovistus had avoided battle against the 

Gauls. In addition, Caesar questioned their confidence in his leadership and his ability to do his 

job as a Roman general. According to Caesar, when he concluded his speech, his words restored 

the Romans’ courage and dedication, and as a result, the Romans were eager to follow and trust 

him again.145 

 Once Ariovistus was finally willing to confront the Romans, Caesar requested a meeting 

with the German king to explain Ariovistus’ crimes against the Aedui and Sequani tribes, 

emphasizing the Romans’ dedication toward the wellbeing of their Gallic allies. Not surprisingly, 

Ariovistus rejected Caesar’s demands to abandon his attacks against the Aedui and Sequani 

people and return to his native lands. The German king, however, took it a step further by 

threating Caesar personally, declaring that: “unless Caesar left this part of the country and took 
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his army with him, Ariovistus would treat him not as a friend but as an enemy.” Additionally, 

Ariovistus pointed out that “if he killed Caesar, he would be doing a favor to many noblemen 

and leaders of the Roman people… he would be able to secure the support and friendship of all 

these people through Caesar’s death.”146 Ariovistus’ death threat toward Caesar suggests that the 

German king was in communication with Roman political leaders, specifically the political 

enemies of Caesar, and that the German king sought to capitalize on internal political quarrels to 

intimidate Caesar. In addition, since Caesar likely intended his commentaries to be read aloud to 

the Roman people, he probably hoped to indicate to his political enemies that he was aware of 

their dealings with foreign leaders.  On the other hand, Ariovistus apparently did not intend to 

kill the Roman general; instead, he used the threat to propose an alliance with Caesar that would 

be militarily and politically beneficial for both parties. According to Caesar, he did not 

acknowledge Ariovistus’ threat, nor his proposal for alliance – presumably to demonstrate his 

ability to deny foreign aid for political gain – but abruptly ended the meeting when German 

cavalry begin harassing the Roman troops. On the following day, Ariovistus requested another 

meeting with Caesar, but thinking his attendance would be too risky, Caesar sent a distinguished 

Gallic man, Gaius Valerius Procillus, to represent him. Upon Procillus’ arrival, Ariovistus 

imprisoned him and cut off the Romans’ food supply from the Aedui and Sequani.  

 After several days of Ariovistus’ refusal to do battle – due to bad omens – Caesar forced 

the Germans into battle, ending with a Roman victory, after which many German people were 

slaughtered as they fled from the battlefield. While Ariovistus managed to escape, his wife and 
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daughter were not so fortunate, dying at the hands of the Romans. As for Procillus, Caesar 

claims that “[Procillus] happened to fall into the hands of Caesar himself, who was pursuing the 

enemy.” Caesar describes Procillus’ experience as a captive, stating: “Procillus said that three 

times, in his very presence, the Gauls had drawn lots to decide whether he should be burned to 

death immediately or saved for later. He had been saved thanks to the favor of the lots.”147 

Several aspects stand out in this passage: first, for the Romans, there is a clear and continuous 

connection between fate (fatum) and death (mors) in the context of warfare, as depicted by 

Caesar’s comment, “to be saved thanks to the favor of lots” (salvus gratiam sortium); second, it 

highlights the alliances between the Germans and certain Gallic tribes against the Romans; third, 

it is interesting that Ariovistus held Procillus – a Gaul himself – imprisoned with other Gauls 

who staged a performance to terrorize their captive with the possibility of a bad death; finally, 

the methods of execution also stand out since those “burned to death” (exusti sunt) in Gallic 

culture were sacrifices to the gods – a public spectacle in itself and intratribal death diplomacy.  

 

Power over Life & Death 

 Throughout the Gallic campaigns, a number of incidents occurred during which Caesar 

held the authority as victor to issue his enemy’s method of punishment, after defeating certain 

Gallic tribes, specifically concerning whether they lived or died. For example, in 57 BCE, the 

Romans advanced into northern Gaul to deal with uprisings by Gallic tribes against the Roman 

military presence in the region. Caesar found out that the Belgae had provoked this opposition 
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and were prepared to wage war against the Romans. After the Romans recovered the Remi town, 

Bibrax, from the Belgae, as well as subdued the Suessiones capital, Noviodunum, Caesar 

advanced against the Bellovaci’s central town, Bratuspantium. The Bellovaci, however, did not 

offer a fight; instead, Caesar describes the following: “all the older men came out of the town, 

stretched out their hands to Caesar, and began to signify with words as well that they were 

handing themselves over to his trust and power… Likewise, when he had reached the town and 

placed his camp there, the women and boys were on the wall, stretching their hands out to him, 

according to their custom, and begging the Romans for peace.”148 Caesar decided to spare the 

Bellovaci – largely due to the fact that Diviciacus, an Aedui and Roman ally amongst the Gauls, 

explained to Caesar that the Aedui and Bellovaci “enjoyed a relationship of protection and 

friendship.” He further begged Caesar specifically to offer “his usual mercy and kindness toward 

them.” A similar request was also made following the defeat of the Nervii, who Caesar forgave 

“to make known that he was merciful in dealing with miserable people and supplicants.”149  

 Burbank and Cooper’s notion of “imperial intermediaries” explains Caesar’s actions in 

this type of circumstance: empires cannot completely massacre all of the peoples that they 

conquer – otherwise imperial endeavors would be pointless in the first place – but in order to 

survive as empires, had to work with local leaders to guarantee their subjects’ corporation in 

imperial interests.150 Scott demonstrates that population control was at the heart of any state’s 
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concern, in that “the state remained as focused on the number and productivity of its 

‘domesticated’ subjects as a shepherd might husband his flock.”151  
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 Yet Caesar did not always show pity to defeated Gauls: three years into the war, Publius 

Crassus, Roman commander of the 7th Legion, positioned his troops near the coast of the Atlantic 

Ocean in northwestern Gaul for the winter. Due to food shortages, the commander dispatched 

envoys to surrounding Gallic tribes to request assistance in resupplying grain and other resources 

for his troops. One such agent, Titus Sillius, went to the Veneti, a maritime people that managed 

the harbors along that region’s coast and enforced tolls from anyone sailing through these 

waterways. The Veneti, however, did not welcome Sillius and his fellow Roman associates; 

instead, they imprisoned the Roman envoys with the intention of recovering their own hostages 

from the Romans. Caesar states that this incident gave rise to a revolt by both the Veneti and 

other surrounding tribes, “as is typical of the Gauls, who change their decisions suddenly and 

abruptly.” The tribes began to send out ambassadors to one another to conspire against the 

Romans and collectively vowed “that they all would share whatever outcome fortune had in store 

for them.”152 Meanwhile, once Caesar heard about what was transpiring, he immediately 

confronted the situation. Caesar alleges that once the Gauls learned of his approach, “they 

realized how great a transgression they had committed: they had detained and put in chains 

envoys whose function had always and among all nations been considered sacred and 

inviolable.” Following a decisive sea battle against the Veneti and the surrender of the defeated 

Gauls, Caesar emphasized that their punishment should be “especially severe, so that in the 

future the barbarians would observe the laws protecting envoys more carefully.” Caesar, 

therefore, makes an example out of the rebels by executing their leaders and placing the 
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remainder of the population into slavery.153 This passage projects the importance of envoys – as 

“sacred” (sacrum) figures – in cross-cultural affairs and highlights a specific crime that the 

Romans thought deserving a “especially severe” (maxime gravibus) punishment.  

 Another example of how death diplomacy operated in Roman-indigenous conflicts and 

intertribal affairs is represented in the turmoil surrounding the execution of the Senones king, 

Acco, in 53 BCE and how his death inspired another Gallic revolt in 52 BCE. In 53 BCE, Caesar 

summoned Gallic leaders to a meeting, but when recognizing that the Senones, Carnutes, and 

Treveri failed to appear, he quickly grew suspicious of an insurrection. Caesar discovered that 

the Senones king, Acco, was instigating a conspiracy against the Romans, but the Romans’ rapid 

approach into their territory caused the Senones to immediately renounce their rebellion. Caesar 

pardoned the Senones and Carnutes on behalf of the Aedui and Remi – as the Senones were 

dependent clients of the Aedui and the Carnutes of the Remi – but he postponed the prosecution 

of the conspiracy’s leader, Acco, until after the war against the Treveri and the Eburones king, 

Ambiorix. Caesar, however, understood that Acco could not go unpunished, and following the 

campaigning season, he investigated Acco’s role in the conspiracy as the instigator, issuing “an 

unusually harsh sentence on him and had him executed according to an ancestral tradition of 

Rome.”154 Suetonius (c. 69 – 122 CE) gives us a description of the Roman’s ancient execution 

tradition in his accounts of Claudius and Nero, stating that “the executioner stripped their victim 

naked, thrust his head into a wooden fork, and then flogged him to death with sticks.”155 As a 
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result, the other offenders took flight to avoid a similar fate as Acco, and Caesar labeled these 

men as exiled. The severity of Acco’s punishment served multiple purposes. First, as a form of 

death diplomacy, Caesar’s “severe” or “painful punishment” (graviore sententia) conveyed a 

warning to other Gallic rebels, and they did not have to speak Latin to understand its message. 

Second, as a matter of intracultural rituals, the style of execution – particularly the mutilation of 

the enemy’s corpse – also appealed to the Romans’ “ancestral custom of death while kneeling” 

(more maiorum supplicium). Finally, by “making it known publicly” (pronuntiata), Caesar 

transfers the power over life and death to himself – a power originally held by the druids in 

Gallic society and an indigenous custom that Caesar was already aware of by this point in his 

commentary. As for the Eburones king, Ambiorix, when Caesar’s troops surrounded his camp, 

he managed to evade capture, which Caesar attributes to chance, stating: “Fortune plays a great 

role in everything but has an even greater influence in warfare… it was a great instance of good 

fortune for Ambiorix that… he himself should be able to escape death.”156 

 

Libertatem vel mortem 

 At the start of 52 BCE, Caesar was resolving his provincial responsibilities in Cisalpine 

Gaul when reports reached him about the murder of Publius Clodius157 in Rome. As word began 

to spread across the Gallic tribes that Caesar was withheld in Italy due to civil turmoil and unable 

to return to Gaul, the Gauls who opposed Roman military presence in the region took advantage 
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of such “invented stories” to provoke resistance against the Romans. They held secret meetings 

in secluded locations in the woods to coordinate their conspiracy. Caesar alleges that: 

they complained about the death of Acco, emphasizing that they too might suffer 

his fate…they were urgently searching for men who were willing, at the risk of 

their own lives, to unleash a war and take up the cause of restoring the liberty of 

Gaul… As a final consideration, it was better to be killed in the battle line than to 

fail to recover the old martial glory and the liberty they had inherited from their 

ancestors.158 

After coming to an agreement to wage war against the Romans, as well as declaring their loyalty 

under oath, the Carnutes, under the command of Cotuatus and Conconnetodumnus took the lead 

in conducting the Gallic rebels’ common opposition. When the decided day came, the Gallic 

warriors launched their attack on Roman traders in Cenabum, a trading town along the Liger 

River, and massacred them, including an equestrian military officer.159 Based on Caesar’s 

narrative, three important features are distinguishable about intracultural and intertribal relations 

amongst the Gauls. First, “expressing grief about the death of Acco” (queruntur de Acconis 

morete) demonstrates – at least in Caesar’s imagination – that the execution of the Gallic leader, 

Acco, had clearly provoked greater outrage toward the Romans. Second, the indigenous peoples 

were prepared to “risk their own lives” (sui capitis periculo), not only to shield their peoples 

from Roman domination, but also to preserve the way of life that they enjoyed “from their 

ancestors” (a maioribus) – therefore, for the Gauls, a good death was a sacrifice to maintain 

tradition. Third, there was an emphasis on warrior ethics in Caesar’s portrayal of the Gauls, in 

phrases such as “better to be killed in the line of battle” (in acie praestare interfici). The spilling 
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of Roman blood in Cenabum should be understood as an act of death diplomacy with the intent 

to challenge Roman domination physically and symbolically in the name of their community and 

way of life.  

 The death of Romans encouraged other Gallic tribes, like the Arverni, to take up arms 

against the Romans as well. Influenced by the Carnutes, the prominent Arvernian, Vercingetorix, 

began to encourage other neighboring tribes to join the cause of their common liberty. Caesar 

claims that Vercingetorix turned to extreme ends to induce internal obedience with anyone who 

was hesitant to participate in his resistance, writing: “When a significant crime was committed, 

[Vercingetorix] burned or elaborately tortured the offender to death. On a less important charge, 

he cut off ears or gouged out one eye and sent the man home, as a terrifying example to the 

rest.”160 Cassius Dio alleges that Vercingetorix began killing any Roman discovered in 

Arvernian territory.161 Simultaneously, Lucterius, a Cadurcan, was also assembling other Gallic 

tribes to Vercingetorix’s cause, and began marching a force toward the Roman colony Narbo. 

The intensity of the situation caused Caesar to understand that “he could not properly entrust his 

safety even to those peoples who appeared to remain at peace,” specifically acknowledging his 

closest Gallic ally, the Aedui. Caesar, however, managed to suppress Vercingetorix’s attempts on 

three towns,162 which forced the Gauls to adjust their strategy against the Romans. Caesar states 

that the Gauls recognized that “there was no difference between actually killing the Romans and 

stripping them of their animals,” and started to burn down all the towns which the Romans could 
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use to resupply. Although this approach would be demanding, Caesar points out that the Gauls 

knew that “it would be more painful for their wives and children to be dragged off into slavery 

while they themselves were put to death: for this would be a certain fate of the conquered.”163 

 Vercingetorix’s new plan was working so well that it caused food shortages among the 

Roman army, and Caesar expected that his troops would not want to continue the siege of 

Avaricum. To Caesar’s surprise, however, the Romans insisted on moving forward with the 

attack because they thought it “better to endure every kind of hardship than to forgo taking 

bloody revenge for the Roman citizens who had perished at Cenabum through the treachery of 

the Gauls.”164 Caesar, therefore, proceeded with the siege, during which he witnessed something 

“worthy of remembrance” or “deserving recognition” (dignum memoria), stating that:  

 There was a Gaul standing in front of a town gate; clods of tallow and 

pitch were passed from hand to hand to him, which he kept throwing into the fire 

in the vicinity of a siege tower. A scorpion of ours drove a projectile straight 

through his right side, and he fell down dead. One of the Gauls near him stepped 

over his body where it lay and began to perform the same task. The catapult shot 

and killed him in exactly the same way… That spot was not abandoned by 

defenders until the fire on the siege ramp was put out, the enemy forces were 

swept away everywhere, and the fighting had ended.165 

Caesar, as well as other Romans, would have looked in awe at such discipline and inclination to 

sacrifice their lives for their cause because the Romans valued ideas of virtue and self-sacrifice 

in service to the state. Certain features of the indigenous peoples’ values and attitudes 

surrounding death also stands out in this passage. First, stepping over the previous man’s body to 

maintain order and continue performing the collective task “at the risk of their own lives” (sui 
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capitis periculo) demonstrates their dedication to defending and dying for their society, as well 

as exemplifies their discipline when confronted with certain death. Second, based on Caesar’s 

description of the Gauls’ beliefs in the afterlife, the Gauls believed that the soul did not perish at 

death but instead, reincarnated into a new body – therefore their views about the death and the 

afterlife contributed to their collective behavior. Finally, this is another example of a good Gallic 

death – that is, sacrificing one’s life for the preservation of society and tradition.  

 Despite their effort, the Gauls could not compete against the Romans’ siege efforts, and 

the Roman troops managed to storm over the walls. Estimating that the death toll of the 

indigenous population was nearly thirty-nine-thousand, Caesar wrote that the Romans “were in a 

frenzy, motivated by the slaughter at Cenabum, and the hardships of the siege, and did not spare 

even the aged, women, or babies.”166 The Romans were outraged by the deaths of the Roman 

traders and avenged them by massacring the entire town. The act was also a symbolic warning 

for the grave consequences of Roman death at the hands of the Gauls, as well as a spectacle 

implemented to show Roman political and military power over the Gallic people. Aulus Hirtius 

writes that Cotuatus was finally punished in 51 BCE for his involvement in the massacre against 

the Roman traders of Cenabum, and Caesar chose to inflict an extraordinary execution and 

display of his corpse as a warning to other indigenous tribes. Hirtius writes that: “Executing 

[Cotuatus] was not what Caesar was naturally inclined to do, but his hand was forced: the 

[Roman] soldiers crowed together in enormous numbers and blamed Cotuatus for all the dangers 

and losses of the war. Their anger was such that he was beaten to death and his corpse beheaded 
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with an axe.”167 Vercingetorix ended up surrendering himself to the Romans, but Caesar still 

imprisoned him, saved him for display in Caesar’s later triumph in Rome, and afterwards 

executed him.168 

 

Archaeological Evidence of Death Diplomacy 

 Until recently, historians have relied primarily on Caesar’s narrative, along with other 

ancient writers, to reconstruct the evidence surrounding the Gallic Wars and the incorporation of 

this region into the empire. These accounts record numerous acts of mass violence against the 

indigenous populations during these conquests. Archaeological evidence for distinct episodes of 

historically documented mass violence and death on a large scale – like those described in 

Caesar’s account of the massacre of the Germanic Tencteri and Usipetes peoples in 55 BCE – is 

rare (Figure 4.2). Scholars do, however, frequently consider secondary effects such as 

depopulation.169 This section considers the archaeological evidence for an instance of mass 

violence and death, presumably at the time of Caesar’s conquest of Gaul. 
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Figure 4.2: Caesar's campaigns against the Germanic Tencteri and Usipetes (Roymans 2017, 

fig. 15.1). 

 A large amount of archaeological remains dating between the Bronze Age and the late 

Medieval period were recovered from the Meuse riverbed at Kessel/Lith, including human 

skeletal remains and other artifacts such as weapons and metal tools. The fragments dating to the 

Late Iron Age start in the 3rd century BCE and include material that is consistent with a 

settlement context. What especially stands out from this Late Iron Age collection, however, is 

the massive presence of human skeletal remains – many bones bearing distinct weapon injuries – 

belonging to at least 70 individuals, of which 42 injured bones were selected for C14-dating 

(Figure 4.3 and 4.5). As the chart highlights (Figure 4.4), the chronology of the selected samples 

extends from the Early Bronze Age to the early-modern period but includes a particular 

concentration dating to the Late Iron Age (ca. 200 – 50 BCE). In addition to the striking quantity, 

the diversity in age and sex of the Late Iron Age group is worth noting: the majority are adult 
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males, but women, children and elderly are also represented.170 Interestingly, an isotope analysis 

of dental remains suggests that these individuals were not local to the area, but newcomers from 

another environmental type. As for the material remains recovered from the riverbed, some 

artifacts such as swords and iron helmets are characteristic of the Late La Tѐne period, while 

other nonlocal objects are present as well, including: eighteen bronze belts of Germanic origin, 

as well as Roman military equipment dating to both the imperial period and the Late Republic. It 

has also been suggested that the archaeological evidence for a Germanic camp site between the 

Waal and Meuse rivers is perhaps related to the unearthed remains of the Late Iron Age – likely 

built over a contemporary native settlement by the Germanic peoples – presumably a subgroup 

of the Eburoneans – during this period of migration described by Caesar around 55 BCE.171  

 

Figure 4.3: Human skeletal remains from the Meuse river (Roymans 2017, fig. 15.4). 
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Figure 4.4: Chronological ordering of 42 C14 Dated Human Bones Uncovered in the Meuse 

River (Roymans 2017, fig. 15.5). 

 

 

Figure 4.5: Weapon injuries on human skeletal remains from Meuse River (Roymans 2017, fig. 

15.7) 
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 The archaeological evidence from the massive burial in the Meuse river lines up with 

Caesar’s narrative of the disaster. Although a mass killing, this episode did not wipe out the 

entire tribe because the two tribes are later mentioned by Cassius Dio as causing problems for the 

Romans during the reign of Augustus.172 It is likely that this was a migrating band from the 

Germanic tribes of the Usipetes and Tencteri who broke away from the main group roughly fifty-

years prior to the tribes’ reappearance in Dio’s narrative. Roman notions of humanitas might be 

useful in understanding these archaeological finds. Greg Woolf (1998) argues that studying 

cultural change in the Roman provinces of Temperate Europe warrants a more complex 

understanding of how cultures work compared to the use of umbrella terms like Romanization 

that coats Roman conquest and cultural change as a civilizing process.173 Woolf considers how 

Roman state officials perceived imperium Romanum and the cultural processes that shadowed 

expansion. These notions of imperial vocation and the spread of humanitas not only shaped 

Roman thought but subsequently influenced the Gauls who began to adopt these principles. For 

the Romans, humanitas was someone who was cultivated and enlightened and therefore qualified 

to command and govern, and as Roman sources also imply, without it, civilized social 

interactions were unachievable.174 During conquest of Gaul and Germania, Roman state officials 

used these concepts to legitimize imperial order over indigenous peoples, either by establishing a 

Roman structure of control, or by affiliating Roman accomplishments – like the foundation of a 
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Roman colonia – to conquered territory: “Geography thus served to map Roman achievements 

onto the shape of the world and Roman history onto world history.”175 
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CHAPTER 5: For Country, Parents, and Ancient Ways 

 This chapter uses both historical and archaeological sources to reflect on colonial and 

cross-cultural interactions during the Germanic revolt against the Romans in Germania in the 

early 1st century CE (Figure 6.1). The previous chapters have focused on death diplomacy both 

in pre-Roman intertribal affairs across Belgica and colonial encounters during Caesar’s 

campaigns in Gaul. The purpose of this chapter, however, is to broaden our understanding of 

techniques of cross-cultural communication, manipulation, and intimidation used by the Romans 

during the periods of imperial expansion into Temperate Europe. In addition, Roman sources and 

archaeological evidence of extraordinary burials and deaths prove the use of death diplomacy by 

the indigenous peoples of Germania.  

 

Figure 5.1: Roman Empire ca. 69 CE (Boatwright, Gargola, Lenski and Talbert, 2011, Map 9.1). 

 

Death and the Dead in the German Rebellion 

‘A fine father! A great commander! A powerful army! So many hands carrying 

off one young woman! Three legions and three legates succumbed to me. I wage 



  78 

 

war not by betrayal or against pregnant women, but in the open against armed 

men. You can still see in Germany’s grove the Roman standards that I hung up to 

our ancestral gods… Germans will never live down the sight of rods and axes and 

togas between Elbe and Rhine. To other peoples, ignorant of the Roman Empire, 

executions are unfamiliar, taxes unknown… If you prefer country, parents, and 

ancient ways to masters and new settlements, follow Arminius to glory and 

freedom, not Segestes to shameful enslavement.176 

These were the words that Arminius, according to Tacitus, the leader of the Germanic rebellion, 

announced to his fellow tribesmen in response to the Romans capturing of his pregnant wife, 

specifically criticizing the Roman commander, Germanicus, by perhaps sarcastically referring to 

him as a “fine father” (egregium patrem) and “great commander” (magnum imperatorem). Then 

he mockingly roasted the Roman legions by calling them “a strong army” (fortem exercitum) for 

targeting women. He also reminded his audience that Arminius himself led the charge in 9 CE 

that took out three Roman legions and caused the death of three important commanders. He 

subsequently pointed out that the Roman Empire handled affairs in accordance with different 

standards and customs than the Germans were familiar with – as the Germans’ political and 

social practices were dealt with by tribal chiefs based on local values. There were, however, a 

small minority of individuals among the Germans who were completely fine with submitting to 

the Romans – Arminius emphasized Segestes by name – likely for the sake of benefiting from 

doing so. Ironically, Segestes was the father of Arminius’ wife who was being held hostage. 

Tacitus ends Arminius’ speech by presenting his followers with two options: those content with 

“new masters and colonies” (dominos et colonias novas) and “enslavement” (servitutis) could 

surrender to the Romans, or those who valued their “country, parents, and ancient ways” 

(patriam parentes antiqua) could follow Arminius and resist. 
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 To understand the Germanic resistance and the campaigns led by Germanicus, it is 

important to bring the historical narrative five years back to the governorship of Varus in 9 CE. 

Quintilius Varus was appointed governor of Germania by Augustus – who only decades before 

rearranged the ways in which the provincia were governed, taking direct responsibility for those 

territories that he deemed “insecure and exposed to danger and either had enemies near their 

frontiers or were capable of starting a serious rebellion on their own initiative.”177 These imperial 

provinces, indeed, included those in Iberia, Gaul and Germania, where the most consistent 

indigenous rebellions against the empire had taken place. At times, the rebels involved in these 

conflicts complained about mistreatment by the governors of the imperial provinces, as was the 

case in 22 BCE, when the Cantabri and Astures revolted over their dissatisfaction with their 

governor, Gaius Furnius – although Dio determines that the issue stemmed from Furnius’ 

“unfamiliarity with local conditions.”178 According to Dio, Varus’ ignorance of indigenous 

customs likely played a role in Germania as well, stating that the governor had begun to 

command the Germanic peoples “as if they were actual slaves of the Romans,” as well as 

demanding tribute from them “as if they were subject nations.”179 As a consequence, a group of 

Germanic tribes who opposed such treatment by the Romans formed an alliance under the 

leadership of Arminius and planned an attack.180 Paterculus also blamed it on Varus’ ignorance, 

but his ignorance for trusting the Germans, stating that  

 

 

 

 

 
177 Dio, C. 1987. The Roman History: The Reign of Augustus. Translated by I. Scott-Kilvert. London: Penguin 

Classics, p 139. 
178 Ibid., p 159.  
179 Ibid., pp 235 – 236. 
180 Ibid., p 238.  



  80 

 

[Varus] entertained the notion that the Germans were a people who were men 

only in limbs and voice, and that they, who could not be subdued by the sword, 

could be soothed by the law… he entered the heart of Germany as though he were 

going among a people enjoying the blessings of peace, and sitting on his tribunal 

he wasted the time of a summer campaign in holding court and observing the 

proper details of legal procedure.181 

The German rebel leader, Arminius, who was a Roman equestrian at the time, conspired against 

Varus and his forces.182 The Germans developed a friendship with Varus, earning his trust, and 

this caused the governor to let down his guard.183 Paterculus alleged that Varus “came to look at 

himself as a city praetor administering justice in the forum, and not a general in command of an 

army in the heart of Germany.”184 After learning about the planned revolt, Arminius’ father-in-

law, Segestes, attempted to warn Varus and urged him to arrest Arminius, stating that “the 

populace won’t dare anything if their leaders are removed, and you will have time to distinguish 

between crimes and innocent men.”185 Varus rejected Segestes claims about Arminius. 

Therefore, unaware of what fate had in store for him, Varus set out with his legions, bringing 

with them many wagons filled with luxuries and other goods, as well as pack animals.186 

 While Varus was traveling with his legions through a narrow path in the Teutoberg 

Forest, the Germans surrounded and ambushed the Romans, catching them entirely off guard. 

Amid the confusion and slaughter, Varus committed suicide to avoid being captured alive or 
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killed at the hands of the enemies. Some of the soldiers followed the example of Varus, while 

others who attempted to flee were chased down and slain from behind.187 As Paterculus put it, 

the Roman army “was exterminated almost to a man by the very enemy whom it had always 

slaughtered like cattle, whose life or death had depended solely upon the wrath or the pity of the 

Romans.”188 When the battle came to an end, the body of Varus was burned, mangled and 

decapitated by the German warriors, who had the head sent to Augustus – the head was properly 

buried in his family’s tomb.189 Paterculus writes about “a heroic act” by a captured Roman 

soldier, Caldus Caelius, who hit his own head with so much strength that it caused his instant 

death, “both his brains and his blood gushing from the wound.”190 The remains of these Roman 

soldiers would lay unburied and decomposing in the Teutoberg Forest until Germanicus’ legions 

returned in 14 CE to properly bury the scattered bones. 

 Once the news of the disaster reached Augustus, the emperor was struck with grief over 

the death of Roman soldiers and feared that this event might cause further uprisings across 

Germania and Gaul.191 Suetonius stated that Augustus “took the disaster so deeply to heart that 

he left his hair and beard untrimmed for months” and he would frequently “beat his head on the 

door, shouting ‘Quinctilius Varus, give me back my legions!”192 At the same time, there were 

many Gauls and Germans serving as his bodyguards in the Praetorian Guard so the emperor 
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dispersed these across various islands in the Mediterranean and ordered them to leave the capital 

unarmed. Augustus concluded that “some superhuman agency was at work” in the disaster, as 

other unusual phenomenon had also occurred that year: for example, Dio states that “the statue of 

Victory which stood in the province of Germany facing the enemy’s territory had been turned 

around so as to face Italy.”193 

 Following Augustus’ death in 14 CE, the Roman legions stationed in Germany began a 

violent uprising, shouting that “the time has come for veterans to demand timely discharge, for 

military-age men to demand more generous pay, and for everyone to demand an end to misery 

and punish centurion brutality.”194 They began attacking and killing the centurions and after 

facing them down and beating them, threw their lifeless bodies outside of their camps or into the 

Rhine. At the time, Germanicus was carrying out the census in the provinces of Gaul and on 

hearing about the conflict, rushed to Germania to find out more about the situation. After 

Germanicus addressed their complaints, the unsatisfied men used their weapons to prevent 

Germanicus from leaving, whereupon Germanicus pulled out his sword and aimed it at his own 

chest, stating “I will die rather than shed my loyalty!”195 The men tore away the general’s sword 

and forbid his suicide attempt. Germanicus remarked:  

O my short-sighted friends, why do you take away the sword with which I 

intended to pierce my heart?... I would have fallen not yet complicit in my army’s 

numerous crimes! And you would have chosen another general who would leave 

my death, perhaps, unpunished, but would avenge those of Varus and his three 

legions. May the gods not allow the Belgae to have the honor and renown – 
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although the offer stands – of rescuing the Roman name and subduing Germany’s 

people! 

Agreeing with Germanicus, the soldiers responded, “lead us against the enemy!” and thus began 

Germanicus’ revenge campaign against the German peoples.196 

 During the night of a ritual feasting by the Germans, Germanicus ordered his soldiers to 

surround and destroy any indigenous settlements within roughly a fifty-mile radius. This raid 

caught the Germans entirely off guard, as the Romans slaughtered some in their drunkenness, 

and others in their sleep. Tacitus stated that “neither sex nor age won compassion. Things 

profane, things sacred… were levelled to the ground.” When arriving at the village of the Chatti, 

the “people of non-combatant age and sex were immediately captured and slain,” even as some 

attempted to beg for peace terms.197 Amongst all the chaos and destruction, Germanicus’ forces 

managed not only to recover certain valuables taken by the rebels from the Varian disaster – like 

the Nineteenth legion’s eagle – but also to capture Arminius’ wife and his father-in-law Segestes. 

Segestes, reportedly, reminded Germanicus of his loyalty to the Romans, stating that:  

For me, today is not the first day of loyalty and constancy towards the Roman 

people. Ever since I was given citizenship by Augustus, I have chosen friends and 

enemies by your advantage. Not from hatred of my country… but because in my 

view Roman and German interests are the same: peace, not war… Not for any 

reward, but to clear myself of perfidy, and likewise as a suitable mediator for the 

German people, in case regret rather than ruin is their choice.198 

Germanicus spared Segestes from death or enslavement for his loyalty, allowing him to return to 

his home. As a result of this massacre, the emperor Tiberius granted Germanicus the title of 

“Victorious General.” 
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 When Germanicus arrived at the Teutoberg Forest, he found the remains of Varus’ 

legions still lying unburied on the ground. Tacitus stated that “At the battlefield’s centre, bones 

lay whitening, scattered fragments of weapons and the limbs of horses and, affixed to tree trunks, 

skulls.” The Roman general ordered for the soldiers to collect and bury the bones, and 

afterwards, they built a mound to pay “tribute to the dead.”199 Suetonius writes that Germanicus, 

“on deciding to bury under one mound all the scattered bones of Varus’ fallen legionaries, led 

the search party himself and took an active part in the collection.”200 Emperor Tiberius, on 

finding out about Germanicus’ deeds, disapproved, alleging that “a commander responsible for 

augury and our most ancient rites should not have handled dead remains.”201 Shortly after, 

however, the Germans ended up demolishing the mound, so Germanicus instead placed an alter 

on the location.202 
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Battlefield at Kalkriese 

 

Figure 5.2: Location of Kalkriese (Meyer 2017, fig. 18.5). 

 Several decades of archaeological excavations in the narrow passage between the 

Kalkriese hill and the Great Bog (Figure 5.1) have revealed some striking finds that are 

characteristic of the aftermath of a profound violent engagement. These findings include Roman 

military equipment, wagon fragments, luxury goods like silver vessels, and human skeletal 

remains. The nature of the materials and their distribution (Figure 5.2) across the site suggest that 

this space was not only the location of an intense Roman battle but also that the conflict 

transpired along a Roman convoy that were conceivably moving through this narrow path – 

likely an ambush against the Romans during troop movement.203 The remains of a turf wall – 

four meters tall and extending nearly a quarter mile – were also discovered along the 
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passageway, presumably built by the Germanic fighters in preparation of the planned ambush 

against the moving Roman legionaries. The archaeological evidence, coin findings, and 

descriptions by ancient sources indicate a connection between the site and the Varian disaster.204 

What is of particular interest for this analysis, however, are the human remains (Figure 5.3), 

including their arrangement and the apparent treatment of the dead after battle.  

 

Figure 5.3: Material distribution at the Kalkriese (Meyer 2017, fig. 18.2). 
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Figure 5.4: Layout of bone pits 1, 2 and 3 (Wilbers-Rost, Großkopf and Rost 2012, fig. 7). 

 In addition to scattered human and animal bones at the surface-level, more were also 

recovered within eight burial pits discovered at the site. The scarcity of complete skeletal 

remains and the random mixing of human bones with those of animals indicates that the dead 

were left unburied for a period of time, allowing them to decompose before their skeletal remains 

were later placed into burial pits. Grave goods were not found in the burial pits, as expected 

when burying war dead en masse. Further analysis demonstrates that all of these individuals 

were exclusively robust males who were between twenty-five and forty-five years old at death. 

Three skulls had distinct injuries attributed to traumatic blows to the head. It should also be 

noted that following a major violent clash, the fallen and wounded soldiers, along with any 

military equipment, were typically subject to plundering by the victor – in this case, the 

Germanic warriors – as well as to any salvaging by animals, which might also contribute to the 

dispersed distribution of the bones. As others have pointed out, these findings line up with 
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Tacitus’ account that Germanicus returned to the location in 15 CE to bury the fallen Romans of 

Varus’ army.205  

 The historical accounts describing the disaster of Varus match the archaeological remains 

unearthed at Kalkriese. Dio stated that during the ambush by the Germanic rebels, the Romans 

were traveling with “many wagons and pack animals” along with “women and children and a 

large retinue of servants.”206 Tacitus’ reported that when Germanicus arrived at the scene several 

years later, “bones lay whitening, scattered or heaped where men had fled or resisted. Alongside 

were fragments of weapons and the limbs of horses and, affixed to tree trunks, skulls.”207 The 

reason why there are not mounds at the site today is because those made by Germanicus’ army 

after burying the remains were destroyed by the Germans – this led to Germanicus establishing 

an altar there instead (Tacitus 2012, 49).208 It can be concluded based on the archaeological and 

historical evidence that this episode was certainly an act of death diplomacy and resistance 

against Roman presence by the Germanic peoples in this region.  
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CHAPTER 6: Conclusion 

 Julius Caesar’s Gallic War commentary sheds light on the significance of death 

diplomacy during cross-cultural confrontations between the Romans and indigenous peoples of 

Temperate Europe. In addition, it illustrates how both the Romans and those that opposed Roman 

imperial endeavors implemented death as a means of cross-cultural communication. The Romans 

used displays of death and corpse mutilation to horrify and manipulate their Gallic and Germanic 

enemies for Roman imperial interests, as well as to demonstrate their political and military 

power while forging their imperial order across the region. The Gauls and Germans exploited 

Roman deaths to oppose foreign rule, maintain the liberties and traditions passed down by their 

ancestors, and at times, encourage other tribes to join the anti-Roman cause. While the Romans 

used spectacles of extraordinary death – such as disrespecting the corpses of Gallic rebels – to 

horrify their enemies, Julius Caesar’s curiosity for and description of Gallic deathways illustrate 

how death could also inspire alliances between two groups otherwise disconnected from each 

other by language or cultural norms. Regardless, Caesar’s conquest of Gaul pushed Roman 

dominance further north into Temperate Europe, forcing a dramatic reorganization of the 

political, social, and cultural landscape across the region. Along the way, however, death 

remained a fundamental feature of Roman expansion in Gaul, as Nathan Rosenstein points out: 

“to win the republic its empire… tens of thousands of young Roman and Italian men paid the 

ultimate price.”209  
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 In the archaeological context, it can be argued that death diplomacy is visible in its 

various forms – not only in the two distinct episodes of mass violence during Roman contact, but 

also in the pre-Roman context as well. What the current evidence demonstrates, however, is that 

pre-Roman death diplomacy did not target women, the elderly, or children, but instead, appears 

to only involve males of military age. While in the findings from the Meuse river, as well as the 

descriptions from Caesar’s commentaries, the Romans pursed both men and women, and both 

the young and old during their attacks. It is difficult to make that same conclusion for the case at 

Kalkriese because this situation primarily involved men of military age and the movement of 

Roman legions. On the other hand, from the perspective of the Germanic people, this was death 

diplomacy that aimed to send a message of resistance to Roman military presence. At Acy-

Romance, we see death diplomacy take a ritualistic form and practiced at a smaller, local level, 

assumably with the intent to rid the society of criminals as well as provide an offering to some 

sort of deity. Due to limited time, this analysis only focused on two pre-Roman sites in Belgica 

that included extraordinary burials, but similar theorical methods can still be applied to build a 

broader regional picture of pre-Roman intertribal and intratribal violence across Temperate 

Europe.  

 I also demonstrated the usefulness of Eric Seeman’s notion of death diplomacy as 

historical and archaeological tool to reconstruct cross-cultural encounters in the context of 

imperial expansion. Death is only one example of a cultural category that can be applied in 

studying interactions between multiple cultures but is especially prominent in understanding 

colonial endeavors because of the all too frequent violent episodes of imperial conquest. Seeman 

shows the use of death diplomacy in the aftermath of the colonial conflicts between the Native 

Americans and Europeans during the Seven Years’ War – for example, highlighting the 
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importance given to properly burying their dead following battle by Native Americans, the 

English, and the French.210 Throughout this conflict, all sides made immense efforts to carry off 

their war dead in order to properly bury them and prevent the enemy’s ability to mutilate the 

corpses.211  

 In the case of Roman expansion into Temperate Europe, I have drawn similar conclusions 

as Seeman on the various meanings of extraordinary treatment of the enemy’s dead during 

periods of colonial and cross-cultural conflicts. First, Seeman states that the mistreatment of the 

enemy’s corpses in the Seven Years’ War created exceptional “hatred across cultural 

boundaries.”212 Similar cross-cultural hatred is also observed between the Romans and Gauls – 

and later with the Germans – during the Roman conquests: the death of the Senones king, Acco, 

for example, influenced another Gallic uprising against the Romans in 52 BCE. Second, Seeman 

points out that warfare, however, gave opportunities of “curiosity, learning, and understanding” 

of the other side’s culture and beliefs – particularly regarding their deathways.213 This point is 

especially seen numerous moments throughout Caesar’s commentaries where he provides 

ethnographic accounts of Gallic culture, specifically focusing on Gallic deathways. As both 

Seeman’s research and Caesar’s commentaries prove, each side learns the ways in which “other 
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peoples buried their wartime dead, how they honored fallen warriors, and how they thought 

about death and the afterlife.” 214 

 As I have illustrated elsewhere, Seeman’s theoretical framework can also be used in other 

historical and cultural contexts. For instance, the circumstances of the North Sea Empire’s 

colonization and conquest of England during the 11th century differed in its very nature and 

outcomes compared to the Roman imperial expansion into Gaul and Germania. This imperial 

expansion, however, should be understood in its own political and cultural context. Three 

important features when reconstructing the world of the North Sea Empire are the deep-rooted 

role that religion played in medieval society, the nature of sworn allegiances and the variability 

of political loyalties, and the interconnectedness of maritime trade and migration routes across 

the North Sea. In addition, the North Sea Empire was short-lived – only lasting three decades 

(1013 – 1042) – primarily because there was not a stable and consistent centralized power. 

Loyalty and allegiances were not necessarily unpredictable but quick to change depending on the 

circumstances of each side. This behavior, however, appears to be completely in character with 

geopolitical relations across Anglo-Scandinavian societies during the Middle Ages. At the same 

time, England was not yet a unified land but was instead made up of several weaker kingdoms 

who were in frequent competition with one another.215 This inability to cooperate led to each 

kingdom’s political and economic downfalls over the nearly two centuries of foreign invasions 

before their integration into the empire of king Sweyn Forkbeard and his son, Cnut. Throughout 
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the 800s and 900s, Danish armies were not only raiding and tormenting the Anglo-Saxon 

populations but establishing settler colonies and bringing over their women and children – as 

well as their cultures and gods. The area in which many of these Danes settled came to be known 

as Danelaw and were governed by their own leaders and customs.216  

 As the examples from three distinct historical context suggests, death diplomacy takes 

many forms and the ways in which is used as an instrument of cross-cultural communication is 

influenced by the conditions and cultures by which it is employed. As is shown in the case of 

Germanic resistance, these methods of communicating can also be used for intracultural, or 

intertribal, relations as well. The rebels targeted the Roman governor and legions, justifying the 

killing and mutilation of the Romans by claiming they were protecting their country, parents, and 

ancestors. Germanicus, in return, legitimized the slaughter of the Germanic peoples by urging his 

soldiers that they had to rescue the Roman name. Another significant observation is that the 

German’s death diplomacy was aimed at the Roman legionaries – men of military age – while 

the Romans targeted men, women, and children. 

 In addition, playing into the broader historical, and even philosophical, discussions of 

sociopolitical structures, Burbank & Cooper challenge the naturality of nation-states, particularly 

in comparison to the empire’s historically more durable and diverse nature: “Making state 

conform with nation is a recent phenomenon, neither fully carried out nor universally desired.” 

On the other hand, Scott argues that early states and sedentary lifestyles were also not always 

favored especially by the more nomadic peoples and hence made the early states, along with 
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sedentary populations more vulnerable to decline and failure. It can equally be argued that 

empires have not been well received throughout history as well, as exemplified by the constant 

resistance of Roman domination among the indigenous peoples of Temperate Europe and the 

vast social disruption that commonly trailed not far behind such imperial conquests. 
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