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Preface

This book began as a D.Phil. thesis submitted in the University of
Oxford in the summer of 1994. It was written in Oxford,
Tibingen, and London between 1989 and 1994, and the final
product still bears the imprint of the many generous institutions
and individuals in all these places from whose support, attention,
and advice its author has benefited. The British Academy,
Wolfson College, and St Hugh’s College between them provided
welcome financial assistance and congenial community in Oxford.
A semester in Germany in 1992 funded by the Deutsche
Akademische Austauschdienst afforded the opportunity to
broaden horizons and improve linguistic skills at the Karl-
Eberhards-Universitit, Tubingen. T'wo periods of absence from
the Department of Coins and Medals in the British Museum
assisted in the completion both of the thesis and, four years later,
of the present book. To my colleagues there, in particular Andrew
Burnett, Roger Bland, Andrew Meadows, and John Orna-
Ornstein, I am profoundly grateful. For the unfettered use of his
table when I needed it most, many thanks are due to Daniel
Hepburn and, for expert photocopying, to Richard Bottoms.
Many others have read either all or part of what follows at
various stages of development, and all have added much: George
Cawkwell, Clive Cheesman, John Collis, Peter Derow, Dafydd
Ellis Evans, Franz Fischer, Kathryn Forsythe, Peter Guest, Sian
Lewis, Andrew Lintott, Martin Millett, Mark Pobjoy, Christiane
Sourvinou-Inwood, Roberta Suzzi Valli, Ute Wartenberg. For
reading through the thesis prior to its reworking for publication, I
am especially grateful to Fergus Millar, and also to Christopher
Pelling, to whose teaching and inspiration I owe an immense
amount, including a new title to replace that of the thesis which
was apparently not sexy enough. The change from thesis to book
received its first impetus from my examiners, John North and
Barbara Levick, of whom the latter has also proved a most patient
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and, when required, irresistably demanding publication super-
visor. I also owe a great debt of gratitude to my supervisor as a
graduate, Greg Woolf, from whom I learnt so much. Finally, I
should like to thank Hilary O’Shea and Georga Godwin of Oxford
University Press, whose forbearance and professional skill have
together succeeded in bringing this book to see the light of day at
last. All errors of fact and opinion that remain are, needless to say,
attributable solely to myself.

Finally, I should like to thank Konstanze Scharring for all her
encouragement, advice, and unfailing affection over the past four
years. Further to the dedication to my parents, I should also like to
offer this book to the memory of Christopher Gray, who was
Priest-in-Charge of St Margaret’s Church, Anfield, Liverpool,
until August 1996 when he was fatally wounded outside his
church: permanet in aeternum in conspectu Dei.

London, October 1998
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Introduction

GAULS AND ROMANS

Why did Caesar choose to attack Gaul in 59 Bc? According to
his own account, there was no choice involved. The large and war-
like tribe of the Helvetii were on the move westwards, likely to
endanger Roman interests in the south. In the background were
the even more menacing Germani intending to invade Gaul under
the leadership of Ariovistus. Italy itself was in danger. Memories
of the Cimbric Wars, only forty years in the past, were not far
away and Caesar played on them to good effect.! There had been
fears that the Catilinarian conspirators were in collusion with the
subject Gallic people of the Allobroges in 63 BC. In the following
year they broke out into open rebellion which lasted until 6o0. On
the Ides of March of that year, Cicero wrote to Atticus that the
Senate had decreed that the consuls draw lots for the two Gallic
provinces either side of the Alps and that troops be recruited
with none of the usual exemptions allowed. Ambassadors were
dispatched to the neighbouring Gallic peoples with orders to dis-
courage them from making common cause with the Helvetii. Fears
of a Gallic war were the dominant theme in politics.?

Caesar’s interest in a Gallic adventure clearly arose from current
anxieties in Rome about a recrudescence of war emanating from
the Galli north of the Alps. Yet only two months after Cicero’s
letter of March, the situation had calmed down and previous fears
subsided.®* When Vatinius came to pass his law granting Caesar a
five-year command in 59 BC, the province assigned to him con-
sisted not of the two Gauls, but Cisalpine Gaul and Illyricum:
Gaul over the Alps was given to him only later in the year by the
Senate.

! Caes. B.G.1.7.4,12.5, 13. 2, 33. 4, 40. 5, 2. 29. 4.

2 Cic. Att. 1. 19. 2: ‘in re publica nunc quidem maxime Gallici belli versatur
metus.” (‘Fear of a war against the Gauls is now especially a matter of very great
concern in public life.”)

3 Cic. Att. 1. 19. 5; 2. 1. 11.



2 Introduction

So was it Caesar’s unwavering intention to conquer what would
become Roman Gallia? Or did he canvass options in other direc-
tions, perhaps along the Danube? In 59 BC, he had had Ariovistus
designated as a friend and ally of the people of Rome.* This move
is often interpreted as a cynical piece of diplomacy to neutralize
Ariovistus until the Helvetii had been dealt with and the time was
right to attack him.® This may be correct, but there are other
possibilities. It may also suggest that Caesar really was contem-
plating directing his energies elsewhere. By the time he assumed
command in 58 Bc, the north-eastern approaches to Italy seem to
have become as much of an immediate preoccupation as the move-
ments of the Helvetii. As many have thought, the empire of
Burebista the Dacian may already have offered an inviting target
for the aspiring world conquerer.® It is certain that when Caesar
assumed command in 58 B¢, his three Cisalpine legions had spent
the winter in Aquileia and, not far away, the Boii had just attacked
Noricum and besieged the city of Noreia.” Plausible opportunities
for military action and triumph hunting were available all along
the transalpine zone, and on at least two later occasions Caesar
considered a Balkan campaign based on Illyricum, once in the
winter of 57—56 BC after initial successes in Gaul and again shortly
before his death.® But in the winter of 59—58, he settled on Gallia.

Caesar had several immediate pretexts to hand in the recent
disturbances north of the Alps involving various Gallic peoples to
justify his marching into Gaul and to assist in his presentation of
this choice as an inevitable response to a sure and certain danger
rather than an exercise in calculated triumph hunting. Moreover,
the people were behind a Gallic campaign—the Senate gave him
the command fearing that if they denied it, it would eventually be
given to him by a law of the people anyway.’ But contemporary
anxieties about the Helvetii and Ariovistus were not the only
reason why the idea of a Gallic War caught the popular imagina-
tion in 59 BC. It went much deeper than that with the Romans.
For, as Cicero expressed it in his speech De Provinciis Consularibus

of 56 BC: ‘in the opinion of all who have ever deliberated soundly
* Dio 38. 34. 3.

Cf. Seager 1979: 89.

Gelzer 1969: 86—7; for a different view, Seager 1979: 89.

Caes. B.G. 1. 5. 4, 10. 3.

Caes. B.G. 3. 7. 1; Str. 7. 3. 5, 11; App. BC 2. 110; Suet. Caes. 44. 3.

Suet. Caes. 22. 1.
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about this Commonwealth of ours, Gaul has always been the
greatest threat to this empire, ever since its inception.’'” Cicero
was, of course, speaking for Caesar and, it might be argued, had
his reasons to exaggerate matters. Nevertheless, rhetoric aside, this
is reliable testimony to the intensity of the fear and loathing
capable of being evoked in a Roman audience by the idea of Gallia
and the Galli. It was an antipathy, the roots of which were felt
to reach back into the distant past of the Republic and to have
continued unabated ever since. Vivid historical tradition recalled a
regular series of often triumphant but always bitter wars fought
against Gauls south of the Alps throughout the Republican period,
beginning with one of the most awful episodes in Roman history,
the catastrophe on the Allia and the destruction of Rome at the
hands of Gallic invaders over three hundred years before. Other
great and terrible enemies had come and gone—the Samnites,
Carthage, the kingdoms and empires of the Hellenistic world—but
the Gauls remained, undefeated and perilously close, a painful
reminder of an extraordinary past humiliation and a massive threat
in the present. To their conqueror would belong the honour not
merely of a great battle won but of delivering the state from an old
enemy, and of finally avenging an ancient defeat. This was a
triumph that would surely be worthy to rank alongside those of
Pompey the new Alexander, precisely because Gallia had
impinged much longer, and more acutely, on Roman sensibilities
than the exotic East, for all its distant splendours. This was why
the chance of gaining the definitive victory over the Gauls was
such an exciting prospect for the people of Rome in 59 Bc, and
why it offered such an attractive prize for Caesar’s boundless
ambition.!!

GAULS AND CELTS IN HISTORY, ARCHAEOLOGY, AND
POLITICS

How then did the Galli become the deadly enemy of the Romans

in the Republic, and why? These are two of the main questions

that this book sets out to answer by examining the literary

evidence relating to the historical, ethnographic, and geographical
10 Cic. Prov. Cons. 33.

1 Cf. Bellen 1985: 41—3. See Walser 1998 on Caesar’s account of the beginnings
of the Gallic War.
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writings of Greeks and Romans about Gauls in the period of the
Roman Republic. Until the conquests of Caesar, Romans inter-
acted most intensely with them within Italy itself, in the region of
the Po Valley between the Apennines and the Alps. Accordingly,
the geographical focus of this book will largely be on Italy as
well, for it is here that ‘the Gaul’ was first created in the Roman
imagination, a creation whose several attributes were inherited by
Gauls encountered subsequently elsewhere, from Asia Minor to
northern Europe, and by other groups of transalpine enemies like
the Germans and the Goths of later centuries. The aim of this
investigation is not, however, merely to make a further contribu-
tion, with specific reference to the Italian Gauls, to the continuing
discussion in ancient cultural and art history of the construction
and representation of the ‘barbarian other’.!?> The reason for this is
that the conclusions arrived at would be substantially the same as
for all the other periods and contexts already treated, though
perhaps based on previously unexplored material.!® The idea that
Greeks and Romans were possessed of clear and structured pre-
conceptions about barbarians in general and Gauls in particular is
now well established among ancient historians. But little attempt
has been made to see what difference these preconceptions, as
expressed in literary and figurative media, actually made to the
ways in which Greeks and Romans behaved towards and inter-
acted with Gauls and other sorts of barbarians. This is why we
began with the question of Caesar’s intentions in 59 BC, as an
example of the ways in which an understanding of ancient pre-
conceptions about Gauls and barbarians can help in shedding new
light on problems that have mostly been considered as subjects for
straightforward political and military history. There are already in
existence a number of useful accounts of the Roman military
conquest of northern Italy and of its subsequent colonization.!*
But in the course of these treatments, the implications of what
Romans felt and thought about the peoples and places they
encountered in the north for the understanding of this history do

12 For some recent contributions see e.g. Hartog 1980; Hall 1989; Nippel 1990;
Cartledge 1993 on Greek barbarians; Sherwin-White 1967; Dauge 1981; Schneider
1986 on Roman views of eastern barbarian peoples.

13 See Berger 1992, 1995 for a recent contribution on the Celts of Italy, with
Kremer 1994 on the Celts in general.

4 See Dyson 1985: 1-125; Eckstein 1987: 3—70; Harris 1989 for recent military
and political accounts.
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not tend to be brought out. This is a gap which this book will
begin to address.

There is a further important corollary to the conclusions con-
tained in the first four chapters of the book, which are essentially
historical and historiographical in content and direction, to be
drawn out in the fifth and final chapter. For the burden of these
four chapters, which consist primarily of a reconsideration of
ancient literary traditions concerning the ethnography and geo-
graphy of northern Europe and the Celts, and of crucial episodes
in the historical tradition relating to the Celts of Italy such as their
initial invasion of Italy and the sack of Rome, reveals the inherent
insecurity of this material when it is considered as historical
evidence. Yet these same literary sources continue to be used by
both historians and archaeologists as a reliable chronological and
descriptive framework within which to write their narratives and
construct their explanations of historical events or archaeological
phenomena. As such, the narratives and explanations constructed
often fail to convince because they tend to rely too heavily on
improperly assessed literary evidence more or less skilfully sewn
together with material evidence. The literary record of the early
history of the Gauls of Italy may be of considerable importance for
interpreting how Greeks and Romans understood and related to
the Gauls at the time when the relevant texts were written, but it is
perhaps less likely that they will in all cases provide a reliable
foundation for historical reconstruction. A treatment of the impli-
cations of this position for various current consensuses on the
archaeology and history of Celtic northern Italy, therefore, forms
the final section of the book as a whole.

The problems of using the literary tradition as a basis for
writing the history and archaeology of Celtic northern Italy is not
the only element in the study of these disciplines that requires a
certain amount of reassessment. Equally important is the funda-
mental question of what we mean by ‘Celts’ and ‘Celtic’, and how
modern and ancient usages of these and analogous terms relate to
one another. These are not merely linguistic points, for they go to
the heart of the subject as a whole: how should ancient references
to Keltoi and Galatai in Greek texts and Galli in Latin be inter-
preted, that is, to what should these words be taken to refer, and
how well founded are modern ideas of what constitutes ‘Celtic’,
with respect to culture, language, and ethnic identity in particular?
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In various parts of Europe, Celts have become the focus of con-
siderable academic controversy and popular interest in recent
years. The latter has its political and mystical sides and is fairly
widespread throughout Europe; but the former, the academic
questioning of the meaning and validity of ‘Celtic’ as a useful
concept is, for better or worse, mostly restricted to British contri-
butors, to which tendency, doubtless in some sense nationally pre-
determined, the present author also belongs. A brief excursus on
the current state of play in the ‘Celtic question’ may be in order at
this stage in order to clarify the nature of this position.

By the end of the Republic, the large area south of the Alps
inhabited by the peoples called Galli by the Romans, made up
roughly of the modern Italian regions of Piedmont, LLombardy,
the Veneto, Emilia-Romagna and the northern part of the Marche,
would become part of Italia. But in the middle Republican period
this region was commonly called Gallia, ‘Gaul-land’, along with
all the other little-known regions of continental Europe beyond
the Alps where people known generically as Galli also lived. The
memory of Gallia south of the Alps faded quickly in antiquity
as the Gauls of the north became respectable Romans and shed
their disreputable Gallic past. But the memory has, perhaps
surprisingly, persisted to the present day and in recent years
found new life in two distinct but interconnected fields, those of
academic study and European politics. There is a long tradition of
popular scholarly books on the subject of the history and archaeo-
logy of the Gauls or Celts written in most of the major European
languages.'”> The last twenty years have also seen a considerable
resurgence in the history and archaeology of what is now usually
called Celtic northern Italy. The discovery of new sites, the recon-
sideration of existing evidence, the publication of articles and
synthetic studies on the history and archaeology of the late pre-
Roman Iron Age of northern Italy, mainly by French and Italian
scholars, has gathered pace since the 1960s.!® One of the main con-
sequences of this expansion is that the Celticness, or Celticity, of
the local peoples of the region identified as Galli by Roman

5 Cf. e.g. Hubert 19324, 1932b; Grenier 1945; Powell 1958; Chadwick 1970;
Filip 1977; Duval 1977; Ross 1986; Moscati et al. 1991; Dannheimer and Gebhard
1993; Cunliffe 1997; Birkhan 1997.

16 See e.g. Chevallier 1962; Arslan 1976-8; Peyre 1979; Santoro 1978; Tizzoni
1983 and other essays in same publication; Vitali 1987 and other essays in same
publication; Kruta 1988; Grassi 1991.
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authors and Keltoi or Galatai by Greeks has increasingly been
assumed and affirmed. In the academic study of the history and
archaeology of ancient Europe, the word ‘Celtic’ is used as an
ethno-linguistic label that has come to be widely applied, often
vaguely but mostly with conviction, to the peoples, cultures, and
languages of pre-Roman Europe from the Apennines to the Rhine,
from Central Europe to Ireland and the Iberian Peninsula.

Initially, the terms ‘Gaul’ and ‘Gallic’, were preferred, or at
least used as frequently, in works on the Gauls of Italy, as in the
important 1978 Rome exhibition entitled I Galli e I’[talia, which
displayed finds from many of the most significant sites associated
with them; or Christian Peyre’s important survey, La Cisalpine
Gauloise du I1le au Ier Siécle avant ¥.-C., published in 1979.!7 But
by the 1990s, Gauls were out and Celts were in, as exemplified in
the title of the 1991 exhibition, I Celti, held in the Palazzo Grassi,
one of Venice’s most prestigious exhibition halls, and accompa-
nied by a large and impressive catalogue, and the latest synthetic
treatment of the Celts of Italy to appear recently, Maria Theresa
Grassi’s I Celti in Italia, published in the same year.'®

There are various reasons why the ethnic category of ‘Celtic’ has
become more widely acceptable in recent years, both in academic
and non-academic discourses, than that of ‘Gallic’. No doubt the
palpable increase in the number of books dealing with Celtic New
Age spirituality, mostly written in English but many of them
translated into Italian, has something to do with it on a popular
level. But there are more than purely esoteric reasons why the
notion of ‘the Celtic’ has gained ground academically and politi-
cally in various parts of Europe, and northern Italy in particular.
For Celts and Celtic have in certain contexts become a symbol for
two contrary but related political developments within Europe and
especially the countries of the European Union.

The first of these arises from the search for a transnational
European identity able to encompass the member states of the EU.
In Europe’s past, the Roman Empire was the source most
frequently employed in the creation of historical precedents for
multi- or international polities, such as the Byzantine Empire, the
Holy Roman Empire, or the Napoleonic Empire. But the Roman
model has been notable by its absence in post-war Europe. The

7 Santoro 1978; Peyre 1979.
8 Moscati et al. 1991; Grassi 1991. An exception is Vitali 1992.
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unfortunate connotations it acquired during the period of Fascist
domination in Italy are one obvious reason for its abandonment in
favour of other less contentious ancient European unities. No less
salient in this regard is the point that the Roman Empire included
within its borders North Africa and the Middle East, two regions
from which the great colonial powers of Europe—Britain and
France, and Spain to a lesser extent—were forced to withdraw in
the post-war period, often in rather ignominious circumstances.
The inconvenient Mediterranean bias of the Roman Empire
makes it an inappropriate prototype for the new European Union,
whose identity and strength above all stems from the essentially
continental European alliance of French and German economic
and political interests that arose in the aftermath of the Second
World War. In response to the need for an appropriate historical
character to symbolize this union, the figure of Charlemagne was
mobilized as a more suitable representative of Europe’s common
past than the Rome of the Caesars. As a German and a Frank he
was equally appealing to both major partners in the new European
family, but he had less to say to other constituencies within
Europe, and the short-lived nature of the empire that he founded
was never perhaps the most encouraging of exemplars. Yet
Charlemagne and the Franks have continued to play an important
role in what one might call archaeological pan-Europeanism, as
demonstrated by the 1996 exhibition in Mannheim on the Franks
which gave them the soubriquet die Wegbereiter Europas (the fore-
runners of Europe).

The Celts have gained in popularity in recent years as the latest
plausible candidates for the position of the founding fathers of
Europe, for a range of reasons. The territories which most hand-
books have attributed to them coincide more or less with the
boundaries of the countries of the EU—notably excluding Africa
and Asia (forgetting for the moment about the Galatians of Asia
Minor). They are thus able to offer to most of the current aspirants
to European identity an equal stake in a common inheritance based
in part on an idea of ancient Europe as constituted by a single
ethnic group with a common culture and language, the Celts.!
This was certainly an explicit element of the message of the 1991
Venice exhibition, in which the symbol of the (then) European

19 Cf. Jones and Graves-Brown 1996: 14-17.
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Community was employed in the display.?” The location of this
important exhibition within Italy, rather than France or Germany,
was an indication of the general acceptability of the Celts as a
symbol of the modern political community of Europe, to which
Italians on the national level seem to be generally committed. The
establishment of a closer association between Italy and the Celts
by means of exhibitions and books such as those mentioned above
may in part be interpreted as representing the widespread desire
within Italy for closer economic and political ties to the nations of
continental Europe, dominated by France and Germany, whose
common claim to a Celtic past, indeed to being the original home-
lands of those Celts who expanded throughout Europe and created
its original Celtic unity, has long been established in academic and
popular literature.?! The Celts, as opposed to the Gauls who are
too closely identified with France and the French, offer an all-
purpose identity in which individuals and communities from
many different parts of modern Europe can take part and which
they can regard as their own as part of their ‘heritage’.?

In what we might call ‘federalist Celticity’, the Celts are
presented as the original ethnic community of Europe, to which
the diverse nations of modern Europe are all able to connect them-
selves in some sense or other. It does not claim that all Europeans
are really ethnic Celts, but seeks to posit the existence of a pre-
historic European community under the name of ‘the Celts’ as an
encouragement to believe in the possibility of a future European
unity.

But there is another kind of modern Celticity abroad in

20 Cf. the optimistic words of Leclant and Moscati 1991, 4: ‘An essential part of
this exhibition is its subtitle, “The Origins of Europe”. It was conceived with a

mind to the great impending process of the unification of western Europe . . . We
felt, and we still feel, that linking that past to this present was in no way forced, but
indeed essential, and could very effectively call us back to our common roots . . . In

this way, the Celtic exhibition itself slowly turned into a symbol of the new Europe,
by now united from the Urals to the Atlantic.” See also the various contributions in
Graves-Brown et al. 1996, esp. Shore 1996.

2 There is a long tradition of maps in books about the ‘Celts’ purporting to show
their expansion from an original homeland in northern France and southern
Germany into surrounding areas of Europe and the British Isles: cf. e.g. Powell
1958: 99, fig. 15; Fischer 1981: 50, fig. 15; Nash 1987: 10; Renfrew 1987: 213, fig.
9.1 (after P.-M. Duval, reference not given); Green 1995: p. xxiv.

2 Collis 1996a: 172. On the French and the Gauls, see Duval 1989: 1—219
(various essays); Amalvi 1984; Fleury-Illett 1996. On ‘heritage’, see Lowenthal
1998.
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European politics which has very different connotations and, in
fact, a longer pedigree. Since the nineteenth century, the ethnic
category of ‘Celtic’ has been employed by minority groups in
various parts of Europe to establish their cultural and sometimes
linguistic separateness from the dominant population, often with a
view to securing some measure of political autonomy for them-
selves. Such movements have been strongest in the British Isles
(Ireland, Scotland, Wales), France (Brittany and, more recently,
Corsica), and Spain (Galicia), all of which saw the rise of local
nationalist movements partly based on an appeal to the indepen-
dent Celtic heritage of the individual regions and, to a lesser
extent, to their common heritage as Celts.?® This kind of local,
separatist Celticity has persisted in all these regions to the present
day and has in recent years found a new home in northern Italy
where in the 1990s under the umbrella of the Lega Nord, a host of
localized separatist tendencies pressing for autonomy or indepen-
dence from the Italian state have united to form a party that has
become a significant force in Italian politics, the avowed aim of
which is to establish an independent state in the north, with the
name of Padania. As an ingredient in the popularizing of the
party’s image and in the attempt to establish the differentness of
northern Italy from the loathed south and the no less abhorred
Rome, the party’s adherents have rediscovered the Celtic roots of
the north—the sack of Rome and Brennus naturally have a parti-
cular appeal to those northerners whose principal objection is to
the central government of the Italian Republic.?* In the summer of
1996, the leader of the party, Umberto Bossi, instigated the
Marcia sul Po, which involved proceeding along the length of the
River Po towards Venice with what was called an ampolla celtica, a
vessel filled with water taken from the source of the river.?
Equally, the history of the Roman conquest of the Celtic north

2 Diaz-Andreu 1995: 52—4 on celticism in 19th-cent. Galician nationalism; and
Ruiz Zapatero 1996 on the politics of celtophilia in Spain more generally;
Lowenthal 1998: 82—3 on Celts and Corsicans.

2* See Stella 1996 for an amusing account of the characters and history of the
Lega, esp. p. 6 on the tradizione celtica of Padania; ibid. p. 55 on pseudo-scientific
claims to Celtic DNA among north Italians (cf. Williams 1997: 78 n. 8); Stella 1996
21014 for texts expressing the anti-Roman notion of the Celtic and Lombard
heritage of the north, summed up in the interesting neologisms Keltia longobarda
and La Nazione Longo-Celtica. The term Padania has even begun to make its first
appearance in academic writings on Celtic Italy: cf. Arslan 1992—3: 206.

% See Williams 1997: 78 n. 8.
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resonates with what is represented as the colonial occupation of
their region by the Roman government. At the festivals of the
Lega, giochi celtici, including caber-tossing and wife-carrying
races, are a popular feature, while the film Braveheart, the hero of
which was the Scottish (and therefore Celtic) freedom fighter/
rebel William Wallace, made a great splash among Leghisti. More
serious political links are also cultivated with other would-be
Celtic separatist movements elsewhere in Europe.?

What we might term ‘separatist Celticity’ is a particular con-
sequence of the rise of the concept of ‘Europe of the Regions’
within EU parlance. This idea seeks both to spread the notion of
German-style federalism to other countries within the EU, and to
reassure the populations of Europe that their local communities
and identities will not be swallowed up within some new European
superstate. While the EU does not explicitly intend to cause the
break-up of the states of Europe as currently constituted, local
separatist tendencies, the Lega Nord included, have attached
themselves to this aspect of the EU agenda in order to insert their
essentially parochial ambitions for independence within what
appears to be a larger Europe-wide trend towards devolution of
government away from centralized states to the EU in one direc-
tion, and autonomous local regions in another.?’

How does the rise in academic interest in Celts, of which the
present book is also a part, relate to these two recent developments
in the political dimension? Archaeology has been frequently
adduced to provide material support for modern nationalist
causes, and it would be naive to imagine that it has always been
politicians rather than professors who, whether wilfully or uncon-
sciously, distorted the interpretation of the archaeological or
historical record for ideological ends.?® In this case, however, of
the two strands of modern Celticity mentioned above, the federal-
ist and the separatist, the re-emergence of academic interest in the
Celts seems mostly to have accompanied and, in the case of

26 The website of the Lega includes links to a number of other such movements,
including the less well-known, but equally anti-Roman, Lega Sud which seeks the
establishment of a southern state called Ausonia.

?7 The Lega produces an identity card which carries the various symbols of the
league itself, together with the symbol of the EU glossed with the phrase Europa
delle nazione.

28 See the various essays in Kohl and Fawcett 1995; and Graves-Brown et al.
1996.
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the 1991 exhibition I Celti, to have explicitly associated itself with,
the federalist variety. Separatist Celticity, particularly within
Italy, has, however, taken up the theme, now popularized via the
medium of such exhibitions, and adopted it for its own political
devices.

There is a third way in which Celticity is treated, which might,
for the sake of a label, be called ‘post-Celticity’. This variety of
approach to the idea of the Celts has proved particularly popular in
recent British archaeological literature, to such an extent that
‘Celtic’ has become, in the opinion of many, so controversial as to
be an unacceptable academic usage, on the grounds that it imputes
a spurious, or at least dubious, cultural, linguistic and ethnic
homogeneity to an area (most of Iron Age western Europe) and a
time (the Iron Age) for which there is insufficient evidence to show
that any such homogeneity existed.?” The way in which the term
‘Celtic’ has commonly been used by academics, it is argued, has
involved an unfortunate confusion between two different kinds of
ethnic terms which need to be carefully distinguished: those refer-
ring to ethnic, or ethno-linguistic, categories imposed from with-
out upon populations with no sense of themselves as belonging to
that category, and those referring to ethnic communities which are
conscious of themselves as separate historical and cultural
groups.’® The ethnonym ‘Celt’, as used by Greek and Roman
writers and modern historians and archaeologists, more probably
belongs to the former rather than the latter group, given that the
evidence on which it is based is taken entirely from external
sources which may or may not have accurately described contem-
porary ancient communities. This problem, which is essentially
conceptual and logical rather than ideological, is either not realized
by most of those that use the term or, by some who are consciously
committed to the Celtic idea, expressly denied.?' Others again take
account of the post-Celtic position while continuing to use the
term in more or less the same ways as they did before—that is, not
necessarily intending to imply that there was an ancient Celtic
ethnic community in Iron Age Europe, but supposing that a

? For some recent contributions see Champion 1987; Merriman 1987; Hill
1989; Chapman 1992; Collis 1996a, 1997; James and Rigby 1997, esp. 84—5. The
debate even entered the pages of the national press in 1998: see the Guardian 13
March 1998, 6; Daily Telegraph 12 March 1998: 4.

30 Cf. Williams 1997: 73, drawing on Ardener 1989 and Smith 1991: 20-1.

3 See Megaw and Megaw 1993, 1996.
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perhaps more cautious version of the the traditional approach of
combining Greek and Roman literary evidence, Celtic philology,
and the archaeologically attested expansion of ‘L.a T'éne culture’ in
the late Iron Age is still so suggestive of at least a cultural and
linguistic, if not necessarily ethnic, unity within Europe that the
use of the term ‘Celtic’ to signify that unity is still reasonable,
if defined appropriately, and therefore not so wrong as to be
unacceptable.’? The problem with this position is that, despite any
number of qualifications to the contrary, the continued use of
‘Celtic’ even as a convenient shorthand for some avowedly non-
ethnic concept like ‘La Teéne’ or ‘late pre-Roman Iron Age’,
inescapably imports some suggestion of an ethnic community
behind the art-style, archaeological culture-province, or period of
history in question.*}

Largely for this reason, the position of the present author,
theoretically at least, is essentially post-Celtic, on conceptual
grounds. There has in this case been a perhaps understandable
failure to observe the vital distinction between externally imposed
ethnic categories and real ethnic communities when treating of
human groups in late Iron Age Europe, for whose ethnic identities
actual first-hand and internally generated evidence is poor or non-
existent, while there is a good deal of apparently internally con-
sistent and plausible evidence from contemporary outside
observers, whose ethnic categories have generally been adopted by
modern archaeologists and historians. This is not to say that there
is never any coincidence between categories and communities,
merely that the likelihood of a serious misconception arising from
considering them as more or less interchangeable is so great that
the distinction must be observed for the sake of clarity and con-
sistency.

The notion of a Celtic ethnic community in antiquity is at best a
useful, and at worst a limiting, hypothesis, though not perhaps as
ideologically dangerous as some make out.** In consequence, the
English words ‘Celt’, ‘Celtic’, ‘Gaul’, and ‘Gallic’ will wherever
possible be avoided in this book as terms to denote ancient ethnic
communities, and will only be employed either to mean those
peoples called Keltoi, Galatai, and Galli by Greek and Roman

32 Cf. Green 1995.

3 For ‘LPRIA’, the preferred terminology of some British Iron Age archaeo-
logists in recent years, see Millett 1990: 10.

3* Cf. Collis 1996a: 176.
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authors or those commonly called Celtic by modern academic and
popular writers, that is, as referring only to an externally imposed
ethnic category. The relevant Greek and Latin ethnics will also be
found frequently employed in order to maintain the distinction
more effectively.

THE PERIOD IN QUESTION

The structure of the book is thematic rather than chronological,
but its focus on the Gauls of Italy means that its time range is
restricted in the main to the middle and late Republican periods of
Roman history, though material and events from earlier centuries
relating to the Celtic invasion of Italy will be considered in the
final chapter dealing with archaeological interpretation. The final
incorporation of the north into Italia and of its inhabitants into the
Roman citizen body which occurred in the 40s BC marks the end,
in at least a juridical sense, of a slow but steady process of dis-
covery, conquest, colonization, and integration, whereby the Galli
who lived south of the Alps became Italians and Romans. The date
of the Gallic sack of Rome, now in the opinion of most commen-
tators established as 387 Bc, may be adopted as a convenient fixed
point with which to begin a brief survey of the main historical
events of this period.

In 387 BC, then, the city of Rome was sacked by Gauls from over
the Apennines. This was the start of a series of conflicts over the
next fifty years between Romans and Gauls crossing the
Apennines, lasting until the 330s Bc, in which the honours seem to
have been fairly even. The Romans did not start to invade the
Gallic territories in northern Italy themselves until the second
round of warfare which began thirty years later. This next period
of conflict lasted for the first twenty years of the third century Bc,
during which the Senones and Boii, two Gallic peoples living
south of the Po, became involved in the tail-end of the Third
Samnite War and the Roman conquest of Etruria. This resulted in
the final defeat of the Senones and the foundation of a colony,
Sena Gallica, on their territory, and ended with the first Roman
triumphs over the Boii in the 280s Bc, followed by the foundation
of the important Latin colony of Ariminum in 268, a town which
would often serve as the base for Roman military operations in the
north. There was again a long gap in the fighting between Romans
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and Gauls before war began again in the 220s BC in the wake of,
and possibly caused by, the Flaminian settlements of 232 Bc. This
latest round of conflict reached a high point in the great Gaulish
invasion of 225 BC, apparently involving forces from both sides of
the Alps, which was finally defeated at Telamon in Etruria. The
next three years saw a concerted response on the part of the
Romans to this invasion. They crossed the Apennines for the first
time into Boian territory and undertook a series of successful cam-
paigns against the Gauls and Ligurians. They also advanced over
the Po for the first time in 222 Bc, defeating the Insubres in the
famous Battle of Clastidium where Claudius Marcellus won the
spolia opima for killing the opposing commander in battle, and
capturing Mediolanum. This chapter in the Roman military
advance in the north ended in 218 Bc with the foundation of the
twin Latin colonies of Cremona and Placentia either side of the Po
itself, quickly followed by Hannibal’s invasion of Italy.

In the next two decades the Romans had constant battles
with Gauls, fighting them on their own account in the north,
and as contingents in Hannibal’s army on his campaigns through-
out Italy. The defeat of Carthage was then followed almost
immediately by a concerted series of Roman campaigns in
northern Italy in the 19o0s Bc, when all the Gauls of the northern
plain, north and south of the Po, were finally conquered.
Thereafter no further campaigns were undertaken by the Romans
against the Gauls south of the Alps. More or less straightaway, the
Romans proceeded to build the Via Aemilia along the length of the
Apennines, beginning in 187 BcC, furnishing it with a series of
colonial settlements in the late 18os and further viritane allotments
in 173 BC. These developments in effect brought to a close the
military history of the Roman occupation of the Po Valley. Never-
theless, it seems that for the rest of the century there was a con-
tinued Roman military presence in the region, with sporadic
conflicts against mountain peoples intruding into the plain from
both the Apennines and the Alps, most famously in 183 BC in the
Veneto.®

The history of Gallic northern Italy takes on a different
character from about 170 BC onwards to the end of the second
century BC, excepting the brief but terrifying invasion of northern
Italy by the Cimbri in 102—101 BC. Though the lack of Livy’s

3% See Sartori 1960.
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account means that the information available about what the
Romans did there suddenly becomes much less abundant, this
seems to have been a period of development and consolidation,
from the Roman perspective at least, rather than conflict and con-
quest. It is in this poorly documented period that the culture of the
Po Valley began to develop the Latin-speaking, city-based milieu
that produced many of the foremost literary figures of the late
Republic. Although this is perhaps not the most important single
feature of the changes that took place in northern Italy, it is the
clearest marker of the extent to which the Latin language and pre-
sumably its speakers and their culture, had penetrated the world of
the Po Valley in previous generations, beginning in the second
century BC. Though the north did not participate to any great
extent in the Social War, Italy’s great struggle over its own iden-
tity, northerners from the Po Valley, such as Catullus, Cornelius
Nepos, Livy, and Vergil, would contribute much to the fashioning
of the Roman identity and culture of the late Republic and the
early years of the Principate, in literature if not yet perhaps in
politics. The increasing cultural integration of northern with
peninsular Italy was recognized institutionally in 89 Bc with the
granting of the Latin Right to communities north of the Po and the
extension of the grant of the citizenship to those living south of it.
At some point around this time, it is not known when, the area,
often but not always designated in the sources as Gallia Cisalpina,
was developed into a province. This meant that it regularly
received a proconsul as its legal governor rather than being
assigned to a consul as his area of responsibility, which seems to
have been the norm for most of the second century. This was a
somewhat anomalous status, given the fact that its population
contained such a large number of Roman citizens. Indeed, the
Transpadani did not obtain the suffrage until 49 Bc, and the whole
area was finally ‘liberated’ of its provincial status and became a
part of Italia in 42 Bc.

Here my period ends. The span of time between 387 and 42 BC
was one of great change for northern Italy, changes which in turn
had considerable effects upon the Romans and upon Italia. Gallia
and the Galli were removed beyond the Alps whence they were
thought to have come originally, and in their place the Romans
established a provincial landscape par excellence, transforming the
whole area into Italy and its people into Romans. It is the history
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of how the Romans imagined and dealt with the Gauls in the midst
of these changing circumstances, and the implications of this

history for contemporary research, that I shall examine in this
book.



The Discovery of Celtic Italy

BACKGROUND

Geography and ethnography always played an important role in
the historiographical traditions of the Greco-Roman world.
Hecataeus and Herodotus were not just the fathers of history.!
Greek historians showed an abiding interest in the customs of
foreign peoples and places. In the Hellenistic period, the scope and
character of this interest developed in two ways: through the open-
ing up of new fields of inquiry in the wake of the conquests of
Alexander and the establishment of the successor kingdoms across
Asia, and with the intellectual elaboration of new theories to
explain the apparent variety in human cultures. Largely because of
the geographical direction of Greek conquest, scientific inquiry
was also oriented primarily towards the peoples and cultures of
what to Greek observers constituted the East and the South, in
particular the Persians, Indians, and Egyptians. By contrast, the
peoples and regions of the North and the West received less
attention. Consequently, the Celts were relatively unknown
when, having invaded Greece from the north in the early third
century BC, they began to impinge unexpectedly and rather more
immediately on the Greek consciousness than they had before.?
This was a position that would change over the course of the third
century.

The Romans, on the other hand, had no native tradition of
ethnographic literature before the second century Bc, and yet were
intimately acquainted with the peoples they called Galli in Latin.
They soon learnt to equate the Galli with the Greeks’ Keltoi or

' Generally on classical ethnography, Jacoby 1909; Triidinger 1918; K. E. Miiller

1972—80. Fundamental on Hecataeus is Jacoby 1912. For Herodotus’ influence on
Hellenistic historiography, see Murray 1972; and for a recent collection of essays on
ethnography in Herodotus, see Hérodote et les Peuples non-Grecs 1988.

2 On the literature of the Greek discovery of Italy, the west and the north, see
Wikén 1937; Ninck 1945; Pearson 1987; Timpe 1989.
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Galatai, an equivalence that will be of primary importance to our
story. Its first literary instance probably occurred in writings of
the earliest Roman historian, Fabius Pictor, who fought at the
Battle of Telamon in 225 Bc, and wrote an account of it in Greek.
Traces of it have been plausibly sought in Polybius’ version in
Book 2 in which he invariably uses the two above-mentioned
Greek terms of the Romans’ opponents.’ It seems reasonable to
conclude that, even if he did not lift his account straight from
Fabius, he at least met no contrary usage in his text. It is probable,
then, that Fabius himself and others before him had identified the
Galli with the Keltor of recent and contemporary Greek
experience. In this they were, probably knowingly, following
those Greek authors who had already made this identification in
the other direction.* This was an important development in
informing the Roman image of the Gauls, which would have wide-
reaching implications as the extensive Greek literary and oral
traditions on the subject of their own Celtic history became more
familiar to the Romans in the second and first centuries Bc. But
how far had it gone by the time of the period of the Roman con-
quest in the late third to early second centuries Bc? What kind of
ideas, historical, geographic, ethnographic, were Romans working
with during the period of the conquest? What were the sources of
this knowledge, and to what extent did their ideas actually affect
what they did and how they behaved towards the peoples
identified as Galli or Kelto: in the literary sources? These ques-
tions will be addressed throughout this book with the aim not only
of saying something about the Roman reception of Greek ideas
about culture, civilization, and barbarians, but also in order to put
forward an interpretation of the Roman conquest of the Gauls of
northern Italy.

There is both Greek and Roman material on the ethnography
and geography of Celtic Italy dating to the mid second century Bc,
the decades immediately after the cessation of Roman military
operations in northern Italy and the period of post-conquest

3 Pol. 2. 23—31; cf. Orosius 4. 13. 6; Eutropius 3. 5, with Bung 1950: 151 ff;
Walbank 1957—79, 1. 184.

* Greeks had already identified Keltoi in northern Italy as early as the 4th cent.
BC: Plutarch (Cam. 22) reports that Aristotle (= fr. 610 Rose) wrote of the capture
of Rome by Keltoi, while Pseudo-Scylax (ss. 16—19), a periplous text apparently
dating to the 4th cent. BC, locates a group of Keltoi along the eastern coast of Italy;
on whom, more below.
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settlement, contained in the text of Polybius and the fragments of
Cato’s Origines. In different ways the relevant material from both
authors illustrates one important characteristic of these two
sciences in antiquity: that new acquaintance with unfamiliar
peoples was often acquired in the course of military expeditions in
previously unexplored areas. Acknowledging which, Polybius
remarks that the conquests of Alexander and the Romans had
between them furnished new opportunities for inquiry about lands
previously inaccessible (Pol. 3. 59. 3—5). Polybius recognized the
importance of conquest as a motive cause provoking research into
strange peoples and uncharted regions, generating fresh material
for testing and refining existing ideas and models, and he himself
made great use of the opportunities offered for travel in the new
world opened up to Greeks by the Romans in the north and west.
In the second and first centuries Bc, new knowledge and new con-
ceptions were born as a consequence of the Roman conquests in
northern Italy, southern Gaul, and the Iberian Peninsula. Greek
science benefited greatly from Roman feats of arms, but Romans
also, though to a lesser extent and in different ways, began to
reflect in writing on these conquests in the same period. It is
with the content and contexts of these writings, as they relate to
northern Italy and its peoples, that this chapter is primarily con-
cerned.

Cato and Polybius are the principal sources of information for
what was being thought and written on northern Italy in the
second century Bc. They are also, of course, two of the most
important and controversial personalities in the history of the
reception of Greek culture at Rome in the same century.’ It is not
known whether they had much close, personal contact during
Polybius’ stay in Rome, or whether one used the other’s writings
as a source of information, but they were certainly composing their
works at roughly the same period in the second and third quarters
of the second century BC.® In this period the Romans had com-

> Opinions on Cato’s attitudes have, more recently, tended away from viewing
him as the arch-enemy of all things Greek: for Cato the Greek-hater, see
Marmorale 1944: 34 ff.; Smith 1940a: 163; Klingner 1961: 34ff. For a range of
more moderate views, see Alfonsi 1954; Kienast 1954: 101 fI.; Della Corte 1969:
59f., 112f.; Astin 1978: 158-81; Ferrary 1988: 531—9; Gruen 1993: 52-83. On
Polybius and Roman culture, cf. Walbank 1974; Dubuisson 1985.

® On their potential relationship, see Balsdon 1953: 161; Walbank 1972b: 80o-1;
Musti 1974: 125 fI.; Nicolet 1974: 243 ff.
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pleted the conquest of the regions of the north, where the Gauls
lived, and were undertaking the intensive colonization and
centuriation of the area, particularly south of the Po.

Cato and Polybius thus wrote after the initial period of conquest
in the north had come to an end. But there was continuing warfare
against the Ligurians of the Apennines, carrying on into the 150s
Bc.” There were sporadic campaigns in Istria, the building of
further roads from towns on the Via Aemilia to Aquileia, of the
Via Postumia from Genua to Aquileia in 148 BC, and the execution
of extensive centuriation and settlement projects along the line of
the Via Aemilia. As Brunt has shown, there was a consular army
present north of the Apennines in every year except one from
200—-167 BC, while in the period 166—91 BC both consuls together
are known to have operated outside Italy on only nine occasions.?
Polybius mentions that most of the pigs slaughtered in Italy for
private and army consumption were raised in the plains of the
north (Pol. 2. 15. 3). This remark makes best sense if northern
Italy is envisaged as an area of constant military presence, if not
necessarily great activity, in the first half of the second century Bc.

It is against this historical background that Polybius and Cato
wrote about the geography and the peoples of northern Italy.
Polybius considered the topography and the history of the area in a
lengthy excursus in Book 2, with further notices scattered
throughout his work and another extended section of description
in Book 34, now extant only in fragments. Cato’s writings about
Transapennine Italy appeared in the second book of his historical
work, the Origines, and perhaps elsewhere in the text. Fourteen
brief, but suggestive, fragments refer to the region, indicating that
his was a detailed account of the land and its people. Between
them, Polybius and Cato also had a good deal of personal
experience of the north. Cato himself fought against the army led
by Hasdrubal at the River Metaurus in 207 Bc, which included
large contingents of Gauls, and may have campaigned against the
Boii in 194 BC as a legate of the consul Ti. Sempronius in one of
the final operations against them.® Polybius, forty-odd years later,
travelled the length of the territory that had once been inhabited

7 For an account of the Ligurian Wars, see Toynbee 1965, ii. 260-85; Dyson
1985: 87—125.

8 Brunt 1987: 567—9.

® The evidence for this is Plut. Cat. Mai. 12. 1. Astin 1978: 54 n. 11 thinks he
did; Smith 1940b: 109 n. 3 thinks not.
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by the Boii, and saw a land of agricultural abundance and cheap
accommodation.! Between them, they put the literary investiga-
tion of northern Italy and its inhabitants on a new footing and they
will form the main subject matter of this chapter, but it may be
worthwhile to take a look first at what went before them.

I. GREEKS AND THE CELTIC WEST IN HISTORY
AND LITERATURE

What had been written about northern Italy and Celts before
Polybius and Cato? How far developed was Greek scientific
investigation of the area before the second century Bc? Already
before the invasions of the early third century, Celts had come to
be identified by certain Greek writers as one of the more important
peoples of the barbarian world surrounding the world known to
Greeks.!! Herodotus is the first extant writer to refer to a people in
the far west called Keltoi who lived somewhere near the source of
the River Istros and the city of Pyrene.'> But for Ephorus in the
fourth century, Keltoi assumed a much greater importance as the
people occupying the western portion of the surrounding world,
with Scyths, Indians, and Ethiopians having the north, east, and
south respectively.!® The fourth century thus saw Keltoi come in
from the ethnographic darkness, as they were systematized and
classified, taking their place alongside the Scyths as the other great
barbarian people of northern Europe. The appearance of Keltoi in
Greece as mercenaries fighting for Sparta in 367 Bc, sent over by
Dionysius I of Syracuse, will have contributed to this develop-
ment of interest and the raising of their profile in the Greek imagi-
nation.'* Although detailed observations on their customs are
not present among the ethnographic fragments extant from this
century, it is apparent that Keltoi were coming to be endowed with
certain characteristics in Greek writing, and two themes seem
prominent: their natural belligerence, and the cold climate of their

10 For the direction and dating of Polybius’ Italian and Alpine travels, probably
in 151—150 BC on his journey in the west with Scipio Aemilianus, either on the way
to, or returning from Spain, see Walbank 1957—79: 1. 382; Pédech 1964: 528.

I For early Greek ethnography on the Celts, see Momigliano 1975: 50—64;
Rankin 1987: 45—56; P. M. Freeman 1996.

12 Hdt. 2. 33. 2-3; 4- 49. 3. Cf. Fischer 1973.

13 Ephorus FGH 7of30.

4 Xen. Hell. 7. 1. 2023, 28-31; Diod. 15. 70. 1.
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homeland.!® So there were already in place the broad outlines of a
conception before the invasions of Greece in the 270s Bc, when
Keltoi, or Galatai as they also came to be known, entered Greece
and Asia Minor, and were transformed at a stroke from being an
object of occasional and vague speculation to an immediate focus
of attention.

There seem to have been several historians of the wars against
the Keltoi in Greece and their narratives will probably have
contained information on their geographical origins, religion,
customs, and something of their history.!® As for the Keltoi of
Italy, Aristotle knew that they had sacked Rome, while Duris of
Samos mentioned their presence at the Battle of Sentinum.!”
These and other similar details concerning Roman and Italian
history may also have figured in Greek narratives, particularly
those written after the defeat of Pyrrhus by the Romans. The
nature and characteristics of these third-century writers must
remain obscure as, for the most part, must Pytheas’ and Timaeus’
roles in describing Keltoi in Italy and western Europe.!® Timaeus
apparently claimed that he had spent a good deal of time and
money collecting material on the peoples of the west, Keltoi,
Ligues, and Iberes, which might suggest that there was already a
significant body of literature to which the historian could refer
in his study in Athens. We owe this information to Polybius’
disparaging and polemical remarks on Timaeus’ armchair
historiography, which makes Timaeus’ contribution difficult to
assess.!? All that the fragments reveal is that he attributed a mytho-
logical ancestry to the Kelto: or Galatai, deriving them from the
Cyclops and the nymph Galatea.? While it would be unjust
to judge Timaeus’ writings on the Celts on the basis of one frag-
ment, it does serve to exemplify a more generally recognizable
characteristic of Greek ethnography and geography of this period.

15 On the belligerence and fearlessness of Keltoi, Plat. Legg. 637d; Arist. Pol.
1269°25—27, Eth. Nic. 111525, Eth. Eud. 1229"28; Ephorus FGH. 70f131, 132; on
the frozen Celtic north, Arist. De Gen. Anim. 748°25—26; the Pseudo-Aristotelian
text Problemata 9o9*—910° mentions the physical and moral effects of hot and cold
climates on humankind in north and south.

16 See Nachtergael 1977: 49-83.

17" Arist. fr. 610 Rose; Duris FGH 76£56.

18 For Pytheas’ contribution to the discovery of the north, see briefly Timpe
1989: 323—32. For the fragments of Timaeus on Italy and the Celts, see Timaeus
FGH 566f62—74. 9 Pol. 12. 28a. 3—4.

2 FGH 566f69.
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Hellenistic authors tended not to contrast the results of contempo-
rary experience and observation with pre-existing mythological
accounts and explanations. Instead they often attempted to recon-
cile these two sources by locating the peoples and places of myth
within the new worlds being made known to them by conquest and
exploration through the rationalization of legend on the one hand
and, on the other, the mythical interpretation of real experience.?!
This was also accompanied by a seemingly wilful fascination with
the fantastic for its own sake, giving rise to the production of books
of paradoxographica, which often took the form of lists of amazing
facts and bizarre tales about the regions and peoples on the edge of
the known world.?

That northern Italy and its inhabitants were treated in works of
this kind seems not unlikely. Polybius again protests about the
stories told about the region by Greeks concerning the fall of
Phaethon, and accuses Timaeus of displaying much ignorance in
his writings on the area.”® The River Po became a favourite setting
for legendary material. Quite early in the tradition, it was identi-
fied with the mythical Eridanus, though there was some disagree-
ment and vagueness on the exact location.?* By contrast, the Alps
remain strangely absent from the scene until a relatively late
stage.”® Herodotus mentioned two rivers called Alpis and Karpis,
flowing northwards into the Istros above the land of the
Ombrikoi.** The former is presumably to be connected with
the Alps, while the latter may with less certainty be linked with

2 Timpe 1989: 311 ff.

22 On the character of Hellenistic ethnography produced in Alexandria, see
Fraser 1972: 1. 494—553. 2 Pol. 2. 16. 13-15.

2* Hdt. 3. 115 denies that there was a large river flowing into the northern sea
called Eridanus which was the source of amber, on the grounds that the name itself
was Greek, not barbarian, and made up by some poet. Aeschylus, Heliades fr. 107
Mette, on the other hand, seems to have identified it with the Rhodanus, and placed
it in Iberia. He was followed in this by the Hellenistic writer, Philostephanus of
Cyrene: see Miller 1849: 32. fr. 22; cf. Timpe 1989: 315-16. See Chevallier 1980a:
8-12 for a list of Greek references to northern Italy.

25 Cf. Chevallier 1980a: 39—40; Purcell 1990b: 10-11.

20 Hdt. 4. 49. 2. For discussion of the evidence for early Greek contacts with
northern Italy and the Adriatic, see Beaumont 1936: esp. 189 on a Corinthian crater
of the 6th cent. BC inscribed with the name Omrikos. This seems to be one of the
earliest ethnonyms used by Greeks of the inhabitants of northern Italy, together
with that of the Enetoi known to Herodotus (1. 196. 1; 5. 9. 2). Polybius adopts
Latin versions for both, Ombroi (2. 16. 3, 24. 7) and Ouenetoi (e.g. 2. 17. 5, 18. 3, 23.
2) respectively, while Strabo reverts to Greek conventions, Ombrikoi (5. 1. 7, 10)
and (H)enetoi (1. 3. 2, 21; 5. 1. 1, 3).
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the Carpathians.?” But however that may be, Herodotus thought
they were rivers, not mountains. The distinct lack of a range of
mountains between the Ombrikoi and two supposed tributaries of
the Istros is indicative of the vagueness of the information reach-
ing him. Many people must have known a lot more, for instance
the Greeks who lived at Spina, but Herodotus did not or could not
speak to them. In fact, it seems that no extant Greek author either
spoke to or read anyone who knew what they were talking about
for a long time. In Apollonius Rhodius’ account of the wanderings
of the Argonauts, they sail up the Eridanus, turning aside from a
river which would have taken them to the ocean, pass the
Hercynian Rock through the countless tribes of Keltoi and Ligues,
then move into the River Rhodanus and finally back down to the
sea.” This is a poetical description which does not claim to be
exact or even true, but there is enough specific information about
significant features of the north to suggest that it reflects current
ideas about the configuration of the rivers and mountains in
transalpine Europe which envisaged a confluence of the Eridanus,
the Rhodanus and a river leading to the Outer Sea at a point called
the Hercynian Rock. As in Herodotus’ brief notice, what is most
obviously missing is the Alpine watershed between the Eridanus
(Po) and the rivers of northern and western Europe.

The cycle of tales that related the legend of Phaethon with the
mythical River Eridanus and the mysterious source of amber were
regularly located in northern Italy, consequent upon the wide-
spread identification of the Po as the Eridanus. Herodotus and
Polybius denied the association, both attributing the link to poetic
fantasy, but many others were prepared to accept it and wrote
more or less fabulous accounts of what they knew about the area,
some details of which are known to us. Polybius says that the black
clothing of the peoples living near the Po was explained by Greeks
as a sign of mourning for the death of Phaethon, while he also
mentions that Greek tragic writers, by which he may mean either
poets or sensationalistic historians, had written a good deal of
fanciful stuff about the Veneti.?’ Elsewhere he inveighs in similar
vein against the heroic nonsense written about Hannibal’s crossing
of the Alps by ignorant Greeks who had never seen them.

7 So suggests Timpe 1989: 314. % A.R. 4. 618-55.
2 Pol. 2. 16. 13-15, 17. 6; with Walbank 1957—79: i. 1801, 183 ad loc.
3 Pol. 3. 47. 6-12.
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Pliny the Elder names various other Greek authors who had
composed material of a comparable quality relating to the Po
Valley and northern Europe on the vexed question of the source of
amber, which was, he mentions, also occasionally associated with
the legend of Phaethon, the amber being interpreted as the tears of
his sisters, the Heliades, after their transformation into poplars:
hence the association with the Po.’! Among other examples of
vanitas Graecorum (‘false tales told by Greeks’), Pliny mentions
the theory of one Demostratus, who opined that amber came from
Italy and that it was in fact solidified lynx urine; and the
refinement of Zenothemis, who located these animals on the banks
of the Po. Others, including Theophrastus, thought amber came
from Liguria.’? Pliny, for his part, knew as a local that this was all
nonsense and explained the long-standing association of amber
with northern Italy with reference to the common custom of
Transpadane peasant women of wearing amber as an ornament.
Other notices, mostly in later poets, show how Keltoi too were
variously invoked in poetry as the semi-mythical producers of
amber in a loosely located landscape in northern Europe. They
probably reflect to some degree these scientific explanations of an
earlier period, a feature which is to be expected given the close
intellectual relationship between investigative scholarship of all
kinds and poetic composition, especially in the learned and
creative milieu of the Alexandrian Museum and Library.3

The section of Pliny’s Natural History just discussed shows
well, in the case of northern Italy, how the learned and poetic
assimilation of traditional legends and new discoveries encouraged
the production of bizarre scientific and mythical conjectures to
explain the various amazing facts and phenomena about the world
which were being collected in the Hellenistic period. This fascina-

31 Plin. N.H. 37. 30—46.

32 Theo. De Lap. 29.

3 A. R. 4. 624—7 mentions the story of the Heliades as the Argonauts sail up the
Eridanus, while the Scholiast comments that the Keltoi used to say that the origin
of amber did not lie in the tears of the Heliades, but those of Apollo when he was
forced by Zeus to become a slave after the killing of Asclepius and the Cyclops.
According to the 2nd-cent. AD poet, Dionysius Periegetes 5. 228ff., the Celts,
living near the Pyrenees and the source of the Eridanus, which is the river called
the Po by some, extract amber shining like gold from poplar trees. He explains that
this feature accounts for amber being called the ‘tears of the Heliades’, as gold is the
metal sacred to Helios. Nonnus Dion. 2. 153 later situated the Heliades among

the Celts. See Chevallier 1976: 31—7; Mastrocinque 1991: 11—56 for discussion of
the ancient literary tradition on the source of amber.
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tion with the recondite and unusual is a well-known feature of
the intellectual culture fostered by scholars in the Museum of
Alexandria and other libraries around the Greek world, who had at
their fingertips all the texts describing the wonders of the half-
known world, but rarely made any independent eyewitness
investigations themselves.’* The process of rationalizing legend
created expectations, defined questions, and suggested answers
and interpretations, all of which tended to prejudice geographical
and ethnographical observation and limit the conclusions able to
be drawn from it. Hence, the uninvestigated world of the north
was not simply terra incognita for Greek observers or travellers. It
was already potentially peopled with Hyperboreans, living near or
beyond the Rhipaean Mountains.®® Greeks looked for these
peoples and places in the stories they heard, in an attempt to make
sense of new information in terms of what they thought they
already knew, seeking confirmation in the physical landscape for
features described in myth and poetry. This was one useful way to
bridge the historical and cultural gap between the rich store of
Greek myth set in far off and only vaguely identified lands, like the
voyages of Odysseus and the Argonauts, or the travels of Hercules,
and the newly discovered, or as yet poorly investigated, regions of
the barbarian world, which included northern Italy and the Alps.
Of course, different authors had different standards and
methods, and Polybius thought his literary predecessors on
northern Europe credulous and lazy, as Timaeus, or mendacious,
as Pytheas: the former had not visited the area, and therefore wrote
nonsense, the latter claimed to have done so, and therefore must
have lied.*® Only he himself, as he claimed, had visited the area in
person and then told the truth about what he saw. The claim may
be thought disingenuous and polemical, but it does not seem
unlikely that there had been few before him with both the desire
and opportunity to see such distant regions of the world, and the
literary talent to write them up. The only obvious candidates are
Silenus and Sosylus, the Greek historians who accompanied
Hannibal on his campaigns, and probably crossed the Alps with

3 Fraser 1972: i. 312 ff. on the museum itself, and 77770 ff. on the Alexandrian love
of the fantastic.

35 Cf. Timpe 1989: 313—14 on the Rhipaean Mountains. Posidonius FGH 87f48
identified them with the Alps.

3¢ Polybius criticizes Timaeus constantly. Cf. e.g. Pol. 12. 3—4, on his descrip-
tion of Africa and Corsica; Pol. 34. 5. 1—9 on Pytheas.
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him.¥” Doubtless many a Greek and Italian had crossed the Alps
before Polybius, but few Greek historians had ever been there and
so little had ever been written down. Polybius, though polemical,
claimed to be a writer with integrity and he did not fantasize or
speculate about areas that neither he nor anyone else had seen,
and this included most of continental Europe.®® In his opinion,
northern Italy belonged to the category of lands poorly known up
to his own time. However much had already been written on it, it
was, in his opinion, all factually worthless, and it was up to him to
put the record straight with a simple description based on sound
observation. That Greeks had travelled throughout the Po Valley
for hundreds of years is probable.? But, if we accept Polybius’
polemic as being at all a reasonable characterization of his
predecessors’ writings, the available material about the area was
mostly paradoxographical and mythographic, concerned rather
with concocting new explanations of the origins of amber than
with geographical realia.

The best indication of something approaching a coherent geo-
graphical picture of the region as a whole before Polybius is the
text of the Periplous (Circumnavigation) of Pseudo-Scylax, dated
by most authorities to the late fourth century Bc.* It consists of a
typical periplous text of the Mediterranean coastline. In the section
covering the Adriatic coastline of Italy, those mentioned as the
major peoples inhabiting the coast, sailing up the Adriatic, are
the Iapyges, then the Saunitai, then the Ombrikoi. Next come
the Turrhénoi who are known to inhabit Italy from one coast to the
other, and then the Keltoi, described as ‘those left behind from the
expedition’. They occupy a short stretch of the coast at the top of
the Adriatic before one comes to the Enetoi, in whose lands lies the
River Eridanos.* The form of the description is simply a list of the
peoples inhabiting the coastline, with an indication of how long it
takes to sail along their respective portions of it, which is perhaps
all one should expect of a periplous text. Nevertheless there is no
evidence that the writer knew anything about regions away from

37 See Jacoby 1929a on Silenus (FGH 175); id. 1929b on Sosylus (FGH 176);
with Walbank 1957-79: i. 28, 333.

3 Pol. 3. 38. 1-3.

3 Boardman 1999: 225—9 briefly on Greeks in northern Italy.

* For the text, see Miiller 1855: 15-96; with Zuffa 1978: 1446, 156 nn. 26-7;
Peretti 1979: 198—218.

# Ps.-Scyl. 14-19.
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the coast. There is no mention of the navigability of the Po or of
the existence of the Alps. Inland northern Italy then seems to have
remained very imprecisely described in Hellenistic literature.

Why was there no systematic account of northern Italy, and the
west in general, before Polybius, in spite of centuries of contact?
Historically, Greeks had tended to direct their attentions towards
other regions, mainly towards the East and Egypt, because of the
intrinsic interest and antiquity of the great eastern kingdoms, their
geographical proximity and the important role they had played in
Greek history. This is not to say that the west received no atten-
tion: Massilia produced Pytheas the explorer who probably
reached Britain on his voyage of discovery, but few subsequent
efforts were made, and the boundaries of Greek geographical
knowledge and interest in the west remained fairly constant for
centuries.*> Herodotus wrote a detailed ethnographic account of
the Scythians, but the admittedly fragmentary evidence seems to
suggest that we have to wait three hundred years for Posidonius to
give a similarly detailed investigation of their western neighbours
in the Greek system as elaborated by Ephorus, the Keltoi.¥ The
geographical direction of Hellenistic conquest made this tendency
pronounced, until the Celtic invasions of the third century Bc gave
more immediate objects for study. That there was a good deal
written about Kelto: in this period is suggested by the material
available to Timaeus, but it cannot have been of the same scale or
quality as the writings on the new eastern peoples encountered in
the wake of Alexander.

I have already mentioned the role of Hellenistic scholarship in
ethno-geographical inquiry, and its particular penchant for
learned speculation on distant regions rather than voyages of dis-
covery. Yet the conquests of Alexander and the establishment of
the Hellenistic kingdoms in Asia and Egypt had brought Greeks in
direct contact with a large number of previously unexplored
peoples and places. Later, royal patronage and the library culture
that spread throughout the East with the Hellenistic kingdoms
encouraged the writing of scholarly literature about the native
peoples among whom the Greeks now found themselves. Various

# See Fraser 1972: i. 763ff. on the geographical horizon of 3rd-cent. BC
Alexandria and its western limitations.

+ Cf. Posidonius FGH 87f15-18, 31-3, 55-6; and Edelstein and Kidd 1989, frr.

67—9, 272—6 for the fragments of his accounts of Celtic ethnography and the
Cimbric invasion; with Tierney 1960.
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authors of distinction, including Aristotle and Callimachus, wrote
books on the customs of barbarians.** There being no similar
development in the West, the expansion of literary interest in the
region was commensurately less. Eratosthenes is said to have
written thirty-three books of Galatika (History of the Galatai), but
this seems inherently unlikely.* In the late third century Bc Sotion
of Alexandria wrote something about barbarian philosophers
among the Celts, called druides and semmnotheot, but little seems to
have been known about them. They did not excite the same
interest as did, for instance, the Persian magi or the gymnosophists
among the Indians.*

In addition to the historical bias in Greek ethnography and
geography, there were, of course, considerable practical problems
facing anyone writing about northern Italy and the West in
general, which must form part of an explanation of why these areas
were so poorly known to Greeks before Polybius. On the problems
facing the ancient travel writer, Polybius comments that one
should not be too unkind to previous authors, despite all their
fanciful inaccuracies, considering the difficulties they faced in
visiting distant, barbarous lands before the days of Alexander and
the Romans.*” He is patronizing his predecessors, but he has a
point. Communication over long distances through foreign or
unknown terrain was difficult and hazardous in the ancient world
and so was travel, especially overland. Distances kept researchers
away from the objects of their interest and distorted what informa-
tion they were able to gather themselves. As Polybius says, even if
you did travel to the ends of the earth, you might not find what you
wanted because of the language barrier and the inhospitability of
the country in such far-off places that made travelling arduous and
the investigation of what you could see awkward. This, he says,

* For Aristotle’s work, see frr. 6o4—10 Rose. Cf. Fraser 1972: i. 305—35 on royal
patronage and libraries, and 523 for Callimachus’ work on barbarians, of which
only one fragment survives. For an extensive treatment of early Hellenistic court
historians, see Meil3ner 1992.

* For the fragments of this work attributed to Eratosthenes, see FGH 745;
Jacoby assigns them to a younger Eratosthenes, as does Momigliano 1975: 509,
referring to the statement of Strabo at 2. 2. 41, where he says that the famous
Eratosthenes, of Cyrene, was not particularly well informed about the western
Mediterranean and the Celts. It seems unlikely, then, that he could have written a
monumental work about them.

% D. L. praef. 1, 6. See Momigliano 1975: 59—60; Piggott 1968: 76—go has a use-

ful discussion of the place of druids in the Greek tradition.
*7 Pol. 3. 58. 5-59. 2.
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was the reason why earlier accounts were so often replete with
myth and exaggeration, a tendency which he claims to have over-
come in his own work.

Other difficulties also hindered the furtherance of geographical
inquiry. For instance, Polybius came across what he took to be the
habitual secrecy of merchants when he and Scipio tried to find out
about the existence of Britain.*® The Greeks of Spina and Adria
may have reacted similarly to requests for information about their
hinterland. Moreover, an enduring ignorance of inland areas long
after the discovery of a new coastline is perhaps to be expected in
regions on the margins of the known world. Even with the help of
the river system, land travel over the Po Valley would have been a
serious problem. The practical difficulties of geographical research
were considerable and were in this case, it seems, sufficient to keep
even so salient a physical feature of the landscape as the Alps
hidden from Greek writers for several centuries. For the most
part, they were content to account mythically and anecdotally for
what they could not, or would not, visit in person and investigate
systematically. Even when this last stage was attained, there were
still the obstacles caused by the limitations of ancient cartography,
which will be examined below in connection with the much fuller
and more detailed, yet still flawed, description of northern Italy
written up by Polybius.

These two factors, then, historical and practical, acting in
concert, prevented the development of a significant ethnographic
and geographic literature about the West and the Keltoi located
there by Greeks in the Hellenistic period. Only with the conquest
of Greece by the Romans and the transfer of prestige, wealth, and
patronage from kings to senators, did Greeks like Polybius,
Posidonius, Artemidorus, and Timagenes begin to turn their
attention seriously to the barbarian West.* Polybius was, then, as
he claimed, among the first to travel in continental Europe, in
northern Italy, the Alps, southern Gaul, and Spain, and write
about what he had seen in those barbarian worlds.

Polybius was able to travel to these distant places because the
Romans had been there first and he did so while in their custody,

* Pol. 34. 10. 6—7.

* For Timagenes on Gaul, see FGH 88f2; and 11, on the aurum Tolosanum and
Gallic origins. An epitome of Artemidorus’ geographical work was made by one
Marcianus: see Miiller 1855: 574—6.
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and therefore to some extent under their control. He says that the
conquests of Alexander and Rome had opened nearly the whole
world up for new inquiry.*® But in what capacity did he undertake
this project? Momigliano argued that the relationship of Polybius
and other Greek ethnographers to the Roman Empire was that of
state geographers or official researchers.’! But this perhaps mis-
interprets somewhat the political and intellectual position of these
Greeks in the Roman world. Polybius wrote for the whole Greek
reading public throughout the world and for all time, not just as a
reporter for the governing power. Moreover, the Romans, for their
part, were perfectly capable themselves of finding out about the
customs and geography of the peoples they had conquered, as will
become clear from an examination of the fragments of Cato.
Polybius may have been the first to carry out a geographical inves-
tigation of northern Italy, but the Romans did not engage him
specifically for that purpose. This point is important for the
understanding of the relationship between Greek science and
Roman power. The latter enabled the former, and benefited from
it, but Romans were not so ignorant, nor Greeks so subservient.
One important aim of Polybius’ work was to describe the nature
and development of Roman power for the conquered Greeks, in
other words, to inform the conquered about their conquerors.’? In
the process he tells his audience about the various peoples and
places in the far north and west which the Romans have taken, and
he represents his account of his journeys in the west, including
northern Italy, as intended to correct the errors of earlier writers
and to make these regions of the world known to Greeks.”
Polybius’ aims as a reporter of the Roman involvement with the
Celts were political as well as geographical, in that he uses his
account of Rome’s Celtic Wars as a means of showing Greeks the
wider historical and geographical significance of Roman imperial
success. It is clear from his comments at the end of the excursus
dealing with these wars that he was presenting his Greek audience
with a pointed contrast between the achievements of the Romans

0 Pol. 3. 59. 3—4.

51 Momigliano 1975: 66—7: ‘Cato had realistically encouraged the Romans to do
what no Greek had done before—to study the Celts in their own land. Now we see
how the Roman leading class accepted his advice and hired the Greeks to do the
work for them.’ 52 Pol. 3. 4.

53 For Polybius’ corrective, didactic purpose in geographical matters, see Pol. 2.
16. 13—15 on northern Italy, and 3. 59. 8 on geography in general.
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against the Celts and the Greeks’ own consistent failure to deal
effectively with them in Greece and Asia.>* This digression thus
forms one element in Polybius’ general purpose, which is to show
that Roman universal rule is quite reasonable and explicable,
based on sound planning and the execution of specific aims and
realistic ambitions.>®

The character of Polybius’ writings on the north, and those of
the other later Greek authors is perhaps not quite that of a
scientific survey commissioned by the Romans for their own infor-
mation. Romans did not need Greeks to gather raw data for them
about their conquests. Such information was available in Rome, in
the non-scientific form of a senatorial report, an epigraphic cata-
logue perhaps, and in oral traditions. When Cato came to write
about the West, he did not have to consult a Greek to tell
him about the Galli of Italy or the peoples of Spain. Polybius
was doubtless right to assume that the task of writing scientific
treatises about the newly discovered world would fall to Greeks.%¢
But that is not to say that the Romans knew nothing about the
Gauls of the north until a Greek wrote a book about them.

Polybius’ ethnographic and geographic work seems, then, to
have been directed primarily towards informing his Greek peers
about the Romans and their conquests in the west, rather than for
the education of Romans. While Polybius’ writing is still charac-
teristically Hellenistic in this sense, it is nevertheless different
from the works of his predecessors who worked in the Library and
Museum of Alexandria, or who had travelled in the distant areas of
the world. They had written about a barbarian world which was
either directly subject to Greek rule, or conceived in various
respects, militarily, culturally, or politically, as deficient by Greek
standards. The achievements of Hellenistic ethnography and
geography were, in part at least, an expression of what Greeks felt
to be their ascendency over the barbarian and were attained as a
consequence of Greek domination over large areas inhabited by
barbarians.’” But it had to serve new purposes and find new
inspiration after the Roman conquest. Greeks did not cease to
explore the world they knew after they themselves had ceased to be

3 Pol. 2. 35.
Pol. 1. 3. 9.
Pol. 3. 59. 4.

Cf. Said 1978 on Orientalism in modern European academic and political
thought.
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its, or even their own, masters. Their motivation in the Roman
period must therefore rather have been scientific curiosity and
academic competition rather than politically or culturally rooted
strategies of power and domination over their foreign objects of
inquiry. The prestige they could now gain among Romans with
their writings was one element of continuity with the fame they
had previously won in the courts and libraries of the Hellenistic
kingdoms. But the relationship of Polybius’ writings on the West
to the conquest and the conquerors is different from that of his
literary predecessors, first because this was not a Greek conquest,
and secondly because the new sources of literary patronage in
Rome were not yet accustomed to consuming such Greek
reflections on their conquests and the nature of their power. It was
less the case that the Romans sent the Greeks out to investigate for
them, than that Greeks had to work hard on the Romans to arouse
any interest in their productions once written.

There cannot yet have been a ready intellectual or literary
market in Rome for the sort of material that Polybius and other
Greeks would write, and the status of Hellenistic literary culture
as a whole was a problem with which the Romans were only
just beginning to come to terms in the second century Bc. If
Greek writers wanted to be read by Romans at all, they would have
had to create an audience for themselves in a public that was
potentially unreceptive, whether out of simple ignorance or con-
scious hostility.

Polybius presents the advances under Alexander in the east and
the Romans in the west as parallel developments.’® In purely
scientific terms, this was true, but in political terms it was not. He
says that now the Greeks have so much leisure time, they can do
even more than they did before, and he hopes for great advances in
geography and ethnography. He thus tactfully presents an
inevitable position of subjection as a great opportunity for Greek
science, ignoring the disjunction between the political status of the
Greek writers of the Hellenistic period and those of the succeeding
Roman era. Furthermore, by specifically expressing his aim as the
description of these areas for a Greek audience, Polybius also
tacitly recognizes that the Romans themselves would not be the
ones to write or read about the new world they had uncovered and
conquered. To be sure, Romans found out a good deal about the

% Pol. 3. 59. 3-8.
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areas they conquered, but their interest was not, at this stage,
primarily in composing literary or scientific expositions of their
knowledge or reading those composed by others like Polybius.

Is it possible, then, to characterize the Romans’ interest in and
knowledge of foreign peoples and places in this period if it was not
to read or write learned treatises about them? There is sufficient
evidence to show that Romans were not entirely self-absorbed in
this period, and that their own extensive and long-standing
contacts with a wide variety of different kinds of alien peoples and
places produced a certain amount of literary reflection on their
histories and different customs, as well as a good deal of triumphal
art and epigraphy detailing the succession of Roman victories over
them. Greeks too went in for imperialist expressions of superiority
over barbarians in the pre-Roman Hellenistic period on a grand
scale. But a brief examination of how Romans represented foreign
worlds to themselves in the third and second centuries BC will
suggest that Romans represented and consumed facts and ideas
about other peoples and places very differently from Greeks like
Polybius.

2: MAPS, LISTS, AND INSCRIPTIONS

If the Greek literary sources on northern Italy were found
inadequate, an historian based in Rome in this period would also
have been able to take advantage of various non-literary sources of
knowledge and information about communities, towns, and
regions that had come within the Roman orbit. Cato was the first
Roman to use this material, together with Greek literary sources,
in his historical work the Ovrigines, to compose something like a
Greek-style account of the peoples and places of Italy. It is clear
from the extant fragments on northern Italy that he made much
use of material already available in Rome itself in his research and
writing, but what forms did this material take?

Polybius assumed that future advances in scientific investigation
and publication would be carried out by Greeks.’ Strabo, writing
150 years later about the progress of research into the geography
and ethnography of the expanded horizons offered by the Roman
Empire, confirms this opinion, commenting that the Romans are
not particularly curious about foreigners in general, and that it is a

3 Pol. 3. 59. 4.
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rare event when Roman writers fill in a gap left by Greeks, as they
tend only to produce inadequate imitations of Greek works.*® The
lack of a developed ethnographic scientific literature in Latin
written by Romans is an obvious feature of the Republic.®! As
Elizabeth Rawson points out, this absence of a Greek-style
scientific impulse did not exclude other sorts of interest in foreign
worlds. She sees these as fed and mediated by the institution of the
triumph.® But Strabo’s emphasis on a general lack of the kind of
curiosity which produces works of description and analysis is a
significant point well made. The uses to which such knowledge
was put and the ways in which it was acquired by Romans were
not driven by Greek notions of historia, inquiry, or philomatheia,
love of learning.

By the Augustan period, as Nicolet has argued, the ways in
which Romans conceptualized the geography of the inhabited
world and their cartographic representations of it had developed
considerably, but there were precedents already in the third
century BC for the Augustan impulse to produce an inventory of
the world.®® Romans had collected information about the outside
world and its inhabitants from an early period, and had used it to
commemorate their victories and triumphs, in pictures, maps, and
inscriptions. These were the non-Greek sources on which Cato
drew to construct his account of the peoples and places of Italy.

There is some evidence for map-making in Rome in the third
and second centuries BC, but why did Romans make maps in this
period? They were certainly not representations of Roman
achievements in overland exploration or Mediterranean naviga-
tion, nor were they cartographic illustrations accompanying geo-
graphical works on Italy or the Mediterranean. A consideration of
the occasions on which they were produced might suggest an

% Str. 3. 4. 19. Strabo says here that the reason for this feature in Roman
literature is that they do not possess to phileidemon (‘love of knowledge’), i.e. that
Romans are not in general curious about the customs of foreign peoples. Some
manuscripts have philekdemon (‘love of foreign travel’) here, which would imply
that Strabo thought that Romans were not fond of travelling abroad. This cannot
be right. Strabo seems rather to be reflecting a common Greek opinion, which
Polybius shared, about the Romans’ limited intellectual curiosity.

" On this, see Wallace-Hadrill: 1988, 1990.

02 Rawson 1985: 257: ‘the triumph, with its picturesque prisoners, piles of
conquered weapons and other artifacts, paintings of the sites of battles and sieges’;
for references to triumphal art in the Republic, Harris 1979: 261—2.

% Nicolet 1988; Purcell 1990a.
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answer. In 268 Bc, P. Sempronius Sophus dedicated a temple to
Tellus after his triumph over the Picentes in which, acording to
Varro, there was a painted representation of Italy.®* As Wiseman
points out, the victory in Picenum completed the Roman conquest
of peninsular Italy. The picture of Italy, which may possibly have
been a painting of a personification rather than a map as such, was
the symbolic monumentum or memorial of this achievement, the
dedication to Tellus also perhaps suggesting something about
the fulfilment of the conquest of the land of Italy.®® Just under a
century later, in 174 BC, a commemorative tablet was dedicated to
Jupiter in the temple of Mater Matuta by Ti. Sempronius
Gracchus, to celebrate his victories in Sardinia and his second
triumph as consul in 177 BC. Livy describes it as an inscription
recounting his achievements, his killing and capturing of 80,000 of
the enemy, accompanied by a painted representation of Sardinia,
upon which were depicted the battles he had fought.®® Shortly
thereafter, in 165 BC, a map was set up of public land reclaimed
from illegal land-owners in Campania.®”’ In 146 BC, L. Hostilius
Mancinus displayed a plan of Carthage in the Forum in support of
his campaign for the consulship;%®® finally, in the text of the
lex agraria (‘land law’) of 111 BC, formae (‘plans’) and tabellae
(‘tablets’) of assigned public land are mentioned, which
suggests that the making of plans of stretches of ager publicus
(‘public land’) was regular practice at this period.®’

All the above examples of Roman cartographic or schematic
representations of parts of the world have two things in common:
they are intimately linked with the military conquest of new
regions and with their subsequent occupation and settlement. In
the same way that the Romans were not as curious as Greeks about
foreign peoples and did not write books about them, so they were
not interested in drawing maps of the world for purely scientific
purposes. The primary motivation for both ethnographic and
cartographic interest in Rome was the monumental commemora-
tion of triumphal conquest and the accurate recording of the

% Varro R.R. 1. 2. 1: ‘in pariete pictam Italiam’; Florus 1. 19. 2 on Sempronius’

dedication of the temple. % Wiseman 1986: 91.
% L. 41.28. 8-10: ‘Sardiniae insulae forma erat, atque in ea simulacra pugnarum
picta.’

%7 The map was apparently still visible some years later, as it was reportedly
altered by Sulla (Granius Licinianus at Criniti 9. 36—7).
% Pliny N.H. 35. 23. % FIRA 11. 6-7.
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results of centuriation and colonization. Much of this had been
true for Greeks too, of course. Foreign peoples had often figured
in the Greek equivalents of triumphal art, architecture, and
literature, but the kind of intellectual curiosity elicited in certain
Greeks by the customs and histories of other peoples is not evident
in second-century BCc Romans, apart from their tentative investiga-
tions into the Greeks themselves and their culture. Conversely,
the Romans recorded and documented certain other aspects of
their geographical knowledge of the world around them more
thoroughly than Greeks tended to, particularly information to
do with roads and land-measurement. Distances appeared in
triumphal inscriptions and on milestones by the side of the roads
that began to span the north of Italy in the second century Bc, a
most un-Greek habit, but one that fits well with the maps and dia-
grams of public land mentioned above.”

Far better attested, indeed, than pictorial descriptions as a
means of storing and conveying facts about the outside world, but
still very much connected with the representation of victory and
the monumentalization of conquest, is the Roman habit of erecting
triumphal inscriptions. They commemorated the results of the
victorious campaigns of the Roman people, and exalted the repu-
tation of the triumphant general. To that end, these inscriptions
often gave detailed information on the regions in which campaigns
had taken place and about the peoples and places conquered. But
as they were scattered in temples and on monuments around the
city of Rome, they could not constitute a coherent or systematic
account of Rome’s wars, so much as the record of successive
claims to military fame on the part of individual Roman generals.

These inscriptions, sometimes written in Saturnian metre, seem
typically to have contained a catalogue of the cities or peoples
which the general had defeated and numbers of the enemy killed
or captured, accompanied, whether appropriate or not, by claims
to be the first to have achieved some particular feat of arms, and a
description of any peculiarities of the triumph itself: what and who
was exhibited in the procession for instance, how much coin and
bullion the general had brought back with him in booty, and how
much he had given in bounty to his troops.”! Certain passages in

70 Rawson 1985: 259.
I See Wiseman 1985 for discussion of triumphal inscriptions as a source for the
ethos of Roman political life.
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Livy’s campaign narratives and his descriptions of triumphs seem
to suggest that he, or a source, found a good deal of information in
texts of this kind, as they contain very much these categories of
information, which are also present, for instance, in the inscription
commemorating C. Duilius’s naval victory off Mylae in 260 BC.”?
In addition, these texts sometimes contained brief snippets
relating to conquered peoples and places: names of ethnic groups,
cities, rivers, distances, and various other statistics about popula-
tions defeated, whether alive or dead.”® There were, then, names,
facts, and figures of various sorts relating to the conquered world
around the Romans inscribed in documentary texts in Rome and
elsewhere. But before Cato there was nothing resembling a
detailed or systematic description of the peoples of Italy accessible
to the Roman reader. The kinds of information available reflected
the reasons why the Romans were interested in the outside world,
and they had more to do with the celebration of individual and
corporate glory than with systematic record-keeping or scientific
inquiry.”*

Listing the names, places, and peoples conquered in warfare is a
prominent characteristic of the Roman triumphal text. Lists, how-
ever unexpansive, can be impressive in themselves as a means of
communicating the magnitude of a past event, the scale of an
achievement, or the significance of an individual’s career. This is
the emotive effect on which the rather dry presentation of factual
information in list form in these inscriptions draws. It may also be
seen reflected in the literary device of the catalogue of armed
forces, often resorted to by both poets and historians in antiquity,
not merely as a means of relating details and statistics but as a
cumulative exposition of the importance of the conflict to be
described. Listing the places and peoples of the world in a
linear progression had also been a feature of Greek geographical
composition, as is evident in the case of Pseudo-Scylax. The

2 Cf. e.g. the following examples from the 19os Bc, mostly concerning triumphs
over the Gauls of Italy: L. 31. 49. 2—3 (L. Furius Purpurio’s triumph in 200 Bc), 33.
23. 4—7 (C. Cornelius Cethegus in 197 BC), 33. 37. 10—12 (M. Marcellus in 196 BC),
34. 46. 2—3 (Cato in 194 BcC, after his Spanish command), 36. 40. 11-13 (P. Scipio
Nasica in 191 BC). For the Duilius inscription, see ILLRP 319 (= CIL 1. 25).

73 For distances in inscriptions, cf. the triumphal inscription of C. Sempronius
Tuditanus, consul in 129 BC, quoted by Pliny (IN.H. 3. 129) as a source for the dis-
tance between Aquileia and the River Titius; and the Polla stone which, in triumphal
manner, lists the stages on the road between Regium and Capua (ILLRP 454).

7+ On archives in Republican Rome, see Nicolet 1988: 135-6; Culham 1989.
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compilation of scientific lists had also taken on new life with the
Hellenistic vogue for pinacography, the production of lists on
every conceivable topic of interest, from the names of tragedies, to
birds, rivers, wonders in Italy, and so on.” Callimachus was the
most noted exponent of this genre, in addition to his ethnographic
interests mentioned above, culling the material for this encyclo-
paedic approach to knowledge from the resources of the Museum
and Library in Alexandria. It is apparent from the fragments of
the Origines, that Cato too occasionally recounted the names of
peoples and places in the form of an otherwise bare list. While his
fascination for listing such facts and other curiosities about the
outside world clearly has much in common with the works of his
contempories in Alexandria, its fundamental affinities lie with the
genre of the Roman triumphal inscription, in form and purpose.

Triumphal maps, administrative diagrams, epigraphic lists, and
catalogues of conquests formed important types of source material
available in Rome for would-be Roman authors who wanted to
find something out about the peoples and places of the world
around them. But it would be a distortion, characteristic perhaps
of library-bound academic history, to imagine that a man like Cato
restricted what he wrote to what he found elsewhere in written
evidence, Greek or Latin. For, however learned he was for his
times, and doubtless he read many an inscription in his time as
surely did most Romans who could read, he was a man of affairs
who devoted himself to life in the Senate rather than the study.”®
He had himself been to many of the places he described and
had lived through, and played an important part in, much of the
history he wrote about, and was both an inheritor and principal
literary interpreter of the non-literary traditions concerning the
past of Rome and Italy that persisted and developed from genera-
tion to generation. From Roman documentary sources, Cato could
have got some details about names, dates, and places. But to his
reading of these sources he brought a world of personal experience

75 Fraser 1972: 1. 454 ff.

76 Cic. Sen. 21 represents Cato as an assiduous reader of inscriptions, in the
context of a passage on the failure of memory in old age: ‘equidem non modo eos
novi qui sunt, sed eorum patres etiam et avos, nec sepulcra legens vereor quod
aiunt, ne memoriam perdam; his etiam ipsis legendis in memoriam redeo mortuo-
rum.” (‘Indeed I know not only people who are alive today but their fathers and
grandfathers too, and when reading tombstones I do not fear what they say, that I

might lose my memory; rather by reading them I return to the memory of the
dead.’)
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and received tradition relating to the subjects his pen touched on,
including the Gauls of the north. While we can reasonably postu-
late the existence and importance of both, it is perhaps harder
accurately to assess their character as, paradoxically, they can now
only be reached through the literary evidence. Nevertheless,
something of their quality and content is recoverable.

The stories about Romans and Gauls from the past that found
their way into the literary tradition reveal the nature of the tradition
that sustained them. The literary history of Roman relations with
the Galli is above all characterized by the occurrence of memorable
and remarkable examples of outstanding individual heroism relat-
ing to equally memorable characters from history, whose families
tended, not entirely coincidentally, to be prominent in the later
Republic: Manlius Capitolinus’ miraculous saving of the Capitol,
Camillus’ deliverance of the city from the effects of the sack,
Manlius Torquatus’ and Valerius Corvus’ victorious confront-
ations with monstrous Gauls, Decius Mus’ devotio at Sentinum
when he sacrificed his own life for the sake of a Roman victory, and
Marcellus’ winning of the spolia opima for killing the opposing
commander at the Battle of Clastidium.”” All of them great heroes
with great names. The prominence of these representatives of
famous Republican noble families in the literary tradition of early
Rome stems not only from the relative stability of the Roman
senatorial aristocracy over several centuries, but also from the ways
in which the Roman historical tradition was heavily influenced by,
and to a considerable extent consisted of, stories relating to and, in
various forms, propagated by the great families of Rome.

Through public advertisements of their inherited histories,
through inscriptions and monuments in and around the city com-
memorating triumphs and victories, and through the performance
of impressive funeral ceremonies held in the open, as memorably
described by Polybius, accompanied by the delivery of eulogies of
the dead which also encompassed a recitation of the deeds of
former members of the family, successive generations attempted
to ensure the continuation of their family’s reputation in the minds
of the people.” The texts of some of these speeches seem to have

7 The main sources for these events are as follows: Torquatus: L. 7. 9—10;
Claudius Quadrigarius fr. 1ob Peter; Corvus: L. 7. 26. 1—10; Claudius Quadri-
garius fr. 12 Peter; Decius Mus: L. 10. 26—30. Marcellus: Plut. Marc. 7-8.

8 Pol. 6. 53—4.
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been preserved, to be used extensively and perhaps uncritically by
later Roman historians: Livy and Cicero both comment on the
inherent unreliability of funeral speeches and the inscriptions on
mmagines (‘busts of ancestors’) as sources. For in these speeches,
Livy writes, families deliberately and with intent to deceive
arrogated to themselves honours and events from the past to which
they had no right, and thus confused the traditions concerning
both the deeds of individuals and the records of the common
Roman past.” Livy attributes the motivation behind this tendency
to straightforward mendaciousness, but there was more to it than
that. Funeral speeches and the public presentation of a family’s
past were a crucial aspect of the competitive culture of the Roman
political class. Of course, individuals, not families, competed
against one another in Roman politics, but they did so against
the background of a world of family tradition that served to
validate their status and of which they were the exemplar in their
generation. Families were perhaps able to lay claim to dubious
honours from the past because of the paucity of public records
against which their claims could be verified, yet they did so not
with the intention of rewriting history but in order to enhance
their public reputations.

The series of extraordinary events associated with the Romans’
early history of conflict with the Galli betrays the influence of
noble family traditions on the later, written historical record.
Three of the families involved, the Manlii Torquati and Capitolini
and the Valerii Corvini, attributed the origins of their cognomina
to these events—their very names were represented as memorials
of the family’s past achievements. Similarly, Suetonius also
mentions an otherwise unknown tradition about an otherwise
unknown individual concerning the origin of the cognomen of the
Livii Drusi: that it was adopted by an ancestor who, as propraetor
in Gaul, killed an enemy leader called Drausus, and retrieved the
gold taken from Rome by the Gauls after the sack.®® The theme of
single combat and dramatic acts of individual heroism is perhaps
not specific to Roman traditions about the Gauls as opposed to
other peoples, but it certainly seems characteristic.®! These are the
stories that will have been told and retold in public funeral

7 Cic. Brut. 61—2; L. 8. 40. 4. See Cornell 1986b; Wiseman 1986.
80 Suet. Tib. 3. 2.
81 Cf. Varro on his own cognomen, explaining that it was taken from an Illyrian
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orations, not only associating certain Romans with famous
victories over the Gauls, but also informing the Roman public’s
conception of the Gauls themselves, of their character in the
present and their place in Roman history—a history marked by
marvellous encounters with the enemy, often involving divine
intervention on the side of the Romans, and heroic deeds of
valour.??

Is it, then, at all possible to form an idea of how far this history
had developed by the second century Bc, the period of the
conquest of northern Italy itself? There is some contemporary
evidence that might be of assistance: the few fragments of Naevius’
praetexta play, entitled Clastidium, written in the late third
century BcC, and Accius’ Decius, from the middle of the second
century, both of which deal with major and victorious battles
against the Gauls, at Clastidium and Sentinum, made especially
famous by acts of heroism on the part of Marcellus and Decius, of
the kind discussed above. Naevius’ play is represented only by two
fragments: a single word, vitulantes, which Varro interpreted as
meaning ‘singing songs of victory’;*® and one whole line which
must refer to the victor of Clastidium himself, Marcellus: vita
insepulta laetus in patrviam redux (his life unburied, he returns to
his fatherland rejoicing).®* Even from these short fragments, it is
clear that this play was about victory and that it celebrated
Marecellus’ relatively recent killing of his Gallic opposite number
that had won him the spolia opima. The Decius presumably had
had a similar intent, to describe the noble heroism of the consul
whose ritual self-sacrifice in battle ensured the Roman victory
at Sentinum against the alliance of Gauls and Italians. The
fragments of this play are more informative about how Gauls

killed in battle by an ancestor (fr. 368 Funaioli, ap. Serv. Ad Verg. Aen. 11. 743).
But John Liydus De Mag. 1. 23 (Wiinsch 27), who may have been following Varro
here as certainly elsewhere, gives two meanings for Varro: one that it was the Celtic
word for ‘brave’, the other that it was the Phoenician word for a Jew. On John’s use
of Varro, see Flintoff 1976. I am grateful to Clive Cheesman for this reference.
Other families had cognomina with Gallic connections as well: e.g. Ogulnii Galli,
Sulpicii Gali and Sulpicii Galbae (cf. Caes. B.G. 2. 4. 7, 13. 1; Suet. Galb. 1 for
Galba as a Gallic name): for similar reasons?

82 For the visual commemoration of these family stories, cf. the torque borders
on denarii made by L. Torquatus as moneyer in the late 110s BC (RRC 295) and also
by D. Silanus in the late gos Bc; he was related to a Torquatus adopted into the
Tunii Silani (RRC 337). 8 Varro L.L. 7.107.

8 Varro L.L. 9. 78.
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themselves were imagined in this period. One fragment describes
Gauls in battle:

Gallei voce canora

fremitu peragrant minitabiliter®’
(The Gauls with singing voice
pass on, threateningly.)

In another, the consul, Fabius, appears to be giving instructions to
his colleague Decius:

vim Gallicam obduc contra in aciem exercitum.

lave patrium hostili fuso sanguen sanguine.?

(Lead your army into battle against the Gallic host.
Wash away your father’s blood by spilling the blood of the enemy.)

While not much can be said on the basis of these few scraps
of evidence, it is nevertheless suggestive that there is a close
correspondence between them and the Gauls as met in later
Roman accounts. Both plays deal with battle narratives and
famous instances of Roman victory over the Gallic enemy, a
favourite theme of the historians, while the picture of the Gauls
implicit in these two fragments is familiar from the accounts and
descriptions of Polybius and Livy. They are Gauls in battle, which
is how they usually appear in the historians, making a terrible,
threatening noise, as they do also, for instance, in Polybius’
account of Telamon, or in Livy’s description of the Gallic advance
on Rome before the sack.’” So far as it is possible to tell, then, the
Gauls as they appear in Naevius and Decius seem to be sub-
stantially similar to those met in the later historians, described
in the same terms and associated with the same kind of events,
mostly involving war, Roman victories, and heroic deeds. This is
perhaps not an entirely unexpected result. It was, for instance,
never likely to be the case that Fabius Pictor’s account of the
Gauls at Telamon differed substantially from Polybius’ in tone
or content. But, because not one word of Fabius’ account can
certainly be identified in Polybius, this would have to remain a
more or less plausible presumption, and it is useful to be able to
show from other evidence that the image of the Gauls that occurs

85 Klotz 1953, Accius Decius fr. 8. Klotz, surely correctly, changed Ribbeck’s
‘Caleti’ for ‘Gallei’ (see Ribbeck 1897a, Accius Decius fr. 8).

8¢ Klotz 1953, Accius Decius fr. 3.
87 Pol. 2. 29. 4-8; L. 5. 37. 5.
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in Livy has its roots in previous Roman tradition. Moreover, the
dramatic context of Accius’ description allows a further observa-
tion. This description of the behaviour and appearance of Gauls in
battle was presented to a much wider Roman audience in the
theatre than ever read Cato or Livy. It is, therefore, likely to have
corresponded more or less to the collective expectations and
experiences of that audience. It is now recognized that drama
played an important role in shaping the Romans’ view of their
past.®® In this case, it is apparent that it also participated in the
formation of ideas about the contemporary outside world and its
inhabitants as well.

Dating too to the early second century BC is the famous terra-
cotta temple frieze from Civitalba, near the site of the Battle of
Sentinum.? It depicts a group of figures, convincingly indentified
as Gauls, being driven forth in confusion, both on foot and in a
chariot, by various divinities in hot pursuit. The visual details of
their appearance are worth noting, as the frieze constitutes the best
surviving evidence for how Gauls were portrayed in the second
century BC in Italy. They hold, or let fall in their flight, plates and
vases, presumably meant to be of precious metal, which are
suggestive of captured loot from a city or temple. Some are naked,
wearing only a belt and a cloak, others are clothed; they once
carried offensive weapons, spears or swords, now lost, and most
are armed with a small, oblong shield with a central boss extending
lengthways across the face. Some wear torques around their necks,
and all have long, flowing hair and moustaches. Both in detail and
context, the frieze corresponds closely to the image of the Gauls of
northern Italy in literature. Polybius’ account of the Battle of
Telamon mentions several of these individual features in its
description of the armour and physical appearance of the Keltoz,
including chariots, naked warriors, warriors in short cloaks, small
shields, torques, and other personal ornaments in gold.”® The
subject of the frieze as a whole, divine retribution for an act of
sacrilege, is also reflected in various literary representations of
Celts at war in which perfidious greed and temple-robbing, often
avenged by divine punishment, are prominent themes.*!

8 Wiseman 1994.

8 On the frieze and its interpretation, see Zuffa 1956; Peyre 1963, 1970;
Pairault-Massa 1978. % Pol. 2. 27-30.

" e.g. Pol. 2. 22. 2; Diod. 5. 32. 4; L. 5. 51. 10. See Kremer 1994: 43—5 for
further references.
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With regard both to detail and subject, then, the frieze coheres
closely with what little else is known about the Roman image of
the Gauls of the north in the second century Bc, and also with
much that appears in later literary accounts. It is, of course, not
known who erected the temple to which the frieze was affixed or on
what occasion, and it certainly need not necessarily have been a
Roman dedication. However that may be, the frieze does attest the
circulation within Italy of a repertoire of physical details and
thematic contexts, also recognizable in the textual evidence,
applied to the depiction of Gauls in the period of the conquest of
the north. This gives some clue as to the ways in which Romans,
and others too possibly, were seeing the Gauls in this crucial
period in the history of their relations. There are external icono-
graphical sources and affinities, Greek and Etruscan in particular,
that have plausibly been postulated to eludicate the design of the
frieze. For the moment, however, these are not directly relevant,
though they will come into the picture later on. What we are trying
to establish here are not the ideological precedents for the image of
the Gaul current in Rome, but something of its actual quality in
the period when Cato and Polybius were writing, in order to form
an idea of the Roman background to their writings on the subject.

The frieze, then, is important as a visual counterpart to the
literary picture. There is, however, no evidence for the existence
of triumphal monuments in the city of Rome itself similar to the
Civitalba frieze, in contrast, say, to the monumental development
of this theme at Pergamum in the third and second centuries Bc.%
At a later date, Cicero refers in the De Oratore to a shield captured
from the Cimbri hung up on one of the buildings in the Forum
with a painted figure of a Gaul. Caesar Strabo, a character in the
dialogue, describes the picture as distortum, eiecta lingua, buccis
fluentibus (misshapen, tongue sticking out, with sagging cheeks).”
In the course of his discussion of the use of wit in oratory, Caesar
says that on one occasion he referred to the image in order to
ridicule the grotesque physical features of his opponent in a case,
one Helvius Mancia. It is entirely possible that it was a painting of
a Gaul, as Cicero says, but as described it also sounds very much
like a Gorgon-head, a motif apparently in common use as a shield

92 See Pollitt 1986: 83—97 on the Celtomachic monuments of the Attalids.
% Cic. De Or. 2.266. Cf. Pliny N.H. 35.25, but with Crassus the orator rather
than Caesar Strabo.
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design in the Hellenistic period. This either suggests that there
were interesting affinities between depictions of Gauls and
Gorgons, or that the Romans made a telling mistake in identifying
a gorgoneion on a shield as the face of a Gaul.** Moreover, the
rhetorical use of the picture as a comparison for a particularly ugly
Roman is also suggestive of what Romans thought about how
Gauls looked. Literary accounts often refer to their physical
characteristics, in particular their height and the size of their
bodies, features which were at first a source of fear but, on closer
acquaintance, a reason to depreciate their capacities—the lesson of
the story of Torquatus’ victory over his Gallic opponent.”
Satirical mockery was also an option, by the end of the second
century at least. A fragment of the comic poet Afranius describes a
Gaul, ‘dressed in his cloak (sagatum) and stuffed with fatty lard’.%
Clothing, food, and physical appearance are brought together in
this one line to present the Gaul as an object not of dread but of
derision, almost as an oafish bumpkin. Perhaps such a disdainful
view of the Gaul’s appearance and, by implication, character was
only possible after the completion of the conquest of the north
when familiarity had begun to breed a certain amount of con-
tempt.

In Rome, then, there was documentary evidence available for
someone like Cato to write a history of the Gauls of the north. It
was, it seems, mostly preserved in triumphal or memorial inscrip-
tions or in the texts of funeral speeches, at least for the early
period. For more recent times, his own personal experience and
that of his contemporaries will have been invaluable sources
in addition to what could be found in his Roman literary pre-
decessors. There was also a wealth of non-literary material in the

% T am grateful to Sian Lewis for this idea. For gorgoneia on Hellenistic shields,
see Sekunda 1994: 76, and Pl. 24. The protruding tongue is an interesting detail.
Both Livy (7. 10. 5) and Claudius Quadrigarius (fr. 1ob Peter) mention that the
Gaul who fought against Manlius Torquatus stuck his tongue out in scorn at his
Roman opponent. This was clearly a facial gesture which Romans associated with
Gauls.

% e.g. Pol. 2. 29. 7; L. 7. 9. 8; App. B.C. 1. 50 (an interesting story of single
combat between a massive Celt fighting for the allies in the Social War and a
diminutive Mauretanian on the Roman side who, like David and Torquatus, over-
throws his oversized opponent). Further references in Kremer 1994: 21—2;
Sherwin-White 1967: 57-8.

% Fr. 288 in Daviault 1981 (= Ribbeck 1897b: 238). Isid. Etym. 20. 2. 24, citing
this passage, points out that the word for lard used here, taxea, is Gallic; the word
was presumably introduced for comic effect.
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form of famous tales of Roman heroism against the Gauls. They
were, indeed, among the most famous tales from the whole of
Roman history, known to Cato, as to all Romans, as part of the
common repertoire regularly brought out in public at funerals and
in speeches. In some ways, stories like these form the most impor-
tant source for our understanding of what Cato and other Romans
thought about Gauls precisely because of their familiarity, repre-
senting in a well-worn and well-known historical narrative form
commonplace attitudes and preconceptions that were widely
accepted among Romans.

On the matter of peoples and places, there was nothing like a
Hellenistic ethnographic survey of the Gauls or the transapennine
region accessible at Rome. But there was an increasing amount of
statistical and administrative information about the landscape and
peoples of the north, generated in the wake of the conquest and in
the course of the centuriation and colonization of the landscape—
how available for consultation is another matter. There was also a
coherent series of stereotyped images incorporated in narrative
traditions that formed the substance of the Roman idea of what
Gauls looked like and how Gauls behaved, both differentiating
them from Romans and permitting their (mis-)identification in
history, life, and art. There was, then, no systematic investigation
of peoples and places of the north in the Hellenistic manner in
existence before Cato, but there was a wealth of material available
to him to work with. What, then, did he make of it all?

3: CATO’S ORIGINES

The Origines was the first Roman work of historiography in Latin,
written in the second quarter of the second century Bc. So much is
clear. All else is open to debate, since so much of it is not extant.
Scholarly discussion of the work has concentrated upon Cato’s
purpose in writing it, and upon its general character and construc-
tion.”” Fragments of the first three books deal mostly with ancient
history—the origins and early history of Italy and Rome,
including stories on the foundations of cities, the origins of

7 On Cato’s Origines, see Peter 1914: cxxvii ff.; Schanz and Hosius 1927, 186—9;
Marmorale 1944: 159 ff.; Alfonsi 1954; Kienast 1954: 1o1ff.; Klingner 1961;
Badian 1966a: 7—11; Della Corte 1969: 76 ff.; de Sanctis 1969: 60 ff.; Timpe 1970—
1; Schroeder 1971; Cornell 1972; Astin 1978: 211 fI.; Kierdorf 1980. For the latest
edition of the text of the fragments, see Chassignet 1986.
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peoples, and the various waves of invaders who occupied different
parts of Italy. It is not clear from the citations and reports that
make up the fragments whether these books were arranged
chronologically or not, that is, whether they made up a connected
narrative of early Roman and Italian history down to the First
Punic War, or whether they consisted of a series of remarks about
peoples and places. Cornelius Nepos, and the fragments them-
selves seem to suggest the latter, but not all modern scholars have
accepted this position.”® It is, however, surely not necessary to
regard the problem of the composition of Books 2 and 3 as a
straightforward choice between a historical and a geographical
structure: Herodotus, after all, offers a plausible and scarcely
obscure model for the combination of both sorts of material into a
work of narrative history. It is clearer that the last four books of
the Origines contained a historical narrative, from 264 BC onwards
down to 149 BcC, reaching an end shortly before Cato’s own death.
The sections of the work dealing with the Gauls and northern
Italy seem to have been contained in Book 2. Not all of the frag-
ments placed in this book by Chassignet in her edition are directly
attested as coming from it, and her arrangement of the fragments
should be treated with some caution. All that is known about the
material originally contained in Books 2 and 3 comes from Nepos’
Cato, where we read: ‘secundus et tertius (sc. liber) unde quaeque
civitas orta sit [talica’ (the second and third books deal with the
origins of each community of Italy).?” Chassignet’s ordering of the
fragments in these books proposes a geographical progression
from north to south with a division between Book 2, which dealt
with northern Italy, and Book 3, which concentrated on the
south.!” This arrangement is not quite justified by the evidence,
particularly as the fragments firmly attributed to the third book
are too few in number and uncertain of content.!’! It is just as

% Nepos Cat. 3. 3—4; cf. Festus 216 L. with Chassignet 1986: x—xxi for dis-
cussion and references to previous secondary literature on the problem of the
composition and unity of the Origines.

% Nepos Cat. 3. 3.

100 Chassignet 1986: xxi.

191 Of the g fragments attributed to Book 3 by Chassignet, only 3. 4 = 71 Peter,
dealing with the peoples, places, and myths of the region of Rhegium, and 3. 5 = 72
Peter, a fragment of a story from the history of Himera in Sicily, are both directly
attested by their sources as coming from Book 3 and deal with south Italy. The
other 7 are either not based on ancient attributions, or are unhelpful for deter-
mining the content of the book.
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likely that Cato arranged his account of Italy in the manner of a
periplous text, proceeding around the coast like both Pseudo-
Scylax and Pliny the Elder.'”” But whatever the exact disposition
of the fragments, they can certainly tell us something about Cato’s
knowledge of and interest in northern Italy.

On the vexed question of Cato’s sources the scholarly debate has
not been especially fruitful, as it has largely concentrated on
identifying the various literary texts possibly available to him, and
has tended to ignore the various other sorts of written and non-
written material discussed above. Because Cato seems to have had
no obvious Roman predecessors, Moretti suggested unhelpfully
that he must have taken most of his information from Greek

13 Timaeus may have known a

sources, Timaeus especially.
surprising amount about Rome and Italy, but with regard to
northern Italy, there is, as argued above, little suggestion that
Greeks knew very much about it, certainly not in comparison with
the kind of detailed knowledge evinced by the few fragments of
Cato on the subject. Greek authors such as Antiochus of Syracuse
as early as the fifth century Bc, Hippys of Rhegium and Timaeus
later, and Polemon of Ilium in the second century wrote about
Sicily and Italy, about the foundations of Greek colonies and the
expeditions of the Greek heroes to Italy, as well as about the
origins of indigenous Italian peoples and cities.!” Cato included
stories of this kind in his work and he quite probably lifted some of

195 The earliest literary sources in existence

them from Greek texts.
relating to the antiquity of peninsular Italy were indeed Greek but,
as will become clearer, on northern Italy the character of his
account was informed and detailed beyond the limits of the pre-
ceding Greek tradition of mythographic speculation, and beyond
even the corrective efforts of Polybius.

As for Cato’s use of the various types of non-literary source dis-
cussed above, it has been argued, as an explanation for the number
of detailed facts and figures that appear in certain fragments of the

12 Plin. N.H. 3. 46.

103 Moretti 1952.

19+ Antiochus: FGH 555; Hippys: FGH 554; Timaeus: FGH 566, with Pol. 12.
26d. 2—4; Polemon: Schol. Ap. Rhod. 4. 324. On early Greek references to Italy, see
generally Wikén 1937; Cornell 1972: 55 fI.; Briquel 1990. On Greek ktisis literature
and its relationship to Cato’s work see Cornell 1972: 137 ff.; Chassignet 1986: xxiv
n. 8 gives further bibliography on the question.

15 For differing estimations of Cato’s dependence on Greek literary sources, cf.
Timpe 1970-1: 15 ff.; Cornell 1972: 156 ff.; Chassignet 1986: xxiii—xxvii.
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Origines, that Cato’s experience as censor in 184 BC gave him a
taste for archival research and statistics.!” There may perhaps be
some doubt whether the censorship would actually have involved
him in dealing with material of this kind. In a more general sense,
however, his long personal experience of the affairs of state will
surely have served to distinguish his description of northern Italy
from those of previous Greek writers and that of his contempo-
rary, Polybius. Cato lived through the period of conquest and the
later period of settlement, and will have participated in many of
the debates and decisions in the Senate that directed the course of
developments in the north. As a senior senator with wide interests,
he was able to reflect from personal knowledge and experience on
the great changes that had taken place there in a way that Polybius
was not.

Cato, as a senator turned writer, was perhaps in a better position
than Polybius, an intelligent and inquisitive outsider, to present a
more detailed and perhaps more accurate picture of the changes
that had occurred in northern Italy. Polybius, for example, was
under the impression that the Romans had driven the Gauls
almost entirely from the plains of the north, restricting them to a
few small areas under the Alps.'”” Similarly, he presents the large-
scale export of pork in the context of the contemporary prosperity
of the Po Valley under Roman management.'”® Cato, by contrast,
seems to be well aware of the continued existence of indigenous
communities north of the Po and, on the particular subject of the
northern export trade in pork, appears to say that it was in the
hands of the Insubres.'” The fragments attributed to Book 2 as a
group show that Cato clearly knew much more than Polybius

107

106 Heurgon 1974: 232—3; Chassignet 1986: xxix. Pol. 2. 35. 4.

198 Pol. 2. 15. 3.

109 Cato Orig. 2. 9 Chassignet = 39 Peter: ‘In Italia in scrobes terna atque
quaterna milia [aulia] succidiarum vehere’ (Chassignet’s text). (‘In Italy they
transfer three or four thousand flitches of ham into trenches’) Cornell 1988 has
improved on this by adopting Jordan’s ‘in Italiam’ instead of the meaningless ‘in
Italia’, and Turnebe’s emendation of ‘Insubres’ for ‘in scrobes’, adopted already by
Peter and Jordan, and suggesting ‘annua’ instead of the crux ‘aulia’, printing as
follows: ‘In Italiam Insubres terna atque quaterna milia annua succidiarum
vehere’. (“The Insubres import three or four thousand hams a year into Italy’.)
This version plausibly reinstates the Insubres into a fragment which Varro anyway
quotes in the context of ‘gallicae succidiae’ (Varro R.R. 2. 4. 11) and, equally
plausibly for this period, has the Insubres located outside Italia (see further
pp. 127-37). For Cisalpine stockrearing and the economy of Mediolanum, see
Garnsey 1976: esp. 18; Peyre 1979: 71; Chevallier 1983: 242 ff.
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about many aspects of the north, about ethnic and place names,
local customs, and local history, or at least that he was much more
interested in them. But what was the character of Cato’s know-
ledge and why was he so interested?

The fragments of the Origines on northern Italy suggest that
Cato liked making lists and accumulating names and numbers. He
enumerated the thirty-four settlements of the Euganei and the 112
clans of the Boii;!'? he measured the length of Lake Como at sixty
Roman miles, something of an overestimation, and reckoned the
annual scale of the Insubrian pork trade at three or four thousand
hams, while in the ager Gallicus where the Senones used to live he
reported that certain regions were able to produce ten cullei of wine
for every iugerum, an extraordinary quantity by any standard.!!!
These are all big numbers, meant to impress on the reader the scale
of the physical landscape, its outstanding agricultural product-
ivity, and the size of its indigenous populations, both present and
former: the Po Valley was Cato’s ‘Big Country’. Figures like these,
for distances, agricultural production, and populations, also repre-
sent the kind of statistics produced as a result of the settlement and
colonial reorganization of large areas of northern Italy. The build-
ing of roads, the foundation of towns, and the centuriation of the
landscape over twenty years of intense activity during the 18os and
1708 must have entailed a massive practical and administrative
effort, in particular on the part of the agrimensores and gromatici,
the surveyors to whom the task of surveying the land and planning
its development was delegated by the state as represented by the
successive commissions of senators in charge of founding the
colonies.!!? This is not to say that there was anything like a central
information bureau in Rome, where Cato could have consulted,
say, yearly production figures for the ager Gallicus. Nevertheless,
statistics and measurements of various sorts were produced and
recorded in some form or other during the process of the post-
conquest settlement, if not systematically or centrally.

110" Cato Orig. 2. 11 Chassignet = 41 Peter on the Euganei; 2. 13 Chassignet = 44
Peter on the Boii.

1t 5. 8 = 38 Peter on Lake Como (lacus Larius); 2. 9 = 39 Peter on north Italian
ham; 2. 14 = 44 Peter on viticulture. Columella (R.R. 3. 3. 10) considered a vine-
yard productive if it could produce one culleus per iugerum.

12 For the practicalities and ideology of the colonization and centuriation of
northern Italy, see Tibiletti 1950: 200-8; Ewins 1952; Chevallier 1983: viii, 31—5,
74-6; Clavel-Lévéque 1983: 216—23; Cassola 1988; Purcell 1990b.
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Practically, the three principal elements in the redevelopment of
the north, colonies, roads, and centuriation, represented an
extremely efficient way of taking control and making the most of
the new available land. Symbolically, it represented the reorienta-
tion of the north and its people away from its previous state of
uncultivated and unsettled wilderness towards a new condition of
regulated and administered productivity. From being unknown
and undifferentiated Gallia, the north was investigated and sur-
veyed into a new existence as a land of Latin and Roman colonies
and farms, all now quantifiable and measured according to Roman
standards. Cato’s reflections in writing on this new state of affairs
and his fascination with statistics on exactly this kind of informa-
tion constitute the literary correlate of this great transformation, as
an expression in connected prose of the same set of ideas and
practices relating to conquest, colonization, and cultural change
that were affecting the people and landscape of the north. Having
observed it taking place, Cato was well aware of the magnitude of
the change that followed the conquest, and commented on it in the
Origines. The fragments on the Boii and the fertility of the ager
Gallicus both reflect a consciousness of the distinction between the
Gallic past and the Roman present: the 112 clans of the Boii are no
more; while where the Senones once lived, the people who had
sacked Rome itself, Romans now live cultivating the vine.

But there was more to Cato’s account of the north than a
description of a newly conquered world. The fragments on
northern Italy also testify to the fact that his interest in the epony-
mous subject matter of the work—the origins, ethnic and geo-
graphical, of the peoples of Italy—extended northwards to cover
the populations of the north beyond the Po and into the Alps,
regions still on the periphery of Roman control.!"® The tradition of
this kind of erudite research both into the distant past and into the
origins of far-off peoples formed the complementary strand in
ancient historiography to the kind of contemporary political and
military history practised by Polybius.!" Accordingly, he had a
very low opinion of works specifically on genealogies, foundations,
and colonies, and of historians like Ephorus or Timaeus, who

3 2. 1 Chassignet = 31 Peter on the uncertain origins of the Ligurians; 2. 7
Chassignet = 377 Peter on the Lepontii and Salassi; 2. 10 Chassignet = 40 Peter on
the ethnic origins of the towns of Vercellae, Novaria, Comum, and Bergomum; 2.

12 Chassignet = 42 Peter on the Veneti and the Cenomani.
4 See the classic formulation of this view in Momigliano 1966: 1-5, 216—17.
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included material of that kind in their writings.'"> He thought that
it was boring, tralatician stuff that had nothing to do with history
as he conceived of it and did not explain anything of interest or
importance. In this he should not perhaps be followed entirely,
inasmuch as myths of origin may in themselves be important
narrative expressions of conceptions about the present. T'o under-
stand a contemporary phenomenon, it makes one sort of historical
sense to go back to the very beginning and systematically assemble
the known facts from start to finish, particularly with regard to
origin stories which often have important things to say about
issues of identity and cultural tradition. To find out and set forth
the origins of the communities of Italy was a plausible means of
investigating and making sense of these foreign identities, how
they related to or differed from one another and one’s own, and
hence understanding the real world in which one lived. The attri-
bution of origins helped to clarify the ethnic differences that were
apparent in Italy and provided a historical context for one’s views
on other peoples in the present. Hence, Cato’s interest in the
ancient history of Italy and the ethnic origins of the peoples of the
north can be understood as something more than the preoccupa-
tion of an enthusiastic but disinterested antiquarian, for the
questions he asked were potentially of considerable contemporary
relevance. Northern Italy and the Alps were in the second century
BC still a militarized region and a theatre of sporadic warfare
against a wide variety of mountain tribes of uncertain status and
origin. To know whether they were Gauls or Ligurians, for
instance, was potentially an important theoretical point with
practical implications for the ways in which they were viewed and
treated. This is a point that we shall return to in the next chapter.
But there was also something of the sensational in Cato’s
account of the north, and in this he displays a certain affinity with
the contemporary Greek vogue for books of paradoxographica.''®
It was a region with rivers, lakes, plains, and mountains all out of
scale with the rest of Italy, and with fabulous animals to match.

115

Pol. 9. 1. 4.

116 Peter 1914: cxlii. Cf. Nepos’ comment on the Origines (Cat. 3. 4): ‘in eisdem
(sc. libris) exposuit, quae in Italia Hispaniisque aut fierent aut viderentur admiran-
da. in quibus multa industria et diligentia comparet, nulla doctrina.” (‘In these
books he recounted both what happened and what seemed marvellous in Italy and
Spain. In them he collected much information with energy and diligence, but with
no learning.”)
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One of the fragments of the Origines on the Alps comes from just
such a Greek text, the Paradoxographus Palatinus, in which Cato is
cited as testimony for the existence of various unusual animals
living in the Alps: white hares, huge mice, pigs without cloven
hooves, shaggy dogs, and cattle without horns.!'” Yet there is a
difference between Cato’s relationship to the north and the Alps as
a source of fantastic detail about the natural world and that of the
Alexandrian scholars in the Library to their more exotic objects of
inquiry. For they compiled stories of this kind indiscriminately
from all parts of the known world, regardless of whether they had
any personal or political interest in their place of origin. But unlike
them, Cato was not interested in oddities from India or Asia, yet
he was fascinated by the wonders of the Alps. Romans, as Strabo
observed, were not curious people by inclination. But some, like
Cato, were interested in those regions that came within the range
of their armies and were susceptible to the instructions of their
Senate and magistrates. The accumulation of new information
about the outside world at Rome, and its representation in Cato’s
book, seems in this period to be intimately linked to, and limited
by, the development and extension of Roman imperial control in
particular areas. What one might call ethnographic knowledge and
geographical information was amassed as a by-product of
experience in the field, often the field of conflict, rather than being
constituted as an autonomous area of inquiry and literary compo-
sition, as had become the case in the Greek tradition.

Cato, then, was not an ethnographer nor a scientific geographer.
Yet he had a conception of the shape of the landscape o