The aim of this essay is to critically analyse and the evidence of the ‘horse-goddess’ named Epona and determine if this allows us to ‘re-construct’ her identity, nature and function as a deity in pre-Roman times. Epona was well represented during the Roman period through iconography and inscriptions, although any physical evidence of her veneration in pre-Roman times is lacking. There are other female sovereignty goddess characters that have linked Epona, by scholars, to the medieval literature of Wales and Ireland, which may lead us to believe that the essence of the functionality of Epona as a patron of horses, fertility and prosperity has simply evolved over time and has reappeared as female figures such as Rhiannon and Macha in more recent times before being lost to Europe and the British Isles altogether.   

Epona is firstly associated with horses, however, other aspects of how she has been presented align her also with the fertility and prosperity characteristics of the mother-goddesses. The name Epona is Gaulish in origin and has been translated in slightly different ways by scholars, Nantonos Aedui gives the meaning as ‘divine mare’ or ‘she who is like a mare’,[footnoteRef:1] whereas James Mackillop gives ‘divine horse’ and ‘horse-goddess’.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/introduction.html > [accessed 13 May 2021]]  [2:  James Mackillop, Oxford Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p.190] 


Although iconography and epigraphy attributed to Epona has been found in various locations across Europe, there is a higher concentration of the veneration of Epona appearing to have been mostly in the region of Alesia, eastern France.[footnoteRef:3] Notably concentrations evidence has been found within three areas within Europe. The first in the Burgundy region of France, the second in Lorraine, France and northwest towards Luxemburg in Germany, the third is situated in the Baden-Württemberg state in Germany. The area of most note being in an area of France occupied by the Celtic tribe known as the Aedui. The Aedui were known for their prized horses, skill in horsemanship and horse breeding. Therefore, within this area figures of Epona are frequently depicted with foals at the side or suckling.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Barry Cunliffe, The Celtic World, (Singapore: EMB-Service for Publishers, 1992), p.76]  [4:  Ceffyl Aedui, ‘Finding Epona’, Air n’Aithesc, Vol.1, Iss.1 (2014) 51-63 (p.53-54)] 


The iconographical depictions of Epona are numerous and are made or cast from various materials such as bronze, with the majority images being of stone bas-relief. There is one account of an image made from wood. The oak depiction of Epona side-saddle was found near to the thermal baths at Saintes in France.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/depictions.html> [accessed 13 May 2021]] 


Depictions of Epona fall into two main categories, the side-saddle and imperial, with a cart type being a possible third. The first type of side-saddle displays a female figure sat sideways on a horse, as opposed to the traditional side-saddle position where the rider would be facing forwards. In these images Epona is shown in a position as if sat on a chair. Epona is frequently dressed in an outfit that reaches to the feet and gathered in under the breasts, in some cases a cloak is present. Occasionally she is holding an object, such as a cornucopia or a basket of fruits.[footnoteRef:6] The horse in this type is generally shown facing to the right and can been seen in a walking position, or sometimes standing still. The earliest attested example of side-saddle iconography of Epona is from c.50 – 100 of a pipeclay moulded figurine, found in Baux-Sainte-Croix, northern France. This artifact was produced by means of moulded production. Which could possibly imply that Epona was a popular enough deity to require commercial production, and therefore, that she would have been venerated at an earlier date.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/depictions.html> [accessed 13 May 2021]]  [7:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/timeline.html> [accessed 13 May 2021]] 


The second type, imperial, displays a forward-facing female figure, typically seated, but on occasion in a standing position. In these depictions Epona is typically shown accompanied by two to four horses. In these cases, the horses are illustrated facing towards Epona, or eating wheat or fruit from her lap. Notably the imperial type of depiction has been more commonly found outside of Gaul, with the side-saddle iconography found within Gaul.[footnoteRef:8] The earliest attested example of an imperial image of Epona was found in Aptaat, Bulgaria and is dated at the beginning of the 2nd century CE.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/depictions.html> [accessed 13 May 2021]]  [9:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/timeline.html> [accessed 13 May 2021]] 

The possible third type of the depiction of Epona is the cart type, a much less prevalent form of iconography in regard to Epona compared to the former types mentioned. One such example is of an image in bronze from Bourgogne, France. The depiction is of a figure riding in a cart with horses, Epona only being identified by an inscription on the plaque. A further example of Epona with a cart is from a large stone bas-relief from Baden-Württemberg, Germany. In this example there is no inscription to identify Epona, however, there is an imperial style image of Epona seated with seven horses. Although this does not give conclusive evidence towards confirmation of Epona, it is thought to be likely.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/depictions.html> [accessed 13 May 2021]] 


Inscriptions of Epona’s name from the Roman period is our only evidence of the veneration of this horse deity, with dedicatory inscriptions being presented mostly in Latin with none yet discovered in Gaulish. This is quite possibly due to this custom of dedication being introduced by the Romans introducing this practice into Gaul. Many of these inscriptions have been found on Roman alters, a typical example of this can be seen on the Szentendre inscription, found in Hungary, which is dated 241 CE. This artifact displays its intention to venerate Epona, giving her the epithet of ‘Queen’ and is dedicated ‘to the spirit of the squadron’.[footnoteRef:11] The earliest attested inscription the Entrains-sur-Nohain inscriptions from Bourgogne, France and is a dedication of a temple to Epona and is dated to c.75-125. The temple was built near or on the Nohain river, which is thought to be the north western edge of the territory of the Aedui. Found in the ruins of a temple, the inscription reads as follows. [11:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/inscriptions.html > [accessed 13 May 2021]  ] 


Augusto sacrum deae /
Eponae /
Connonius Icotasgi fil(ius) /
templum cum suis orna/
mentis omnibus de suo donavit l(ibens) m(erito)'

‘To the August Goddess Epona, Connonius, son of Icotasgus, gave this temple with all its decor, at his own expense’[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Nantonos Aedui, and Ceffyl Aedui. Epona.Net: A Scholarly Resource (2007) <http://www.epona.net/inscriptions.html > [accessed 13 May 2021] ] 


Further on from the Roman period iconography and inscriptions, as a deity associated with horses, Epona can be seen to again evolve within the literature of the medieval period. We see evidence of sovereignty horse goddesses within Welsh and Irish texts, such as Rhiannon from The Four Branches of the Mabinogi and a horse woman from the story of Noínden Ulad, who was later given the name Macha. It must be noted, as Warmind states, that ‘It cannot be emphasized enough that the Welsh and Irish tales are literature’.[footnoteRef:13] As such although similarities of a horse deity are present between Epona and the female characters in the medieval texts, it is possible that it is the importance of horses that is being represented as opposed to a Celtic or Romano-Celtic deity. However, the relationship of these sovereignty goddess figures in the context of a divine horse goddess with the possibility of oral transmission of a horse deity changing over a long period of time, from the origin Romano-Celtic period to the medieval, a span of around 1000 years and is worth further investigation. [13:  Morten Warmind, ‘Once more the Celtic Horse-Goddess’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, Vol. 36 (2016), 231-240 (p.234-235)] 


Beginning with Rhiannon who features chiefly in the first of The Four Branches of the Mabinogi. There are many associations with horses and Rhiannon within this first tale of Pwyll, the Prince of Dyfed. When Pwyll first encounters Rhiannon, he sees her riding a white horse at the foot of a mound at Arberth, of which is said to hold mystical properties. He sets to meet with her and despite the pursuit of his fastest steeds, he is unable to catch up to her regardless of her apparent slow pace, until he calls upon her to stop. Later in the tale her new-born son is taken on the first day of May, as is an attempt on a foal shortly after its birth. When the creature responsible for attempting to take the foal has its arm cut from it the baby appears and is then raised by the owner of the mare and foal. In the disappearance of the child, Rhiannon is falsely accused of killing and consuming her son and is subsequently punished by carrying on her back all who come to court from the horse block outside the gates until the return of her son six years later. 

A possible explanation for the apparent slow pace of Rhiannon’s horse on her first encounter with Pwyll has been put forward that this is due to the iconography of Epona on a walking horse and that this demonstrates a relationship between Rhiannon and Epona.[footnoteRef:14] However, on Femming’s evaluation of this concept she states, ‘it is stretching the evidence to claim that Rhiannon’s horse’s gait reflects part of the lost myth of Epona.’[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Jessica Hemming, ‘Reflections on Rhiannon and the Horse Episodes in "Pwyll" ‘, Western Folklore, Vol. 57, No. 1 (1998), 19-40 (p.29)]  [15:  Jessica Hemming, ‘Reflections on Rhiannon and the Horse Episodes in "Pwyll" ‘, Western Folklore, Vol. 57, No. 1 (1998), 19-40 (p.30)] 

The Noínden Ulad in Irish literature there is also a female character with an association with horses, although the story differs from that of Rhiannon. In this tale Crunnchu, the husband to his pregnant wife unwisely boasts to the king after the king’s horses prove triumphant in a race, that his wife could best them. Crunnchu was then held captive by the king until his wife could meet this claim. She, now heavily pregnant and close to birth, pleas to not be forced to race. Unfortunately, the plea is disregarded by the king and, despite her condition, she wins the race. At the finish line she cries out in pain and delivers twins. The Ulstermen on hearing her cries in labour become weakened as in labour themselves. With this she declares that whenever the province of Ulster was under attack that the men would feel the pains of childbirth and be weakened by them. It is only in a later writing of this story that the woman gives her name as Macha, daughter of Sainreth mac Imbaith.
Macha, besides her connection to horses, could also been seen as a fertility goddess who presides over the rites of childbirth,[footnoteRef:16] not too dissimilar to Epona also having a fertility aspect to her function as a deity with iconography of her with mare and foal, in addition to items such as wheat and apples. However, is this too much of a stretch in making a connection? Toner comments that ‘it is likely that the idea of Macha as the horse-like fertility goddess is a late invention which owes more to medieval scholasticism than residual pagan belief.’[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Gregory Toner, ‘Macha and the Invention of Myth’, Ériu, Vol.60 (2010) 81-109, (p.83)]  [17:  Toner, ‘Macha and the Invention of Myth’, (p.90)] 



In conclusion, with iconography and epigraphy ranging from the 1st century to the 4th century, it is evident of at least three possibilities, that Epona came into existence with the merging of the Roman empire with Gaul, that the deity existed in the pre-Roman period without iconography or inscriptions being a form of veneration or that a horse fertility goddess in Gaul had a different name that was not recorded. Therefore, it is difficult to discern if Epona in some form was venerated in pre-Roman Iron-Age religious practices. It can also be said that the medieval representations the sovereignty deities with an equine connection that have been considered in this essay also are lacking in enough consistent evidence to link them with Epona herself and that they are is some way a continuation of her presence through to the medieval period. However, the widespread distribution of the discovered iconography and inscriptions attributed to Epona cannot be ignored, and the importance of the horse within the culture of the pre-Roman, Roman period Gauls and later is significant in the veneration of a deity attributed to them and their well-being. But does this give us enough information and evidence to ‘re-construct’ Epona’s identity in the pre-Roman era of the Celtic people? The fact of the idea that there was a female divinity attributed to horses in some form from the Roman period through to medieval literature must bear some weight. However, whether or not Epona existed before Roman influence and what her functionality could have been remains difficult to discern.
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