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To what extent can cultural astronomy explain the material evidence from the Temple of Nodens, Lydney?
Word count: 3670

Introduction:
Writing of the Romano British Temple of Nodens in Lydney in 2010, Miranda Aldhouse-Green states that ‘Lydney’s presiding deity was a healer-god and his “animal-helpers” were dogs'.[footnoteRef:24964] The temple, however, has never been considered from the point of view of cultural astronomy. In this essay I will critically review archaeological literature that has popularised the ideas articulated by Aldhouse-Green, investigate the temple for celestial alignments and then examine the extent to which cultural astronomy can better explain material evidence at the site.  [24964:  M. Aldhouse-Green, Caesar’s Druids: Story of an Ancient Priesthood (London: Yale University Press, 2010), [hereafter M. Aldhouse-Green, Caesar’s Druids], p248.] 

Site overview:
Situated at the top of a high hill overlooking the River Severn to the south, the Temple of Nodens forms part of a complex of buildings built by the Romans on an existing Iron Age site.[footnoteRef:23210] The temple, along with its accompanying bathhouse, guesthouse and long building first underwent thorough excavation at the direction of Charles Bathurst in 1805.[footnoteRef:27273] Numerous finds were recovered, and careful recordings made of the mosaic pavements and the foundation walls that enclosed them. A second major excavation was undertaken in 1928-9, this time by archaeologists Mortimer and Tessa Wheeler, producing further finds and the first stratigraphical study of the site.[footnoteRef:13750] A more recent excavation by Casey and Hoffman revised the Wheeler’s dating, concluding that construction most likely started from 250AD onwards.[footnoteRef:6786] The Romano British temple is notable for its richly decorated cella mosaic featuring a protruding red funnel, its rectangular rather than typically square shape, and for the fact that the name of the British god associated with the building is recorded in votive inscriptions.[footnoteRef:26934]    [23210:  R. E. M. Wheeler and T. V. Wheeler Report on the Excavation of the Prehistoric, Roman, and Post-Roman Site in Lydney Park, Gloucestershire (Oxford: The Society of Antiquaries, 1932), [hereafter Wheelers, Lydney Park] pp. 11-13]  [27273:  William Bathurst and Charles King, Roman Antiquities at Lydney Park, Gloucestershire (London: Longmans, Green and Co, 1879), [hereafter Bathurst and King, Roman Antiquities]]  [13750:  Wheelers Lydney Park]  [6786:  P Casey, B Hoffman ‘Excavations at the Roman Temple in Lydney Park, Gloucestershire in 1980 and 1981’ The Antiquaries Journal, 79 (1999) p81]  [26934:  Wheelers Lydney Park, pp. 28, 33, 39,] 


Literature review:
Nodens was first associated with healing by Sir William Drummond in 1826.[footnoteRef:32701] He identified Nodens with Aesclepius, a Greek healing god later incorporated into the Roman pantheon, on the basis of ‘emblems’ of ‘serpents, cocks, and dogs’ that had been found at the site, and his own opinion that the name Nodens was derived from a Latin corruption of a Greek word meaning ‘alleviator of pain’.[footnoteRef:20609] However, as William Bathurst pointed out, whilst numerous small dog figurines were found in and around the temple (see fig *), only one cock, in the form of a candle holder, was found among the other objects, and the alleged snake to which Drummond referred was not ‘twining around a rod or a staff’ (see fig *) as was characteristic with Aesclepius.[footnoteRef:16773] Although critical of Drummond, Bathurst did find a number of associations between Aesclepius and dogs in his classical readings, and suggested that the words ‘permit no health’ in a votive inscription to Nodens gave ‘some confirmation’ of the idea that this Greco-Roman deity was connected to the Lydney temple.[footnoteRef:30035] [32701:  Letter cited in Bathurst and King, Roman Antiquities p13-14]  [20609:  Letter cited in Bathurst and King, Roman Antiquities p13-14]  [16773:  Bathurst and King, Roman Antiquities p14]  [30035:  Bathurst and King, Roman Antiquities p15] 

Drummond’s linguistic theory became eclipsed in 1886 when celtic philologist John Rhys linked Nodens to the Irish Nuada and Welsh Nudd/Lludd, both figures in medieval prose and verse.[footnoteRef:11450] Perceiving that Nuada Airgetlam (Nuada of the silver hand) and Lludd Llaw Ereint (Lludd of the silver hand) had a common origin, Rhys looked to the surviving literature to try and find some indication of Nodens’ original character, suggesting that he was a ‘Celtic Zeus’ to the people who worshipped him: ‘probably king of their gods, giver of wealth...leader in war, and lord...of both land and sea’.[footnoteRef:23125] However, his interpretation was heavily influenced by the more extensive Irish cycles and omitted Gwyn ap Nudd, a medieval character native to British tradition.   [11450:  John Rhys Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion as Illustrated by Celtic Heathendom (London: Williams and Norgate, 1892), [hereafter Rhys, Celtic Heathendom] p125]  [23125:  Rhys, Celtic Heathendom p131] 

Writing in the Wheeler’s 1932 excavation report, philologist John Tolkien supported Rhys’ identification of Nodens with Nuada/Nudd/Lludd.[footnoteRef:16105] Though Wheeler was resistant to the idea that the Irish Nuada had any bearing on the fourth century Romano British Nodens.[footnoteRef:7168] He did however, consider it ‘fair conjecture’ that the numerous dog figurines were evidence of a link with the Greco-Roman Asklepios and his worship at the temple in Epidaurus, where dogs were kept to heal the sick by ‘licking the affected part’.[footnoteRef:31371] He noted that Epidaurus too had baths, and that the long building was similar to those occurring ‘in connexion with the precincts of Asklepios at Kos and at Athens’.[footnoteRef:25737] He went on to claim that a bone plaque depicting a woman, as well as the many pins and bracelets found at the site ‘go far to support’ the idea that Nodens was linked with healing.[footnoteRef:25256] It is clear though that Wheeler wasn’t completely satisfied with this explanation, citing the difficulty of reconciling the aquatic animals of the mosaic (see fig *) and the water-borne ‘sun-god’ depicted on a bronze headdress with the so called ‘dogs of healing’ (see fig*).[footnoteRef:4539]  [16105:  Tolkien in Wheelers, Lydney Park p132-7]  [7168:  Wheelers, Lydney Park p40]  [31371:  Wheelers, Lydney Park p41]  [25737:  Wheelers, Lydney Park p52, p57]  [25256:  Wheelers, Lydney Park p42]  [4539:  Wheelers, Lydney Park pp. 42-3] 

The Wheeler’s 1932 excavation report is frequently cited in major archaeological volumes on religion in Roman Britain, yet despite the author’s stated reservations, the idea that the dogs are linked with Asklepian healing has proved popular.[footnoteRef:16066] [footnoteRef:10509] [footnoteRef:29193] [footnoteRef:5073] [footnoteRef:1222] Indeed it appears to have been embraced in spite of the questionable arguments given in wider support of such a link; other than the dogs, Drummond’s evidence turned out to be just one candle holder in the shape of a cock, Nodens is accepted by linguists as celtic in origin rather than Greek (see above), and bathhouses and outbuildings were common throughout the Roman Empire being by no means uniquely connected with Asklepios. The space given over to this Greco-Roman god in recent interpretations of Lydney is odd given the Brythonic origin of Nodens and the absence of any conclusive material link with Roman Epidaurus. [16066:  Frank Jenkins ’The Role of the Dog in Romano-Gaulish Religion‘, Latomus 16 (1957) [hereafter Jenkins, Role of the Dog], pp. 65-6]  [10509:  M. J. T Lewis Temples in Roman Britain (London: Cambridge University Press, 1966) p89]  [29193:  Anne Ross Pagan Celtic Britain (London: Sphere Books Ltd., 1974), [hereafter Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain] p426]  [5073:  Martin Henig Religion in Roman Britain (London: B .T. Batsford Ltd., 1984), [hereafter Henig, Religion in Roman Britain], pp. 51-2]  [1222:  M. Aldhouse-Green, Caesar’s Druids, p248] 

The idea that Nodens had any link with healing has recently come under scrutiny: Historian of Paganism Ronald Hutton takes the view that none of the inscriptions found ‘refers specifically to healing’ and that other plausible explanations could be provided for the variety of votive offerings recorded by excavators.[footnoteRef:20680] While the second point is certainly valid, the first is questionable: one of the inscriptions calls upon Nodens to ’not allow health‘ in an adversary, indicating that the god did in fact exercise control over this aspect of life.[footnoteRef:10164]  Significantly though, the inscription does indicate that Nodens was perceived as a malevolent force by the person addressing him, rather than as a benevolent health-giver. [20680:  Ronald Hutton, ’Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 61 (2011) [hereafter Hutton, Pre-Christian Deities] pp. 67-8 ]  [10164:  Wheelers Lydney Park, p100] 


Since the 1950’s archaeologists commenting on Lydney have started to consider the wider significance of dogs in celtic speaking cultures. Noting that the animal was often ‘a companion of an underworld deity’ in ancient European myths, Frank Jenkins suggests that clay figurines of dogs found in Romano-Gaulish cremation graves may have been intended to accompany ‘the dead on the journey to the underworld’.[footnoteRef:31140] Both Jenkins and Ross have drawn a parallel between a bronze dog figurine found in the mosaic funnel at Lydney and one of a terrier found in Coventina’s Well, a Romano British shrine in Northumberland.[footnoteRef:19565] [footnoteRef:2709] Ross considers too the ‘apparent votive nature’ of dog bones found in wells and the frequency of dog-based names and associations of warrior-heroes in early Irish and Welsh texts.[footnoteRef:28054] However, rather than developing these ideas further, both conclude their discussions by reasserting Wheeler’s healing explanation at Lydney.[footnoteRef:27996] [footnoteRef:29247] Subsequently, Henig and Webster have followed suit by acknowledging a possible otherworldly role, but emphasising Wheeler’s preferred conjecture. [footnoteRef:24889] [footnoteRef:8049] [31140:  Jenkins Role of the Dog, pp. 60-3, 71]  [19565:  Jenkins Role of the Dog pp. 65-7]  [2709:  Ross Pagan Celtic Britain, p424]  [28054:  Ross Pagan Celtic Britain pp. 424-6]  [27996:  Jenkins Role of the Dog p66]  [29247:  Ross Pagan Celtic Britain p426]  [24889:  Henig Religion in Roman Britain, p55]  [8049:  Graham Webster The British Celts and their Gods Under Rome (London: B. T. Batsford, 1986), p38] 


A likely factor in the persistent dominance of Asklepian healing in these accounts, rather than celtic notions of death and the otherworld, may simply be because the Classical world is better documented than the small-scale Brythonic speaking communities that once occupied Gloucestershire. The Welsh texts that do survive suffer from a perception, articulated by Hutton, that they are ‘notoriously, much less helpful’ than Irish sources in helping us to understand pre-Christian religion.[footnoteRef:9230] Indeed, Hutton has even gone as far as questioning the idea that Irish and Welsh texts can tell us anything useful about Nodens, conceding only that ‘the names are cognate’.[footnoteRef:4397] However, Hutton, just like Rhys before him, has failed to include Gwyn ap Nudd in his assessment. 
 [9230:  Ronald Hutton The Stations of the Sun: A History of the Ritual Year in Britain j (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) p5]  [4397:  Hutton Pre-Christian Deities, p68 ] 

In attempting to understand religious activity at the temple, a number of scholars have considered the significance of the bronze headdress mentioned above; Ross agrees with Wheeler’s ‘sun-god’ interpretation, while Hutton develops the idea a little further, seeing the tritons as representing the course ‘of the sun between opposite sides of the world’s encircling ocean’, although he rejects the notion that this tells us anything about Nodens, taking the solar headdress as evidence of the worship of multiple deities at the site.[footnoteRef:19286] [footnoteRef:26946] [footnoteRef:26354] Hutton does not make it clear, however, why the solar headdress should not be considered part of the cult of Nodens, leaving open the possibility, favoured by Ross, that it was.[footnoteRef:25563] Overall, despite the popularity of the idea that the sky may have played a role in religious activity at Lydney, scholars of the temple have not considered that other material evidence from the site might be explained by its relationship to celestial phenomena. [19286:  Wheelers Lydney Park pp. 42-3]  [26946:  Hutton Pre-Christian Deities, p67]  [26354:  Ross Pagan Celtic Britain p246]  [25563:  Ross Pagan Celtic Britain, p259] 

 
In conclusion, major archaeological volumes have given a platform to the idea that the Lydney dogs should be interpreted as evidence of an Asklepian healing cult personified by Nodens. I have argued, however; that there is no conclusive material link with Asklepios, that the epigraphic evidence that does exist suggests that Nodens was perceived to have a malign rather than positive influence over human health, and that the popularity of the idea of Nodens-as-healer is rooted in the fact that Greco-Roman religious beliefs concerning dogs are better understood than those of Brythonic communities. Although native literature does exist that relates to (Gwyn ap) Nudd, a Welsh mythological character recognised as cognate with Nodens, scholars have failed to draw upon this resource in attempting to understand the archaeological evidence. Separately however, archaeologists have connected dogs with death, the otherworld, and warrior-heroes in Celtic speaking cultures. Finally, despite some evidence that Nodens may have had a connection with the movements of the sun, the role of the sky has not been considered at Lydney. I will re-evaluate material evidence from the site to see if there are any further links to the sky, examine the orientation of the temple building in relation to the surrounding landscape and skyscape, and then consider what a medieval poem about Gwyn ap Nudd can tell us about the results.

The temple cella mosaic:

The significance of the Severn to the temple has been noted by Ross on the basis of its chosen location, and earlier by King, who identified the fish in the mosaic as salmon, ‘chief glory’ of the river.[footnoteRef:9564] [footnoteRef:5051] However, I cannot find any suggestion in the archaeological literature that the scene in the mosaic is a depiction of the view through the temple doorway. Fig (x) shows that the view of the landscape from the temple does in fact resemble that depicted in the mosaic. Further to this, a number of designs in the mosaic have not been considered as possible depictions of celestial phenomena visible from inside the temple.  [9564:  Ross Pagan Celtic Britain, p48]  [5051:  Bathurst and King Roman Antiquities, p39] 


The first () is the red funnel surrounded by blue concentric rings from which one bronze dog figurine was recovered (). The orientation of the temple doorway towards the River Severn, and indeed towards the south east - the approximate direction of midwinter sunrise - makes possible an interpretation of the red funnel as a depiction of the midwinter sun rising over the Severn. Towards the top left corner of the mosaic () is another circular object, blue in colour, though smaller in diameter than the red funnel. Unlike the funnel, it is depicted underwater. In its relative dimensions, colour, and appearance, it resembles a full moon, perhaps one of the full moons closest to the summer solstice that, like the winter sun, rises in the south east. Towards the right of the mosaic, are two further circular objects, both fragmentary. The one to the left is formed by a single red tesserae surrounded by a thin band of white and a thicker band of blue and may represent a red star. To its right () is another circular object, this time with a slightly thinner outer band of blue, a similar band of white, yet missing a centre. This second object is a little more difficult to characterise for its lack of surviving detail. However, it seems to be deliberately similar in appearance to its neighbour. Like the ‘full moon’, both of these objects are also depicted underwater. I will investigate the section of sky visible through the temple doorway to test the interpretations summarised above

Methodology and limitations:
Due to UK Government Coronavirus policy the site was not open to the public at the time of writing. Regrettably, therefore, it has not been possible to produce original photographic images, collect data in the field, or observe celestial events in situ. However, Google Earth provides a largely unobstructed view of the remaining temple walls from above and will be employed to accurately determine the latitude and longitude of the structure, as well as the azimuth of selected sightlines. HeyWhatsThat will be then used to determine the altitude of both the temple floor and the horizon to which the structure is oriented.[footnoteRef:10663]  [10663:  Michael Kosowsky HeyWhatsThat [accessed July 2020]] 

In a comparison of horizon profiling programs, Victor Reijs found that ‘for skylines further than 5km’ HeyWhatsThat performed comparably to theodolite measurements and panoramic photographs.[footnoteRef:2115] Preliminary investigation confirms that the horizon visible through the main doorway is further away than 5km. Wheeler identified two further openings at the rear of the temple (see fig x) as doorways.[footnoteRef:14423] Unfortunately, however, as the horizon they face is much closer, they cannot be included in this study. In order to assist analysis, collected data will be uploaded to skyscapeR visualisation software for the period 250-410AD.[footnoteRef:23906] Stellarium will be used to investigate celestial activity for the same period. [2115:  Victor Reijs ’Comparing Programs that Calculate the Skyline Profile’ http://www.archaeocosmology.org/eng/skylineprofilescomparing.htm [accessed August 10, 2020].]  [14423:  Wheelers, Lydney Park p24]  [23906:  Fabio Silva (2017) skyscapeR v0.4.1b ] 

Sightlines and alignments:
As a starting point for investigating the temple I will adopt Fabio Silva’s ‘window of visibility’ approach.[footnoteRef:8899] This will make it possible to determine the widest possible view available through the doorway, from the back of the cella (see fig x). [8899:  Fabio Silva ’The View from Within: a ‘time-space-action‘ approach to Megalithism in Central Portugal‘ In Fabio Silva and Nick Campion (Eds) Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015) p124] 

Fig x shows that the winter solstice sunrise occurs within this range, as do some of the midsummer full moon rises, though the minor lunar extreme occurs outside of this range. The rising of Antares, a bright red star, also occurs within this range. The visibility of these celestial events and objects from the area behind the mosaic supports the interpretation that the mosaic depicts a winter solstice sunrise, midsummer full moon, and Antares. 

Antares, would have been visible from alcove (A?) rising on the horizon at the easterly extreme of this range in 250AD, having shifted slightly southwards by 410AD. Although Schiffer? Has cautioned against assuming heliacal rising in northern hemisphere (xxx), broadly speaking, Antares would have appeared in the sky before sunrise at some point between Nov-Dec, after a period of absence in Nov???????  

Although the cella mosaic was largely destroyed by the time of the 1928 excavation, Wheeler noted that the protruding funnel would have been located ‘nearly opposite...the existing remains of some sort of stone pedestal which may well have borne an altar’.[footnoteRef:29388] The location of the pedestal is marked on fig x and was selected as a possible sightline. Fig x shows that a statue on this pedestal would have been illuminated by the rising sun on clear mornings around the time of the winter solstice, but at no other time of year. Additionally, although the exact location of the funnel is lost, it too may have been similarly illuminated, reproducing the visual effect of the rising sun inside a darkened temple. [29388:  Wheelers Lydney Park, p28] 

On the basis of symmetry, the partition terminal opposite the pedestal was selected as another possible sightline (fig x). The result is shown in fig x and shows a clear alignment with the major lunar extreme. Although the alignment could be coincidence, the lunar representation in the mosaic suggests that the moon was of significance at the temple, specifically full moons occurring around the time of the summer solstice. Furthermore, while the minor lunar extreme would not have been visible from anywhere at the back of the cella, the major lunar extreme would have been visible, perhaps marking it out as more important.

In summary, three celestial events visible through the doorway from specific locations at the back of the temple cella, appear to correlate with three of the celestial objects depicted in the mosaic scene. As well as serving as an aperture through which the winter reappearance of Antares, and certain midsummer full moons could be observed, the doorway would also have admitted direct sunlight into the temple at the time of the winter solstice sunrise, illuminating a statue, and perhaps also the funnel. However, these alignments alone tell us little. Silva and Henty have recently argued that the study of the sky in ancient cultures needs to move on from ‘techno-functional interpretations’ and advocate ‘total immersion in the society we are studying’.[footnoteRef:25322] I will next examine Welsh literary and linguistic material in order to shed light on the cultural significance of these alignments.       [25322:  Fabio Silva and Liz Henty, ’Editorial‘ Journal of Skyscape Archaeology Vol 4(1) 2018, p2-3] 

 
Gwyn ap Nudd:
 
Gwyn ap Nudd, a welsh character cognate with Nodens, features in a medieval poem entitled ‘Ymddiddan Gwyddno Garanhir a Gwyn ap Nudd’. The only complete English translation was published by William Skene in 1848 under the title ‘Dialogue of Gwyddno Garanhir and Gwyn ap Nudd’.[footnoteRef:6876] The poem has never been considered from the point of view of cultural astronomy. Two short passages appear to relate to celestial depictions in the mosaic. The first lines discussed here are spoken by Gwyn ap Nudd and translated as follows: [6876:  William Skene The Four Ancient Books of Wales (Edinburgh: Edmonston and Douglas, 1868), Vol 1, [hereafter Skene, Four Ancient Books] pp. 293-5] 

 
‘I have been where the soldiers of Prydain were slain,
From the East to the North;
I am alive, they in their graves!
 
I have been where the soldiers of Prydain were slain,
From the East to the South
I am alive, they in death!’[footnoteRef:28276] [28276:  Skene Four Ancient Books, p295] 

 
Skene, however, made a translation error in assuming that the modern welsh words for the cardinal points East, North and South (Dwyrain, Gogledd and Deheu/De) had the same meaning in the medieval era. In fact, John Jones recorded an older means of spatial orientation pre-dating the magnetic compass, writing that Gogledd once referred to the left hand side when ‘facing the rising sun’ just as Deheu referred to the right hand side in the same scenario.[footnoteRef:2300] This would alter the translation to ‘from sunrise to the left’ and then ‘from sunrise to the right’, which accurately describes the locations of the rising and setting sun at the summer solstice and winter solstice respectively. This is a clear indication that, despite being separated in time by many centuries, the Romano British Nodens and Medieval Nudd were both inextricably linked to the solstices. The stability of this association also lends credibility to the idea that Gwyn ap Nudd’s other associations in the poem; battle and death, were also once to be found in Nodens. A second passage relates to Gwyn ap Nudd’s dog Dormach: [2300:  John Jones The History of Wales: Descriptive of the Government, Wars, Manners, Religion, Laws, Druids, Bards, Pedigrees, and Language of the Ancient Britons and Modern Welsh, and of the Remaining Antiquities of the Principality (London: J. Williams, 1824) p294] 

Handsome my dog and round-bodied,
And truly the best of dogs;
Dormach was he, which belonged to Maelgwn.

Dormach with the ruddy nose! What a gazer
Thou art upon me! Because I notice
Thy wanderings on Gwibir Vynyd.[footnoteRef:10744] [10744:  Skene Four Ancient Books, p294] 


This passage informs us not only that Dormach had a distinctive red nose but that he travelled on the ‘Gwibir Vynyd’, a term that Rhys later translated literally as ‘sky mountain’.[footnoteRef:20152] Characterised by his red nose and movements in the sky, Nudd’s canine companion closely resembles Antares, the red star visible from inside the Temple of Nodens and depicted in its cella mosaic. Indeed, the evidence presented here indicates that the numerous figurines of dogs at Lydney are better explained as representations of Noden’s celestial dog, rather than Asklepian healing hounds.   [20152:  John Rhys The Arthurian Legend (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1891) p156] 


Conclusion:  
Previous scholarship of the temple at Lydney has regarded Nodens as a British equivalent to the Greco-Roman healing god Asklepios, largely on the basis of numerous dog figurines recovered in and around the temple. However, I have argued that the dogs are not firm evidence of an Asklepian healing cult, especially given the Brythonic origins of Nodens. Building on previous work that has linked the decorated headdress with the movements of the sun, I have been able to demonstrate that the cella mosaic depicts various celestial phenomena visible through the temple doorway. However, while this constitutes clear evidence that the winter solstice sunrise, the winter rising of Antares and the midsummer full moons were important at the site, the alignments alone tell us little. By embracing wider cultural and linguistic material relating to the Brythonic past, I have been able to demonstrate that the medieval Gwyn ap Nudd was linked by the sky to his Romano British predecessor. Therefore, far from the healing god described by Aldhouse-Green, the evidence presented here indicates that Nodens was a solstitial deity associated with death and battle, and that the Lydney dogs were representations of Noden’s red-nosed celestial companion, rather than assistants to a British Asklepios. Ultimately, the cultural astronomy approach adopted in this study offers a more comprehensive and satisfying explanation of the material evidence, than one rooted in Classics. 
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