The Horse Goddesses Epona, was a Pan-Celtic God in pre-Roman times

[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will discuss the idea of Epona as a pre-Roman Goddess, who’s influence is noted throughout all of Celtic culture. This paper will be critically analysing evidence concerning her role as a fertility goddess and determine the accuracy of modern sources interpretations of this. Epona as a Goddess of the cycle of life and death and as a healer will also be discussed. I will also be tackling the debate in modern scholarship, of whether Epona was a true pre-Roman goddess or was a creation of the Romano-Celtic era.

Epona is considered to be one of the more important Deities by modern sources[footnoteRef:1], this may be due to her easily identifiable depictions and her iconography being found all across the Celtic world. Epona is associated with fertility for her depictions alongside foals, often seen suckling from a mare, or by the presence of a mare[footnoteRef:2]. Epona is also considered to be a chthonic[footnoteRef:3] Goddess, a trait of many other fertility gods. Depictions of Epona can be found on Celtic coins, however as seen in Fig 1 and Fig 2 the presence of the ‘Human Epona’ isn’t present. Both coins depict a mare in a gentle amble and could be early indigenous representations of Epona. The etymological roots, of Epona derive from the word ‘Epos’ meaning horse[footnoteRef:4]. Epona therefore was seen as a literal ‘horse goddess’ to the Celtic people. Green discusses that some Deities may not have had a recognisable ‘human’ form or name until after the Roman conquest[footnoteRef:5]. Modern scholars note that the iconography of Epona and fertility have been expanded during Romano-Celtic times. Davies & Jones describe how later humanised images of Epona have her offering “corn or fruit” [footnoteRef:6] (Fig 3). Green also describes Epona as a ‘Celtic’ Goddess with links to fertility[footnoteRef:7], however both sources only reference evidence found after the Roman invasion of Celtic lands, so their claims lack proper foundation. Epona’s mythos is thought to have survived as the character Rhiannon, from the Mabanogion who is also known for her association with fertility through horses[footnoteRef:8]. However, the horse described here is a stallion, not a mare and the due to the large time gap between each iteration of the horse goddess, it cannot be used as direct evidence, only as supporting the themes of fertility in horse goddesses. [1:  Dictionary of the Celts p64. 1999]  [2:  Davies & Jones p13. 1997]  [3:  Davies & Jones p14. 1997]  [4:  Green. p479. 1996]  [5:  Green. p466 .1996]  [6:  Davies & Jones p13. 1997]  [7:  Green. p439. 1996]  [8:  Skye p256. 2007] 


Horse goddesses are often related to healing and the cycles of life and death. Evidence of this does exist on a number of Celtic coins where horses are frequently depicted alongside moon symbols (Fig 4). Some historians consider these to be representations of life and death, and the horse’s connection to the concepts of death and re-birth[footnoteRef:9] as well as general well-being. Green often describes Epona as a healing goddess[footnoteRef:10] However her arguments are often based on shines being close to a natural source of water, which could easily be as practical as it could be ceremonial. Epona is believed by many historians to have a connection to the dead and being able to guide her followers to the Otherworld[footnoteRef:11]. Heinz believes that because of this association with carrying or guiding people to the other world the depictions of Epona begin to shift away from a normal horse, but to the creature developing wings, to become a Pegasus-like being (Fig 4).   [9:  Heinz p37. 1997]  [10:  Green. p479. 1996]  [11:  Davies & Jones p14. 1997] 


Green suggests that statues of Epona left at Roman cemeteries like “La Horgue au Sablon”[footnoteRef:12] indicate that the Romans considered her to have strong links to the cycles of life and death. Irby-Massie also describes small monuments have been found of Epona at grave sites, but these are more like Romanised funeral stele.[footnoteRef:13] Cunliffe describes how Epona is sometimes portrayed alongside birds[footnoteRef:14], which can be seen in Fig 2. These birds, although they haven’t been given specific meaning, could be linked to the Myth of Rhiannon. In the Mabinongion Rhiannon is given three birds who can “raise the dead or but the living to sleep for seven years”[footnoteRef:15]. These birds could have been present within Epona’s myth and were a link to the cycle of life and death. Female depicted alongside birds can also be found on the Gundestrup Cauldron (Fig 5). It is however, dutiful to note that without direct Celtic evidence the birds in the Mabinogion can only have implied meaning as symbols of death and rebirth.  [12:  Green, p93 1986]  [13:  Irby-Massie p297. 1996]  [14:  Cunliffe p76. 1992]  [15:  Skye p256. 2007] 


Throughout scholarship surrounding Epona there is a constant debate of Epona’s Celtic or Roman origins. Whilst scholars such as Green and Irby-Massie are confident she is a pan-Celtic goddess, other such as Heinz and Cunliffe describe her as a “Romano-Celtic”[footnoteRef:16] deity. These opposing views may be down to the fact that no inscriptions of Epona are found before the Roman invasion. Whilst there are some images of Horse Goddesses coins from the Celtic era that share iconography with Epona, they lack the identifying names beyond symbols. Green explains this through the idea that the Celts didn’t have the habit of writing down their religious history, so the meaning of symbols was lost after Romanisation.[footnoteRef:17] There could also be the issue that many reliefs of Epona are done in a classical style (Fig 6) The relief was found Salonica, Greek Macedonia in the Fourth Century, indicating that those who commissioned the art work were not of a Celtic dissent. Despite this the Goddess is clearly represented with all her common ‘Celtic’ iconography, creating the question of is she a Roman creation? She is certainly unusually roman, however her symbols and functions as a goddess can be attested since before the Roman invasion of Gaul. Georgia L. Irby-Massie argues that Epona, along with other Celtic goddesses, may have been spread by the Roman army, rather than created by them. She mentions that around the second centuries BC, where many Celtic and Germanic individuals joined the Roman army which encouraged the migration of the Horse Goddess Epona[footnoteRef:18]. She later goes on to discuss how soldiers from Rome may have bought into the idea of Epona as their survival and welfare was linked to the Cavalry, which a Horse Goddess would protect.[footnoteRef:19] These examples however only solidify the argument that whilst the Goddess named Epona may not have existed before Roman invasions of the Celts, the iconography and religious beliefs surrounding an Epona-like goddess certainly existed before Roman intervention. [16:  Cunliffe p76. 1992]  [17:  Green. p465 1996]  [18:  Irby-Massie p293 1996]  [19:  Irby-Massie p296 1996] 


In conclusion there is enough evidence from pre-Roman times to identify Epona as a Celtic horse Goddess. There is also a wide spread of Celtic coins across the Mediterranean that depict Epona as a horse, enough so that she would have been known all across the Celtic regions. Despite her movement and depictions increasing during Romano-Celtic eras, it is clear that her iconography and religious symbolism dates long before the Roman invasion.
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Appendix


Fig 1
[image: ]
Iceni coin depicting horse and crown moons
AD10-43
Source https://www.coinsweekly.com/en/Moon-crowns-of-the-Iceni/4?&id=809

Fig 2
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Celtic Hemidrachm Central Europe 
1st century BC
fine silver replica coin
Found at http://www.antiquanova.com/Celtic-Hemidrachm-Central-Europe-1st-century-BC-fine-silver-replica-coin-d2.htm

Fig 3
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Epona found at Köngen, Germany.
200AD
Kunst der Kelten, Historisches Museum Bern.
Found at https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=9404223


Fig 4 
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An Iron Age Unit from KENT 
Cantii Celtic Coin
Found at https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:An_Iron_Age_Unit_from_KENT_Cantii_Celtic_Coin_Index_reference,_97.0142_(FindID_312244).jpg

Fig 5
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Gundestrup Cauldron
Outer panel F
2nd – 1st Century BC
National museum of Denmark
Found at http://www.native-science.net/gundestrup-cauldron.htm

Fig 6
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Epona Found at Salonica, Greek Macedonia
4AD
Found at https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2387661
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