HPRS6028 – Romano-Celtic Religion
Portfolio Part Two - Essay
Focussing on one pre-Roman deity or sanctuary, critically discuss the nature, meaning, functions of this deity or the cults and rituals taking place at a sanctuary, by engaging with scholarly debates and ancient evidence.

Critically discus the nature, meaning and function of Belenos

The pre-Roman Celtic deity that this essay will focus on is Belenos, what he is the god of is argued between scholars, some claim it’s the sun[footnoteRef:1] while others claim that is something else possibly healing due to his later links between him and Apollo[footnoteRef:2]. This piece will discuss the etymology behind Belenos, as well as the problems with him, such as the iconography for him due to misleading findings[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  The Lodge of Herne. (2018). Belenus. [online] Available: http://deanjones.tripod.com/belenus.html ]  [2:  Prósper, B. The irreducible Gauls used to swear by Belenos. – Or did they? Celtic religion, henbane and historical misapprehensions, 2017. Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie]  [3:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ] 


Firstly, what must be is addressed regarding Belenos is his name as he is attributed with many such as: Belinus[footnoteRef:4];Belen; Belenus; Belinus; Bellinus; Bélénos; Belennos; Belenos; Bel; Beli (Irish); Cym; Bryth; Gaul; Goi[footnoteRef:5]; Beleno[footnoteRef:6]; Belyn[footnoteRef:7] (Welsh); Bile[footnoteRef:8]; Belinos; Belus and Belinu[footnoteRef:9]. The different synonyms attributed to Belenos makes finding actual dedications to the god difficult due to different areas or even people within an area having a different name that they associated with the god. The etymology behind his name is also another thing that is argued between scholars most believe that it means Shining[footnoteRef:10] or bright [footnoteRef:11] due to ‘belo’ meaning shining or bright, the ’n’ being common among deities and ‘os’ simply making it masculine, therefore with them combined it means shinning god[footnoteRef:12]. Another meaning of his name is believed to be ‘brilliant’[footnoteRef:13], however, this could be just a synonym for bright. Therefore, the meaning of Belenos’ name is bright one and seems to be the most common amongst scholarly debates. [4:    The Lodge of Herne. (2018). Belenus. [online] Available: http://deanjones.tripod.com/belenus.html ]  [5:    Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ]  [6:  Prósper, B. The irreducible Gauls used to swear by Belenos. – Or did they? Celtic religion, henbane and historical misapprehensions, 2017. Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie ]  [7:  Anwyl, E. (2006). Celtic religion in Pre-Christian times. London: Gutenberg.]  [8:  Leeming, D. (2005). The Oxford Companion to World Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780195156690.001.0001/acref-9780195156690-e-218?rskey=ZOK91I&result=2 ]  [9:  MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [10:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ]  [11:  Encyclopedia Britannica. (2018). Belenus | Celtic deity. [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Belenus ]  [12:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ]  [13:  The Lodge of Herne. (2018). Belenus. [online] Available: http://deanjones.tripod.com/belenus.html] 


Another aspect regarding Belenos that is argued between scholars is the extent of dispersal of his worship. It is agreed that Northern Italy is the ‘birthplace’ of Belenos, specifically Aquileia, due to a principle shrine found near the Adriatic[footnoteRef:14]. The reach of the worship stretches from Northern Italy[footnoteRef:15], Noricum in the eastern Alps[footnoteRef:16], France[footnoteRef:17], Iberia[footnoteRef:18], Aquitaine, Austria, Scotland[footnoteRef:19] and as far as Ireland[footnoteRef:20]. The place of worship that is argued is his presence in Britain[footnoteRef:21]. Prósper argues that the evidence for worship of Belenos in Britain does not exist[footnoteRef:22], however, there is a shrine for Belenos at Inveresk, Scotland[footnoteRef:23]. Another argument that can be made against Prósper, is due to Belenos’ name being linked to the Celtic king, Cunobelinus, who was ruler over the area surrounding Colchester[footnoteRef:24]. Cunobelinus means ‘the hound of Belenos’[footnoteRef:25] which can be argued as not being coincidental due to the direct translation of his name. Therefore, these points bring valid arguments against Prósper. However, she does make the argument that Belenos is normally found associated with Apollo or another god referred to Belĭnos[footnoteRef:26], perhaps this just a different variation of the god Belenos.  [14:    MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [15:  Encyclopedia Britannica. (2018). Belenus | Celtic deity. [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Belenus ]  [16:  Bilić, T. (2016). Apollo Belenos on Norican and Tauriscan coins. Arheološki vestnik, [online]Available: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/306145023_Apollo_Belenos_on_Norican_and_Tauriscan_coins pp.381-388 ]  [17:  MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [18:  Koch, J. (2006). Celtic culture. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO. ]  [19:  MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [20:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ]  [21:  Prósper, B. The irreducible Gauls used to swear by Belenos. – Or did they? Celtic religion, henbane and historical misapprehensions, 2017. Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie]  [22:  Prósper, B. The irreducible Gauls used to swear by Belenos. – Or did they? Celtic religion, henbane and historical misapprehensions, 2017. Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie]  [23:  MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [24:  Encyclopedia Britannica. (2018). Cunobelinus | British ruler. [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Cunobelinus ]  [25:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ]  [26:  Prósper, B. The irreducible Gauls used to swear by Belenos. – Or did they? Celtic religion, henbane and historical misapprehensions, 2017. Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie ] 


Another part of Belenos that is argued is what he is the god of. Whether that he is a solar god, a healing god[footnoteRef:27], both[footnoteRef:28] or even a fire deity[footnoteRef:29]. The argument that Belenos is not a solar god is due to the fact that the Celtic people did not worship the sun[footnoteRef:30] therefore making it illogical for them to have a god that represented the sun. the reasons for Belenos being referred to a healing god is for multiple reasons. Firstly, at his shrine at Aquae Borvonis (Bourbon-les-Bains, north-east France) due to it having healing waters[footnoteRef:31]. Another reason is due to Julius Caesar comparing him to the Roman deity Apollo, who was the god of healing, reason, prophecy and light[footnoteRef:32]. However, Caesar is not the only ancient author who links Belenos to Apollo causing modern scholars to agree[footnoteRef:33] without truly having the archaeological evidence to back this conclusion up other than Aquae Borvonis[footnoteRef:34]. The reason for Belenos being believed as a fire deity is due to the fire festival, Beltane held on May 1st [footnoteRef:35]. Beltane translates into ‘fires of Bel’[footnoteRef:36]. This translation gives merit to belief that Belenos was in fact a fire god. While each of these ideas regarding what Belenos is the god of, there is beliefs that he is a god of something completely different. As in Irish mythology, Bilé (a variation of the name Belenos), is in fact the god of the dead[footnoteRef:37]. While death has links to fire, as fire seems to destroy, it does have the link of fire bringing the renewal of life, like after a forest fire, the forest grows back more vibrant, due to removing the parasitic plants bringing new life. Allowing the area to heal and be reborn. Therefore, while Belenos’ true godly ‘realm’ is unknown and down to speculation based on the evidence that has been found through archelogy or through literary evidence, they all inter link even though that link is not an obvious one to determine. [27:  Leeming, D. (2005). The Oxford Companion to World Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780195156690.001.0001/acref-9780195156690-e-218?rskey=ZOK91I&result=2 ]  [28:  The Lodge of Herne. (2018). Belenus. [online] Available: http://deanjones.tripod.com/belenus.html ]  [29:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ]  [30:  Encyclopedia Britannica. (2018). Belenus | Celtic deity. [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Belenus ]  [31:  MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [32:  Leeming, D. (2005). The Oxford Companion to World Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780195156690.001.0001/acref-9780195156690-e-218?rskey=ZOK91I&result=2 ]  [33:  MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [34:  MacKillop, J. (2004). A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-429?rskey=ZOK91I&result=1 ]  [35:  Leeming, D. (2005). The Oxford Companion to World Mythology - Belenus. [online] Oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk. Available: http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780195156690.001.0001/acref-9780195156690-e-218?rskey=ZOK91I&result=2 ]  [36:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ]  [37:  Fyre Mystik. (2018). Introduction to Belenos (Belenus, Belinus). [online] Available: https://fyremystik.wordpress.com/2013/09/11/introduction-to-belenos-belenus-belinus/ ] 

Therefore, in conclusion, while it is clear that Belenos is in fact a Celtic deity there are still may scholarly debates regarding him whether it is the diversity of his worship his name or realm. This allows him to remain a popular deity today in modern paganism[footnoteRef:38]. [38:  Encyclopedia Britannica. (2018). Belenus | Celtic deity. [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Belenus ] 
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