	
	
	



Sarah Carver, Strabo (4.4.6) Celtic Religion Assignment.
My aim is to present a critical analysis examining the authenticity of the evidence presented by Strabo.[footnoteRef:22279] Greek and Roman authors historical accounts ‘were deliberately distorted in order to justify Roman subjugation and cultural domination.’[footnoteRef:4596] This modus operandi is very apparent in the case of the Celtic language speaking peoples, as documented by classical authors. The theme of Celtic religion was used to emphasise negative and controversial topoi aspects, like human sacrifice and head cults, with the aim of demonising the Celts and promoting Greek and Roman society as civilised versus the uncivilised barbarity of the Celts. Authenticity of evidence presented in Roman and Greek accounts of the Celts and Celtic religion must be treated as circumspect and subjected to rigorous critical analysis. Are classical accounts factual or false?  Reality dictates there will be elements of fact and fiction, alongside fragmentary relics of reliable evidence. The problem presented is how do we find, evaluate, and validate the evidence, when we are working with unreliable ancient sources? How much credibility of evidence do the classical observers really deserve? Are we basing much of what we know of the Celts on classical mistruths? In attempting to deconstruct and analyse Strabo’s account, we will be left with more questions than answers. Therefore, conclusions will rest in the sphere of personal interpretation of the evidence. [22279:  Strabo, Book IV, Chapter IV, 6 (4.4.6) Celtic Religions Module, Moodle, (University Of Wales Trinity Saint David 2021) < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3998 > [Accessed March 2021].

]  [4596:  Ralph Haussler, ‘Manipulating The Past Re- Thinking Graeco- Roman Accounts On Celtic Religion’, in Fraude, Mentiras Y Enganos, En El Mundo Antiguo, ed. by Franciso Marco Simón, (Barcelona: University Of Barcelona Publications, 2014), pp. 35-54 (p. 35) < https://www.academia.edu/11497507/Manipulating_the_Past_Re_thinking_Graeco_Roman_accounts_on_Celtic_religion > [ Accessed 3 March 2021].


] 

Our modern historical understanding of the Celtic past is shaped by the writings of  Posidonius, Strabo, Tacitus and Caesar. Today these authors and observers continue to be cited as the historical ‘expert ‘evidence for ‘Celtic’ beliefs. It is rarely possible to verify these accounts independently, for example by epigraphic or archaeological evidence, as many of the described rituals and beliefs have not survived to provide comparative evidence. 
We must therefore remain vigilant with our evidence, mindful of the social and political motives for the Roman and Greek authors to be heavily invested in corrupting the facts and truth in the literary accounts they left us.
Strabo (c.64 BCE – c.AD 24) Greek geographer and historian. His text referring to Gaul draws heavily upon Posidonius (c. 135 – c. 51 BC), stoic philosopher and geographer, as well as other sources which must be considered when deconstructing and interpreting the evidence in Strabo's account. 
 We know, then, that Strabo used Posidonius who had already used the geographical work of Artemidorus on the same area. We cannot have any certainty about what other writers Strabo used in addition.[footnoteRef:24818] [24818:   J. J Tierney, ‘The Celtic Ethnography Of Posidonius’, Proceedings Of The Royal Irish Academy, Section C Archaeology, Celtic Studies, History, Linguistics, Literature, 60 (1959) 189-275. (p. 207).< http://www.jstor.org/stable/25505088 > [Accessed 12 March 2021].

] 

Firstly, we are not analysing primary evidence, Strabo’s is referencing Artemidorus,[footnoteRef:13916](c. 100 BC).  Did Artemidorus write his account as a primary witness, or is he referencing an earlier unknown source? Classical sources are extremely problematic, the chain of classical influence provides a pattern of unreliable evidence. It is impossible to refer to the account by Artemidorus as nothing survives for us to examine. Therefore, everything that is written in Strabo’s account must be considered as tainted and unreliable. Considering Strabo was a geographer his lack of precise geographic detail is surprising. Strabo doesn’t name the island, because his island and account are largely fictitious, the island is a metaphor for a political and social agenda. Strabo’s account deconstructs itself.  [13916:   Haussler, ‘Manipulating The Past Re- Thinking Graeco- Roman Accounts On Celtic Religion’, (p. 50).  ] 

‘They say that in the ocean, not far from the coast, there is a small island lying opposite to the outlet of the river Loire, inhabited by Samnite women who are Bacchantes, and conciliate and appease that god by mysteries and sacrifices.[footnoteRef:27095]         [27095:  Strabo, Book IV, Chapter IV, 6 (4.4.6) 
] 

 The River Loire does indeed meet the sea in the vicinity of numerous islands scattered along the Atlantic coast of Gaul. However, Strabo describes the island inhabitants as Samnite women, devotees or Bacchantes of the Roman god Bacchus. This is curious, given the location is Celtic Gaul, now known as modern day Brittany and the Samnite people were located in central and southern Italy. Strabo in his account makes no direct reference to the Celts or Celtic religion. Therefore, Strabo was not only mapping a Roman god onto the local Celtic one, in a clear example of interpretatio, he was substituting ethnic groups, replacing the Celtic Namnetes of the Nantes Loire River region with Samnites. Strabo’s ethnographic inaccuracy is concerning, misleading and controversial.
Epigraphic interpretatio takes a number of forms but is basically an equation between a non-Classical deity and one from the Classical pantheon. The majority of equivalences are not explicit, in that the Celtic side of the equation is unnamed.[footnoteRef:31987] [31987:  Jane Webster, ‘Interpretatio, Roman Word Power And The Celtic Gods’, 
Britannia,  26  (1995), 153-161, (p. 154)  < .https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/526874.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3A5c17b4ba794ccc0b5898832532aa8036 > [Accessed 25 March 2021].
] 

There is no evidence to suggest that either Artemidorus or Strabo had direct contact with the sources, the women, island, or even that part of Gaul. Similarly, any attempt at trying to identify the original Celtic god is fraught with difficulties, as often gods were localised to specific communities and so little evidence remains relating to Celtic religion. The absence of archaeological and iconographical evidence to prove the existence of a women sacrificing cult on any of the islands where the Loire River meets the sea is another case of Strabo’s negative topoi narrative. ‘If anyone lets her burden fall, she is torn to pieces by the others, her limbs carried around the temple to wild shouts.’[footnoteRef:4667]It could be suggested that Strabo was repeating a tale full of classical stereotypes, driving the Greek-Roman propagandist narrative, Strabo’s account is damaging to his credibility and legacy.  Conversely, Strabo deliberately ignores the structure of Celtic temples, sanctuaries, and dwellings, the roofs of which were thatched often due to elemental extremes, especially vulnerable would be an island.   [4667:  Strabo, (4.4.6)] 

 Geographer Pomponius Mela (d. 45 AD) provides a further account, which I believe was partially influenced by Strabo’s account. However, Mela, unlike Strabo, is more precise in detail, both geographically and ethnographically. Mela communicates a more credible and plausible account, citing maritime priestesses worshipping a Gaulish God as the inhabitants of the named Ile de Sein off the coast of Brittany.[footnoteRef:6650]  [6650:  Frank Romer, Pomponius Mela’s Description Of The World, (University Of Michigan Press 1998), p. 115.
] 

 Whilst intriguing and credible, Mela cannot be used for strict comparative consideration with Strabo given the substantial differentiation in detail and location. However, I believe Mela’s Ile de Sein to be the location Strabo was so perversely reconstructing through ignorance and agenda.  
Predictably Strabo via Artemidorus and Mela’s accounts weave considerable influence into history and later Celtic themed literature[footnoteRef:4132], including Arthurian legends, and Breton folklore.[footnoteRef:2713] Further revised interpretations are rebirthed and represented by the 9 maidens/ priestess motif. The island becomes a metaphor for the otherworldly aspect. Modern day esoteric and spiritual groups cite Mela’s account to justify their interpretation of women's spirituality through use of the motif.[footnoteRef:20335]  Nine mystical Celtic women have been interpreted variously as seers and muses with the ability to communicate oracular verses. Caitlin Green in her article demonstrates the motif influence on Arthurian literature.[footnoteRef:31290]                        [4132:  The Book Of Taliesin, The National Library Of Wales, < https://www.library.wales/discover/digital-gallery/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/book-of-taliesin#?c=&m=&s=&cv=&xywh=-693%2C-1%2C3593%2C3052 > [Accessed 3 March 2021].
]  [2713:  Lewis Spence, Legends & Romances Of Britanny, (Project Gutenberg E-Book 2010), p. 64  < https://www.gutenberg.org/files/30871/30871-h/30871-h.htm#CHAPTER_III_THE_FAIRIES_OF_BRITTANY  > [Accesssed 2 March 2021].  
]  [20335:  The Sisters Of Avalon, The Sisterhood Of Avalon, < https://sisterhoodofavalon.org/soa2013/what-we-believe/the-quest-for-avalon-within > [Accessed 31 March2021].]  [31290:  Caitlin R, Green, ’But Arthur's Grave Is Nowhere Seen, Twelfth Century And Later Solutions To Arthur's Current Whereabouts’, Arthuriana, < http://www.arthuriana.co.uk/n&q/return.htm > [Accessed 27 February 2021].

] 

Conclusion
Historical Greek and Roman accounts communicate a wealth of information about the Celtic people and culture. However, it is crucial we read and treat the classical works with caution, like every other historical account, not everything the early historians documented was factual. Whilst it is impossible to prove Strabo’s account, it would be fair to suggest some truths may lie within. Archaeological and written evidence confirms the existence of cults of women worshipping Gods in many parts of the world since antiquity. Women have been revered and consulted as oracles, seers, and priestesses. It is therefore extremely likely the island of women to which Strabo refers did exist, it is the details that Strabo completely misleads with. Patrizia De Bernado Stempel provides a very convincing argument when referencing Mela’s later account. In doing so she is connecting archaeological and inscriptive evidence of the Celtic theonym Sena.
The inscription Sena[e] on a small votive altar from Saint-Bertrand-de- Comminges is interpreted as a further instance of the Old Celtic theonym ‘Sena the Old One’ which we find worshipped under various forms in Britain, Gaul, Noricum and Spain and to which, according to Pomponius Mela, an important sanctuary was dedicated on the Ile de Sein in front of Point du Raz Finistère[footnoteRef:4046]. [4046:  Patrizia Bernado De Stempel, ’The Old Celtic Goddess Sena, A New Testimony From Aquitania’, (2008), 1203-1205, (p. 1203) < https://addi.ehu.es/bitstream/handle/10810/17367/2103-6537-1-PB.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y > [Accessed 3 April 2021].] 

A final piece of supporting evidence to consider which further compels the case for the Ile de Sein, correctly identified by Mela, as being the geographically and factually challenged location in Strabo’s account, is the presence on the island of Neolithic standing stones [footnoteRef:6188] indicating the island has an obvious Celtic spiritual history. The stones were placed on the island for a reason, their very presence should be evidence enough to suggest a sacred landscape and community. The Celtic theonym  Sena[footnoteRef:283]and possible sanctuary dedicated in her name on the island is intriguing. If the cult of women existed, they were likely to have been Celts and devotees of the Celtic goddess Sena, rather than the Roman interpretatio Bacchus as implied by Strabo. Sena is represented in Britain as Senuna[footnoteRef:32403] likely interpretatio Minerva, and her presence as a Celtic deity in Britain is attested by the 2002 discovery of the Ashwell Hoard[footnoteRef:9870]. [6188:   The Journal Of Antiquities, Les Causeurs Menhirs, Ile De Sein, Finistère, Brittany, (2016)
< https://thejournalofantiquities.com/2016/08/18/les-causeurs-menhirs-ile-de-sein-finistere-bretagne-brittany/> [Accessed 27 February 2021].]  [283:  Patrizia, De Bernado Stempel, ’The Old Celtic Goddess Sena, A New Testimony From Aquitania’, (2008) 1203-1205, (p. 1203).]  [32403:   The British Museum, Senuna < https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG143811 > [Accessed 27 February 2021].]  [9870:  Peter, Greener, Ashwell Museum, Senuna, A New Goddess For Roman Britain, (2009), < http://www.ashwellmuseum.org.uk/page_id__21.aspx?path=0p4p > [Accessed 13 March 2021].] 

Three unreliable, classical accounts. Strabo, Artemidorus and Mela cannot be verified as witnesses to the sources of the accounts they documented. However, contained within are fragments of reliable evidence primarily from Mela. Celtic Religion remains a contested subject. Strabo’s factual ambiguity in this instance, rests between mistruth and myth.
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