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Object Analysis: Pillar of the Boatmen

The ‘Pillar of the Boatmen’ is, as the name would suggest, a pillar found in Lutetia, or modern-day Paris,[footnoteRef:1] in what was the Roman province of Lugdunensis. The pillar is made up of four blocks each with four faces stacked on top of each other, depicting fifteen images of various Roman and Celtic gods and goddesses.[footnoteRef:2] The final face is reserved for a Latin inscription dedicating the pillar to the emperor Tiberius by the nautae Parisiaci.[footnoteRef:3]   [1:  Haeussler 2012: 156.]  [2:  Haeussler 2012: 156.]  [3:  CIL XIII 3026. Nautae Parisiaci = Boatmen of the Parisii.] 

The pillar has been very important to the study of religion in the Roman provinces, and especially those in the west. This is because many scholars have viewed it as a prime example of Interpretatio Indigena, due to the pillar consisting of a strange mixture of Roman deities with Roman theonyms, and Celtic deities with Celtic theonyms. This leads us to question what the nature of this pillar is, and what exactly was its purpose? Why were certain gods put on the pillar and why were others excluded, and why are the majority of the deities Roman yet some of them are Celtic? 
Some scholars have simply dismissed these queries such as Scherrer who argues that the boatmen were auxiliary marines in the Roman fleet and so the pillar was nothing more than a show of loyalty to the emperor Tiberius and the images used are simply pragmatic choices and do not show an attempt at making a cultural statement.[footnoteRef:4] However, it seems to me more likely that, rather than this pillar and the images depicted on it being nothing more than an act of political rapprochement with Rome, with the gods represented being nothing more than arbitrary choices with little deeper meaning, that this pillar has more to tell us about the emergence of a new Gallo-Roman culture. Haeussler argues in his article ‘Interpretatio Indigena: Reinventing Local Cults in a Global World’,[footnoteRef:5] that instead of the approach taken by Scherrer, when examining this artefact, we should ‘start from the premise that the choice of deities, the depictions and their arrangement on the pillar were planned and meaningful for this period’ due to the great social and cultural change occurring in the Roman empire at the time as it was transitioning from the reign of Augustus to that of Tiberius.[footnoteRef:6] Haeussler thus argues that this pillar provides us with a great insight into how the religious understanding of the Parisii had begun to change due to the cultural phenomena of ‘bricolage, mimicry and creolisation.’[footnoteRef:7] So with this in mind in the remainder of this essay I will argue that the Pillar of the Boatmen is in fact important to enable us to understand the nature of religious change in Gaul during the early Principate and that it shows us how these processes of creolisation and the others mentioned by Haeussler[footnoteRef:8] might have happened in the provinces of the Western empire. [4:  Scherrer 2012: 183-189.]  [5:  Haeussler 2012: 157.]  [6:  Haeussler 2012: 157.]  [7:  Haeussler 2012: 157.]  [8:  Haeussler 2012: 157.] 

It first seems appropriate to outline what creolisation would be within the context of the Roman empire. Jane Webster writes that the term creolisation, being a linguistic term to describe the merging of two languages, had been used to describe the process that led to the creation of ‘African American and African Carribean societies’ in the colonial Americas.[footnoteRef:9] That through the interactions of Europeans, Native Americans and Africans, new cultures were formed that were a blend of the three and that by understanding this process it has become possible to greater understand the society of these colonial peoples.[footnoteRef:10] Webster then seeks to apply this model for understanding cultural change to the Roman provinces and argues that this is possible due to artefacts found in those provinces. Despite these artefacts at first appearing as though they were “Romanised”, they could in fact ‘negotiate with, resist, or adapt Roman styles to serve indigenous ends, and ultimately, they are part of the emergence of creole societies’.[footnoteRef:11] With this in mind it is clear to me that the Pillar of the Boatmen is a clear example of such an artefact and so I will now seek to examine how the gods chosen and their depictions on the pillar could fit the model of creolisation. [9:  Webster 2001: 217.]  [10:  Webster 2001: 217.]  [11:  Webster 2001: 219.] 

Of the four blocks that make up the pillar, the largest reliefs are found on the top two rows, with the Latin theonyms and their depictions being of, Jupiter, Volcanus, Castor and Pollux and the Celtic theonyms being [C]ernunnos, Esus, Smert[rios][footnoteRef:12] and Tarvos Trigaranos.[footnoteRef:13] On the bottom row are four pairs of deities which Haeussler describes as Mars with an unknown consort; Mercury and a consort who is presumed to be Rosmerta; Fortuna and an unknown goddess who could possibly be Juno; and two unknown goddesses.[footnoteRef:14] I will begin by looking at the case of Volcanus and his depiction on the pillar. [12:  Possibly Smert[ullus] Haeussler 2012: 157.]  [13:  CIL XIII 3026.]  [14:  CIL XIII 3026; Haeussler 2012: 157.] 

At first the depiction of Volcanus seems very typical. He is represented as the typical blacksmith, with tongs and a hammer. However, Haeussler argues that he is not simply the patron god of blacksmiths, and that there is deeper meaning to this depiction.[footnoteRef:15] This comes from a comparison between this relief and several others found throughout the Celtic world. The first of these is a double relief of Volcanus next to what can be considered a very un-Roman Venus[footnoteRef:16] followed by a relief of Volcanus with a sceptre and a stag behind him.[footnoteRef:17] Haeussler argues that these two reliefs, with their very non-Roman depictions of the god Volcanus, show us that this deity had an association not just with blacksmithing but, within this Celtic context, he has associations with ‘annual cycles of life, death and rebirth’.[footnoteRef:18] This leads to further associations with the Celtic deity Sucellos who is, similarly to Volcanus, typically depicted with a hammer in his iconography and we have reliefs where Volcanus hammer is closer to the centre of his body like depictions of Sucellos from Southern Gaul.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Haeussler 2012: 159-160.]  [16:  CSIR-D II, 1, no. 28.; Haeussler 2012: 159.]  [17:  CSIR-D II, 1, no. 1.]  [18:  Haeussler 2012: 159-160.]  [19:  Haeussler 2012: 160. CSIR-D II, 9, no. 62.] 

These connotations that Volcanus seems to carry in the Celtic world seem to indicate then, as Haeussler argues, that his depiction on the Pillar of the Boatmen cannot simply just be the patron god of blacksmiths and Haeussler suggests that he must have been some form of chthonic deity with associations to the underworld, death and rebirth.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Haeussler 2012: 160.] 

The next deity from the Pillar of the Boatmen I shall discuss is Smert[rios]. On the monument he is depicted killing a snake with what appears to be a club,[footnoteRef:21] which is very similar to a relief from Alzey of a god killing a snake with a club that is often presumed to be Hercules killing the hydra.[footnoteRef:22] The snakes are possibly symbols representing a connection between the worlds of the living and dead,[footnoteRef:23] and Haeussler further points out that these connections between Hercules and the ‘Otherworld’ are prominent in Gaul.[footnoteRef:24] This depiction of Smert[rios] on the Pillar of the Boatmen appears to be some kind of precursor to the eventual creation of Hercules Gallicus that we see on an inscription from Samnium,[footnoteRef:25] where Hercules seems to have evolved to serve a very different purpose in Roman Gaul than it did anywhere else in the Roman empire. [21:  Haeussler 2012: 157.]  [22:  CSIR-D II, 1, no. 18.]  [23:  Moitrieux 2002: 226.]  [24:  Haeussler 2012: 158. ]  [25:  CIL IX 2322.] 

These two gods and their representations on the pillar seem to show the beginnings of a creole religion and culture among the Parisii. We see the merging of various iconographies from both Roman deities and what are seen by the local populace as their Celtic counterparts, beginning the process of creolisation in Gaul.
In conclusion then, the Pillar of the Boatmen from Lutetia provides us with great insight into how religion in Roman Gaul underwent changes during the early Principate. The pillar shows the beginnings of the emergence of a Gallo-Roman religion as we see early signs of the shifting meanings behind the gods Volcanus and Smert[rios] and this is part of the process of creolisation. Thus, the pillar is a key source for our understanding of religious change in the province of Lugdunensis and wider Gaul as a whole as it gives us insight into how the process of cultural and religious merging might have actually taken place.
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