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The name, Meaning and function of ‘the horned god’ Cernunnos.

‘Of all the gods they worship Mercury most of all’[footnoteRef:1]. Here is one of Caesar’s summations on the religious practises of the Gallic peoples he encountered. Whilst it is interesting that he made no distinction between his own pantheon of gods and the new gods his legions were discovering as they marched across Gaul, it strikes the question; which ‘Celtic’ deity is Caesar conflating Mercury with? Surely this deity is not of the same ilk as the later Gallo-Roman syncretic gods that appear with the increase in ‘Romanising’ factors after Caesar’s conquest, it must be an ancient, pre-Roman god. One such deity, and the one which this essay shall be exploring is ‘Cernunnos’. Throughout I shall be discussing the topics of etymology, visual representations of Cernunnos and what possible role this god played in societies and the evidence for this, followed by a short examination into the geographical and chronological spread of this god. Before I begin to engage with the discussion I must clarify my own interpretations on a few key terms that shall be used throughout. I shall be apostrophising the term ‘Celtic’ as a way of demonstrating that none of what is being discussed here is in any way applicable to all Celtic peoples, this culture encompassed such a large geographical area and spans through millennia thus contextualise the term ‘Celtic’ as belonging “of Gaul (modern France) and parts of the British Isles”[footnoteRef:2] for the sake of this essay. Finally, I shall also rotate between the use of the terms ‘Cernunnos’ and ‘horned-god’ depending on what suits better in context, I believe I explain my opinion on why this should be the case further on in my first paragraph. [1:  Caes. Gal. 6.17.1]  [2:  Leeming, D. 2005. ‘Cernunnos’ – also see. Green, M.J. 1992. Pg.60 – here Green correlates the deity’s worship with its “monument distribution”.] 

The name ‘Cernunnos’ survives quite remarkably from a single inscription upon the first-century AD ‘pillar of the boatmen’, found in Paris. The inscription rests above a bas-relief depicting an antlered man, with metal hoops resting on the protrusions, arguably sitting in a cross-legged position[footnoteRef:3] and wearing a torc. This ‘horned god’ is a readily recurring image from across northern Europe as we shall discuss later. Certainly, to me of a Celtic origin, the word ‘Cernunnos’, as argued by Maier, has no clear etymology as to him “one would expect, on linguistic grounds, the first vowel to be a rather than e”[footnoteRef:4]. Yet this goes against the obvious rational that this being on a depiction of a horned figure, and that in the surviving p-Celtic languages ‘horn’ translates to ‘corn’ or ‘korn’ and thus it is clear that either this is some mutation in the word or that quite simply the mason doing the inscription made a small mistake. This is the line of thought I believe is followed by many other historians[footnoteRef:5] who attribute the word ‘Cernunnos’ to have the meaning ‘horned-one’ or ‘horned-god’. One point about this discussion that is worth mentioning, Maier also includes this in his dictionary[footnoteRef:6], is that this inscription is not found anywhere else neither is the term ‘Cernunnos’ attested in any ancient literature. Thus the obvious question to pose is whether this description from the Civitates Parisii is just the name of their own ‘horned-god’ or does this justify the use of ‘Cernunnos’ to describe any similar depictions? Bober, writing in the 1951 paper ‘Cernunnos: Origin and Transformation of a Celtic Divinity’ appears to gloss over this lack of corroborative data: “In this instance, not only the Celtic name of the god, but also pre-Roman representations of him are known.”[footnoteRef:7]  This approach seems to be somewhat universally utilised by historians and ‘celtologists’; for me plainly this is a case of no better explanation so stick with what we have and quite frankly I see this as a non-issue the bottom-line remains that a horned humanoid figure is a recurring image in Celtic art across at least four centuries and that this is no coincidence, thus the question of what did this entity represent and what was its function in society if it had any? [3:  Ellis, P.B. 1998. Pg.170]  [4:  Maier, 2000. Pg.69]  [5:  Green, Ellis and Cuncliffe all take [c]ernunnos to be ‘horned one’ or ‘horned god’]  [6:  Maier, B.  2000. Pg.69]  [7:  Bober, P.F. 1951. Pg.14] 

Figure 1.
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A panel from the Gundestrup Cauldron depicting the ‘horned-god’.
The Gundestrup cauldron[footnoteRef:8], dating from c.150BC-400AD[footnoteRef:9], provides a fantastically clear representation of this ‘horned-god’. Here his key characteristics are highly visible: an older man with antlers sprouting from his head, positioned in a cross-legged stance, wearing a torc whilst holding another and also holding a ram headed snake. It is easy to see why Green uses the definitive when describing this deity’s meaning: “the god is lord of animals, fertility, abundance and regeneration.” To me this appears a little on the nose, it is too simplistic of an explanation for such imagery and completely ignores the argument that, if as Caesar presents: “… one of their leading tenets, that souls do not become extinct, but pass after death from one body to another, …”[footnoteRef:10], the Gallic peoples had a belief system that revolved around the principle of reincarnation. That this opens the door to the possibility of a more abstracted, chronological interpretation of the significance of these perennially growing and shedding antlers as representing a cyclical view of time, that this process is illustrative of such an idea in nature.  The Gundestrup cauldron however is not the only image we have of this ‘horned-god’. The earliest definitively European example of this deity comes from the numerous rock arts at Val-Camonica in northern Italy and is dated to the 4th century BC[footnoteRef:11]. It depicts an upright humanoid figure in what Bober poorly describes as an “orans” position[footnoteRef:12] bedecked with antlers. The dating of this art clearly demonstrates that ‘Cernunnos’ is a pre-Roman Deity and Cuncliffe goes as far as to suggest that it may even “reflect a hunting god of the pre-farming period.”[footnoteRef:13] Cuncliffe links this to certain shamanistic practises of “later pastoral communities of Russia”[footnoteRef:14], Green makes an interesting link to this too in a later work citing a find in Hertfordshire that she interprets as a deer antler ‘headdress’ dating from the fourth century AD and that “the ‘headdress’ has a marked similarity to that found at Starr Carr in Yorkshire, which has been dated to 7500BC.”[footnoteRef:15] Now whilst this is all conjecture of course, it still raises very interesting ideas about the nature of ‘Celtic’ religions and ritual around this period in general and furthermore gives us a tantalising, if not conceptual, glimpse of what pre-Roman veneration of this deity and thus its function may have appeared like.  [8:  Fig 1.]  [9:  Traditional dating of this cauldron as expressed by the Danish national museum appears to be c.150BC-0AD, however a 2005 paper: ‘THE GUNDESTRUP CAULDRON: New Scientific and Technical Investigations.’ Absolutely refutes this through a highly analytical process, not just including multiple isotope dating’s it must be added, and squarely places the range at a later “1AD-400AD” and definitely within the “Roman iron-age”. (Nielsen, et al., 2005). ]  [10:  Caes. Gal. 6.14]  [11:  MacCana, P. 1970. Pg.44]  [12:  Bober, P.F. 1951. Pg.14 – I feel that Bober utilises the term ‘orans’ cheaply because of its heavy connotations with the Catholic church therefore it must carry its religiosity with it, I disagree that the pose has religious meaning in this context and is more of an artistic choice as it maximises the contents of the hands of the figure when in a two-dimensional medium. Note that this position is lost with the advent of Romanesque stone sculpture in Gaul.]  [13:  Cuncliffe, B. 1992. Pg.75]  [14:  Cuncliffe, B. 1992. Pg.75]  [15:  Green, M.J. 1997. Pg.59] 

Cernunnos as the ‘horned-god’ survived, at least visually, well into the Roman period up to the rise of Christianity. This is attested to by several iconographic sources, including the low-relief stone panel at Reims and as previously mentioned the ‘pillar of the boatmen’. The Reims relief is of particular interest as it demonstrates the kind of Gallo-Roman syncretism that would become prevalent across Gaul after Caesar’s conquest. A clear representation of the ‘horned-god’ still depicted in the cross-legged fashion, still wearing a torc and still possessing horns or antlers on the head, yet ‘Cernunnos’ is beset on either side by Mercury and Apollo showing the amalgamation of beliefs in Roman Gaul.
To summarise I have endeavoured to demonstrate that not only the name, but also the meaning and function of this ‘horned-god’ or ‘Cernunnos’ are highly debatable and that these too differ with the passing of time. 
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Figure 1; the British Museum. ‘The Gundestrup Cauldron’, panel of cauldron depicting a horned deity. 2015. https://britishmuseum.tumblr.com/post/132087416007/the-gundestrup-cauldron [Accessed on: 5th October 2018]

image1.jpg




