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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 modern scholarly debates and ancient evidence.

Epona – Celtic Mare Goddess

Worshipped by the Celts and adopted by the Romans, Epona was a central and significant goddess, who was worshipped throughout the Celtic world, depicted most frequently with horses. She was a mother-goddess and guardian, and has been associated with wealth, fertility, and the journey to the underworld.

The Celts were widespread, however there is no direct evidence or written sources that describe themselves and the lifestyle involved around them. When looking at Epona, there is no direct evidence from the Celts themselves about their religion. All our knowledge of the Celts comes as a second-hand account, with much coming from the Romans, whose relationship with the Celts was one of colonial authority. The Celts were widespread across Europe, which leads to an issue with the language of anything Celtic, as many of the early evidence is made up by many parts of different languages.[footnoteRef:1] Many modern scholars have written about the Celts, however a lack of direct evidence limits research, which heavily relies on an outsider viewpoint. The evidence that does exist includes Celtic artwork and iconography, often in the form of carvings, and the textual evidence from the Romans and other outside observers of the Celts. [1:  Evans, 1996, p.10.] 


The goddess Epona was the most commonly depicted goddess within the Celtic world. Green claims she is ‘one of the most popular deities of the Celtic pantheons’[footnoteRef:2] and this can be seen in how widespread the archaeological evidence for Epona is.[footnoteRef:3] Epona is associated with fertility and prosperity, and, like many other of the mother-goddesses, she was a soldier.[footnoteRef:4] Green also notes that her role may cover other aspects of Celtic life, drawing attention to her affiliation with dogs and birds. Green suggests that this represents ‘kinship with the mothers’, and points out that Epona can be seen with a cornucopia, a common emblem featured with other Celtic mother-goddesses.[footnoteRef:5]  The ancient writer, Agesilaos, wrote about how Epona came to the world. Green summarises this, writing that Phoulouios Stellos ‘copulates with a mare… the union being a beautiful baby girl to whom the mare herself gives the name Epona’.[footnoteRef:6] An important piece of information with this is when Green comments of Stellos being a misogynist; with this, the importance and high status the mare has over the man is emphasised, as she gave the name Epona, not him. It is clear the non-Celtic writers saw the importance of Epona and respected it. [2:  Green, 1997, p.184.]  [3:  Epona.net, 2004-2007.]  [4:  Green, 1986, p.92.]  [5:  Green, 1986, p.92.]  [6:  Green, 1997, p.185.] 


Epona is identified most commonly through her depiction with a horse or horses (plus foal). Many modern scholars agree that this woman in the depictions is Epona, including Green[footnoteRef:7] and Linduff.[footnoteRef:8] There is some variation in the way Epona is depicted throughout the Celtic world, such as instead of being surrounded by horses and foals, she can be seen sitting sideways on a mare.[footnoteRef:9] In many of her depictions, her associations also appear. A common one is either a bowl or a cornucopia. The cornucopia represents her giving prosperity, and links her with the mother-goddesses, who are also depicted holding cornucopias.[footnoteRef:10]  Like the mother-goddesses, Epona is also associated with death.[footnoteRef:11] This can be seen with archaeological evidence of Epona being found in burial mounds or in or near water.[footnoteRef:12]  While it is commonly agreed that her main association is with horses, it is interesting to note that another Celtic goddess, Rhiannon, who is also associated with horses, can regularly be seen connected with water and emblems of death.[footnoteRef:13] [7:  Green, 1986, p.92.]  [8:  Linduff, 1979, p.817. ]  [9:  Green, 1997, p.48.]  [10:  Green, 1986, p.92.]  [11:  Green, 1986, p.93.]  [12:  Linduff, 1979, p.835.]  [13:  Green, 1986, p.101.] 


Epona was a central goddess figure worshipped throughout the Celtic world. Much evidence of her worship has been found, with the largest collections of votive offerings and carvings being found in the least Romanised places.[footnoteRef:14] A map[footnoteRef:15] has been compiled of the geographical locations where evidence of the worship of Epona has been found based on the work of a number of scholars.[footnoteRef:16] Epona’s wide range of associations and functions could certainly lead to worship in a wide range of contexts; she can be worshipped in fertility rituals, as a mother and guardian figure, and also at the end of life in death. [14:  Linduff, 1979, p.823.]  [15:  Epona.net, 2004-2007.]  [16:  Espérandieu, 1907.
Euskirchen, 1993.
Magnen, 1953.
Reinach, 1895, 1898, 1899, 1902, 1903.
] 


The association of Epona with horses highlights the central place of horses within Celtic society. Epona’s name itself comes from Celtic ‘epos’, which means ‘horse’.[footnoteRef:17] Linduff says that the Celts held horses in high status, with Vercingetorix sending his horses away during a siege instead of letting them be captured or killed.[footnoteRef:18] Green comments on Linduff’s work, understanding that horses, in particular mares, were used as working farm animals.[footnoteRef:19] This domestic, rather than militaristic, use of mares ensured the continuation of the breeding stock. Perhaps the gendered roles of the horses reflected the human gender roles of the Celts and perhaps an identification of the Celts themselves with their horses. Certainly, the identification of Epona with horses appears close and intimate. [17:  Green, 1996, p.479.]  [18:  Linduff, 1979, p.833.]  [19:  Green, 1986, p.93.] 


There is some evidence that Epona may be associated with the underworld and the circle of life, and that these chthonic connections are shown through the imagery of the key and ravens in the iconography. Green writes about Epona having links to the underworld, where she confirms the use of ravens to ‘reflect her chthonic dimension’, and the key, which can be found on artefacts from Gannat (Allier), suggests that it represents a key to ‘the stable and of the entrance to the Otherworld’.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Green, 1997, p.186.] 


The exact forms of worship of Epona are unknown, and therefore her function within the religious sphere is ambiguous. As said earlier, the Celts have no written evidence, so modern scholarship relies heavily on second-hand accounts which may not accurately reflect Celtic practices. Evidence from archaeological sites that might give evidence of how she was worshipped is minimal and this makes it difficult when explaining her religious role. However, scholars, archaeologists and historians are still able to speculate. It is known that funerary associations existed because evidence was found in burial mounds or near water (which is more of a link to her Welsh counterpart, Rhiannon).[footnoteRef:21] The grave of a young girl had a statue of Epona in it.[footnoteRef:22] This may suggest Epona’s role was to guide the soul of the young girl to the Otherworld. [21:  Lundiff, 1979, p.835.]  [22:  Hadley, 2017.] 


The Romans depict Epona through few of her roles and functions, mainly associating her with horses and stables. Webster argues that Epona is not what people call ‘a Celt among the Romans’, as that would mean Epona is, in Webster’s words, ‘pure Celticity under a Roman veneer’.[footnoteRef:23] Webster’s argument is useful, as she claims Epona does not classify as purely a Celtic or Roman deity, but the ‘product of the post-Roman negotiation between Roman indigenous beliefs and iconographic traditions’, summarising with Epona being Romano-Celtic but not as a response of ‘a problem-free or spontaneous synthesis’.[footnoteRef:24] The Roman poet, Apuleius, wrote about Epona and her power. He wrote – in the first person – that the character, Lucius, was turned into an ass. When feeling lonely, due to nobody recognising him, he sees the statue of Epona in the middle of a pillar that supported the main building of the stables. It was decorated in rose garlands.[footnoteRef:25] Mentioning Epona’s shrine being in the middle of the post that supported the building is significant in showing her importance; being the goddess of the stables, people would have relied on her to keep the stables and the horses safe.  [23:  Webster, 2001, p.221.]  [24:  Webster, 2001, p.221.]  [25:  Apul. Met. 3.26.] 


Together the evidence shows that Epona had a large presence in the Celtic religious sphere, and this expanded to the Romans. Epona was probably one of the most commonly depicted goddesses of the Celtic world and is classically depicted with horses. Ancient authors including Agesilaos and Apeleius acknowledge this. With Epona being a central goddess there is much evidence of her worship today, and her association with horses highlights their place in both Celtic and Roman society. Epona also shows chthonic connections, but with this wide range of associations, it is still unknown how she was worshipped exactly.


Bibliography
Apuleius. Metamorphoses (The Golden Ass). (1996) Hanson, J. A. (trans.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Epona.net (2004-2007) Geographical Distribution of Epona. Available at: http://www.epona.net/distribution.html. Accessed on: 28 September 2018.
Espérandieu, É. (1907) Recueil général des bas-reliefs de la Gaule romaine. Paris, Imprimerie nationale.
Euskirchen, M. (1993) ‘Epona’, Bericht der Römisch-Germanischen Kommission Deutsches Archäologisches Institut., 74: 607-838.
Evans, D. E. (1996). ‘The Early Celts: the evidence of language’, in Green, M (ed.) The Celtic World. London: Routledge.
Green, M. (1986). The Gods of the Celts. Gloucester: Alan Sutton Publishing Limited.
Green, M. (1997). Celtic Goddesses. London: British Museum Press.
Green, M. (1996). ‘The Gods and the Supernatural’, in Green, M. (ed.) The Celtic World. London: Routledge.
Hadley, K. (2017). ‘The Roman burial that offers a rare glimpse into past of Huntingdonshire town’. The Hunts Post. 30 November. Available at: https://www.huntspost.co.uk/news/the-roman-burial-that-offers-a-rare-glimpse-into-past-of-huntingdonshire-town-1-5301779. 
Linduff, K. (1979). ‘Epona: A Celt Among the Romans’, Latomus, 38(4), pp. 817-837.
Magnen, René; Thévenot , Emile (1953) Épona: déesse Gauloise des chevaux, protectrice des cavaliers. Delmas, Bordeaux.
Reinach, Salomon (1895, 1898, 1899, 1902, 1903) Épona. Revue archéologique 1895, part 1, 113, 309. Addenda ibid 1898, part 2, 187; 1899, part 2, 61; 1902, part 1, 227; 1903, part 2, 348.
Webster, J. (2001). ‘Creolizing the Roman Provinces’, American Journal of Archaeology, 105(2), pp. 209-225.

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David






¥ Grindod e sane
Trnity Saint avid

Undergraduat assignment oedback form
b oty




