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How Roman was Roman Britain? Epona as a case study
	A Roman Bronze Statuette of Epona[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The British Museum Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 1/2 (Autumn, 1971), pp. 37-41] 



[image: ]Roman Britain was an often troublesome colony, arguably never fully romanised, but one which nonetheless embraced many of the hallmarks of Roman culture. The survival of Celtic languages in Britain could be compared to the dominance of Romance languages across Western and Southern Europe (even in spite of later Germanic invasions and hegemony). Does this point to lesser Romanisation of Britain in ancient history? To answer this, we must consider the metrics for Romanisation, and this is not a simple task. The Roman empire was multicultural, multi-lingual, and interreligious, so one could argue that the stubbornness of British languages and culture is not totally incompatible with Romanisation. To explore this question further, we will examine the Cult of Epona as a case study, not just as a window into Roman Britishness but into what Romanisation actually might be.

The Cult of Epona 
Epona – the root of the name is for ‘horse’ in Celtic languages - was a deity often represented as a woman riding on a horse, or accompanied by one or two horses, found in visual and epigraphic evidence around the Roman Empire from the first century CE. Her cult seems to have been concentrated around stables and frontier posts garrisoned by mounted soldiers, guarding the borders of the Empire: 
…a Celtic goddess known from dedications that are found from Spain to the Balkans, and northern Britain to Italy. Her name derives from the Celtic word for ‘horse’, and the most common iconography of the goddess shows her seated side-saddle on a horse; Latin writers mention her as the goddess of the stable (Juv. 9. 157; Apul. Met. 3. 27). She is also at times depicted with fruits or a cornucopia, attributes that link her with the mother goddesses. Her original cult area was in NE Gaul, and monuments are very frequent in the regions of the Aedui (near Dijon), the Treveri (around the Mosel), and east of the Rhine to the border. The wider dispersal is due largely to devotees in the army, often members of the cavalry, but she also has a festival in a civic calendar of 27 bc from northern Italy.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/acref/9780199545568.001.0001/acref-9780199545568-e-2465;jsessionid=C0B5BE9226DA8B8F96BA7886BD157088] 

Though seemingly limited to certain social – especially military classes – and usually among ‘Celtic’ ethnic groups (especially Gauls), her cult covered a huge range:
She is the most abundantly attested Celtic deity of the Roman Empire. Evidence for her cult is strongest in central and eastern Gaul, as well as the military zones of the Rhine and Danube frontiers, and northern Roman Britain. Within the military, the cult recurs among, but was not limited to, cavalry units and units recruited from Gaul. 
Evidence for her is predominantly epigraphic and iconographic, although, ‘Epona is mentioned by the Roman author Juvenal…but we know of the cult mainly from inscriptions and accompanying images, many on Romano-Celtic altars with a focus cut into the top for the pouring of libations or presenting other offerings.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  CCHE p. 707.] 

While evidence for her cult in Britain is not prolific, it was undeniably present during the Roman era, and in much the same social context as on the continent – in frontier posts and stables. Given the Celtic etymology of her name, her cult’s prominence in ‘Celtic’ regions and a pre-existing context of potential divine equine cult in Britain, we must ask the question, was the cult of Epona in Britain an example of Britishness or Roman-ness? 

The British (Celtic) Epona
[image: undefined]
The Uffington White Horse in England, argued to date to at least the 6th century BCE[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uffington_White_Horse#/media/File:Uffington-White-Horse-sat.jpg Public Domain] 

Evidence of equine cults in Britain pre-date the Roman era: ‘The figure of the horse cut into the hill at Uffington [above] may reflect a related cult in pre-Roman Britain.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  CCHE p. 708.] 

The most prominent evidence for horse veneration in Britain, as in other parts of Iron Age Europe, can be found on coins. While Celtic coins undoubtedly copy the style and form of Greek coins, with a ruler’s head on one side and a horse and chariot on the other, the British coins have abstracted and stylised these motifs so much that they may represent more metaphysical ideas. This line of thinking is arguably only furthered when one considers that coins in Iron Age Britain were not necessarily for economic activity – at least not fully – and would have been used for symbolic, ceremonial and religious purposes. If the horses on the backs of British coins represent the same horse as that in the Uffington Hillside, then this perhaps connects back even to the Bronze age, when horses grew in importance in society, as working animals, vehicles of war and possessions of prestige signifying social class.

[image: ]
Pre-conquest coin of the Atrebates Tribe, originally a Belgic tribe who settled in Britain after defeat by Caesar, with abstract depictions of the Ruler on one side (possibly Commios) and a horse and wheel on the other. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  From course handout, BA Celtic Studies, UWTSD] 

While the wheel that accompanies the horse on these coins is arguably a nod back to the chariots on Greek coins and is perhaps simply a visual copy (although the metaphysical meaning of the horse and chariot even on these could be examined), ‘Links have been made between the solar horse imagery with first-century bc gold staters from southeastern Britain and the myth of the sun-horse…The sun-horse enables the movement of the sun through the daytime sky, often being depicted carrying the sun on its back or pulling it in a wheeled vehicle, such as a chariot.’[footnoteRef:7] As seen here, whether a wheel, sun or a chariot, the idea of a solar or cosmic horse is argued to exist in Britain prior to the Roman invasion (although not prior to contact with the Greek and Roman worlds, if that is even a meaningful paradigm, rather than thinking of a common trove of motifs and beliefs in all Indo-European societies). [7:  Coins and Cosmologies in Iron Age Western Britain, p. 28.] 

So equine cults possibly existed in Britain far back beyond the Iron age. Given Epona’s etymological origins, it is not unreasonable to imagine that at least in some parts of the Island, her name or a variant thereof was used in worship. The question arises, however, as to whether the Roman era cult of Epona is actually a direct development of earlier horse cults. There is an argument to be made that Celtic deities were more animistic, even animalistic, before meeting the cultures of the Graeco-Roman world, and that the anthropomorphic deity Epona is consistent with this development. However, the Roman-era Epona does not necessarily fulfil the same functions as a solar horse. She is a more personal goddess, and notably is depicted looking after horses, rather than being one. 
Though we will not spend much time on the idea that later Welsh literature exhibits continuity of pre-roman and roman-era deities, it is worth briefly noting that the character Rhiannon in the Mabinogion bears both some similarities with Epona (a mother/fertility Goddess, riding a horse, looking after warriors) and potentially the pre-roman solar horse. Her movement through the world, pursued by Pwyll, suggests a psychopomp-like function, which could be compared with the cosmic role of the horse in ancient British iconography: ‘Epona…in Gallo-Roman iconography…display[s] protective and nurturing qualities and [is] sometimes interpreted as a psychopomp escorting the dead to the afterlife’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Equine Cults and Celtic Goddesses, p. 13] 

To use a medieval character, however, to connect pre-roman and roman-era Equines cults and demonstrate continuity is not a strong line to take.
Given the great gulf between medieval text and Gallo-Roman times and the different functions of the figures of Macha and Rhiannon compared to Epona, it is unsurprising that there are those…who consider any attempt to link them as methodologically questionable, but it is possible to present a good case in support of the argument that Macha and Rhiannon may have been older and somewhat different insular precursors of Epona.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Equine Cults and Celtic Goddesses, p. 6.] 

Epona might not have been a direct development of pre-Roman equine cults in Britain and Gaul, then, but may have a common ancestor . Waddell suggests Epona is actually a ‘diminished descendant’[footnoteRef:10] stripped of functions evidenced in earlier cults, such as being warlike or being a ruling deity (there are some depictions of Epona enthroned, but as we shall see, this may not be a ‘Celtic’ motif at all). [10:  Equine Cults and Celtic Goddesses, p. 15.] 

Epona perhaps then is a branch of the same divine tree, but not a direct link between pre-roman and medieval Welsh characters, though related, nonetheless. This allows us to establish strong ‘Celtic’ credentials for Epona, but in what ways could we also see her as a Roman product?
The Roman Epona
On the face of it, the effects of Roman ‘civilising’ on British life can seem to stand in stark contrast to the context in which we find the cult of Epona: ‘Agricola had encouraged the building of forums, temples and other public buildings and amenities of urban life. As Tacitus writes, he had reformed the administration and encouraged the sons of Britons to ‘embrace the liberal arts.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  A brief History of Roman Britain - J.P. Alcock p.63.] 

Epona was found less in this social milieu but in dirty stables on the sides of dusty roads, in barracks on the very edge of the world where the air may have been thick with colourful language, the smell of alcohol and the jangling sounds of money being won and lost gambling away the boredom of frontier life.
Yet arguably this is as much a picture of Roman life as the urban and urbane picture painted by the writers of the time; the dirty underbelly of Roman life, for sure, but no less authentic. The social, political and economic context of the Empire created the conditions in which the specific nature of the practice of Epona worship arose, with networks of roads and stables, and porous borders of a stretched territory requiring protection by mounted soldiers recruited from various ethnic groups. 
One strong argument for the Roman nature of the cult is its anthropomorphism. As we have seen, pre-Roman evidence depicts horses, not goddesses. If they indicate specific cosmologies or doctrines then it is in a less personal, more abstract way. It is the contact with Greek and Roman worlds that began the anthropomorphising process of Celtic religion, so in this sense Epona, like many Roman era Celtic deities, owes some part of her Roman era manifestation to this process.
Some elements of some visual representations of Epona can be investigated for Graeco-Roman influences. In many images of Epona she carries a yolk. Different societies used different technologies for utilising horses for work and war (although, by the time of the Roman Empire, technologies would have been spread and changed and combined). Nonetheless, comparing the yolk in the bronze figure of Epona shown at the beginning of this essay with contemporary yolks in the archaeological records of ‘non-celtic’ groups is interesting. In its notes on this bronze, the British Museum Quarterly observes that, ‘A bronze model of a chariot in the Department of Greek and Roman Antiquities, in which the yoke is fairly clearly modelled, is an important parallel, though not a close one, for the yoke in our statuette.’[footnoteRef:12] It does go on to suggest that the yolk differs from place to place and context to context. The ancient Britons used chariots, of course, but there is no suggestion that this Epona’s yolks correspond with these. But similarities with Greek or Roman yolks suggest that depictions of Epona did not just utilise ‘Celtic’ styles. [12:  The British Museum Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 1/2 (Autumn, 1971), pp. 37-41] 

As we mentioned earlier, there are some examples of Epona depicted as a deity enthroned. This is arguably a specifically Roman innovation in the cult, and one that arguably did not ‘take off’: ‘Images showing the goddess enthroned were popular in the Rhine–Danube military frontier zone and are probably to be understood as imperial iconography.’[footnoteRef:13] So Epona was popular enough for an attempt at appropriation by the Roman state, perhaps; although somehow Epona resisted the most Roman of processes; being equated with a Roman deity (as in the example of Sulis-Minerva at Bath) or being paired or married to a Roman deity, as was the fate for many local deities after conquest. [13:  CCHE p. 708.] 

The strongest argument we will present here for the Cult of Epona being an example of Romanisation in Britain is that whether this cult developed from earlier equine cults or not, it did not do so in Britain itself. Rather, the cult of Epona as we know it in the Roman era was imported from Gaul. Whether this replaced or complemented existing equine cults who may or may not have shared a similar name is unknowable at this point, but the form of the Epona cult arrived in Britain after it arose on the continent. It is only because of the structure of Roman military and social organisation that the cult of Epona came to Britain. This spread of non-roman ideas across the territory of the Empire might arguably be seen as something very Roman indeed.
Conclusion
Epona, or a form of the name, might have been a pre-roman British deity, but it is difficult to know. The cult as we know arrived in Britain because of the Romans, but it was not a Roman deity. One might argue that even so, it was a Roman cult. When it arrived in Britain there was obviously fertile soil for equine cults, although given Epona’s range across Europe, the Balkans and even North Africa this would not have been a requirement for her success! The structure of society and Roman military infrastructure was an essential context for the form of the Epona cult everywhere. It was successful well beyond the Celtic speaking world; it just so happens to be an attested pre-Roman Celtic deity, though adapted through Roman society. It would be tempting to suggest that several features of the cult – it seemingly not being ‘officially’ appropriated by the state and equated with and/or married with Roman gods, and by its existence at the fringes or militarised borders rather than within urban settlements or villas – elude its definition as a roman cult. But one could also argue that this organic evolution and spread, much like early Christianity, which was spreading at the same time, is as ‘Roman’ in its context as anything else.





Bibliography
Alcock, J.P, A brief History of Roman Britain ( Hachette UK, 26 May 2011).
‘Epona’ in Koch, J.T, Celtic Culture: A Historical Encyclopedia (ABC-CLIO, Oxford, 2005) pp.707-709.
Pudney, C, ‘Coins and Cosmologies in Iron Age Western Britain’, in Cambridge Archaeological Journal 29:1, (2018) pp. 23–44.
The British Museum Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 1/2 (Autumn, 1971), pp. 37-41 (https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/acref/9780199545568.001.0001/acref-9780199545568-e-2465;jsessionid=C0B5BE9226DA8B8F96BA7886BD157088)
Waddell, J, ‘Equine Cults and Celtic Goddesses’ in Emania: Bulletin of the Navan Research Group, issue 24 (2018), pp. 5-18.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uffington_White_Horse#/media/File:Uffington-White-Horse-sat.jpg Public Domain

image1.emf

image2.jpeg




image3.emf

