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The ‘Pillar of the Boatmen’ as a key indicator of religious understanding in the Principate

Interpretatio

The Principate saw a time of great sociocultural, political and religious change for the people of the Roman empire, and religion, in particular, experienced considerable reformation as a result of the reign of Augustus. Many changes sought to reinforce traditional religion[footnoteRef:1] within an expanding network and cultural differences were inevitable. Interpretatio indigena can be seen as a mechanism in which these cultural differences could be understood and overcome. A system, like this, that associates indigenous and Greco-Roman deities can help us begin to appreciate the understanding people had of the religious changes occurring around them. It must be considered however, that these changes are often complex. The variety of deities throughout the wide network of the Greco-Roman world can, at times, result in unclear associations some of which seemingly contradict each other, while other deities can be associated more closely due to subtle comparisons. Evidence of the type of choices made, and the complexity involved in understanding them, can be seen when examining the pilier des nautes, alternatively known as ‘The Pillar of the Boatmen’. [1:  Chaniotis 2009:6] 

The pillar dates to the 1st century AD[footnoteRef:2] and was located in the Gallo-Roman city of Lutetia, Paris. Considered to be one of the earliest representations of Gaulish art, it’s comprised of four stone blocks, each consisting of four bas-relief structural depictions combining both Indigenous and Roman deities; and while its main dedicatory inscription to the emperor Tiberius is in Latin, it also exhibits a number of Celtic inscriptions. The dedication featuring on the second block, was made publicly by the guild of the local sailors and merchants[footnoteRef:3]. The purpose of the monument remains unclear although it’s important to consider where it came from, or rather who. Unlike many other aspects of Roman religion, the elite do not appear to be the sole protagonists in the Pillar’s construction, instead we are lead to believe as a result of its namesake, that the lower classes; the nautae, in this case, would have been predominantly responsible for the choice of representations. It is clear the civitas had knowledge of Graeco-Roman mythology and iconography as we shall see in our depictions.  [2:  Green 2004: 226]  [3:  Van Damme 2017: 303] 

This is certainly the case for Scherrer, who considers the Seine boatmen to be somewhat an additional military force possessing an army like culture. As a result, he believes that the monument is merely born out of an imperial loyalty for their emperor and  regards the selection of deities to be focused on an almost business like response to their vocation, further suggesting that the inclusion of Celtic elements are little more than a nod to their traditional indigenous cultural identity[footnoteRef:4]. Personally this appears to be a farfetched notion, if the natuae have gone to the extent to create this impressive monument it must surely be for a reason greater than imperial loyalty, in which a much simpler dedication would suffice. Rather than accepting the concept that the deities’ selection was purely haphazard, could it not, instead, signify a more localised pantheon, a conscious selection that exhibits the contemporary understandings of the creolisation that was occurring in Lutetia. [4:  Scherrer 2017] 

This is the assumption I shall take forward, throughout this essay, when considering some of the individual reliefs chosen. Iconography in post-conquest Gaul often consists of indigenous deities alongside those of Greco-Roman origin; here Interpretatio Romana is frequently used to link the two deities associating one with their potential counterpart. In other instances, Classical male deities may pair with a female Celtic as in the case of Mercury and Rosmerta and finally non-Classical anthropomorphic deities such as Cernunnos and Sucellus appear. Interestingly some deities in this final group may have not necessarily been presented in a human form prior to the conquest as one of the key differences seen post conquest is the presence of animals or associated imagery within their depictions; Cernunnos we see horned, Epona we see consistently with horses, her key indicator. It is fair to say that a Roman influence may have been responsible for the adaptation of the zoomorphic Celtic deities from pre-conquest to a more traditionally Roman humanistic form during the Principate[footnoteRef:5] which presents the idea that the local people were consciously making decisions to incorporate aspects of Roman religion into their own. This is also evident on the Pillar in the apparent distinctions between the established forward facing Classical reliefs in comparison to the newer, very elemental side wards images of the indigenous figures that relied on mythology to connect with an audience that may have never had seen their iconography before. With this in mind, we must be mindful of the selection of deities chosen for the monument, or equally not chosen, as this could be a key indicator of the religious understandings of the civitas. [5:  Webster 2001] 


Greco-Roman vs Celtic
We can categorise the Pillar’s reliefs into three types of representations; Roman deities including Jupiter, Volcanus and the Dioscuri, Celtic deities including Cernunnos, Smertrios, Esus and Tarvos Trigaranos and paired deities, of which most are unknown however are considered to include Mars, Mercury, Fortuna and Venus.  
Let us, firstly, explore the relief of Smertrios, otherwise known as ‘The Provider’ or ‘The Purveyor’. This relief depicts a scene of the deity killing a snake like creature, very similar to the mythology surrounding Hercules’ triumph over the hydra. However, we can safely say that the relief shows the Celtic deity over the Classical choice due to its side on indigenous style imagery. Beyond the basic snake vs hydra comparison, it is easy to see how these two deities came to be linked, for both can be seen to have a hero status[footnoteRef:6]. Commonly serpent creatures in mythology represent the dual expression of both good and evil, and victories over such, can be seen as regeneration, renewal or even immortality, a trait which is heavily associated with Hercules. Here, we see notable evidence of this conscious decision by the local people to include a Celtic deity, as opposed to his potential Roman counterpart, or of even representing them both together as can be seen elsewhere in Gaul. It is difficult to apprehend why, when the deities are seen to share the same characteristics, that in this example the nautae chose an Indigenous form over the Classical. Could it perhaps have been seen that the Celtic deity Smertrios already exemplified everything his counterpart did, suggesting Hercules could not bring anything additional to their existing pantheon and therefore just chose to portray their traditional deity.
A second relief depicts Volcanus and in this instance the natuae have chosen to represent a Roman deity along with the usual items he is attributed with; hammer and tongs. Scherrer[footnoteRef:7] argues that Volcanus is represented as a pragmatic choice. He is known as the divine craftsman and therefore merchants and sailors are assumed to associate with him. As I have stated previously it seems farfetched to consider there is little more meaning than this behind his inclusion. We see depictions of Volcanus throughout Roman Gaul and he is often identified with rebirth. However, also elsewhere, particularly in the art of central and southern Gaul, we see depictions of another deity, this time Celtic, who features with a hammer. This deity is Sucellus and he is a smith god similar to Volcanus, though the hammer associated with Sucellus is said to denote fertility[footnoteRef:8]. Yet again we have two seemingly very similar deities, both craftsman deities that can be associated in some form as the creators of mankind however in contrast to the choice of Smertrios over Hercules, this time Volcanus is chosen over Sucellus. It is often difficult to clearly distinguish between deities that are so closely linked due to the integration of the Graeco-Roman mythology, as well as others, into the indigenous iconography, creating evolved religious concepts. This is so prominent in the case of the ‘Pillar of the Boatmen’ that it is easy to see why this plays such an important role in the religious understandings of changes that occurred in the provinces. 

Another relief I wish to discuss briefly include the Dioscuri. Again, Scherrer suggests that the presence of the Dioscuri is purely due to their nature as the patron deity of sailors[footnoteRef:9], to support this they are each represented together with horses which could portray protection for the travelling sailors. More interestingly, they appear in Tacitus’s Germania, as the key example of Interpretatio Romano in which he utilises them to clarify the identity of the indigenous Alcis, who he specifically claims to be ‘described in Roman language as Castor and Pollux. Such, indeed, are the attributes of the divinity, the name being Alcis’[footnoteRef:10]. I believe this to be an example of the awareness the nautae had when constructing the Pillar of the religious change that was occurring around them; that they were aware of process of this creolisation and that by representing the Greco-Roman counterparts here would identify the alien culture that was becoming absorbed in their own.  [6:  Haussler 2012: 158]  [7:  Scherrer 2017:430]  [8:  Adkins and Adkins 2014:303]  [9:  Scherrer 2017:430]  [10:  Tac. Ger. 43] 

Conclusion
It’s clear that in Roman Gaul the indigenous beliefs would have been met with the complex Greco-Roman deities of the Classical pantheon to engage in a fusion of new understandings and inevitably new cults. The Pillar of the Boatmen is a clear example of the way in which the local people dealt with the religious change in one particular province during the Principate. It was the choices made by the local populations, not the elites, that decided how, through the theonyms and the artistic representations, their deities would be perceived. The locals were responsible, as we have seen, for establishing what new religious aspects should be retained, or essentially merged and in doing so, over time, new cults are constructed and as a result the state of religion and its understanding can be changed throughout the empire.
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