Critically discuss the nature, meaning, and functions of Epona
Epona was a Celtic horse-goddess, and has been linked with the underworld (Green, 1976:14). Leeming (2005) notes of her earth goddess aspects and her connections with fertility, sexuality, and water. It is claimed that she originated from Gaul, particularly the North East and East, and was taken to Britain by the Romans (Hornblower et al., 2012; MacKillop, 2004). Epona was supposedly popular with the Roman cavalry, who are potentially a reason for the Roman adoption of her as another goddess in their pantheon and the movement of her in Britain (MacCana, 1970: 55). Her connection with the earth, fertility, and the underworld could stem from her associated attributes; the fruits she is sometimes depicted with could imply the fertility and abundance of fruits, and her horse ay be linked with being a psychopomp deity, as the deliverer of souls (Ferlut, 2017: 372). It is also suggested that she may have been associated with water, possibly previously a goddess of a spring, particularly due to the sacrifice of horses to river deities (MacCulloch, 1992: 189). MacCulloch (1992: 214) also argues that she may have been associated with the Matres, the mother-figure goddess, because of similar attributes of the fruits depicted with them, and fertility, as well as an inscription stating the name Eponabus, suggesting there to have been a group of goddesses called, which is another relation to the Matres (MacKillop, 2004). Epona has also been associated with the Welsh fertility-warrior goddess Rhiannon, from the Mabinogion, due to the numerous similarities between the two (Leeming, 2005). Knowles (2005) states that Rhiannon is the Welsh equivalent to Epona, the Gaulish horse goddess, and Macha, the Irish goddess, and MacKillop (2004) writes that Rhiannon stemmed from the pre-Christian goddesses Epona and Rigantona. 
There are a number of etymologies around her name. One suggests her name came from the Celtic word for “horse”, and Latin writers refer to her as the goddess of the stable (Hornblower et al., 2012). Linduff (1979: 820) proposes that the Gallic stem is epo, derived from the Indo-European stem ekwo, as well as relating to the Greek stem hippos/hippi, and the Latin stem equus/equa, which suggests the use of words from these stems to mean “horse”, as well as the modern English word hippopotamus as meaning “water horse”.
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Epona has also been associated with the Welsh fertilty-warrior goddess Rhiannon,
from the Mabinegian, due to the numerous similarities between the two (Leeming,
2005). Knowies (2005) states that Rhiannon is the Welsh equivalent to Epona, the
Gaulish horse goddess, and Macha, the Irish goddess, and MacKillop (2004) writes
that Rhiannon stemmed from the pre-Christian goddesses Epona and

There are altars inscribed to Epona at both Garyoran and Auchendavy, the latter
also having inscriptions to other deities; Mars, Campetres, Hercules, and Victoria
(King, 2017: 133, 139). She is generally depicted with a horse, sometimes on its
back and sometimes they stand alongside her, though she has also been depicted
riding a great horned goose (MacKillop, 2004).

Abronze statuette of Epona dating from the Roman period was found in England
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The earliest dated inscriptions to Epona, from the late first or early second centuries and found in the temple ruins in Nièvre, uniquely refer to an Epona-dedicated temple (Linduff, 1979: 822). There are altars inscribed to Epona at Carvoran, along Hadrian’s Wall, and Auchendavy, along the Antonine Wall, the latter also having inscriptions to other deities; Mars, Campetres, Hercules, and Victoria (King, 2017: 133, 139). She is generally depicted with a horse, sometimes on its back and sometimes they stand alongside her, though she has also been depicted riding a great horned goose (MacKillop, 2004). A bronze statuette of Epona (see Figure 1) dating from the Roman period was found in England, Johns (1971: 38) states the following regarding the statuette:
‘The statuette (P1. xiiI) is 7-5 cm. high, and is of bronze with a good, darkgreen patina. Epona is in a sitting position, but no chair or throne is indicated behind her. She wears a girdled dress and a cloak, and an object on her left shoulder could be a large circular fibula. Her hair is drawn back in a bun, with two long tresses falling on to the shoulders. Lying on the goddess's lap and on a patera held in her right hand are disproportionately large ears of corn. On her left arm Epona holds a yoke, which curves up beyond her shoulder. This is the attribute whose identification has previously been in doubt. The goddess is flanked by two extremely small ponies. Their sexes are clearly indicated, the animal on her left being a mare, the other a stallion.’

The statuette would be suggestive of being the goddess Epona, because of the presence of common identifiable feature to the goddess, including the two horses, in particularly the mare, and the ears of corn.

Depending on one’s definition of Celtic, it could be argued that Epona is not Celtic but is Roman. Iron Age Britain and its peoples are also simply referred to as Celtic and the Celts, whereas as Gaul was referred to as Gaul, and occasionally Celtic-Gaul. If one simply refers to Britain as Celtic and Gaul as Gaul, then Epona would be seen as Roman because it was brought into Britain via the Romans, particularly the cavalry as discussed previously, or as Gallic due to the Romans acquiring the goddess from the Gauls before invading Britain. If one defines Britain and Gaul both as Celtic, then she is simply a Celtic goddess, who originated in Gaul and travelled into Britain with the Romans, as they had accepted her into their pantheon of gods and goddesses: the process of interpretatio Romana (Linduff, 1979: 818). Another argument as to her definition as being Celtic, is the use of the word Celtic: Celtic is a more modern term given to the people of Iron Age Britain and their contemporaneous peoples in Gaul and other surrounding area. In the sixth century BC, Hecataeus of Miletus, a Greek writer, used the term Keltoi to refer to the peoples in the now-defined “Celtic” areas, the first written use of a term from which the word Celtic probably derives from (Wells, 2002: 363). This could be the Greeks simply giving them a name, or the “Celts” referred to themselves as a name similar to “Celt” or “Celtic” and the Greeks used “Keltoi” as the Greek word to refer to them. 
In conclusion, Epona was a goddess with numerous associations: earth, fertility, sexuality, and horses, while also having connotations with the mother-goddess Matres, and the later Welsh goddess Rhiannon. She is often depicted with horses, particularly mares, as well as corn and fruits. Her name is linked with the word stems from which the words related to “horse” derive from. There are numerous inscriptions and statuettes providing the evidence for her existence, and the locations and extent to which she was worshipped, including one to a temple dedicated to the goddess. The main controversy surrounding Epona is potentially the understanding of her origins and how she is referred to as: if the “Celts” did not refer to themselves as Celts, can she really be referred to as a Celtic goddess, and with her origins in Gaul, does that mean she is Gallic or Celtic? The debate may forever be argued.
Bibliography
Ferlut, A. 2017. ‘Celtic goddesses from Gallia Belgia and the Germaniae: characteristics, dedicants, and ritual practices’. In Haeussler, R., and King, A. (eds.) Celtic Religions in the Roman Period: Personal, Local, and Global. Aberystwyth: Celtic Studies Publications.
Green, M.J. 1976. ‘The Religions of Civilian Roman Britain’. British Archaeological Reports 24. Oxford: BAR.
Hornblower, S., Spawforth, A., and Eidinow, E. (2012). Epona. In  (Ed.), The Oxford Classical Dictionary. : Oxford University Press,. Retrieved 5 Oct. 2018, from http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780199545568.001.0001/acref-9780199545568-e-2465.
Johns, C. 1971. ‘A Bronze Statuette of Epona’. The British Museum Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 1/2, pp. 37-41. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/4423098.

King, A. 2017. ‘Carrying the Gods with them? Provenance and portability of altars to Romano-Celtic deities in Britain’. In Haeussler, R., and King, A. (eds.) Celtic Religions in the Roman Period: Personal, Local, and Global. Aberystwyth: Celtic Studies Publications.
Knowles, E. (2005). Rhiannon. In Knowles, E. (Ed.), The Oxford Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. : Oxford University Press,. Retrieved 5 Oct. 2018, from http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609810.001.0001/acref-9780198609810-e-5994.

Leeming, D. (2005). Epona. In (Ed.), The Oxford Companion to World Mythology. : Oxford University Press,. Retrieved 5 Oct. 2018, from http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780195156690.001.0001/acref-9780195156690-e-511.
Linduff, K.M. 1979. ‘Epona: a Celt among the Romans’. Latomus, Vol. 38, No. 4, pp. 817-837. Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/41531375.
MacCana, P. 1970. Celtic Mythology. London: Hamlyn.
MacCulloch, J.A. 1992. The Religion of the Ancient Celts London: Constable.
MacKillop, J. (2004). Epona. In (Ed.), A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology. : Oxford University Press,. Retrieved 5 Oct. 2018, from http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-1958.
MacKillop, J. (2004). Matres. In  (Ed.), A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology. : Oxford University Press,. Retrieved 5 Oct. 2018, from http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-3154.

MacKillop, J. (2004). Rhiannon. In  (Ed.), A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology. : Oxford University Press,. Retrieved 5 Oct. 2018, from http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-3419.

Wells, P.S. 2002. ‘The Iron Age’. In Milisauskas, S. (ed.) European Prehistory: A Survey. London: Plenum Publishers.
Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1�: A Roman Bronze Statuette of Epona, scale 1:1 (a) the back of the statuette and (b) a view of the front and side of the statuette (Johns, 1971: Plate XIII).











