Epona – The Horse Goddess


In this essay I will be talking about the pre-Roman Celtic deity Epona, focusing on the nature; the iconography of Epona and how Epona is depicted within ancient artwork, the meaning; the etymology of Epona, and the functions of the goddess; what her role was as a goddess, whether singular or multiple. Epona was the horse goddess for the Celts, but was also seen as a goddess of fertility, and even a mother goddess, sometimes part of a trio of mother goddesses. However, this was more of a Roman depiction, rather than pre-Roman. She is one of the many deities depicted on the Gundestrop Cauldron,[footnoteRef:1] one of the main great artefacts discovered from the Celtic era. Although Epona is a Celtic goddess there are no written mentions of her before the Roman invasion of Gaul. Since then she is mentioned by Roman writers such as Juvenal and Apuleius.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  However, she is depicted between other deities as she “may owe little to the classical world”– Green (1992) 7]  [2:  Epona.net (2007)] 


The name Epona derives from Gaulish, which was “a member of the Celtic family of Indo-European languages.”[footnoteRef:3] The etymology of the name as a result gets split into two. ‘Epos’ meaning ‘horse’, and ‘-ona’ being the singular feminine suffix of the Celtic language meaning ‘divine’ – literally translating Epona as ‘divine horse’ or ‘she who is like a mare’.[footnoteRef:4] Within other languages we get similar words meaning horse, for example, the Latin for horse is ‘eqqus’ and in Welsh the word ‘ebol’ means foal. In the proto-Celtic language, the root of Epos comes from the Indo-European work ekuos. However, as a result of the Celts not writing anything but sticking to oral tradition, no inscriptions for including the name Epona are found in pre-Roman times. As a result of this, it has been unsure of whether or not she is truly a pre-Roman deity. Although other evidence, such as statues and statuettes of Epona, have been found disbursed far across the Celtic region.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Epona.net (2007)]  [4:  Epona.net (2007)]  [5:  A map can be found on Epona.net (2007)] 


Epona is the most depicted Celtic goddess,[footnoteRef:6] this may partly be as a result of the Roman army adopting her into their ‘Cult of the Campestres’.[footnoteRef:7] Although Miranda Green says that “Epona always has an equine companion”[footnoteRef:8] she can sometimes be depicted without a horse, and instead be part of a trio of fertility goddesses.[footnoteRef:9] One of the most common ways that Epona has been sculpted during the Celtic era is sitting side-saddle on a horse, sometimes holding a cornucopia, a piece of fruit or ear of corn.[footnoteRef:10] When she is sat in this position, you are fully able to see Epona face on, as well as being able to see the horse, normally a mare, which she is sat upon. As well as being sat upon a horse, occasionally there are sculptures of Epona sat upon a horse with a foal beneath or slightly behind her.[footnoteRef:11] In a statuette from Alesia Epona is holding onto the reigns of the horse in one hand and a torque in another. Celtic deities are shown either wearing or holding torques to distinguish them as deities. Epona can also be depicted as sitting on a throne with a horse either side of her, feeding them.[footnoteRef:12] A third representation of Epona is of her riding in a cart or chariot holding the reigns of a horse. This depiction of Epona does not also depict her as a fertility goddess, as she is without an ear of corn or a horn of plenty. Small statuettes of Epona have been discovered all over the Celtic region,[footnoteRef:13] this is partly considered to be a result of the Roman army adopting her into their tradition, as a result of her being the patron of horses and their riders.[footnoteRef:14] [6:  Most depicted goddess – this may be because she was later adopted into the Roman army.]  [7:  Irby-Massie (1996)]  [8:  Green (1992) 5]  [9:  MacCana (1970) 74]  [10:  An ear of corn, piece of fruit, or horn of plenty are seen to be signs of a fertility goddess]  [11:  Examples of this can be seen in Green (1992) 18-21]  [12:  Johns (1971)]  [13:  It is even thought that the White Horse carved into the hills in southern Britain is a representation of Epona – Walker (2008) 49]  [14:  Irby-Massie (1996) 293] 


As mentioned above Epona was the patron goddess of horses and their riders, and as a result of this she was seen as a protector of horses and their riders. Sanctuaries, that are thought to be dedicated to Epona, have been found with the skeletons of a horse and its foal beneath the structure of the building. Inscriptions to Epona have been found from Roman times, on altars, as a result of libations or offerings offered to Epona in the hope that she would protect their horses within the auxilery of their army,[footnoteRef:15] or just to dedicate that altar, sanctuary or temple to Epona. [15:  Epona.net (2007)] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The overall thoughts on Epona are that she was most likely a pre-Roman ‘Celtic’ deity, who was the patron goddess of horses and was also considered a fertility goddess, as she is often holding a horn of plenty or ears of corn when she is depicted in statues and statuettes. Whilst she was mainly a pre-Roman ‘Celtic’ deity she was adopted into the Roman army cult, to protect their auxiliary units of horses, and their riders. Whilst evidence has been found of Epona being pre-Roman, there are no writings or inscriptions of her before Roman times, as a result of nothing being written down before the Roman invasion.
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