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The aim of this piece is to critically analyse pre-Roman, Roman, medieval and modern evidence relating to the Celtic deity Epona. Interpreting viability of evidence when the Celtic peoples did not leave written accounts for us to consider alongside other sources is problematic. Instead, we must consult the Graeco-Roman classical sources, alongside archaeology when attempting to determine the feasibility of reconstructing Epona’s identity and function in the pre-Roman period.
Although Epona is included as one of the many Indo-European horse goddesses, Roman period inscriptions and sculpted monuments dedicated to Epona are the earliest extant records of her existence.[footnoteRef:19432]  The Celtic theonym Epona is derived from epos horse and the divine suffix, translating as sacred and divine mare. Epona is attested in sculpture and Latin inscriptions, represented in pre-Roman and Roman times, by a horse and goddess. Epona is also variously depicted with one or more horses, sometimes with a mare and a foal, and if mounted, she is predominantly side saddle.[footnoteRef:5723]  Epona is venerated as a protector of horse's, prosperity and fertility, her iconography is recorded in several hundred carvings and inscriptions in the Gallo-Roman world, notably in eastern Gaul, and in the Rhineland. Cataloguing of extant Epona examples and their distribution in Europe and Britain was compiled by Magnen and Thevenot.[footnoteRef:891] [19432:  Katheryn M. Linduff,  ‘Epona A Celt Among The Romans’, Latomus, 38. 4 (1979), 817-37 (p. 817)             <http://www.jstor.org/stable/41531375. > [Accessed May 7, 2021]

]  [5723:  Epona.Net, Depictions Of Epona, < https://www.epona.net/distribution.html >[ Accessed 2 May 2021]

]  [891:  René Magnen, Emile Thévenot, ‘Épona : Déesse Gauloise Des Chevaux, Protectrice Des Cavaliers’, (1953), 
] 

The greatest number of extant examples of Epona are made of stone or occasionally bronze or terra cotta and most depict a woman seated side- saddle on a horse. In all cases she is associated with horses, and more specifically with the mare[footnoteRef:8835]. [8835:  Katheryn M. Linduff  ‘Epona : A Celt Among The Romans’, Latomus, 38. 4 (1979), 817-37 (p.820)  <http://www.jstor.org/stable/41531375. > [Accessed May 7, 2021]
            ] 

We can be certain that Epona is a goddess of Western Europe, as Epona representations beyond the Roman Empire are absent. Artefacts dedicated to Epona have been found at Roman military defended borders, and legion unit designations on Epona inscriptions, such as altar dedications, tells us that the Roman military were including Epona among the deities to whom they gave worship, in the absence of a comparable horse deity within the Graeco-Roman pantheon. Roman legions, merchants and communities appropriated the Celtic goddess, in a basic role of protecting horses and travellers. Whilst this is interesting, it is less than insightful in relation to  Epona’s identity in pre- Roman Celtic society, her original Celtic function remains elusive. It feels like we are chasing ghostly galloping echoes of Epona’s identity, never able to catch her and reveal.
Jane Webster considers Epona to be a dual construct, 
Epona is never equated, or name paired with Roman deities. Drawing on these various strands of evidence I have suggested that Epona is neither a ‘Celtic’ deity nor a ‘Roman’ one but is a creole goddess, encapsulating both the possibilities of, and the limits to, religious syncretism in the Roman West[footnoteRef:21062] [21062:  Jane Webster, ‘A Dirty Window On The Iron Age? Recent Developments In The Archaeology Of Pre-Roman Celtic Religion’, in Understanding Celtic Religion: Revisiting the Pagan Past, ed. by K Ritari, A Bergholm, (Cardiff: University Of Wales Press, 2015) p.137-138
] 

Epona is extant in the archaeological iconographic and epigraphic evidence, but a this is not without its problems, as this evidence largely dates to the Romano- Celtic period rather than the pre-Roman period. Epona is a deity reliant on a horse for her identity, this imagery can be interpreted as revealing features and aspects of Epona through the animal symbolism depicted in the iconography. 
Pre-Roman, Iron Age sanctuaries and temples can give a good perspective on Celtic religion, prior to the changes seen in the Roman period, archaeology provides factual evidence of dedications to Celtic and or Celtic Romano deities. Interpretation of the archaeology is crucial in our understanding of religion in the Celtic and Celtic Romano period, through interpretation of animal and human remains, votive offerings and ritual depositions. 
One British example of a shrine with significant horse archaeology, which could imply connections to Epona, was excavated in Meonstoke Hampshire, between 2016- 2020. In his 2018 update, archaeologist Anthony King comments ‘The building is a shrine, with a strong indication of its dedication. The earliest features under the hexagon date to the late Iron Age[footnoteRef:12481]. This is exciting evidence, a relevant time frame, and a confirmed shrine. King then reveals the key piece of archaeology from within the shrine, ‘A female horse skeleton had been laid into the ditch, with its head to the south-west. Alongside the adult female horse was a foal skeleton.’[footnoteRef:8692] Could this be Epona in the South of Britain? A part of the country with interesting Celtic, Gaulish and Romano-Celtic/British connections and archaeology. King concludes, ‘The implications of this find are exciting, because the immediately relevant association is with the goddess Epona.’[footnoteRef:18717] [12481:  Anthony King, ‘The First Shrine To Epona Found In Britain, Meonstoke Hexagonal Building Excavations’ (2018), University Of Winchester,  < https://winchester.elsevierpure.com/en/projects/excavations-at-meonstoke-hampshire > [Accessed 7 May 2021] 

]  [8692:  King, ‘The First Shrine To Epona’, (2018)
]  [18717:  King, ‘The First Shrine To Epona’, (2018)

] 

Ralph Haussler suggests the possibility that Epona may have ‘derived from a pre- Roman concept of a mother goddess’,[footnoteRef:5539] continuity of her worship and understanding lost to the sociological changes imposed by Roman imperialism. If Haussler is indeed correct in assuming Epona is a mother goddess, then here we can see an insightful parallel to Macha and Rhiannon. Epona is also associated with the Matres goddesses of fertility, who were often depicted holding a cornucopia of fruits and the Matronae goddesses, deities associated with the rivers of Gaul. [5539:  Ralph Haussler, ‘How To Identify Celtic Religion(s) In Roman Britain And Gaul’, in Divinidades Indigenas Em Analise ed. by J. d'Encarnacao, (2008) 13-60 (p .52)
<https://www.academia.edu/2291125/How_to_identify_Celtic_religion_s_in_Roman_Britain_and_Gaul > [Accessed 3 May 2021]
] 

We must therefore remain mindful that if Epona was an indigenous mother deity, much of her identity and function would have been manipulated by the passage of time, Pre-Roman, through the Romano-Celtic, medieval and beyond. Political and social structure of the newly Romanised Celtic communities would also have had an impact on local worship and cult practice.  
We have the archaeological evidence for Epona, but not the circumstance to allow a reconstruct of Epona within Celtic and Iron Age societies. We can only approach Epona indirectly. Katheryn Linduff cites Agesilas a Greek writer as the earliest classical evidence of Epona, her function is described as a goddess who watches over horses[footnoteRef:6108]. The evidence can give us a window into the identity and function of Epona but it cannot reveal with certainty the true nature of  Epona’s place within pre – Roman Celtic society and the methods and rituals of her worship. The Roman well has tainted the source, Epona is veiled, the purest aspects of her inception lost to the shadows of history. [6108:  Katheryn Linduff, ’Epona A Celt Among The Romans, Latomus, 38.4 (1979), pp. 817-837  (p.820)] 

The importance of the horse in late prehistoric times is well documented over a wide area of Celtic Europe including Ireland, where aspects of Epona are associated with goddess Macha and in Wales the goddess Rhiannon, both extant in vernacular Celtic literature. It could be suggested that the features associated with Macha and Rhiannon are the remnants of a mythology that once linked Epona with equine and kingship rituals. The vast expanse of time between medieval text and Celtic-Romano times, suggests continuity in understanding Epona has been lost. Lack of evidence to support attempts to link Epona with the mythical Celtic literature of Rhiannon and Macha is fraught with difficulty. However, the opaque possibility that Macha and Rhiannon may have been insular ancestral representations of Epona pervades as a hypothesis. John Waddell has written extensively on Macha and examines the Epona concept, in archaeology and Celtic myth[footnoteRef:32575]                                                                                                                  [32575:  John Waddell, ‘The Ancestors Of Epona’ In Myth And Materiality, (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2018)
] 

Haussler in identifying Celtic religions, concludes ‘we therefore cannot reconstruct Celtic religion on the basis of Roman sources’, and further suggests ‘A Celtic theonym therefore is no evidence for a pre-Roman cult.‘[footnoteRef:8887]  [8887:  Ralph Haussler, ‘How To Identify Celtic Religion(s) In Roman Britain And Gaul’, in, Divinidades Indigenas Em Analise ed. by J. d'Encarnacao, (2008) 13-60 (p. 54)
<https://www.academia.edu/2291125/How_to_identify_Celtic_religion_s_in_Roman_Britain_and_Gaul > [Accessed 21 March 2021].

] 

                     
Conclusion
The contradictory nature of my evidence interpretation of Epona, places my conclusion in conflict. The available evidence does allow for a fragmentary hypothetical re-construction of her identity and function in pre-Roman times. 
However, the lack of Celtic evidence supports the conclusion that Epona cannot be reconstructed with any legitimate transparency.
Jane Webster makes a credible and convincing case for the concept of Epona as a creole deity, although agreement on this point may be divisive and reliant on individual conceptualisation of the extant evidence. 
Modern reconstructed belief and worship in Epona as a deity is valid, personal spiritual interpretation will differ from archaeological, epigraphical and iconographical evidence, yet even the reconstructed Epona is popular and revered in modern spirituality. 
Evidence for Celtic religion from the Graeco-Roman sources is dominated by and representative of classical, patriarchal, ideology and mistruths. I would argue it is impossible to escape this influence when attempting to critically analyse the evidence constructively. The political and social agenda driven by the voices of classical imperialist sources, taint the narrative of the Celts and Celtic Religion. 
Maps of Epona’s  archaeological distribution, have their epigraphical and geographical function,[footnoteRef:30238] but they cannot reveal the elusive nature of this goddess. We know from the evidence where she is found within the landscape, that she was portable between communities, and carried by the Roman legions, but whilst this is informative, it cannot give answers as to her original function or her cult identity. [30238:  Epona.Net, Geographical Distribution of Epona, (2004-2007)                                                                     <  <https://www.epona.net/distribution.html > [Accessed 12 May 2021]

] 

There are valid arguments for a range of theories. However, in attempting to conclude, Is Epona is a pre-conquest Celtic goddess, or a post conquest Celtic -Romano goddess? The answer is inconclusive. Hypothetically speaking everything is as possible, as it is impossible and Celtic religions will elicit a multitude of conclusions determined by individual comprehension of the evidence.
Diverse evidence to speculatively attempt to reconstruct Epona can be sourced from Celtic pre-Roman archaeological discoveries, deity sculptures in her form depicted in stone, bronze and wood. Ritual sites, cult places, sanctuaries, and ceremonial spaces. Architectural sites, such as the Romano-Celtic temples of which there are several important examples in Britain.[footnoteRef:8819] Votive offerings, pottery, weapons, figures and coins. Iconography, inscriptions in Celtic languages on reliefs to Celtic named deities, coins and stone. Patterns of animal sacrifice. Cosmology, tomb orientation, temples, and Iron Age Celtic art.  [8819:  Anthony King, Grahame Soffe,’ Internal Organisation And Ritual Deposition At The Iron Age Temple Hayling Island‘, Hampshire Field Club Archaeology Society, 53 (1998), 35-47 < https://www.hantsfieldclub.org.uk/publications/hampshirestudies/digital/1990s/vol53/King&Soffe.pdf > [Accessed 12 May 2021]] 

Research accessibility constraints have impacted this critical analysis of Epona.  Invariably aspects of the evidence required to support and defend arguments, are unavailable online, notably ‘The Goddess Epona’ by L. S. Oaks, and the cataloguing of Epona artefacts by Magnen and Thevenot[footnoteRef:6932] in English translation. [6932:  Magnen, René, Thévenot, Emile, ‘Épona : Déesse Gauloise Des Chevaux, Protectrice Des Cavaliers’, (1953)


] 

Epona and the wider field of Celtic religion, needs and deserves further enlightened research advocacy.
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