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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation analyzes the means by which ritual traditions changed and spread 

throughout the Roman provinces in Gaul in the first two centuries CE. While numerous scholars 

have studied ritual shifts in Roman Gaul with a focus on material culture and imagery, this has 

not been accompanied by a focus on the negotiations involving the non-elite. By including non-

elite Gauls in the analysis, my research creates a full picture of religious change that traces how 

the traditions evolved and how these adaptations spread across the region. This project argues 

that ritual sites, practices of ritual deposition, monuments depicting the gods, burial traditions, 

burial stelae, and some commercial production were all part of the cultural negotiation regarding 

ritual amongst Gauls of various levels in the social hierarchy. Communication of these cultural 

negotiations was transmitted along the trade and pilgrimage travel routes in Gaul, including both 

roads and rivers. Numerous individuals used these routes and discussed their own ideas and 

learned about other views of the gods on their journeys. As these ideas spread, they gradually 

standardized. This regional study, that covers a broad periodization, states that the provinces of 

Gaul adopted Roman ritual imports into their religion through a nuanced series of local cultural 

negotiations that were still part of a regional network connected by travel routes. This process 

takes into account communal choices in regionals changes. By broadening the focus of the study 

of provincial societies, this dissertation shows that the changes brought into new areas by the 

Romans created a complex network of negotiation, which crossed social hierarchies and 

geographical boundaries.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In the second century CE, Lucian, a Syrian Greek satirist, traveled to Gaul on a lecture 

tour.
 
As a tourist in the region, he sought out interesting local things. One of the points of interest 

that he encountered was an odd image of an old man, whom the Gauls called Ogmios.1 This 

image showed a grey old man in a lion skin, bearing a club and bow and arrows, attributes of the 

Mediterranean deity Hercules.
2
 As Lucian stared at this unusual image, shock welled up within 

him, due to the aged and decrepit look of the god.3 Were the Gauls defacing Hercules in this way 

due to simmering resentment over Roman conquest of the region?
4
 Were they belittling an 

outsider god?  Gods in polytheistic religions often have multiple aspects or roles, at times 

determined by local cults; as a known traveler and founder hero, smiter of many local foes, 

Hercules’ divine associations were varied across the Mediterranean. Lucian goes on to note that 

this local depiction of Hercules, as one might expect of a legendary conqueror, was trailed by 

people in chains; here, however, the chains are golden and slack, more like “flimsy necklaces”, 

linking Hercules’ tongue to the ears of his captives, and indeed, these “captives” eagerly and 

joyfully hurry to keep up with him.5 If this unusual representation of Hercules was motivated by 

                                                           
1 The word Lucian uses for the image here is “εἶδος,”, elsewhere it’s γραφή and εἰκών, all of which can mean 

anything from a painted picture to a branded thing to something inscribed. Since this image apparently contains 

color (μελάντατος, extremely black), it was most likely a painting or painted in some manner. Lucian, Hercules, 1. 
2
 In this work the term “Mediterranean” means items and ideas originating from the already well integrated 

cultures around the Mediterranean sea. Primarily this includes imported stuff from Greece, Rome, Turkey, and 

Egypt.  
3
  Lucian, Hercules, 1 “πάνυ ἀλλόκοτον.” 

4
  In this project I will generally refer to the people using the term Gaul rather than “Celt” because I focus on the 

region of Gaul rather than the larger “Celtic” world. The term “Celt”, when deployed, will also be in quotes due to 

current scholarly debate about the appropriateness of the word; on this question, see John Collis, The Celts: Origins, 

Myths & Inventions (Wiltshire: Tempus Publishing Ltd., 2003). 
5
 Lucian, Hercules, 3. 



11 
 

hostility toward an alien invader, if it was a political statement avenging mythical as well as 

recent invasions of Gaul from the Mediterranean, Lucian finds it a strange and baffling critique.  

Eventually, a local Gaul came by and explained to Lucian (in excellent Greek) that the 

image showed how his people believed that true strength lies in the eloquence and wisdom that 

come with age.
6
 Specifically, the Gaul explained that the golden chains of Hercules were like the 

sweet honey of Nestor’s words, distilled by the worthy counselor’s long term experience.7 The 

arrows of Hercules in their swiftness and aim were also comparable to the words of the wise 

orator.
8
 This strange image, crafted in accordance with local expectations, showed the unbeatable 

power of persuasive rhetoric and was thus entirely appropriate to Hercules, the embodiment of 

strength. This emphasis on eloquence and experience expressed the values of Gallic society, a 

different culture to which Lucian was attracted.
9
 This was a different type of ritual values, but the 

Gaul and his people had something important to say.  

Lucian’s work on Hercules seems to be part of a lecture series, since he directly addresses 

an audience in the last two chapters.
10

 On the surface, this piece presents a cultural discussion 

where both participants offer an interpretation and Lucian learns something from the exchange. 

According to C.P. Jones, Hercules was part of a series of works, including Dionysus and Zeuxis, 

which represented the later years of his career when he dwelled on the concept of what 

constitutes the civilized man.
11

 Lucian challenges the idea that “civilization” is best embodied by 

beautiful young men well versed in myth by focusing on quite different interlocutors: an 

                                                           
6
 Lucian, Hercules, 4-6. 

7
 Lucian, Hercules, 4. “οὕτω γὲ τοι καὶ τοῦ Νέστορος ὑμῖν ἀπορρεῖ ἐκ τῆς γλώττης τὸ μέλι.” 

8
 Lucian, Hercules, 6. 

9
 Lucian, Hercules, 7-8. 

10
 Lucian, Hercules, 7-8. See C.P. Jones, Culture and Society in Lucian (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1986), 14 and Barry Baldwin, Studies in Lucian (Toronto: Hakkert, 1973), 14.  
11

 Jones, Culture and Society in Lucian, 14-16. 
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articulate barbarian (Gaul), a Gaulish Hercules who is old, and a tourist from Syria. Lucian 

challenges the basic assumptions about strength by basing it on something other than brute force. 

He also challenges well known accounts of beauty and “the good”, such as those by Aristotle and 

Plato. 

Another explanation of Lucian’s lecture was that he was investigating cultural 

assumptions. In the account, Lucian initially felt the depiction of Hercules was disrespectful, 

payback or revenge for the god’s invading Gaul after he encountered Geryon.12 This seemingly 

hostile presentation of Hercules could also be linked to Gaul’s relatively recent (and less 

mythical) invasion and annexation by Rome. Along these lines, Ogmios/Hercules was given the 

coloring of death, like that of underworld figures Charon or Iapetus.13  The chains binding the 

god to the men behind him signify slavery.14 All of these images led Lucian to believe, at first, 

that the Gauls were mocking Hercules, a figure of violent conquest, as a means of symbolically 

resisting their Roman conquerors. Lucian’s non-Gaulish lecture audience would also make this 

assumption until they heard the actual explanation from the kindly Gaul, thus bringing into 

question their commonly held cultural ideas of the symbols in the passage. 

The first six chapters of Hercules describe a discussion between men of different ritual 

and cultural backgrounds about the ritual imagery of a god. The participants (Lucian and the 

kindly Gaul) are meeting at this ritually significant image as equals from different backgrounds: 

Lucian is embedded in ritual concepts of the Eastern Mediterranean ritual world while the Gaul 

is a tour guide to the Gaulish ritual world. The two men were looking at the same object, an 

image of Hercules, but perceiving it very differently; the conversation that follows helps us 

                                                           
12

 παρανομεῖν … ἀμυνομένους Lucian, Hercules, 2. 
13

 Lucian, Hercules, 1. 
14

 Lucian, Hercules, 3. 



13 
 

explore the nature of contact and entanglement.15 Entanglement is a process of cultural change 

that acknowledges input from both sides, providing a solution to a variety of needs and interests. 

The club, lion skin, and arrows were all symbols of Hercules’ strength, reminders of his labors 

and adventures and well known to the peoples of the ancient Mediterranean. Real strength, 

however, is symbolized for Gauls by old age and lightweight chains of verbal gold. To make 

these entangled connections clearer still to Lucian/the reader, the Gaul quotes from classic Greek 

poetry to draw out the similarity between the golden chains of Hercules’ eloquence and the 

honeyed words of Nestor and the general floral sweetness of legendary Greek counselors.16  

These explanations help break down previous assumptions about how the Gauls view Hercules 

as well as the value of old age. The Gaul thus enters an interpretive dialogue with Lucian the 

Greek by unpacking all of the figural attributes of the painting in Mediterranean terms.  

Lucian, a well-known satirist, possibly used this passage as a means of critiquing the 

syncretic idea that the gods of different pantheons are essentially the same when they are in fact 

unique, thus the culture shock in the passage. Graham Anderson suggests that he accomplished 

this by satirizing the overabundance of functions for a single deity.
17

 In this critique of ancient 

religious practices, Hercules is so burdened with yet another role that he is no longer 

recognizable; indeed, Anderson claims Lucian confuses Hermes and Hercules.
18

 The passage 

states that the Gauls believe eloquence should be associated with Hercules rather than Hermes, 

but the confusion on the part of Lucian is still evident.
19

 While poking fun at the flexibility 

                                                           
15

 Michael Dietler, Archaeologies of Colonialism: Consumption, Entanglement, and Violence in Ancient 

Mediterranean France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), 55. 
16

 Lucian, Hercules, 4. 
17

 Graham Anderson, Studies in Lucian’s Comic Fiction (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 71. 
18

 Anderson, Studies in Lucian’s Comic Fiction, 71. 
19

 Lucian, Hercules, 4. The link between wisdom and age, using the example of Nestor, might likewise have a 

satirical bent. While Nestor is praised in Homer for his wisdom, he is also known for his long-winded and 

wandering speeches. 
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concerning gods and heroes might have been Lucian’s main intent, the constant references to 

ethnicity as a key factor in how one views the gods indicate a cultural component. Here, Lucian’s 

comment on the multiplicity of interpretations of the divine indicates that there are distinct 

versions of Hercules for various groups, deities associated with domains of strength and 

leadership. 

Barry Baldwin suggests that Lucian mocks the pedantic Atticists, who clung to a 

construct of an original and pure version of Greek language and myth.
20

 Lucian’s ultimate 

admission that the interpretation of the “Celt” is correct, and personally valuable, consents to the 

legitimacy of different versions of Hercules and his surrounding myths and acknowledges the 

god’s ability to be both Mediterranean and Gaulish.
21

 Such an interpretation fits Lucian’s 

satirical side but neglects his identity as a Roman subject. Lucian did not live in a purely Greek 

world; he was a part of an imperial Roman world that consisted of multiple cultural stances. Jas 

Elsner suggests that the “Celt” in this piece is actually a stand in for the author, swapping his 

Syrian manners for “Celtic” ones.
22

 Thus the reader is meant to identify with the shocked Lucian 

character while Lucian defends the “Greekness” of the non-Greek and he was civilized as such. 

Elsner’s interpretation, however, assumes that there was a simple cultural binary of Greek and 

non-Greek in the contemporary Mediterranean, a sea of many traditions and cultural stances that 

are largely absent from this discussion of the text. Hercules was important for many peoples in 

the Mediterranean, including the Romans.  

                                                           
20

 Baldwin, Studies in Lucian, 38-41. 
21

 Lucian, Hercules, 6. 
22

 Jas Elsner, Roman Eyes: Visuality & Subjectivity in Art & Text (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 

60. 
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Lucian could be playing with stereotypes of the Gaul. The Gauls had a terrible reputation 

for catastrophic violence in the Mediterranean. In previous conflicts they achieved some 

astonishing successes, such as the sack of Rome in 390 BCE and of Delphi in 279 BCE.
23

 They 

were memorialized as death-defying berserkers, taking heads in war and scorning the habits of a 

settled lifestyle, common stereotypes established at an early date. Woolf argues that ethnographic 

treatises, included as tangents within other works, in ancient literature represent a supporting 

genre that did not develop further as the Romans created new texts and built new connections to 

the Gaulish peoples.24 Many Romans and Greeks maintained a common memory based on 

archaic prejudices regarding the Gauls that could have colored works such as Lucian’s. With 

such a reputation for barbarity in mind, Lucian used the image of Ogmios to discuss cultural 

differences and also used the eloquent Gaul to create a contrast to the stereotype.  

Lucian did not need to take on the role of the kindly “Celt” to emphasize the author’s 

own ‘foreignness” in the extremely diverse Roman Empire. The imagery of the golden chain was 

not found in the Mediterranean textual or material tradition and bespeaks a genuinely Gaulish 

origin; the kindly Gaul’s explanation of Ogmios need not just be an invention of Lucian’s satire 

about Greek notions of foreignness and language. Such diversity did not break the impressive 

tour guide. This Gaul’s remarkably literate fluency is in impressive and eloquent contrast to the 

violent stereotype of his people. Lucian’s interaction with the Gaul and the painting of Ogmios 

represents more than just a means of criticizing Atticists; the satirist raises and acknowledges, 

then breaks assumptions through discourse. Lucian’s placement of the Ogmios painting in the 

beginning of his discussion of Hercules also has structural significance. Within this critique of 

                                                           
23

 Greg Woolf, Tales of the Barbarians: Ethnography and Empire in the Roman West (New York: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2011), 22. 
24

 Woolf, Tales of the Barbarians, 22. I tend to agree with this statement, especially since authors such as 

Strabo and Diodorus rely on the observations of Posidonius, who wrote at least a century earlier. 
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what it meant to be a Greek subject of Rome, Lucian gives agency to the barbarian point of view 

rather than the Mediterranean one by ending his enquiry with the Gaul’s explanation of Ogmios.  

In this example, Gaulish religion had different values from Greek or Roman religion, and 

required different images to give proper representation to related divine domains. Thus Gallic 

Hercules was changed into an old man trailing golden chains from his tongue. This exchange in 

Lucian reinforced the distinctiveness of the Gallo-Roman ritual landscape and how it 

incorporated new ideas into its ritual system. It likewise hinted at the cultural negotiations taking 

place after conquest and the new traditions that were created. Lucian’s “Celt” was fully 

knowledgeable about Mediterranean traditions and stories but felt no need to subsume his own 

god in those narratives. The dialogue also showed the dynamism of religious contact in the 

region. The Gaul and Lucian looked at the same image and made their own value judgments to 

fit their own religious worldviews. The god now had multiple meanings and forms due to the 

oral exchange between the two men and both men were correct. Local people and visitors alike, 

approaching the representation of Ogmios/Hercules, could absolutely be Gaulish and Roman at 

the same time and own both identities fully. 

David Rankin suggests that Lucian’s exchange was mainly intended to inform a 

Mediterranean audience about the importance of the spoken word to the “Celts.”
25

  More 

attention should be paid, however, to the mechanics of contact between the two men, how 

negotiation and adaptation make one understandable to the other. Ritually, this implies flexibility 

on both sides in interpretation of divine narrative and imagery; it also points to a fundamental 

mechanism by which common versions of gods spread. This mechanism is discourse. People 

spread meaning by explaining imagery, such as gold chains, to the uninitiated, sometimes 

                                                           
25

 David Rankin, The Celts and the Classical World (New York: Routledge, 1987), 283-4. 
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anchoring their explanation within the belief system of the new viewer, using examples such as 

Nestor and his honeyed lips.26 Without this kind of connection, an observer like Lucian interprets 

the image through a different cultural lens and might be upset by its unfamiliarity. To avoid this, 

one who knows the local value of the image in addition to the value system of the visitor might 

explain it in terms that the new observer would more easily understand. Instead of tension and 

misunderstanding, Lucian has a new appreciation for the link between age and strength in a 

religious world view.  

By extracting the meaning of local symbols, the kindly Gaul is not only informing 

Lucian, but taking action to spread the new interpretation. In the case of Lucian we not only have 

insight into Ogmios, but also Nestor. In giving his speech Lucian reenacted the discourse 

between him and the Gaul. His audience could share the same revelation he had in Gaul; their 

experience would bring in their own background and preferences. Furthermore, since the lecture 

was published, it spread to areas that Lucian did not personally visit. In those areas, likewise, 

people would read the lecture out loud to others, thus replicating the performance and shared 

insights from Lucian’s encounter and his initial recounting of it.27 Anybody who read Lucian 

would then understand, albeit from a Mediterranean point of view, the significance of the icon 

and the ritual place of Ogmios within the Gaulish pantheon and cultural values. This process 

repeats and repurposes common ritual concepts, helping them spread and gain acceptance over 

wide regions.28  

                                                           
26

 Lucian, Hercules, 4. 
27

 It was typical for people to read written pieces out loud for the benefit of the reader as well as their people 

around the reader. See Emar Maier, “Reported Speech in the Transition from Orality to Literacy,” Glotta 91 (2015), 

152-70. 
28

 See below for further discussions of repurposing. 
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Nathanael Andrade states that the people in the ancient world could combine disparate 

ritual concepts from the gods into new amalgamations.
29

 There were layers of social and cultural 

interaction to this process that created multiple negotiations and ideas at the same time. Ancient 

polytheistic societies have multiple versions and interpretations of the same god; Jupiter, for 

example, was worshipped as Jupiter Soter and as Jupiter Stator, as Jupiter Custos and as Jupiter 

Optimus Maximus, among many aspects.  Andrade goes further into multiple versions of the 

same god, such as Dionysus and Bacchus.30 Dionysus was a Greek god, originally from the East, 

who controlled viticulture and was also a mystery cult deity. Bacchus, the Roman version of the 

god, was also connected to mystery cult, but its perceived political ramifications provoked 

intervention by the state. Liber Pater was the plebeian version of Dionysus and was part of a triad 

of Italian agricultural gods. Such interpretations were incredibly flexible: there was no single 

algorithm of syncretism. We can see the same fluidity in the Gaul’s translation of Ogmios. 

Ancient polytheistic religions acknowledged and even embraced the gods of their neighbors and 

their physical representations, albeit with local significance. Lucian saw the club and arrows, 

specific symbols of Hercules, and made specific assumptions about these dynamic attributes. The 

local “Celt” repurposes Mediterranean attributes for Ogmios, to fit Gaulish concepts of wisdom 

and eloquence, but still connecting the Gaulish concept of divinity to a Mediterranean audience.31 

Rituals of each religion maintained a locally developed worldview. Such communication 

indicates shared ideas as well as approaches to the gods.  

                                                           
29

 Nathanael Andrade, Syrian Identity in the Greco-Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2013), 303. 
30

 Andrade, Syrian Identity in the Greco-Roman World, 303-304. 
31

 Linked to Richard White’s idea of the middle ground (the theoretical arena where engaged cultures interpret 

or misinterpret the products of an outside culture), was the Gaul’s use of a type of dinner conversation familiar to the 

Mediterranean audience, with riddling and references to multiple stories for the same concept, to explain Ogmios. 

One important point of the Gaul was that the Mediterranean symbols for strength (club, arrows) were subsidiary to 

the Gaulish symbols of weathered skin and golden chains. See also below on the middle ground for 

Hercules/Melqart. 
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Hercules was adapted as a focus of cult widely in the ancient Mediterranean. Melqart is a 

notable example. Hercules-Melqart arose from the long and involved contact between Greek and 

Phoenician traders and colonists as they spread throughout the Mediterranean. Woolf states that 

people combined Melqart with Hercules to “insert local episodes into the common narrative”, 

thus becoming part of the ethnographical literary tradition of the Greek and Roman 

Mediterranean.
32

 Expanding the narrative from texts to include inscriptions, symbols and ritual 

synchronization, the combination of Melqart and Hercules created a story that allowed both the 

Greeks and Phoenicians to understand the “other” in religious matters. Hercules and Melqart 

connected because they were travelling hero gods important to the people; Irad Malkin states that 

the main link between the two gods was their roles as mythical founders of overseas colonies.
33

 

Hercules-Ogmios can fit this same role in Gaul. It should be noted that a foundational hero did 

not just beget cities; he initiated kinship groups and basic social structures. Because of his travels 

Hercules could be seen as a common mythical founder in far-flung regions in the Mediterranean 

and beyond. Mediterranean authors, including Dionysius of Halicarnassus and Parthenius of 

Nicaea, noted some relation between Hercules and the Gauls.34 Some of the attributes in the 

image of Hercules-Ogmios, such as the persuasive chains and the enthusiastic entourage, 

recognize their joint roles as leader of men and as cohesive social forces. 

Malkin notes that contributions to the cultural exchange came from each side; this was 

the source of divergent imagery.
35

 He relies on Richard White’s theory of “middle ground” for 

                                                           
32

 Woolf, Tales of the Barbarians, 116. 
33

 Irad Malkin. “Herakles and Melqart: Greeks and Phoenicians in the Middle Ground.” In Cultural Borrowings 

and Ethnic Appropriations in Antiquity ed. Erich Gruen (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2005), 244. 
34

 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, 14.1.1, Parthenius of Nicaea, Erotica Pathemata, 2.30. 
35

 Malkin, “Herakles and Melqart,” 251. 
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this concept of mutual understanding (or misunderstanding) of another’s worldview.
36

 Greeks 

and Phoenicians attempted to attract religious communities around the perceived shared domains 

of Melqart and Hercules, in order to ease commercial and military movement for both.37 

Expansion of the Carthaginian Empire increased political and cultural tensions and complicated 

the religious “middle ground” between the Phoenicians and the Greeks as well. Such difficulties 

provided incentive for ritual negotiations. The disagreements triggered greater need for 

consensus when combining ritual cultures, thus the necessity to replace prickly assumptions with 

mutual learning and exchange. Lucian and the kindly Gaul communicate in this “middle ground” 

when they discuss Hercules-Ogmios. Cultural and religious flexibility was at the core of ritual 

change in the ancient world. Thus the concept of a “common narrative” is likewise apt in the 

context of Ogmios. Ogmios now joins the “common narrative” as an embedded participant in the 

wider Mediterranean world, just as the god is shaped by a Gaulish worldview that is no longer 

locally homogeneous. Lucian’s story of ripples of ritual change due to cultural contact represents 

a larger change in the Roman Empire. 

Macrocosm of Ritual Change 

The conquests of Gaul caused new traumas for the indigenous population, traumas that 

impacted Gaulish ritual just as they opened more areas of religious contact with the Romans.38 

Roman gods entered the ritual landscape as Gauls adopted specific divinities of the conquerors, 

especially perceptible in the newly built urban centers because of the density of material culture 
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deposited in these areas. Throughout the first two centuries CE, some sanctuaries embraced 

Mediterranean religious building material and imagery and others did not. The archaeological 

evidence shows primarily a merging of ritual imagery and material used, rather than either 

incorporation or rejection. Certain cities in Gaul, however, display religious changes distinctive 

from those of the four provinces, differences that may result from overt attempts to connect to 

Rome. Provincial capitals, such as Lugdunum (Lugdunensis), Burdigala (Aquitania), Narbo 

Martius (Narbonensis), and Durocortorum (Belgica), for example, were the main sites for the 

Imperial Cult and thus were under pressure to Romanize. In addition, the presence of the Roman 

army or legionary colonies catalyzed Roman ritual centers, provided primarily for foreign born 

residents. The civitates (tribal capitals originating in coerced dislocation and compulsory 

submission to generosity), especially those built by the emperors, were administrative nodes that 

had a different connection to power and citizenship from the rest of the provinces. Even the 

Roman side of the cultural and ritual exchange in the provinces of Gaul was complicated rather 

than direct. For example, selections of priests for the Imperial Cult at Lugdunum could be 

fraught for both Romans and provincials. The priests needed to be respected members of their 

local community, while also being good choices to represent that community with agents of the 

Roman center in the region. Both sides shared an interest in the discourse and structured 

interactions of the religious environment. The emperor’s cult image contextualized unifocal 

loyalty and a community that networked with the larger empire. Once one leaves these centers 

and heads outside the heavily urban areas, one also finds more hybrid ritual sites, such as Empel 

and Hoogilan, with temples that incorporated Roman building materials and architecture to 

Gaulish temple layouts, shrine locations, and artistic styles. Many of these sites were dedicated 

to Gaulish cults or combined Gaulish and Mediterranean cults.  
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Eventually the population of the four Roman provinces of Gaul created a new provincial 

religious system based on contact between Gaulish and Roman cultures. Local Gauls created this 

new religious mix to fit regional and local understandings of prestige, their relationship with the 

gods, and the experiences within the empire that created a new religious identity. The Gaulish 

gods changed, appearing in new media and occasionally taking on Roman partners. Some of 

these changes, especially the images of the gods, are strikingly consistent throughout the four 

provinces of Gaul; this consistency suggests that various regional communities of Gauls 

participated in networks that enabled them to standardize ritual imagery. The widespread 

consumption of the material also suggests involvement of both elite and non-elite Gauls. 

Ritual outside the Roman centers became an arena of change generated through contact 

initiated by the local communities. People at various socio-economic levels created the images 

using materials that conformed more to Greco-Roman practice, such as stone and clay. Although 

the manufacture of the imagery changed, the Gauls still deposited votive offerings in patterns 

similar to those of the late Iron Age. More traditional material, such as wood, for both fabrication 

and construction also continued in use, as seen in smaller statuary. Imported deities paired with 

indigenous ones or their imagery was changed locally to fit the community’s needs. Common 

images, common symbols associated with the gods communicated normative understandings 

regarding the nature of the divine across a larger region. Local gods were depicted more 

frequently on stone reliefs and statuary in anthropomorphized form. Gaulish and Roman gods 

merged in some areas; in the Northeast Mars became Mars-Lenus for the Treveri, in central Gaul 

Mars became Mars-Mullo, while in southern Gaul an inscription hails Mars-Albiorix. Gaulish 

and Roman gods teamed up as divine dyads or triads in other images, showing the complexity of 

ritual choices made during the first two centuries CE. Even with these shifts in material culture, 
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it is clear that pre-existing Gaulish traditions, rituals, and cult continued to varying degrees after 

the initial conquest period.  

Elite Gauls had strong motivations to cooperate with Rome, both for their own personal 

legitimacy and for the benefit of their home communities. Consequently, among elite Gauls there 

was a push toward Roman imports and new construction that was strongly Roman flavored. On 

the other hand, non-elite Gauls were likely incentivized in the other direction and they assumed 

significant agency in making ritual decisions throughout the region. Rural sanctuaries were the 

central nodes in this later type of change. People carried new ideas to different communities that 

ultimately generated similar religious images and practices throughout the provinces of Gaul. A 

complex network of human connections, based on shared ideas, calendars, and movement, had 

existed in Gaul since the Iron Age. The incorporation of Gaul into the Roman Empire added new 

meanings, ideas, and systems of roads to these patterns of movement. Gauls were agents in this, 

taking ritual ideas, incorporating them into a new ritual system, and transmitting them through 

travel and trade. These people selectively utilized and reworked local and foreign concepts into 

new traditions. In this project, I will uncover mechanisms of adjustment through contact and 

explore decisions about the direction of change to see how this complex network of local 

alterations shaped the ritual landscape. 

Elites and non-elites were involved in a multifaceted relationship, involving regional, 

local, and individual choices, of which elite ritual was only a part. These choices included 

decisions based on outside influences, such as the adoption of imported concepts, techniques, 

and goods. They also included changes in the physical space of a ritual site, votive deposition 

patterns, and new imagery. Elite Gauls did have tremendous influence over the layout of larger 

sites and the appearance of prestige related items, such as marble carvings, but the region’s 



24 
 

massive increase in production of everyday goods, such as votive pottery, suggests non-elite 

Gauls had a significant say in the direction of Gallo-Roman ritual, as purchasers and as 

craftsmen.
39

 Their wide use of travel networks and sojourns at pilgrimage sites facilitated their 

ability to talk to each other about these new changes. The focus of this work primarily stays with 

the non-elite, non-urban Gauls who contributed greatly to the ritual changes in the region. 

Historiography 

Close analysis of Gallo-Roman ritual centers has a long scholarly history. Many 

historians have used these sites as a means to explain the “Romanization” of the indigenous 

population or to explain the passive adoption of Roman concepts by the Gauls within their own 

world view.40 The theory of “Romanization” is the argument that the Romans intentionally and 

deliberately encouraged their provincial subjects to become Roman by forcing them to speak 

Latin and use Roman material culture.
41

 “Romanization” was part of the progressivist model of 

the development of western civilization. This model stated that the development of the western 

world into a dominant power in the globe was a direct result of the “civilizing” of the 

“barbarian” peoples by Rome. As these groups became more Roman, so too did they develop 

into “better” societies that defined Western Europe.
42

 In this understanding of the Roman 

Empire, the provincial subjects, through encouragement from the state, became Roman and 
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completely disassociated with their previous culture.
43

 As the theory of “Romanization” 

developed, scholars moved away from the idea of direct Roman state intervention in cultural 

change and argued that the influx of Roman culture overwhelmed indigenous populations who 

then “passively” adopted Roman culture.
44

 

“Romanization” was important in the realm of ritual because religion was a major part of 

ancient life that permeated the landscape. J.J. Hatt and Paul-Marie Duval both did extensive 

work on how changes in religious imagery in the four provinces of Gaul fit into the paradigm of 

“Romanization.”
45

 The conclusions of initial excavations in part that religion defined one’s 

ethnicity formulated the basic narrative of Romanization that, until the latter half of the twentieth 

century, scholars accepted as valid.
46

 According to this point of view, key changes in cultic 

activity were a sign of assimilation into Romanitas; for Hatt and Duval, this demonstrated the 

positive reception of Roman-ness rather than Gauls resisting the changes. From this assumption, 

scholars accepted that “Romanization” of the Gaulish ritual landscape was the dominant 

paradigm. 

For ritual, especially, this theory of “Romanization” created problems due to much of the 

evidence found in France. Imagery did not always follow Roman trends and the Gaulish pre-

conquest traditions did not fade away. It took scholars who were working generally on ancient 

ritual to open the door to new ideas about human involvement in religious change in the four 

provinces of Gaul. Catherine Bell and J. Scheid started the process which continues with scholars 
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like Clifford Ando. Their main approach is to question ritual down to its basic nature, focusing 

on the details of ritual and evidence from material culture, allowing the development of alternate 

theories to “Romanization” and, eventually, leading to larger studies that changed the 

understanding of cultural exchange in the Roman provinces. 

Catherine Bell defines ritual as an activity that involves a fusion of thought and action, 

coupled with the dichotomy between actor and thinker.
47

 For a ritual to be complete, one must 

think of the action then perform the action correctly. When another thinks of the action, a 

connection or disconnect will occur between the thought of action and the performed action. This 

approach re-conceptualizes how agency appears in the archaeological material and what this 

material says about ritual change. Bell’s conclusion is that ritual at its heart is a way of doing 

things in a special manner, deliberately made distinct from interactions with non-ritual material.48 

Such an analysis also removes itself from a purely ethnic or reactionary focus. What a person 

does at a ritual center constitutes the combination of culturally-significant meaning with the use 

of culturally-produced materials, rather than just the intellectual exercise of ethnic cohesion or 

resistance. Ritual is, therefore, both an individual and communal action at the same time. Such 

layered interactions with the material indicate that analysis of ritual requires understanding of 

various communal, hierarchical, and cultural concerns for the evidence.  

  Clifford Ando uses Bell’s understanding of ritual when he analyzes religio, the holistic 

reverence for the divine.
49

 Ando’s series of essays expands the concept of ritual beyond 

theoretical approaches to the multiple natures of ancient polytheism to its practical application in 
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Rome. Such a focus needs to, however, extend beyond Rome and acknowledge that the imported 

gods in Rome are not necessarily “foreign” gods. Rome is embedded in the large, multi-ethnic 

Mediterranean community and gods, such as Magna Mater, did not exist in a type of periphery to 

the center of Rome. Thus the negotiations surrounding the creation of new rituals in Rome were 

connected to the complicated network of beliefs that comprised ancient polytheism. 

J. Scheid states that all ancient religions “made sacrifices, prayers, and vows, celebrated 

sacred games, and built sanctuaries”, but the differences between these cultures was to be found 

in ritual practice: “the governing rules, those small details, choices, and postures which gave 

each system its originality”.
50

 All ancient religious systems shared a basic commonality 

regarding views on and use of the divine. Despite Roman contempt for human sacrifice among 

the Gauls, there was not a large sense among the Romans that their religion was “better”. 

Quintus Cicero claims, from personal knowledge, that the druid Divitiacus of the Aedui tribe 

connected observation of nature to augury.
51

 Cicero asserts that this blend of religious and 

scientific authority was found among all people, even barbarians. Strabo, referring to Iron Age 

religious practice, states that the “Celts” believed in the immortality of both the soul and the 

world and also had a system of justice that was under the control of the druids.
52

 He never states 

that these beliefs were in any way inferior or primitive, in contrast to his stance on the warlike, 

simple mentality of the “Celts.”
53
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The approaches to ancient religion created by scholars such as Bell and Scheid led to new 

historical analyses of ritual in which local agency was treated differently from the traditional 

“Romanization” reconstruction. In recent years, scholars have stressed the importance of Gaulish 

resistance to the Romans or Gaulish interpretation of Roman material culture, including in 

ritual.
54

 These new approaches have allowed for a more developed understanding of the 

indigenous population’s role in the new Roman paradigm. Jörg Rüpke states that religious and 

ritual change comes from “rationalizing”, by which practice becomes part of a negotiation that 

leads to codification and innovation.
55

 This negotiation occurs when the state or other agency 

with power gets involved with religion, which in turn leads to a codified and official version of a 

ritual. In that negotiation between the state and ingrained religious practices, innovations of new 

types of rituals occur. Although Rüpke focuses on Roman religion during the republic, this 

approach can be applied to Gaul as well. Peter Wells argues that the development of religion in 

the Gallic provinces involved resistance to Roman cultural imperialism, which, in turn, led to 

independent interpretation of ritual.
56

 Miranda Aldhouse-Green agrees, viewing religious 

imagery “through a prism of ‘resistance’ to Romanitas, a means of presenting an alternative 

cosmology to that projected by Classical artistic and religious tradition, thus serving to reinforce 

and reassert [Gaulish local] identity.”
57

 The approaches of both Wells and Aldhouse-Green 
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assume that the polytheistic religions of ancient Europe existed as ethnically specific, enclosed 

systems that needed to convert other ethnic religions by conquest.  

This theory of resistance also assumes that polytheism is a type of orthodoxy rather than 

the generally accepted orthopraxy.
58

 In certain religions, an imperial power uses orthodoxy to 

enforce religious conformity among its subjects. Polytheistic orthopraxy, however, does not have 

standard enforced rules of practice or belief; most polytheistic empires will not require religious 

conversion, including the conversion of either material culture or gods. Instead, they introduce a 

cult, such as the Imperial Cult for Rome, to add to the local religious landscape and create a 

ritual means of consensus building among imperial subjects.
59

 Other changes will come from the 

locals as they adjust to the cultural contact under the new imperial power. Without religion’s use 

as a means of domination, religion will not necessarily be a catalyst for resistance.  

As historical treatises develop away from concepts of pure domination or resistance so 

too does the focus on ritual become more nuanced. Both Louise Revell and Greg Woolf argue 

for a provincial culture in the four provinces of Gaul that creates cultural hybridization, the 

merging of Roman and local cultures into something unique that retains clear elements from both 

sources, rather than homogenization, the absorption of local traditions into a single Roman 

imperial culture.
60

 For Revell, ritual was part of religio, although within this Mediterranean idea 

of piety local variation could occur.
61

 She analyzes ritual in terms of “reproduction of imperial 

power” and the state’s higher need for religio rather than specific cults related to individual 
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deities.
62

 While important for understanding the nature of imperial practice in Gaul, her focus 

does not address the role of or choices made by the Gauls and the importance of ritual change to 

their lives. Greg Woolf notes that the distinctiveness of Gaulish vs. Roman cults is clear, as is the 

contribution of these indigenous cults to local identity.
 63

 For him, the larger question should be 

whether or how local cults changed Roman identity throughout the empire.
64

 His focus on 

empire-wide effects prioritizes the role of elites in the evolution of the “religious life of the 

Roman West as a whole”.
65

  More attention should be directed to the means by which the Gauls 

created local change, what these changes were, and how imperial contact created new choices for 

the provincial populations; the continuing negotiations that occurred within this mix reveal how 

contact actually worked at the local, indigenous level.
66

  

Nico Roymans, in contrast, states that the phenomenon of ritual change is indeed 

observable in the choices of native groups, due to the “autonomy of [these] groups to interpret 

Roman cultural forms from their own cultural background and social strategies”.
67

 Again, this 

conception of native interpretation of Roman culture takes into account indigenous choice but 

not the agency of indigenous peoples. Instead, they are seen as receiving Roman culture and then 

interpreting it rather than actively creating new traditions without direct Roman input. Finally, 

there needs to be more consideration of the agency of non-elites in ritual. While socio-economic 

difference in ritual has been addressed generally by scholars including Woolf, Webster, Revell, 

and Derks, all have taken the stance that ritual is changed due to the direct involvement of the 
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Romans or Rome’s representatives in the indigenous hierarchy.
 68

 A closer examination of the 

evidence can extract how local, non-elite Gauls impacted the religious landscape, motivated by 

specific needs at a particular site.   

The present study is strongly influenced by Michael Dietler’s use of the concept of 

“entanglement” for southern Gaul, which analyzes cultural change by focusing on individual and 

communal choices in consumption of material culture from pots to architecture.69 This is a highly 

nuanced approach that recognizes multiple levels of social hierarchy, a broad range of contact 

effects for all cultures involved, and a variety of needs for different social groups and actors; I 

aim to explore this mesh or tangle of change, focusing in particular on ritual transformation in 

Roman Gaul.70 The multitude of layered interactions creates a complex ritual community with a 

wide spread of evidence to analyze. Entanglement’s wide-ranging approach to the products of a 

culture is useful for analyzing agency outside the elite levels of the social hierarchy. The Gauls 

needed to make sure the gods were respected; at the same time, engagement with those gods 

fulfilled different social functions for agents in different cultural and hierarchical positions and 

required a range of tactics and negotiations to enact change, in accordance with the venue and 

the particular motivation. This project aims to connect the concepts of cultural contact and social 

hierarchy in Gaul through ritual repurposing. In this case, ritual repurposing is a syncretic 

mechanism by which the Gauls reused ritual symbols and material from both Gaulish and 

Mediterranean sources to craft a new ritual tradition. Using the component cultural parts, ritual 

was rebuilt into a new sub-tradition that functioned within a heavily populated religious 
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landscape. What came out of this complex interaction was a religious conceptualization that was 

at the same time both new and traditional.  

Epona as a Case Study  

A good case study for culturally complicated ritual change, influenced by multiple kinds 

of agents, is the horse goddess Epona. She was a Gaulish goddess with no Roman equivalent. No 

images of Epona exist from before the Roman conquest of Gaul. Her images are widespread 

from the first century CE; as she became an official god of the Roman Empire, these 

representations move beyond the region to join the larger ritual world. Thus Epona presents, at 

various regional levels, the entanglement of Roman and Gaulish ritual cultures. Epona was both 

a Gaulish and Roman god. Her imagery and rituals were a result of a many-sided cultural 

interaction, involving participants from different social origins and agendas, Gaulish and Roman, 

that concerned use of materials and an exchange of ideas. She also shows how a deity could 

spread throughout various regions with easily recognizable imagery. Epona created 

communication between various levels of the social hierarchy in Gaul and between Gauls and 

Romans.  

Epona likely existed as a god before Caesar’s conquest of Gaul, despite the absence of 

specific ritual imagery of the deity in the archaeological record.
71

 Epona may have been one of a 

number of Indo-European horse goddesses, as suggested by Linduff.
72

 Aldhouse-Green also 

sources the name of Epona linguistically to the Gaulish origin of the deity.73 Since she most 
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likely was part of the pre-Roman Gaulish pantheon, Epona’s nature and her role within the ritual 

world were embedded in Gaulish society. The horse carried social prestige for the Gauls, 

strongly associated with high status functions. Athenaeus writes of the ambitious Gaulish 

chieftain Lovernius and his politically-astute generosity; not only did he feast thousands of 

constituents in banquet enclosures, he also mobilized this redistributive function, flinging gold 

and silver to crowds of followers from his kingly chariot.74 Chariots were important military and 

prestige vehicles in the late Bronze Age and early Iron Age, appearing in burials as conspicuous 

features of elite grave goods. Even after the chariot lost its military usefulness, it remained an 

important means of prestige transportation in Gaul. Gaulish warrior elites were well known for 

their skilled mounted combat; this was the class that could afford the expense of maintaining a 

horse and the equipment necessary for riding. Ancient observers, including Strabo, Caesar, and 

Plutarch, note the quality of Gaulish horsemen and their relative importance in warfare compared 

to infantrymen.75 Thus a god dedicated to the horse reflects the significance of that animal to the 

ruling class, especially, and more broadly in Gaulish culture. The horse was an animal dedicated 

to utilitarian travel and trade as much as war and the goddess seems to have a connection to 

fertility and agricultural abundance. Even so, the popularity of horses among elite Gauls would 

have had an influence upon the rest of the population in the provinces, just as their patronizing of 

stone anthropomorphic reliefs during the post-Roman period would impact the creation of non-

elite religious imagery.
76

 Epona was potentially a pan-regional deity.  
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Fig.1.  A map of all Epona images in the four provinces of Gaul, compiled from the catalogues by Espérandieu, 
Euskirchen, Reinach, and Thévenot. Taken from www.epona.net (3/7/2016). The red dots are Epona side-saddle, the green 
dots are Epona feeding the two horses, and the grey dots are all other images. The white circle indicates an inscription and 
the black dot with the white circle means an inscription with no image. 

As the first map shows, images of Epona appear suddenly in the first century CE in 

central and eastern Gaul, with the Rhine and Moselle regions being areas of particularly dense 

artifact deposition, which most likely suggests these were major centers of the cult of Epona (fig. 

1).77 She spread quickly and widely throughout the four provinces of Gaul, though she was most 

popular in the East, closer to the Rhine military frontier. Their rapid appearance, as well as the 

relative consistency of the developed images, demonstrates the negotiation between Gaulish and 

Roman ritual systems. The actual spread of Epona imagery follows a pattern outlined by Linduff. 

She states that Epona’s popularity began along the northern Rhine with the Roman military, 
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mainly the Gaulish auxilia serving with the army.
78

 Epona was an appealing patron deity for the 

large numbers of auxiliaries recruited to the Roman army as cavalrymen by Caesar and other 

Roman leaders.
79

 In the middle ground provided by the legions, these Gauls communicated with 

other cavalry-legionaries who were attracted to their divine patron, Epona.
80

 New worshippers 

adopted her and Epona moved throughout the army. Traveling Gauls were introduced to the new 

version of Epona in this area of intense archaeological representation in northeastern Gaul (see 

fig 1); though not part of the military themselves, they may have been traders drawn to the 

garrisons as dynamic markets opened by Roman contact, or connected through some other 

function, official or otherwise. As they moved along the roads and rivers, they brought Epona 

with them. Centers, such as in the Moselle region, gained more popularity as Gauls, familiar with 

the goddess, adopted the Romanized images of her.
81

 As the next map indicates (fig. 2), Epona 

soon spread beyond Gaul and the Rhine frontier: by the late first century CE, Epona’s popularity 

was already noticeable in the city of Rome, as stated by Juvenal.
82

 Supporting Juvenal’s claim of 

Epona in Italy, some inscriptions and stone reliefs of Epona appear in the region. A calendar 

from Guidizzolo, Italy, listed Epona’s feast day as December 18
th, 

which suggests Epona’s 

recognition as an official god in the region and possibly elsewhere in the greater Roman world. 83 
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Fig. 2. A map of all Epona images in the Empire of Rome, compiled from the catalogues by Espérandieu, Euskirchen, 
Reinach, and Thévenot. Taken from www.epona.net (3/7/2016). The red dots are Epona side-saddle, the green dots are 
Epona feeding the two horses, and the grey dots are all other images. The white circle indicates an inscription and the black 
dot with the white circle means an inscription with no image. 

 

Many of her images have been found at various limes fortifications along the Rhine and Danube, 

and also in Greece, North Africa, and in Dacia after Trajan’s conquest in 106 CE.
84

 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to attach specific years to much of the evidence for the cult of 

Epona, but most scholars agree that in the second century CE represents a peak for her popularity 

in the Roman world. 

By the later part of the first century CE, Epona had been incorporated into the ritual 

calendar of the Roman Empire. Her popularity continued into the second and third centuries CE 

                                                           
84

 Linduff, “Epona: A Celt among Romans,” 823. 



37 
 

and beyond the conversion of the empire to Christianity.
85

 Thus her cult was present throughout 

the empire rather than just localized in the provinces of Gaul. There are over 250 examples of 

Epona imagery and offerings spread out over the Gauls, Britain, the Balkans, Italy, and even an 

example from the Eastern Mediterranean.
86

 The majority of these examples are images in the 

form of stone reliefs, with bronze and terra cotta statuettes next in frequency. Inscriptions also 

exist in significant numbers and appear in a wide geographical spread, as noted on the second 

map (fig. 2). Monumental stone examples for Epona are generally stelae or part of a larger 

shrine. Mass produced images are statuettes in terra cotta and, to a lesser extent, bronze. All of 

this physical evidence accords with the incidental literary mentions of Epona’s popularity and 

her importance to elites and non-elites within the empire. 

   

Fig. 3. Right:  A bronze statue of Epona dating between the second and third centuries CE, from the Musée d'archéologie 

national Saint-Germain-en-Laye, ©RMN, Jean-Gilles Berizzi. Left: A relief of Epona feeding two horses from Stuttgart, Linduff, 

Epona a Celt Among Romans, Plate XL. 
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In Gaul, Epona was most frequently depicted as a woman mounted sideways and facing 

the viewer on a horse moving right (Fig. 3 left).
87

 Her hands are not used to guide or direct the 

horse, but more typically raised, palms upward, in a welcoming gesture.  Sitting sideways was an 

uncommon means of riding in the ancient world—to say the least—even for women: it was not 

practical in an era when saddles were not made to accommodate sitting in such a manner; nor 

were there stirrups to stabilize that position.
88

 Epona, however, is a god and the physical 

challenges of riding a horse need not apply to her. Her front-facing position offers viewers a 

direct, perhaps more intimate, visual connection with the god. Being able to ride in such a 

fashion may symbolize her divine relationship with horses. It should be noted that Epona sits the 

horse as if a throne, paralleling other representations of the goddess as well as the enthroned 

icons typical of Mediterranean divinities. Regardless of the motivation, the imagery employed 

originated in Gaul and likely fit into a Gaulish understanding of Epona.  

The second most common image of Epona was of the enthroned goddess flanked by two 

horses (Fig. 3 right). She holds a basket of grain in her lap or sheaves in her hands and, when the 

horses face her, appears to be feeding them. Like the image of Epona sitting sideways on a horse, 

this image appeared throughout the four provinces of Gaul and, especially, beyond them.89 

Clearly connected to horse husbandry and the fertility of the land, this image would be appealing 

to any involved with raising and/or using horses, whether for war, travel, or labor. Such a 

universal ritual message ensured that this image spread in Gaul and, importantly was especially 
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popular outside Gaul. Images of Epona seated between horses have been found in Spain, North 

Africa, Italy, Britain, and the Balkans.90 Explanations for this extra-Gaulish popularity could be 

due to the imagery, as the more direct connections between agricultural plenty and nurturance of 

animals moved beyond specifically Gaulish cultural assumptions. In the entanglement processes 

involving this deity, more universal symbols would spread further than culturally specific ones. 

With her adoption by the Romans also came the employment of some Roman attributes, 

perhaps so as to make Epona recognizable to a wider audience. Her clothing is primarily Roman, 

often the stola, the basic long dress of the Roman woman, shown both in depictions of her as a 

Roman woman.
91

 She sometimes is seen with a piece of cloth that may be a palla or cloak; on 

some pieces this appears to be blown by movement or wind to create a ring around her head, an 

arrangement similar to such Roman examples as the companions of Tellus/Italia on the east side 

of the Ara Pacis.92  Aldhouse-Green suggests that the treatment of this garment in one such image 

of Epona relies on Mediterranean representations of Europa and may be a clue to Gaulish 

assumptions about this deity, that Epona may have been considered a “nuanced counter-motif to 

the male control implied by the ‘abduction of Europa.’”
93

 She points to Epona as an 

extraordinary female god who problematizes the traditional view of patriarchy by her autonomy: 

instead of a woman uncontrollably carried away by an animal (Europa), Epona, in control of the 

horse, moves between spaces. Aldhouse-Green also admits that other images of Epona are 

“firmly grounded in the ‘independent’ paradigm of indigenous Gaulish iconicity.”
94

 Thus, 

although Roman imagery affected Gaulish art, Epona’s image remained for the most part 
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Gaulish. Even though Epona might be involved in a critique of patriarchy, the comparison with 

Europa involves a visual narrative that does not work within the Gaulish paradigm. Rome 

influences Gaul, but there are limits to that influence.  

Webster notes that although Epona entered the Roman pantheon, and though she is 

mainly depicted in high quality art, she did not quite fit into either Roman or Gaulish tradition 

and thus was part of something new, or “creole” a post-conquest cultural creation in which 

significant negotiation is done by social non-elites.
95

 This seems reasonable: Epona joined the 

pantheon of gods important to the Roman military and the physical panoply of her cult fit largely 

within Mediterranean expectations, but she also remained the Gaulish divine patron of horses. 

Webster also notes that Epona was not paired or identified with a Roman god, either in image or 

epigraphically, unlike many other Gaulish deities, such as Ogmios with Hercules. To her, this 

suggests the limits of Gaulish willingness to change the traditional identification of this deity by 

accepting an outsider partner.
96

  

As Webster argues, Epona’s link to the military gave her an air of prestige that made her 

an ideal god to whom the Gaulish elite could dedicate public sculptures. Since the army 

represented direct imperial power in the provinces, worshipping Epona connected elite Gauls to a 

recognized symbol of authority while also allowing them to maintain their ties with the non-elite 

Gauls who still revered her familiar pre-Roman sacred presence. The military was only part of 

the equation. Most elite Gauls disarmed after the Roman conquest of Gaul.
97

 These disarmed 

elites received Epona in a different way and the focus of their worship shifted from her 
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sponsorship of militarized prestige in favor of fertility and healing, or her protection and support 

of the horse as social partner.  

To show their devotion, elite Gauls sponsored high quality marble images of Epona that 

appeared in sanctuaries dedicated to health.
 98 

Aldhouse-Green notes that the goddess had 

connections at the sanctuaries of other deities: her images appear at the healing springs at Ste-

Fontaine de Freyming and Allerey.
99

 Epona’s multiple domains of influence meant that she 

remained important for the Gaulish elite, who used public building in the form of temples and 

shrines to maintain prestige and retain contact with an important god in their religion. High 

quality images are often found at these sites.100 The location of the dedications to Epona also 

shows the negotiation of ritual and prestige for these Gauls under the new imperial Roman 

government. Public displays of devotion enhanced the status of local and regional leaders in 

different ways, toward different ends. Politically ambitious Gauls found followers and a network 

of partners outside their home cities by sponsoring new images of the gods. Pilgrimage sites 

were a natural draw for traders to sell religious and other items and for manufacturers to make 

objects for the popular cult. The ritual centers were also important for the middling non-elite who 

could go to the site for divine aid, as well as the social fulfillment function afforded by all such 

sites. 

Epona’s connection to movement and the ability to travel to distant shrines may denote a 

certain level of wealth: travelling in the ancient world could demand significant costs ranging 

from buying or renting transportation animals, to hiring protection, to bringing the proper 

supplies. In the first century CE, the Gaulish elites who worshipped Epona were responsible for 
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some building changes by introducing Roman elements, such as the use of stone architecture, 

marble decorative elements, and tiled roofs, to a Gaulish ritual layout, thus creating a new space 

where a visitor, perhaps grouped with others, engaged with the central, monumental image of the 

god during a ritual, or viewed a non-mobile votive offering like a stelae. Such images might also 

be sponsored by elites or other ambitious Gauls. Other, smaller images were perhaps 

manufactured at the sanctuary but then purchased and transported home by individual pilgrims, 

where the viewing context would be somewhat different from that in the cult center.  Epona was 

depicted in more than one medium: primarily in stone, but a few high quality bronzes survive.
101

 

The use of bronze, a more expensive material, indicates a certain amount of social status held by 

the people who owned or sponsored the piece. Using bronze to portray the deity responsible for 

the wellbeing of a cavalry horse was only natural for an elite, someone who would have used 

such a ritual object. One representative bronze figurine, now at the Musée d’Archéologie 

National en Saint-Germaine-en-Laye, shows Epona sitting side saddle, just as in many of the 

other images of the god (Fig. 3 left). Of note here is the fact that although this example was 

(ostensibly) prepared and dedicated by a member of a socially favored group in Gaul, the basic 

nature of Epona did not change: her appearance was essentially the same, regardless of the 

identity of the craftsman who made her or the patron who financed her.  

Yet, she still had a connection with the non-elite; Epona was the goddess of working 

horses too, horses that labored, that carried loads. Many of her images appear at sanctuaries, but 

some are found at stables and homes, where worshippers may have been primarily drawn to 
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Epona’s domains of fertility, agriculture and (potentially) travel.102 This new interpretation of the 

divinity could have come from—and would have satisfied—both non-elite as well as elite 

Gauls.
103

 Worship of Epona was not limited to the wealthy. At these healing shrines a wide range 

of social classes asked deities for succor and the much cheaper votive offerings at these sites 

indicates much humbler patronage as well. Mass produced objects meant cheap and easy 

portability as well as a quick purchase for a visitor with lesser means. If one wanted a larger 

offering, crudely carved images made on site would be a good option still affordable for many 

non-elites. Across Gaul have been found, in significant numbers, portable statues of Epona; these 

were inexpensive, accessible images that did not require the vast resources necessary for a 

monument.
104

 People could use these statuettes for their personal ritual purposes. The spread of 

her cult relied, therefore, on more than just elite sponsorship, but rather a combination of elite 

and non-elite input from the local Gaulish populations. If so, then the non-elite Gauls played an 

active role in the development of the cult. Her continuing popularity in the army supports this 

argument. Even though cavalry is generally associated with an elite position in a community, the 

Roman army by the second century CE used the light cavalry, open to a larger segment of the 

provincial population.
105

 This non-elite light cavalry already had experienced the new negotiated 

Epona when they joined the army. Now they entered a religious environment where Epona was 

already popular, making her a natural fit for these men.  
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Such visual negotiation for Epona was a part of the network of communication about the 

divinity which created a new standard of divine imagery in the four Gauls (and beyond) driven 

by Gaulish initiative. Travel and trade networks influenced multiple versions of Epona at various 

social levels. Ritual sites were connected through a network for travel and relied on pilgrimage 

routes for visitors, especially for healing sanctuaries.  Shrines at stables would be embedded in 

the infrastructure of such networks. Movement to and from these sanctuary sites created a larger 

community of Gauls. Travelers exchanged ideas about Epona with other pilgrims and merchants 

on site, shared these experiences with residents they encountered in other network communities 

and brought these images to their family and friends back home when they returned from the 

journey.  

In the broader Mediterranean we have good indications of Epona’s popularity. Juvenal, 

for instance, scorns her as a stable goddess, citing her popularity among the low-born people 

who rely on such smelly work.106 Apuleius locates a shrine of Epona in a Thessalian stable in the 

second century CE.107 The Christian author Minucius Felix, most likely writing in the later 

second century CE, includes Epona in his list of Roman gods affiliated with sacred animals, 

reacting against allegations of Christians’ ass-worship.
108

 Thus Epona did not remain a god of 

the provinces of Gaul post-conquest. She became part of the discourse of the Roman army and 

the broader Roman Empire. The literature points to Epona as a god in Rome whose worship was 

not limited to people of Gaulish background. Such evidence indicates that Epona, as part of 

cultural exchange, is not only a Gaulish god, but a Roman one at the same time. This larger 

network changed standardization of the god to a degree, because she remained at a conceptual 
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distance from the Romans. Her origins were in Gaul and her image first appeared there, 

embedded in cultural negotiations that occurred in Gaul first. The Roman depiction of Epona did 

not deviate from this standard. Gauls were able to continue to shape depictions of Epona without 

such a move being defined as resistance. The Gauls did not need to reclaim Epona from the 

Romans; they just accepted her new role within the empire.  

In spite of the somewhat unusual circumstances of her worship in the first century CE, 

the nature of her origins and her adoption into the Roman pantheon created a type of negotiation, 

however unintentional, similar to what we have seen with other deities in Gaul. People from 

many social groups influenced the shaping of this Gaulish phenomenon that many Romans found 

attractive as well. Images of the goddess also follow the same patterns of entanglement. The 

result of a series of local cultural appropriations and negotiations, Epona emerged from a Gaul 

fully engaged with the Roman Empire, while at the same time becoming a part of the Roman 

ritual landscape as well.  

Epona was a perfect example of how negotiations about ritual involved various social 

levels of Roman Gaul and how the ideas created by these negotiations spread. She was also 

originally from the frontier of the empire, a zone notorious for its cultural dynamism and 

creativity, energized by the urgent interactions among a range of players intensified by the 

pressure-cooker atmosphere. Epona, in many ways, incorporated the needs and interests of many 

of the people of the frontiers. From this base of popularity, Epona survives in the archeological 

record as a god whose material and visual techniques were inscribed by Rome, but whose 

essence and function was determined by provincial agents at various levels of the social 

hierarchy. Epona represented a mix of cultural assumptions. These assumptions were 

standardized by an efficient travel network in which many ritual centers were located. In many 
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ways Epona represented the creation of provincial culture, based on exchanges that were spurred 

by increased contact between Gauls and Romans, coming together around the deity in new and 

charged engagements throughout the four Gauls.  

Examination of the new ritual traditions  

In chapter one I consider the problem of the druids and how much (or how little) they 

affected ritual in Roman Gaul. I trace, in chapter two, changes to the physical temples and votive 

deposition practices at these temples. These changes show the broad spectrum of Gallo-Roman 

agency, ranging from elite to non-elite Gauls, in sanctuary sites. Continuing with tracing 

influences from various levels of the Gallo-Roman social hierarchy, chapter three analyzes the 

community of gods in the Gallo-Roman pantheon. This analysis in particular touches on 

imported Roman gods and ritual monuments that group gods together, in which local agency 

determines which gods to import and how to tell visual narratives about their gods. The sponsors 

for such monuments range from elite Gauls to groups of non-elite Gauls who have their own 

ritual needs. Chapter four discusses the specific imagery of the gods, mainly Gaulish ones as 

they undergo the most dramatic visual changes. Resulting from communication over a wide area, 

involving different social groups, standard imagery was negotiated for many of these gods to 

them recognizable throughout the region. In chapter five I discuss the changes to burial 

traditions, more visible for some statuses than others. Elite Gauls change funerary practices 

dramatically, abandoning military burials for those that reflect prestige based on wealth. Non-

elite Gauls are more conservative and rely on traditional items of the pre-conquest era. Both 

elites and non-elites use stelae as funerary monuments, though the image varies in technique 

depending on the wealth the family of the deceased. Chapter six traces travel networks of Roman 

Gaul, routes that allow for easy movement of Gauls at varying levels of the social hierarchy as 
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well as trade of material objects, such as samian ware, both products and incentives for cultural 

and ritual negotiation.  

 

  



48 
 

CHAPTER 1: ADDRESSING THE DRUIDS 

Whenever we discuss Gaulish religion, the druids must be addressed. For the purposes of 

this study, I will address the druids only with their effect on ritual as it appears in the provincial 

society of Gaul in the first and second centuries CE. While this by necessity includes some 

practices from the pre-conquest period, any discussion of the Iron Age will be brief. In relation to 

the overall approach of this study to the development of provincial rituals in Gaul, the druids 

only play a minor role. They are mainly an elite group whose direct influence did not change 

most Gaulish practices in the first and second centuries CE. Their main influence potentially 

came from continuity of ritual from the Iron Age.  For the purposes of this study, any analysis of 

the druids is to address any evidence for their survival in the imperial period as well as major 

archaeological evidence. This evidence supports that theory that the major ritual changes that 

occurred in the four provinces of Gaul were similar due to the networks of communication in 

Gaul and the acceptance of the changes by non-elite Gauls. Rather than act as centers of 

resistance or sources of violence, the druids participated in these ritual changes that occurred due 

to direct increased contact with the Roman Empire. 

Elite religion in Gaul before the invasions of Caesar in 58 BCE was partially controlled 

by the druids. These people were intermediaries between the divine and the mortal worlds. While 

we know little about the specific beliefs and rituals of the druids, we see their influence in 

Gaulish society from observations of outsiders, such as Caesar, and potentially from ritual 

centers, such as the viereckshcanzen (four cornered enclosures with a central ritual building) of 

Iron Age Europe. Since these people were mainly elites, the trauma suffered by the top druids 

during the first centuries BCE and CE did not necessarily affect the rest of Gaulish society. For 

the most part Gaulish ritual continued without any evidence of a break in the rituals performed at 
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cult sites, although changes did occur.
109

 Thus when discussing the druids in terms of larger 

provincial discussions, the conclusions will be limited. They were a part of the changes occurring 

in the four provinces of Gaul, but they were not the critical agents of change, rather they were a 

hard to define group that contributed in small ways by preserving traditions on new material 

objects, like the Coligny calendar. 

It is common to argue that the persecutions of the first century CE were a main cause of 

the changes occurring in the Gaulish ritual landscape. According to the common narrative of the 

decline of the druids, especially at the elite level, their destruction began in the first century CE 

when Augustus outlawed druidism for Roman citizens.
110

 In Gaul it got worse when Tiberius 

outlawed the druidic councils.
111

 His purpose for doing so appears to have been political, and 

was possibly connected to the revolt of Sacrovir in 21 CE.
112

 This explanation for banning the 

druids only works if the name “Sacrovir,” which means “sacred man,” specifically refers to his 

sacred position as a druid.
113

 If he was a druid, then the link between these priests and the revolt 

would have given Rome plenty of justification for suppressing the druids. Jane Webster argues 

that the druidic order really declined after the conquest of Gaul and entered into a “millennial” 

apocalyptic crisis that led to further violence and ultimately the destruction of the druids.
114

 They 

were a centralizing force that could mobilize people in violent rebellion, this ability to rally 
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people around them made the druids too dangerous, as the druids used their religious knowledge 

to encourage other Gauls to rebel against Rome. Thus the violent reaction by the druids to 

conquest led to Rome cracking down harder on the priests. Although some cite evidence of the 

survival of druids at the local level in later sources, such as two druidesses who advised 

emperors, it appears the organized institutions of the earlier period described in the Roman 

sources were no longer functioning.
115

  

This conjecture about the destruction of the druids due to their potential political threat 

only works if the conflict between Rome and the druids was so violent and organized that the 

Romans treated the druids as a military threat to the empire. Additionally, this theory assumes 

that the druidic councils were such a massive and all-encompassing political and religious body 

as to be able to unite a people known for tribal factionalism. Since mention of banning the druids 

is only made in a couple of passages in Suetonius and Pliny, it is difficult to state that the theory 

of active Roman suppression of the religion is accurate.
116

 The theory also ignores evidence from 

later authors who describe druids and rituals that remained after the supposed destruction of the 

druids in the first century CE. Pomponius Mela, writing at the time of Claudius, mentions not 

only that the druids still existed but also that they performed bleeding rituals without human 

sacrifice.
117

 Even almost a decade after the time of the supposed destruction by Tiberius, not 
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only were self-proclaimed druids still in Gaul, they were adapting their rituals, such as bleeding 

rather than sacrifice, to maintain the demands of their gods while staying within imperial law.  

The notion of a decline requires a traceable and centralized organization of druids that 

could be discovered and destroyed. Thus the accounts of “survival” could show the religious 

class continuing as a decentralized group prior to the Roman conquest. Such a group of religious 

figures could survive and thrive by relying on the efficient travel networks of roads and rivers in 

Roman Gaul to help facilitate communication between druids and their followers. Further 

evidence for this survival is provided by brief mentions of local religious authorities identified as 

druids in the third century CE. The emperor Alexander Severus encountered a female druid who 

prophesied his doom, while Diocletian met with one that predicted his victory.
118

 Aurelian 

consulted a druid prophetess to see whether his dynasty would succeed or not.
119

 But emperors 

were not the only ones connected to druids or people claiming a connection to druids. Ausonius, 

living in the fourth century CE, mentions a colleague who was a priest of Belenus and the 

descendent of druids. Belenus was a popular cult in mainly the southern portions of Gaul.
120

 

Given such evidence of not only druidic survival, but druids acting as local authority figures, 

contact with the Mediterranean and a change in the ritual landscape due to this contact is a better 

model for the changes observable in the evidence than Roman forced conversion and destruction 

of traditional Gaulish religion. 

The potential survival of the druids raises at least one additional question: did they play a 

role in further ritual development in the provinces? The difficulty in answering this question is 

due to the controversy surrounding the druids in scholarly circles. Since the druids left almost no 
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written records, and most scholars rely on ambiguous material culture to analyze the druidic 

orders, a wide variety of conclusions about whether the druids continued to exist and the nature 

of their order have been suggested. Stuart Piggot states that after the destruction of the druidical 

order the religious cults of Gaul were completely incorporated into the Roman cults and became 

Roman due to the lack of extensive evidence for druid priests at the time.
121

 John Collis goes one 

step further in his rejection of the existence of the “Celts” as a culture and states that the druids, 

along with “Celtic” religion as a whole, never even existed.
122

  While the existence of the druids 

as a singular, region-wide organization is questionable, it is clear that groups of people 

recognized as “druids” existed in Gaul. The evidence provided above states that it is clear that 

there were religious experts with the title “druid” that held ritual authority in Gallo-Roman 

communities. 

On the other side of the academic coin, Miranda Aldhouse-Green states that the druids 

were a source of resistance to Roman power.  According to her the druids, reacting to Roman 

persecution, became local religious leaders and acted as safe keepers of “nostalgia retro-

ideologies.”
123

 By maintaining older religious traditions, the druids became a source of rejection 

of Roman religious encroachment. Woolf, on the other hand, argues that the druids were 

defeated but that Gaulish religion was not considered in opposition to Rome.
124

 He perhaps 

overstates the conversion of the Gauls to the Roman pantheon and assumes that the religions did 
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not merge: instead, according to Woolf, Roman and Gaulish religions remained exclusive in the 

same vein as Judaism and Christianity.
125

 As was the case with Aldhouse-Green, Woolf does not 

take into account the orthopraxy of ancient polytheistic religions. The conquest of Gaul need not 

have been a war in the heavens as well, and the Gauls would not have needed to abandon their 

gods or the druids to become imperial subjects.  Finally, Watson suggests that while the druids 

played an important role in Iron Age religion, after the conquest of Gaul by Rome they went 

underground, using secret or physically remote sites for their rituals.
126

 If this was the case, the 

need for secrecy was not permanent as at least some druids (mentioned above) were public 

figures in the second and third centuries CE. 

The druids are still a matter of great debate, thanks to contradictory evidence from texts 

and little to no evidence from the archaeological remains. Yet even if there was no central 

druidic council under the Romans, the influence of this group was present, which implies an 

acceptance of this group by the Gauls but not necessarily any degree of political centralization. 

Diodorus Siculus probably quoting Posidonius (a Greek philosopher who visited Gaul in the 

second century BCE), notes that the druids presided over ritual and due to respect for their 

religious standing could force negotiations between warring parties.
127

 Similarly, Caesar states 

that the druids acted as experts in law and ritual.
128

 Some scholars have argued that the 

ethnographies of Caesar and Diodorus (as well as Strabo and Athanaeus), including their 

discussions of the druids, were taken directly from Posidonius and are thus anachronistic when 
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used by Caesar and Diodorus.
129

 Yet Caesar was in Gaul, lived amongst the Gauls, and spoke 

with them. Because of his personal experience he did not need to rely solely on Posidonius’ text, 

though the evidence reveals that he did do some borrowing.
130

 Diodorus’ excerpts from 

Posidonius match those used by Strabo and Athenaeus, thus his statements probably do rely on 

this anachronistic source.
131

  Cicero’s discussion with Divitiacus, who is identified as a druid, 

demonstrates the authority of the druids among the Gauls regarding divination and natural 

philosophy due to their connection with the divine and their education.
132

 Clearly, then, the 

druids had at least some authority in matters of divination and law; but did they have any effect 

on any changes in construction, use of iconography, or deposition patterns at ritual sites post-

conquest? This is an important question to consider while analyzing these sites, especially when 

looking at trends in votive offerings and sacrifice. Since evidence for direct druidical interference 

is sparse, most scholars do not address the druids when discussing rituals. There are some 

conclusions that can be inferred from the small bit of evidence available. 

One area in which the influence of the druids may have been felt was that of human 

sacrifice. That the issue was significant is suggested by the (potential) ban of the practice by 

either Claudius or Tiberius in the first century CE; but since human sacrifice was a single 

element in a plethora of Gaulish rituals, its elimination did not necessarily change the rest of the 
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ritual landscape.
133

 At all events, druids in Gaul still practiced blood rituals, such as the cutting 

of a hand for the fertility of a field.
134

 Lucan vaguely hints at continued human sacrifice among 

the Gauls when he says, “And you, Druids return to the sacred places and again practice barbaric 

evil way ways and rites after the war.”
135

 Here Lucan is most likely referring to human sacrifice 

to the gods, as he mentions the practice earlier when he describes the methods employed to kill 

human victims to Taranis, Esus, and Teutatis.
136

 To be fair, the Civil War is a poem in which 

Lucan takes much license with history by creating scenes of horror and drama in opposition to 

the valiance of Caesar. The tradition of human sacrifice in Gaul probably did not die out 

immediately. Matthew McCarty notes that even after the supposed ban on human sacrifice by 

Tiberius, infant sacrifice continued to an extent in Carthage until the 2
nd

 century CE.
137

 Over 

time, human sacrifice certainly did die out in Gaul, as the lack of any human sacrificial remains 

later than the first century CE makes clear; but as we know of no other bans on any other specific 

rituals, and since non-human sacrificial deposits continued to be made, the potential influence of 

the druids should not be completely written off. 

While the surviving druids were sources of knowledge for ritual, the ritual material 

culture we will survey in this chapter gives few indications that there was ever anything 

approaching a system of religious resistance among the Gauls. There was no evidence of 

violence or destruction at ritual sites and no sign of a gathering military presence that would 

accompany the type of violent resistance discussed by Pliny and Suetonius. The continued use of 
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many ritual sites without evidence of disruption also indicates a lack of physical resistance. Since 

these sites are also utilizing imported Roman material, rituals, and gods without much issue in 

the material culture. Any effect the druids had would not have been one of political resistance, 

but one of expertise. Physical presence of this expert presence from a primarily oral culture is 

rare but should be addressed. Additionally, the druids might have participated in the ritual 

changes in the Gaulish provinces by using the travel networks in Gaul to communicate approval 

or disapproval of the ritual changes other Gauls made during the first and second centuries CE. 

One artifact that might show the influence of the druids is the so-called “Coligny 

calendar.” This is a panel of bronze tablets written in Gaulish, discovered in 1897 at a ritual 

center in Coligny in east central Gaul. It dates to the last half of the first century CE or the early 

second century CE.
138

 Archaeologists found it disassembled either for ritual purposes or to hide 

it from a threat in the late imperial period. It survives in fragmentary form today.
139

 This ritual 

calendar not only describes the regional version of the yearly cycle for the Gauls, but tracks 

festivals and times for other important ritual activities. The Gauls at Coligny crafted it at a time 

when the Julian calendar was used by the Romans and was available to the Gauls. This hints at a 

continued need for tracking Gaulish rituals, which also indicates a continuity of regional rituals 

well into the imperial period. The presence of alternating seasonal months, such as Samon (a 

summery month) and Dumann (a foggy or dark month) indicates that rituals were based on the 
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changing of the seasons.
140

 Major festival dates, such as Lughnasa, were also kept with this 

calendar.
141

 Such festivals were regionally, not just locally, important. This suggests that the 

Coligny calendar was useful beyond just its immediate archaeological context. This was a 

distinctly Gaulish method of tracking the year, one that would have appealed to Gauls 

throughout the provinces who followed the same calendar. By writing this calendar down in such 

a permanent material the sponsors were indicating a desire to ensure long-term public access to 

this calendar, which may have been at odds with previous traditions of primarily oral 

transmission by druids.
142

Additionally, the use of bronze suggests that the calendar would have 

been considered a prestige item. The community honored the calendar’s connection to the divine 

by making it out of bronze rather than a cheaper material such as wood or limestone. While 

different versions of the Gaulish calendar most likely existed in other regions of Gaul, the use of 

bronze for the Coligny calendar and the accompanying statue of a god suggests that Coligny was 

a site of patronage and travel. Dignitaries and ritual leaders perhaps used the calendar for ritual 

purposes that were followed by most Gauls. 
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Fig. 4. The Coligny Calendar reassembled in the Musée Gallo-Romaine in Lyon, @ La Musée de la 

Civilisation Gallo-Romaine. 

The Coligny calendar kept time for the Gauls and was linked to their sacred days. Since 

the calendar was also found with the destroyed statue of a young deity, it is safe to assume that it 

was also connected to ritual in some way.
143

 Although some scholars say that the people who 

funded or crafted the calendar might very have well been druids or worked in conjunction with 

druids, even without the involvement of druids the ritual and social importance of the calendar 

remains.
144

 The calendar works itself into the ritual landscape physically by its extended 

continuous presence.  It is also a ritual presence by its reinforcement of a local record of festival 

dates that had a long oral tradition and recognition among the Gaulish population. Instead of 

straight calendrical amalgamation (subsuming their calendar under the Julian one), the local 
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Gauls chose co-existing calendars as a means to try to synchronize the two records, Gaulish and 

Julian.  

In the Coligny Calendar, the Gaulish month was 29 days long rather the 30 employed by 

the Romans. Zavaroni states that the Gauls made this decision to accurately represent a “12-

lunation pattern which could fairly approximately fit a lunar calendar regarding a 5-year 

cycle.”
145

 Such an emphasis on the different months and lunar cycles is different from what one 

sees in the combined solar and lunar Julian calendar of the Romans. For the Gauls, a five-year 

cycle fit a time period that incorporated the repetition of lunar phases rather than a yearly cycle. 

Within that five-year period, various rituals and celebrations of seasonal changes occurred that fit 

a Gaulish schedule rather than a Roman one. The Julian calendar also relied on an accurate 

yearly cycle rather than a longer self-adjusting cycle. These different cycles of time indicate 

different regional ritual times, as well, and the need to keep accurate dates for those rituals. The 

Coligny calendar was thus not just a different time-keeping device, but evidence for a region-

wide ritual world coexisting with that of the Romans. 

Woolf states that although the Coligny calendar was a Gaulish calendar made by the local 

Gauls to fit their own ritual needs, the “epigraphic conventions” and the “concern to distinguish 

days of good from days of bad” it exhibits was Roman.
146

 Indeed, the Coligny calendar does 

resemble Roman calendars, such as the Fasti Antiates maiores. Its months are listed at the top in 

large letters with columns of days underneath the name of each month.
147

 The alphabet employed 

for the months and for the numbers of days is Latin and the calendar abbreviates the name for 

                                                           
145 

Zavaroni, On the Structure and Terminology of the Gaulish Calendar, 89. Zavaroni also states that this lunar 

cycle most likely came from a long 40-50 year period of observation by the Gauls who then created a long term 

adjustment to the calendar. 
146 

Woolf, Becoming Roman, 96. 
147 

RIG III. 



60 
 

each day to a letter, as the Romans did. The creators of the calendar also spelled out important 

times next to each abbreviated day in Roman fashion.
148

 All the same, the use of Roman 

epigraphic traditions was common in Gaul and dates to well before the conquest of the region by 

Rome. Thus to say that the Coligny calendar reveals recent Roman imperial influence ignores the 

longer cultural impact of the Mediterranean on Gaulish epigraphic culture; and since the days of 

the calendar are still recorded in the Gaulish language and the timing is also Gaulish, it is 

inaccurate to say that the Coligny calendar is Roman. 

Further, the assertion by Woolf that the marking of days as good or bad omen in the 

calendar is something distinctly Roman is hard to support. Good and bad days are common 

concerns for many cultures, including the modern US where Friday the 13
th

 is considered an 

unlucky day. Thus the fact that the Coligny calendar states whether a given day brought good 

luck or bad luck does not make it distinctly Roman. If the good and bad days in the Gaulish 

calendar matched the good and bad days in the Roman calendar, then the Coligny calendar was a 

Roman one. Yet the days do not match and so the decision by the makers of the calendar to 

include these days was based on Gaulish, rather than Roman, ritual needs.
149

 The Coligny 

calendar, therefore, was not just an exercise in “Romanization” but a further example of the more 

nuanced integration of Gaulish culture in the new imperial system. It also demonstrates the 

desire of the Gauls to maintain chronological tradition. Finally, the public nature of the calendar 

suggests that, although likely funded by an elite Gaul with access to a certain amount of wealth, 
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the calendar was meant to be seen and used by Gauls at every social level.
150

 On the other hand, 

we should not assume that the Gaulish and Roman calendars were somehow opposed to each 

other or used exclusively by one group of people. In Rome, the Julian calendar existed alongside 

other calendars.
151

 While business, especially government business, most likely relied on the 

Julian calendar, there was no impetus for the Roman government to require one calendar or 

forbid others.
152

  

As for the dismantling of the calendar, Adolfo Zavaroni suggests that this was done 

because the calendar no longer served a purpose and needed to be disposed of respectfully.
153

 

The care with which the calendar was buried indicates great concern on the part of the person 

depositing the calendar, and also implies that the removal was not due to conflict. Whoever 

deposited the calendar most likely belonged to the group that maintained the sanctuary. The date 

of and reasons for the burial are not known, but possible reasons could include the rise of 

Christianity or a lack of need for the calendar. Indeed, the deposition of the calendar might be a 

sign of resistance, especially as a reaction to Christianity. Regardless of the motivations behind 

its dismemberment, the careful burial reveals that the Coligny calendar maintained its ritual 

importance well past the supposed suppression of the druids. During the first and second 

centuries CE, the Gaulish ritual calendar continued to not only exist, but to coexist with other 

calendars. 
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Conclusion 

 This chapter shows the limited influence that the druids had post-conquest. They did not 

disappear and were not destroyed as a group, but their status in Gaulish society was no longer 

one of high political magnitude. Druids did interact with high ranking Romans and still seemed 

to maintain prestige in local communities, rather than at a regional level, but their material 

contribution to the changes in the Gaulish ritual landscape in the first and second centuries CE 

are limited to objects such as the Coligny calendar. The calendar shows that the people who 

made the calendar and maintain the ritual site where the calendar was located participated in the 

nuanced changes to Gaulish ritual that was influenced by a network of ideas such as the means of 

writing the Gaulish language and how a calendar should physically appear. Since the Coligny 

calendar was at a ritual site but was also a reference point, it was most likely part of a travel 

network.   

The druids themselves are difficult to include fully into any discussion with an emphasis 

on material culture. They are an important group that has a small historical and archaeological 

footprint. The druids must be addressed in any discussion of religion and ritual in Gaul, but they 

need not take center stage. Instead, their potential influences should be analyzed with the 

understanding that this oral culture will not have much of a physical presence. For their textual 

presence, the main records come from Romans and Greeks observing a ritual culture they did not 

fully understand. The continuing presence of the druids is important especially considering the 

social respect given to this class of people. For the large religious changes that occurred in 

Roman Gaul, the druids have a presence, but it is not as traceable as the larger trends of the other 

Gaulish social classes. This follows the Iron Age evidence as well, where the druids were 

important but not clearly evident in the material culture. 
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CHAPTER 2: TEMPLE SITES AND DEPOSITIONS 

In this chapter I will argue that ordinary Gauls contributed as much as elites to changes in 

religious traditions during the Roman period. The physical ritual buildings and material in Gaul 

had some of the most obvious and dramatic changes from the Iron Age to the second century CE. 

Some of these changes came from the attempts by the elite to use the new construction materials, 

gods, and rituals from Rome. A number of these changes also came from non-elite Gauls who 

also made choices as to what material they preferred as well as how much continuity they 

maintained with Iron Age ritual traditions. Thus Gaulish ritual underwent a complex change that 

included factors such as consumption of imported ritual materials, the change in ritual buildings, 

choices in continuity in ritual from the Iron Age, and choices in what materials to merge with the 

imported goods. Due to the nature of the surviving material evidence the agents of the physical 

changes to ritual sites appear to be the elite Gauls. These elites did have influence in ritual 

changes as they used their considerable wealth to fund new building styles and large scale 

monuments. This, however, is a conclusion based on favoring the more spectacular evidence at 

the ritual sites in Gaul. When a more comprehensive spread of evidence is analyzed, the 

contribution of non-elite Gauls becomes an important factor as well.  The spread of religious 

traditions in Roman Gaul could not rely solely on the elite. If this were so we would see a model 

that emphasized a center versus periphery model of religious spread. Instead, except for some 

notable exceptions, we see a more consistent spread of the change of the ritual which indicates 

input from the non-elite. When one expands the focus of the physical changes at the ritual sites 

we see how these various levels of the social hierarchy influence Gallo-Roman ritual.   
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The argument by Greg Woolf and Louise Revell that the Gaulish elites were the main 

agents of change of ritual in Gaul is only partially correct.
154

 Many of the monumental changes 

in Gaul were inconsistent with some ritual sites changing dramatically and some changing very 

little at all.
155

 The smaller scale changes, however, were more consistent than the larger scale 

building changes. Deposited small clay statues and crude non-elite carving followed the same 

patterns throughout the four provinces of Gaul. This suggests that the main agents of change 

need not be elites. To maintain their close relationship with the imperial government, elite Gauls 

not associated with the army moved to urban centers that had developed to be regional centers of 

government.
156

 Their interest in building up ritual centers and other large religious monuments, 

for the most part, stayed in these urban centers unlike the more widespread changes in the 

smaller items found at the ritual sites. This is not to say that they did not change ritual centers 

that existed outside urban areas. The healing shrine at Fontes Sequanae does have the elite 

Gallo-Roman building construction style for its buildings.
157

 These buildings, however, were part 

of a change that involved the use of the site by all levels of Gallo-Roman society. 

The combined agency of elites and non-elites changed the ritual landscape of Gaul, but 

the emphasis by scholars for this change focused on the elite Gauls alone. Evidence for the non-

elite is more problematic due to a lack of focus on poor quality items as well as the difficulty in 

discerning non-elite from elite deposits. This current view downplayed the role of non-elites and 

how they used the sacred space of the ritual site. They could use the space, create new rituals, 
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and preserve old rituals without the guiding hand of an elite Gaul who funded the building 

changes. These rituals sites were a shared space and elite and non-elite agency affected this space 

in the architecture as well as the rituals. The larger and more dramatic changes of the elite 

evidence are easy to trace and analyze, but the non-elite ritual changes, although harder to see, 

are just as important. Both work in conjunction to create the new ritual traditions in a ritual site. 

Since many of these sites are on pilgrimage or trade routes, this combination of these changes in 

a local ritual area can affect a larger region. Pilgrims circulated knowledge about new rituals at 

the shrines, which helped create a consistency in these changes throughout the rest of the four 

provinces of Gaul. 

Changes in Ritual Space 

Throughout Gaul in the in the first and second centuries CE, there was a relatively rapid 

change in the construction of ritual sites and the materials used for imagery. Stone began to be 

used for architecture with a much higher frequency and the gods were more commonly depicted 

anthropomorphically in stone rather than in the mainly metal reliefs and small stone statuary of 

the pre-conquest period. The change in material is perhaps more surprising than the increasing 

anthropomorphism as this is truly a new tradition. Discoveries of wooden anthropomorphic 

figures with dates ranging from the second to first centuries BCE in places such as bogs and 

watery sites suggest the general use of such representative images among the Gauls. Such finds 

discredit the theory of aniconism (resistance to anthropomorphic representation) among the 

Gauls which for many years was seen as a fundamental of Iron Age Gaulish religion.
158

 Further, 

Alasdair Watson has demonstrated that the literary evidence for Gaulish aniconism is also 
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problematic, as Greek and Roman writers more often than not created rhetorical devices for 

othering the Gauls rather than discussing actual Gaulish practice.
159

 The Gauls were always the 

opposite of the Mediterranean in both their perceived lack of civility as well as their alien rituals 

and perceptions of the gods.
160

  All the same, the choice by local Gauls to use stone statuary and 

reliefs throughout Gaul beginning in the first century CE was clearly a new one, as there are very 

few examples of the use of stone in the Iron Age record.
161

 

Temples also changed dramatically, to such a degree that Ton Derks even stated that the 

Gallo-Roman sanctuary had no precedent.
162

 This may go too far– Watson is correct in saying 

that the Gauls had a previous tradition in ritual centers– but certainly Gaulish Iron Age 

enclosures changed into something new after influence from Rome.
163

 The patrons of Gallo-

Roman ritual sites kept the layout of their temples the same while rebuilding the structures in 

stone. Mediterranean motifs were more popular when wealthier Gauls chose decoration, and they 

needed skilled stone sculptors for this phase of construction. The builders used new techniques, 

employing terra cotta tiles and imported marble building material, and thus imported labor from 

the Mediterranean familiar with the new materials and methods may have been required. Yet the 

Gaulish craftsmen did not just convert the previous enclosures into Mediterranean temples, while 

keeping the layouts, locations, and purposes of shrines the same. The observable changes in 

design, material, and decoration were consequences of contact. The synchronization of Gaulish 
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and Mediterranean designs created a new tradition in ritual changes and well as ritual 

conservatism. 

Yet assuming that there was any standard form for either the previous Gaulish temple or 

the new one is problematic. Derks notes that the Gallo-Roman temple could be an Italian style 

temple or a stone version of the Gaulish enclosure style referred to as the viereckschanze.
164

 

William van Andringa emphasizes the lack of uniform development of ritual centers both pre-

conquest and post-conquest.
165

 Further, he concludes that many of these sites remained mutable 

in terms of design, material, and iconography based on the desires of the community and patrons 

funding continuing development.
166

 Variation over time need not have changed the central role 

the ritual center played in the identity of the community: though a new variation on the ritual was 

in place, the community’s identity, while adaptable, retained a basic core. The choice to change 

from wood to stone structures would have limited the amount of further change that could have 

occurred at a site, due to the permanence and expense of stone and the need for strong 

foundations to support the heavier material. But such a choice would not have prohibited other, 

less dramatic changes, such as decorative motifs, representations of the gods, and possible 

outside building additions. 

The traditional view of the Gaulish elite was that they acted as an intermediary between 

Rome and Gaul in the transition of Gaulish culture. Using the later models provided by the 

European colonial powers and their interactions with native elites, Webster states that 
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mechanism of cultural change in the Roman provinces best fits the paradigm of creolization.
167

 

According to this approach, ritual would have been one part of the negotiation made by 

provincial elites in their new role as Roman allies in creating a syncretic image of the divine in 

Gaul via a complex combination of native and Mediterranean material and imagery.
168

 These 

elite Gauls sponsored the rebuilding of ritual centers and imported labor for new projects. They 

paid for new images of the gods and new material for the shrines. Thus it should not surprise us 

that we see images and symbols for various gods and ritual centers that used new materials and 

old traditions. But this model does not confront the role of the rest of Gaulish society and thus is 

only a partial picture. The creolization model can be improved for these kinds of ritual changes 

in the case of Gaul by adding Michael Dietler’s concept of “entanglement,” which he employs to 

understand colonial contact between Greeks and Gauls in Southern France.
169

 By 

“entanglement,” Dietler means an “active process of creative appropriation, transformation, and 

manipulation played out by individuals and social groups with a variety of competing interests 

and strategies of action embedded in local political relations and cultural perceptions.”
170

 The 

primary difference between creolization and entanglement is the involvement of the elite. For the 

theory of creolization the main agents of change are local elites, while entanglement states that 

all levels of a society are agents of change. Dietler analyzes the changes in consumption of 

material, such as food items or statuary, for various households in a community and then 

expands his gaze to different communities in the region. He then makes a regional conclusion 

based on these case studies. Dietler argues that the changes which took place in southern Gaul 
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before the Roman conquest in 121 BCE do not show pure adoption of Greek culture, but rather a 

mixing of cultures. 

Unfortunately, he avoids discussing the role Roman domination played in these 

transformations by stopping his study at 121 CE and does not address the choices of the elite in 

the use of building materials and prestige items during this time period. When the so-called 

hybrid temples appeared throughout Gaul in the first century CE, there seems to have been a 

clear decision by the elite Gauls funding the building process to work with stone rather than the 

previous wood. While choice of material in ritual is important—such as the symbolic meaning 

wood might have versus stone—this particular change in Gaul was most likely linked to the 

shifting pattern of prestige consumption by the local elites. Previously, in the late Iron Age, 

prestige items would have been primarily in the areas of military paraphernalia and personal 

adornment.
171

 After the conquest, however, neither violent competition, such as raiding and 

dueling, nor success in battle was a viable means of maintaining status amongst elites due to 

their subjugation to Rome. Access to power and prestige now came from working within the 

governmental systems of the empire.
172

 Roman methods of prestige consumption, including civic 

building projects, were now more important to Gaulish elites. Temple building, mainly in stone, 

was a major component of this new system, and in the cities there arose many new temples to a 

large variety of gods, both Mediterranean and indigenous.
173

 Yet elites needed to communicate 

their prestige beyond the urban centers: they had to maintain social hierarchy in the countryside 
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as well. Thus more rural temples were rebuilt in stone, while ritual was preserved enough as to 

not offend the deity of the site or the local inhabitants. 

New sources of labor and material were required for these projects. Gaulish craftsmen 

had some experience in the monumental use of stone from building the massive walls 

surrounding oppida (a term used by the Romans to describe these nucleated settlements) in the 

second and first centuries BCE.
174

 The most common form of wall in most of Gaul was the 

murus gallicum, which consisted of a stone face backed by a wooden lattice which was 

supported by iron spikes, filled with gravel and covered by earth.
175

 Such a wall required 

massive mobilization of skilled labor and sophisticated gathering and manufacturing of material. 

Thus, in the first century CE, the wealthy inhabitants of oppida, and elite Gauls in areas further 

afield, had resources and infrastructure already in place to construct new buildings. The smaller 

size of a temple, compared to the massive walls which could easily encompass 90 hectares, 

meant that more focus could be put on the finer details of the building.
176

 In fact, there does not 

appear to have been a great demand for fine carving in stone in Gaul before the Gallo-Roman 

period.
177

 One might surmise that the people funding new construction at ritual sites had to 

import labor or find someone to train local craftsmen, thus adding an imported style element to 

their building projects. The stone cutting for the new walls was generally more refined than that 

required for the murus gallicum, but probably not so much as to make learning the new 
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techniques impossible for the indigenous skilled laborers available.
178

 Yet Gauls would have had 

to import skilled sculptors to carve stone images and to create the initial infrastructure for new 

components such as clay tile roofs. As such, foreign influence from the Mediterranean affected 

trade in materials and labor as well as methods of maintaining political prestige in imperial Gaul. 

The actual style of the buildings constructed during this period varies as much as the 

layout of individual sites. In the northeast corner of the four provinces on the Rhine sits the 

hybrid site of Empel, mainly active in the first and second centuries CE. The temple here has its 

front hall connected to an enclosing wall with a central cella (Fig. 5).
179

 The cella has a square 

plan with a surrounding colonnaded patio and a two-story central room.
180

 Approximately 150 

miles away in Trier, also active in the first and second centuries CE, there is a Roman style 

temple with a front entrance, colonnade, raised platform and pediment (Fig. 6).
181

 At Hoogeloon, 

in a more rural part of Belgica, is an enclosure which consisted of a ditch and earthen wall with a 

few posts and pits found inside and possibly a tree inside, as well.
182

 While evidence for a stone 

structure is limited, the possibility cannot be excluded. 
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Fig. 5. Gallo-Roman enclosure at Empel. Derks, Gods, temples and ritual Practices, 151. 

 

Fig.6. Temple at Trier. Derks, Gods, temples and ritual Practices, 148. 

William van Andringa, in tracking general trends in the spread of ritual centers, notes a 

commonality in the development of some of these sites. The original structures were rebuilt, 
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mainly in stone; possibly enlarged in the Julio-Claudian era by increasing their size; and 

monumentalized in the late Julio-Claudian and Flavian eras by adding more decoration.
183

 At 

Vendeuil-Caply in the north of Gaul, the original square, wooden enclosure was replaced with 

stone in the early 1
st
 century CE and expanded with additional structures later in the same 

century.
184

 At Bennecourt, the original viereckschanze was replaced by two smaller square 

temple structures without an enclosure in the Augustan era, expanded into a single complex by 

connecting buildings and erecting a new wall in the Tiberian-Claudian era and eventually in the 

late first century and early second century CE restructured into a hybrid Gallo-Roman temple 

consisting of Roman style architecture used in the Gallic enclosure style.
185

 Van Andringa rightly 

states that this kind of development, coupled with continued use of Gaulish square enclosures 

and deposits of animal sacrifices at the walls, must be understood as a nuanced development of 

and changes in the local community.
186

 Derks notes that there was a lack of new, large-scale 

construction in the first and second centuries CE in the more northern regions of the provinces of 

Gaul.
187

 More common are ritual sites such as Hofstade, where there was an irregularly shaped 

enclosure containing a small square temple consisting of a stone base and timber structure.
188

 

Although the layout at this site may conform to a more general, province-wide pattern, the 

materials employed are very different from those commonly encountered in the southern regions, 

relying more on wood and other local materials. This suggests that, for the wealthy Gauls in 

these areas, stone might have had less importance as a prestige element to maintain social power. 

This, in turn, suggests less Roman influence in the region. In the central and southern provinces 
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more Roman temples have been found than hybrid Gaulish ones, but Gallo-Roman enclosures 

certainly do occur. The enclosures at Talcy south of Orleon, Sainte-Lunaise near Bourges, and 

Mauves in southern France all have layouts resembling those of the examples just discussed from 

the northern territories.
189

 That these enclosures continued to vary in form throughout the early 

imperial period shows that negotiations were necessary to deal with the changes that came from 

conquest and imperial control, and that the people of Gaul were willing and able to adapt their 

ritual to fit their new circumstances as inhabitants of the provinces of Gaul. 

There were certain patterns employed for the layout of ritual centers in the late Iron Age, 

but over time no single pattern prevailed as a standard.  Between the 3
rd

 and 1
st
 centuries BCE 

square enclosures with a central temple building similar to a cella, usually called 

viereckschanzen, dotted the Gaulish landscape both near towns and in the rural regions.
190

 There 

were also various other designs for ritual centers, ranging from circular buildings, to multiple 

structures of various types, to buildings conforming to the features of the landscape, to natural 

sites, such as groves of trees and springs.
191

 These other forms of ritual centers were mainly non-

enclosed sites and occurred in both urban and rural areas. When building new structures in these 

previously occupied centers, sponsors would often design them to mimic or incorporate previous 

building arrangements. In many locations the sacred space in the ritual sites did not change, only 

the buildings.  This makes sense, since the Gauls did not abandon their gods after the Roman 

conquest; instead, their ideas about how to please the gods changed. Since the gods remained, 

                                                           
189

 Faudet, Les Temples de Tradition Celtique, 26, 37, 40. 
190

 The viereckschanze is usually a four cornered enclosure with a central structure and open space in between 

the wall and the structure. The term, which means “four cornered enclosure,” was coined by the German 

archaeologists who first found these sites in southern Germany. 
191

 Faudet, Les Temples de Tradition Celtique, 51-61. 



75 
 

there was no need to move already existing sacred spaces. The Gauls and Romans simply added 

new spaces to accommodate imported gods. 

In addition to the layouts, the materials at these sites are also varied. At Empel, builders 

relied on locally available white limestone, while at Trier they employed plenty of imported 

marble and at Hoogeloon little to no stone was used.
192

 The temple at Trier required imported 

craftsmen as well as material and money while the temple at Empel required extensive funding 

from an elite source and, possibly, the supervision of a Mediterranean craftsman for the new use 

of local material. The structure at Hoogeloon does not really seem to have changed at all after its 

initial construction in the late Iron Age, and thus most likely there was little elite involvement in 

its ritual use.
193

 The variations detailed above in layout and materials are attested in other regions 

of the provinces of Gaul as well. Unfortunately, the excavation records for similar sites are not 

extensive and most conclusions must be made from aerial photography and surveys. That said, 

from this limited data it is evident that the layout of a number of other temples is unique. These 

mainly appear in Gallo-Roman square enclosure form, as in the northern sites just surveyed, or in 

shapes that likely fit previous constructions. Many are in stone.
194

 More basic materials, such as 

wood, are possible at some of the sites, as well, which indicates a similar pattern to that found in 

the northern regions of the provinces: choices were made to build certain centers mainly in stone 

after the more Mediterranean practice.
195 

This choice of maintaining or changing space within an enclosure also directly affected 

any ritual that required motion. Both Athenaeus and Pliny briefly mention that Gaulish ritual 
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involved circumambulation, although they disagree on the direction of the movement.
196

 Watson 

argues that this ritual practice was embedded in pre-conquest tradition, rather than a Roman 

import.
197

 If so, then design changes in sanctuaries would potentially have changed this tradition, 

if it was still practiced. Since a number of these Gallo-Roman centers still had open space 

between the enclosing wall and the central temple structure, the rituals could potentially have 

continued; ritual practices requiring open spaces, such as sacred groves or springs, would have 

required even less adjustment. If the new version of a temple was smaller or larger, the number 

of people able to perform the ritual and the ability of worshippers to move quickly would also 

change. If the walls were moved even a few feet, the procession would have to drastically 

change, thus also changing the experience of the space and the ritual. Aldhouse-Green notes that 

at Fontes Sequani, at the mouth of the Seine in central France, the space available would have 

allowed for ritual processions throughout the time that the center remained active.
198

 This center 

was not the typical square enclosure viereckschanze. Instead, it had a path leading up a hill to a 

spring at the top. Pilgrims moved up the path, guided by the walls. By making the walls out of 

stone, the builders created a different experience for the pilgrims who moved up the hill. At 

Bennecourt there was a significant change from one large enclosure to two smaller structures, 

and most likely any circumambulation no longer continued in the new complex.
199

 Such a 

significant change could have been due to either the relatively minor importance of movement to 

the ritual or a dramatic shift in activity. 

                                                           
196

 Athenaeus states that the Gauls moved clockwise, while Pliny states they moved counterclockwise. 

Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, 4.152; Pliny, 28.5, 28.25. 
197

 Watson, Religious Acculturation and Assimilation, 180-1. 
198

 Aldhouse-Green, An Archaeology of Images, 52-3. 
199

 van Andringa, La religion en Gaule romaine Piété et politique, 94, 96. 



77 
 

The changes in space and movement at these and other temples were significant for the 

religious experience they provided. As movement is part of the performance of ritual, any 

changes to it change the other parts of the performance, as well. Availability of space and the 

changing perception of space can also significantly alter rituals. When the Gauls either replaced 

wood with stone or changed the layout of a temple they willingly broke the continuity of ritual 

performance; and while what they changed their rituals to did not necessarily match Roman 

practice, contact with Roman culture was the ultimate catalyst for the change, since the change in 

materials employed for constructing ritual centers was a result of Roman influence. 

Changes in Ritual Deposits 

The increased employment of stone, with its great prestige value, at Gaulish ritual sites in 

the first century CE changed the nature of worship at ritual sites to a significant degree, but 

without the core practices being altered too much. One area in which related changes can be 

detected is in the sphere of ritual deposits, though this change seems to have been confined 

primarily to the elites, perhaps because Rome was less interested in “civilizing” the sub-elite 

superstitio and more concerned with courting the highest-class Gauls.
200

 Many pre-conquest 

ritual centers had deposits of ritually destroyed armament. Possibly these were in thanks for 

recent military victories; regardless, they were definitely associated with the maintenance of 

political and social ranking among the Gaulish warrior elite.
201

 The ritual center at Gournay-sur-

Aronde has produced over 200 swords and scabbards, 150 shield bosses and over 50 spears, all 

ritually destroyed in multiple strata and dating to the second and first centuries BCE.
202

 Later 

deposits, in the first century CE, in all areas not directly linked to the Roman military see a 
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marked decline in—if not a full disappearance of—such military armament or other materials 

suggesting direct combat.
203

 The major exception was the border areas between the Rhine and 

western Germany where allied tribes, such as the Treveri, were encouraged to enlist in the 

Roman legions as auxilia cavalry. Even these areas, however, see a gradual shift in martial elite 

ritual and display practice based on their role within the Roman army as allied soldiers in the 

Roman army rather than an independent unit.
204

 In general, elites—both allied military and those 

who no longer were part of an army—began to deposit more non-military items in patterns 

which correspond mainly to pre-conquest, civilian practice. Diodorus Siculus notes, with some 

confusion on his part as to the nature of the action, the depositing of wealth to deities among the 

Gauls north of Narbonensis prior to the conquest of the rest of the region by Caesar, as well as 

the reluctance of other elites to take such deposits.
205

 Essentially, he noticed or heard of Gauls 

placing valuable items in pits and leaving them there without any fear of another Gaul taking 

those items. Pit deposits were located in a variety of locations across Gaul and typically 

contained items of value such as torcs and golden coins.
206

 We should probably conclude that 

these treasure pits were ritual in nature, rather than a means of personal hoarding.
207

 The prestige 

of the Iron Age Gaulish elite was based on personal adornment and display. By burying the 
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treasure they removed these prestige items from the world to remain hidden in the domain of the 

chthonic gods. 

Elite treasure deposits were generally found in pits similar to those common near military 

sites, except the items placed in the latter pits were primarily gold coins.
208

 Both types of pits 

contained collections of items, covered and without any marking on the surface to denote 

location. While the Roman conquest meant that the military related personal adornment of the 

warrior elite was no longer employed as a means of making their relationships with their gods, 

however, chthonic ritual—ritual intended for the gods under the earth rather than in the 

heavens—was still necessary. Thus, to maintain prestige in the local area, the elite still followed 

older ritual performance, but employing new material. Elite Gauls using this new type of 

deposition could still reinforce older styles of authority and maintain the social hierarchy familiar 

to non-elite Gauls, while also not offending the gods by declining to give them prestige items. In 

this manner the elite Gauls, negotiated their new roles in the empire while preserving their 

authority locally. 

Non-elite ritual deposits (as identified by the overall poorer quality and craftsmanship of 

the material included) at many ritual centers generally followed the typical sacrifice patterns of 

ancient European cultural groups: for example, animal sacrifices or watery or chthonic deposits 

of small statues alongside small offerings of high value objects such as coins. Animal sacrifice—

generally of pigs, sheep, and cattle—does not seem to have changed much at most of the ritual 

sites, at least in terms of the kinds of animals killed.
209

 At hybrid and continuing centers, both the 
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quantity and location of sacrifices also remained relatively constant.
210

 During the imperial 

period, the Gauls took a conservative approach to animal sacrifice most likely due to the 

availability of certain animals. That said, some animals, such as cattle, might have been more 

appealing as a prestige meat suitable for the gods, due to the expanse of raising the animal 

compared to other animals. 

The enclosure at Gournay-sur-Aronde contained portions of ritual animal bone deposits 

removed from other areas and relocated under the wall. The bones show that the animals 

sacrificed there consisted predominantly of pigs and sheep with smaller numbers of cattle, 

horses, and humans.
211

 The remains of cattle, the only animals which appear to have been raised 

and sacrificed at the site, are encountered most commonly, followed by pigs and sheep.
212

 

European paganism in general was reliant on animal sacrifice for ritual performance and neither 

Roman nor Gaulish practice would have found it unusual. The animal was used in the same way 

in both cultures: after being slaughtered and cooked, much of the meat was shared amongst 

members of the local community, while specific portions of the animal were offered to the gods. 

Communities reinforced their bonds with each other and the gods by sharing the meat of the 

animal.  As the various cults, both Roman and Gaulish generally demanded different types of 

animals for sacrifice, different patterns of offerings, such as burning the portion for a god or 

burying said portion, would likely not have changed much when new cults entered a region. 
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Indeed, forms of sacrifice remained stable, relying heavily on domestic pigs, sheep and cattle, as 

stated above.
213

 For non-elite Gauls, at least, traditional forms of sacrifice seemed to fit the new 

structures and there was no pressure to change. 

On the other hand, sacrifice connected to elites changed as elite Gauls sought to interact 

with their Roman peers and masters. As the warrior elite changed their habits to meet Roman 

prestige patterns, displays associated with war declined, including those obtained through the 

practice of head hunting, which some claim was ritual in nature and ultimately replaced by the 

practice of offering bull heads.
214

 For human sacrifice there is some evidence that the practice 

ended before conquest of the region.
215

 None of the evidence for human sacrifice in Gaul is dated 

to the first century BCE.
216

 Elite Gauls also participated in animal sacrifices with the rest of the 

community, though except for the case of the bull heads, elites seem to have maintained no 

separate animal sacrifice practices. That the elites still participated makes perfect sense: as part 

of the community, they would have wanted to join in any practice which reinforced communal 

identity and sought the favor of the gods. They also gained prestige via their participation: the 

elite Gaul was the individual who could afford to provide the animals for sacrifice and the other 

food that accompanied the meat of the sacrificed animal. As at Rome, the Gaulish elites used 

sacrifice to increase their social standing in their communities. 
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Most often, when a cult was imported into Gaul, the sacrifice patterns of that cult came, 

too.
217

 When Jupiter entered the provinces, the practice of bull sacrifice in the manner 

appropriate for his cult, including proper Roman priests, arrived as well. At temples to Jupiter in 

Gaul, bull sacrifice fit the needs of the god and was not in opposition to other cults in the area.
218

 

There is no evidence of revolts against Roman religion in Gaul or violence or other signs of 

resistance at Gaulish temples to Jupiter. That said, this did not mean that the Gauls and Romans 

living in the four provinces did not alter sacrifice practices at the village level. Any changes, 

however, were not a result of pressure from Gaulish hostility, but rather came about due to local 

preferences. As groups of people adapt to new landscapes or new neighbors, small ritual changes 

occur to help people interpret these changes in religious terms. They do not have to make these 

changes to resist the new events in their life, but instead to understand and even accept them 

using ritual.  

When it came to the Imperial Cult, however, things were different. Here we see the 

Roman state taking direct interest, but not necessarily direct action, in how the practices of ritual 

were developed.
219

 It appears that outside the festival days to the emperor, sacrifice on behalf of 

the emperor was performed to the other gods in the hopes of protecting and supporting him.
220

 

The people of Muniga dedicated for Vespasian and Titus at a temple complex and at the people 

at Caewent dedicated to the Numen of Augustus at the shrine of Mars Lenus.
221

 In Lugdunum 
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the rituals were performed by tribal representatives and consisted of actions taken around the 

central altar, which had an image of the emperor.
222

 Revell states that this type of sacrifice to and 

explicit support for the divinity of the emperor must have come from acceptance by the local 

population of the idea that the emperor was the head of Rome politically and spiritually.
223

 

Regardless, these rituals made the emperor the spiritual head of the united Gaulish tribes and the 

focus of their displays of ritual participation as loyal subjects in his empire. 

One major purpose of the Imperial Cult was to incorporate provincial settlements into the 

new, larger Roman community by creating a common tradition with a focus on the emperor that 

all provinces could share.
224

 This did not mean complete uniformity, however. Negotiation with 

local identity was always required, such as the association of specific temples in cities and 

geographical locations in the countryside.
225

  Duncan Fishwick sees a constant development of 

the cult in Gaul. He states that starting in the late 1
st
 century BCE, a priestly college consisting of 

local Gauls was founded to control ritual at the ritual area constructed in Lyon.
226

 During the 

Flavian period there was more direct control of the priesthood by the emperor, including the 

election of the head priest, but the ritual at the central temple in Lyon remained the same.
227

 

Later, Hadrian expanded the temple building in Lyon and changed the ritual from a sacrifice to 

the deified emperor to one which included the living emperor as well.
228

 The Imperial Cult at 

Lyon, which was meant to spread the Imperial Cult throughout the provinces, was meant to 
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appeal mainly to elite tribal leaders, but it also encouraged an image of the emperor that would 

expand to the rest of the population due the popularity of the communal festivals in his honor. 

For watery and chthonic deposits, there is plenty of evidence to support a continued 

tradition of a variety of offerings. Common target locations of deposition ranged from lakes to 

rivers and bogs in the Iron Age, not necessarily affiliated with sanctuaries.
229

 A majority of the 

items sacrificed or deposited by the elite warriors of Gaul were related to war and prestige, 

primarily weapons and horses.
230

 On the other hand, the discovery of crudely carved wooden 

statues of people in bogs suggests the use of watery areas for ritual offerings by Gauls with lower 

prestige.
231

 Most likely, Gauls who did not have enough money to pay for a craftsman carved 

their own statues to give to the gods. Aldhouse-Green also suggests that the fact that the wood 

was a living thing before being turned into an object connected the piece to the flesh of the 

person or animal represented in the image.
232

 If so, then wood might also have been popular with 

elites due to this particular quality. After the conquest, the elite Gauls relied less on military 

deposits, but maintained their former ritual affiliations with springs, bogs, and rivers. Evidence 

for rituals at sacred springs increases rapidly: we find a larger variety of deposits, including more 

terra cotta and stone items added to the usual wood and metal, plus more buildings at the sites, 

though other types of deposited items common from the Iron Age are not common at springs.
233

 

It has been suggested that such sites were just as important before the imperial period, but that as 

the ritual objects were primarily made out of wood, they most likely did not survive in these 
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areas.
234

 The increase of sanctuary building at these springs indicates a shift in the practice of the 

elite from constructing war-related displays to doing more public building. These new building 

projects undoubtedly increased awareness of such sites among non-elite Gauls. At a place of 

worship, the shared experience will change, creating a new network of ritual understanding that 

will quickly replace the previous one with each repetition. 

In addition to changes in deposit locations, imperial deposits in numerous sites 

throughout Gaul also show an increasing amount of Mediterranean-style imagery as well as 

broader Mediterranean influence. A good example is the increased use of curse tablets and stone 

body part votives.
235

 When one makes a curse tablet, the use of magic changes the nature of the 

offering. To successfully activate the magic, a person must use the appropriate materials for the 

formula, often lead. As a direct plea to a god, a curse tablet represented a personal connection to 

the divine. For a provincial Gaul, it also represented acceptance of and reliance on the spiritual 

power of an adopted religious tradition to solve a problem. In Gaul, curse tablets dating to the 

period before the conquest have been found, such as an early 1
st
 century B.C.E. lead defixio 

written in Gaulish, but using the Latin alphabet, and deposited ritually in Chamalières in central 

France.
236

 In this case, at least, Mediterranean influence is clear pre-conquest. Unfortunately, 

there is not much evidence of curse tablets from Gaul as compared to other provinces in the 

west.
237

 As such, curse tablets are not useful for further analysis of cultural change. 
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Unlike curse tablets, however, stone body part votives are relatively abundant in Gaul. 

Hundreds of body part votives are found at a variety of ritual centers throughout the four 

provinces, including the healing spring at Fontes Sequanae.
238

 Woolf suggests that some of the 

offerings found at the Fontes Sequanae, a ritual sanctuary at a spring located just northwest of 

Dijon in central France, follow the Roman pattern, rather than the indigenous one.
239

 Roman 

deposits at sites associated with health typically consisted of stone body part figurines 

representative of the body part that needed attention, while Gaulish deposits generally included 

full human forms carved from wood. In spite of Woolf’s claim, however, it is clear that the 

Roman style “health” votives at Fontes Sequanae melded with other deposits, such as Gaulish-

style wooden dedications, with no evident trauma, and provide no evidence of destruction or 

vandalism inflicted upon Gaulish deposits. Dendrochronological analyses for some of the 

wooden votive offerings date them to the same period as the stone carvings.
240

 The Roman-style 

deposits were still in the presence of the more traditional Gaulish wooden statuettes. Thus one 

cannot speak of a replacement of the previous tradition here. This cultural change occurred not in 

linear stages, but as a process of cultural mixing following the model of entanglement. 

Another change inspired by Mediterranean influence was the increase in popularity of 

small images of gods in terra cotta ranging in size from roughly 17 to 19 centimeters. Craftsmen 

mass produced the figurines in molds that archaeologists have found at ritual centers and 

workshops in a variety of locations in the provinces of Gaul.
241

 In some cases, the molds seem to 

have contained interchangeable parts, such as heads, to help workshops easily create a large 
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variety of figurines.
242

 Some molds, such as one for the mother goddess found in Saint-Germain-

en-Laye, were not separable.
243

 Among the more popular types of figurines were depictions of 

Venus and also a mother goddess holding two infants to her breasts.
244

 Given the variety of 

forms which have been found, the statuettes most likely served as a means of connecting to the 

gods. They were found in funeral deposits, at public ritual centers, and in domestic ritual areas 

such as home shrines, which suggests everyday ritual use.
245

 It is also clear from the find 

contexts of the figurines that these items served primarily sacrificial purposes: most of the 

figurines appear to have been buried in the ground of a sanctuary or near a domestic shrine. 

Jean-Louis Brunaux argues that the explosion in popularity of terra cotta figurines 

represents a new tradition in the depiction of the gods, and that their deposition in pits and 

shrines indicates where the statues were used.
246

 To be sure, individual Gauls were now using 

new images and new materials to express their relationships with the divine world. Brunaux also 

notes, however, that small statuary for ritual was still employed: the wooden statuettes 

mentioned above.
247

 Woolf notes that terra cotta and wood are both cheap materials that are 

useful for mass production, although with very different agents of manufacturing, and that there 

is a noticeably rapid adoption of the figurines in Gaul.
248

 Many scholars, Brunaux among them, 

state that the terra cotta statues were a new tradition rather than a replacement. It would perhaps 

be better to suggest that this later tradition, differing in material, location and some iconography, 
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was really only partially new and part of a synchronization of rituals. There was a tradition of 

small statuary previously, as mentioned above, and the lack of large scale evidence, due to the 

perishable nature of the material, makes broader conclusions problematic.
249

 What is clear is that 

the Gauls were not ignorant of small statuary and that they did not need to adopt the concept of 

figurines as a means of communicating with the gods. As for the changes in material and 

location, the evidence for wooden statuary both previous to and during the post-conquest period 

indicates the willingness of Gauls to use “cheaper” material for ritual.
250

 Craftsmen and other 

manufacturers of the figurines were not creating something completely new without much 

negotiation with the indigenous traditions: they repurposed both ritual tendencies and locations 

from their own knowledge of the demands of the divine and converted them into new forms to 

appease the gods.  This was reorganization of active ritual by local people who needed to create a 

new and all-encompassing system to understand the changes in their ritual centers. They were 

directed on a large scale by the elites and on a smaller, practical scale by sub-elites and what the 

gods now demanded of them. 

As we have already seen, along with this new tradition of miniature statuary there was a 

continued popularity of deposits in sacred watery sites throughout the four provinces. The small 

statues designed for watery deposition were primarily made of wood in the first century CE.
251

 

Most of these wooden statues employ similar imagery and artistic styles.
252

 At the Fontes 

Sequanae small stone heads, stylistically similar to busts, were also deposited, indicating the use 
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of the new ritual material in the same religious context as in previous periods. These stone heads 

were made in the same slightly abstract style as the statues found at the site.
253

 Since all the 

statues just described were found at a healing shrine, the heads were most likely attached to ritual 

requests to heal head trauma and related illnesses. Such representative votive offerings are 

common in European paganism.
254

 The terra cotta figurines could easily fit into this older 

tradition of miniature statuary made out of wood with the occasional stone exception. Even 

though they were not specifically deposited at watery sacred sites, they were nevertheless 

deposited for communicating a need to a deity. Although they introduced new elements and gods 

to the mix, the Gaulish terra cotta figurines of the first century CE did not enter a vacuum in the 

religious tradition of Gaul. More often than not, they conformed to older ones. 

Conclusion 

 Many ritual centers in Gaul did change in terms of architecture, use of space, and 

deposition rituals. People from various levels of the social hierarchy participated in those 

changes. At the elite level the buildings changed in terms of the material used to construct them 

and the using a style of architecture imported from the Mediterranean. The elites also 

participated in deposition rituals and used new types of votive offerings to reinforce their stature 

within Gallo-Roman society. Non-elite Gauls used the same ritual spaces and did adjust to the 

large scale changes created by elite Gauls. They did, however, also contribute to the changes of 

ritual space for their own purposes. Most of the evidence from these changes came from 

deposition practices. Some of these practices were hold-overs from Iron Age Gaulish society, 

including wooden statuettes of vaguely anthropomorphic figures. They also did not merely 
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mimic the changes made by elite Gauls but invented their own including simple and mass 

produced votive offerings as well as low quality carvings. These simpler votive offerings and 

carvings contributed to the larger ritual landscape by the number made and the consistency of 

their appearance. 
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CHAPTER 3: COMMUNAL EFFECTS OF RITUAL CHANGE 

Religious groups are a type of community. Even if they are spread across a large 

geographical area, they share similar gods, stories, and rituals. In polytheistic religions, the gods 

as well as the people form a community. The gods are a community of divine beings who also 

serve as central binding figures for the local human community. For example, in Rome there is 

the community of gods in relation to each other, such as Jupiter’s relationship with Juno, and 

there is the gods’ relationship with the city, as seen with rituals dedicated to singular gods or 

groups of gods. Additionally, the human communities in a city, town, or pilgrimage site are a 

community that is partly held together by ritual. The community does not need to be in the same 

direct geographical location either. Pilgrims are another type of community and although they 

are focused on a physical ritual site, they do not remain together physically, even though they 

keep the shared experience of the pilgrimage in their thoughts. It is important to keep this 

concept of a community in mind when discussing religious changes in the provinces of Gaul. 

People in ancient Gaul appropriated Roman gods and incorporated them into the Gaulish 

pantheon, which created new relationships, narratives, and rituals about and for them. In turn, 

these new ritual practices formed new kinds of communities, based on local traditions, but also a 

larger, more unified Gaulish identity. Non-elite Gauls contributed greatly to this process of 

creating a new religious community in Roman Gaul. 

The religious communities in the Gaulish provinces ranged from the transregional 

Imperial Cult to the specific healing site of Fontes Sequanae. The Imperial Cult is a good 

example of the spread of a common ritual idea across a large geographic area that includes the 

whole community of the empire. More locally, the gods within a city, town, or even a collection 

of rural communities help bind the people together under common understanding of rituals and 
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the stories about what the gods did in the local area. In the case of their material culture, we 

mainly have evidence for ritual rather than stories to help define the relationship of a god to the 

local people. For this we conclude only that the god was a part of the community and the god 

created a common religious understanding for a group of people. This conclusion, though, shows 

that the consensus regarding the gods was a form of discourse. The relationship between the 

Gauls and their gods was not just one of elites dictating proper rituals to non-elite Gauls, but 

rather non-elites also talking to each other about what they felt the proper communal relations 

with the gods should be.  

The healing shrine at Fontes Sequanae is an example of a regional ritual community. This 

pilgrimage site was not one reserved only for the elite; many of the worshippers were non-elite 

Gauls.
255

 Of the few inscriptions at the site one mentions a slave, who had funds or was a 

favorite of someone who paid for an inscription for him.
256

 Madeleine Gray argues that the 

community at this site was one of ritual negotiation where the participants’ “values and 

priorities” were maintained in the face of authority.
257

 Overall, this site is an example of a ritual 

community that expands beyond a single geographical location, has a variety of peoples from 

several social classes involved, and has a group of humans collectively interacting with a god. 

All of these aspects are important for understanding the nature of religious change in the four 

provinces of Gaul. Many of the changes come from the communal decisions of the Gauls and, as 

seen in this brief example, these changes need not just come from just the elites of Gaul.  

                                                           
255

 Marilynne Raybould, “The Epigraphy,” in Pilgrims in Stone: Stone Images from the Gallo-Roman Sanctuary 

of Fontes Sequanae ed. Miranda Aldhouse-Green (BAR International Series 754, 1999), 27. 
256

 Raybould, “The Epigraphy,” 27. 
257

 Madeleine Gray, “Pilgrimage: A comparative perspective,” in Pilgrims in Stone: Stone Images from the 

Gallo-Roman Sanctuary of Fontes Sequanae ed. Miranda Aldhouse-Green (BAR International Series 754, 1999), 

109. 



93 
 

The gods of provincial Gaul also formed various communities. Gaulish gods are grouped 

together and also grouped with the imported Roman gods. Rosmerta is now paired with Mercury, 

while Cernunnos appears with a variety of different gods including Hercules, Apollo, and 

Mercury. The Gaulish pantheon was expanding to incorporate gods imported from Rome 

beginning on a larger scale in the first century CE. By appearing next to already familiar Gaulish 

gods, the Roman gods became part of the community of gods that are part of the Gaulish 

landscape. Most of these gods probably did have stories accompanying this inclusion, but none 

of the specific stories survive. Instead, the images are what remain and this is the point of 

analysis for these groups of gods. These new images of the Roman and Gaulish gods are 

evidence to show how this new ritual culture appeared in the landscape. 

Community Ritual 

J. B. Rives aptly points out that ritual and civic identity are intrinsically linked and 

communal centers create “a collective religious identity.”
258

 Some of the Gaulish cults can be 

traced to specific cities or centers, which acted as points of focus for the development of those 

cults. In the case of the Imperial Cult, Lugdunum was a major center with an impressive 

sanctuary district, including the nearby amphitheater, all of which was dedicated to the three 

Gauls and was located just outside the town.
259

 The entire complex was built ca. 16-13 BCE and 

maintained until the fifth century CE. The sanctuary was in the shape of a long corridor with the 

amphitheater on the southern end and the temple on the northern end on top of a hill. It consists 

of an altar to Diana Augusta in the middle, which was dedicated in the second century CE, as 
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well as the temple and altar to the three Gauls—not Roma and Augustus—located on the hill and 

dedicated in the first century CE. The original look of the altar is still a matter of debate, but 

Duncan Fishwick argues that images on local coins are of this altar.
260

 Inside the temple was 

most likely a series of altars dedicated to the federated tribes with an altar to the emperor in the 

center. Fishwick also states that two ramps to the altar of the three Gauls, going up a hill at the 

end of the path leading from the amphitheater, are evidence of controlled processions as part of 

the ritual there.
261

 The altars located in the temple on top of the hill were the altars of the tribes 

and recorded the names of the sixty tribes who sent representatives to Lugdunum yearly. One 

additional altar featured the image of Augustus.
262

 Fishwick suggests that this ritual center was a 

federated shrine built for the purpose of creating unity amongst these tribes and incorporating 

them into a central administrative system.
263

 While this seems correct, the center of the site did 

more than that. This altar of the three Gauls created a sense of community within the empire for 

these tribes. The annual visitation by the tribal representatives, who participated in a festival 

there, reinforced this notion of a united Gaulish federation loyal to the Roman Empire. In effect, 

in the first century CE there was now a double network of tribes: one within the four Gauls and 

the other within the larger empire and based in Lugdunum. This second network not only 

focused the cult of the emperor around a major urban center, but also helped the Gauls create a 

new identity for themselves. These Gauls were now faithful subjects of the empire who 

demonstrated their allegiance through religious fealty to the genius of the emperor. The Imperial 

Cult was intended to create a larger imperial community, while also inserting the ideology of the 
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emperor into the local one. It created local and regularized “official” space for people to 

communicate similar ideas over a larger regional area.
264 

The connections between the Gauls and Rome and the emperor fostered at important 

Imperial Cult sites like Lugdunum ran parallel to connections that existed between Gauls and 

indigenous gods at their own ritual sites. Reims provides a good example of this phenomenon. 

Reims was a major center for the so-called three-headed god, Tricephalos, whose image appears 

here more than at any other site.
265

 Tricephalos was an indigenous deity in Gaul, who appeared 

as a man with three faces or heads connected together, usually carrying a ram’s head. His image 

appears in significant numbers throughout Gaul beginning in the first century CE, but images of 

him also appear in Reims in the second and first centuries BCE. It thus seems reasonable to 

suggest that Reims was a major center for his cult. Unfortunately, as we do not have much 

evidence for ritual material or space connected with Tricephalos in Reims, the focus of our 

analysis will be more on imagery from other sites that have yielded more evidence for ritual 

deposits and enclosures. The frequency of images of Tricephalos throughout the provinces of 

Gaul suggests that he represented a degree of communal cohesion as well as ritual practice.
266

 As 

patron of Reims and most likely the immediate countryside, Tricephalos was an essential part of 

the local identity and made this community unique, as is expected of a major cult center. If 

Jeffrey Alexander is correct when he claims that “ritual effectiveness energizes the participants 

and attaches them to each other, increases their identification with the symbolic objects of 

communication, and intensifies the connection of the participants and the symbolic objects with 

the observing audience, the relevant ‘community’ at large,”
 
then consistent public performances 
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of rituals for the three-headed god would have embedded him into the core of the community.
267

 

Indeed, the likelihood that this cult saw continuity from the Iron Age at Reims—as seen in 

coinage from the site which features a portrait of Tricephalos—highlights the area’s lengthy 

relationship with this god.
268

 Over time, the material on which the god was represented changed 

from coins to mainly stone reliefs. Such a change might seem to demonstrate a break in ritual or 

a lessening of the connection between the community and the god; however, rituals such as the 

creation of a representation of a god or the religious actions that take place near the image can 

“re-fuse” old connections as much as they “fuse” new ones.
269

 As such, a new tradition can be 

created, which fashions a new identity, but also continues to appeal to an existing community 

still reliant on indigenous traditions and connected to the landscape. 

Tricephalos had a relationship not only with the community of Reims or any place where 

his shrine was present, but also with the other gods in the community in their role as points of 

divine contact for the people. Local Gauls viewed the gods of their community as both individual 

deities and as beings that interacted with each other in a manner unique to the local region. A 

deity, as a force that helps maintain the well-being of a community, has to adapt to meet the 

ritual needs of his people in a changing religious environment while also maintaining 

harmonious relationships with partner deities. He or she can serve as a focal point around which 

the community can adapt to additions to the local pantheon and new mediums of representation. 

At Reims, other gods depicted include, but are not limited to, Mercury, Cernunnos, Hercules, the 
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Mallet God, Mercury, Apollo, and Epona.
270

 The Gauls of Reims created specifically localized 

versions of various religious traditions, such as the relationships of the gods to each other, but 

which utilized common imagery. These images would have been understood by the larger 

population of Gaul, but the specific combinations of other divinities with Tricephalos, the patron 

of the community, would have been defining for the people of Reims. 

Of course, communal identity was only one portion of the ancient religious experience. 

Personal relationships with ritual space, ritual items, and even the materials used to create an 

image or ritual were also key components. As an individual moved to or through a ritual center, 

the space traversed affected his or her actions and views of the divine. Chris Gosden notes that, 

once placed in a public area, an object creates its own space into which a person must fit.
271

 In 

the highly repetitive world of ritual, this phenomenon is especially important. When a person 

travels a distance to a ritual site, they use personal connections to others at the ritual center to 

create a network based on a shared experience that they might not have had in their home 

community. Aldhouse-Green notes one such example at Fontes Sequanae, a healing sanctuary on 

top of a hill, at which visitors had to follow a path so as to “progress in a controlled and 

ritualized manner to the focus of holiness.”
272

 This progression through the shrine created a new 

experience for the pilgrims, who, at the sanctuary, moved along a path more guided and 

restricted than the one they had taken to travel to the sanctuary.
273

 Movement was more 

communal at the sanctuary; the pilgrims shared the same path and direction. The distance 

                                                           
270

 Espérandieu, 3653, 3662, 3664, 3666, 3668, 3672. One of the best crafted of these images, created by a 

highly skilled sculptor using the Mediterranean style, is of Cernunnos paired with Mercury and Apollo, Espérandieu, 

3653. 
271

 Chris Gosden, “What do Objects Want?” Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 12.3 (2005), 153. 
272

 Aldhouse-Green, An Archaeology of Images, 49. 
273

 Statues of possible visitors at the upper part of the hill wear cloaks and foot apparel appropriate for travel, 

further reinforcing the likelihood of pilgrimage to the site. Aldhouse-Green, An Archaeology of Images, 49. 



98 
 

travelled, coupled with the coming together of pilgrims at and within the shrine, created a new 

community whose shared experience was the material and space of the ritual site. 

 Pilgrims to Fontes Sequanae began their travels in relative isolation to one another, only 

to end their journeys integrated into a new community of fellow pilgrims. This ritual transition 

from multiple journeying individuals to a community of believers created a new ritual-based 

group from which the Gauls could learn and draw inspiration. When they returned to their own 

towns, they once again changed from individuals on the road into members of a group, though 

now with new ritual knowledge, which they spread within their towns. As some Gaulish ritual 

centers remained in use for generations, the same transformative journeys took place for years 

and years.
274

 New generations of pilgrims would have spread their changing ideas about the gods 

and how to perform rituals for the gods, many of which would have originated at pilgrimage 

sites. Thus ritual centers that relied on pilgrimage played an important role in the spread of new 

ideas from one region to another. If, for example, a new ritual concept about displaying the 

image of a god in stone relief came from the north, pilgrims from a town positively influenced by 

this thinking would spread the idea in other directions. 
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Fig. 7. Two ritually deposited busts, the left made out of wood and the right made out of stone, and a ritual statue 

all found at Fontes Sequanae. Musée Archéologique Dijon, 38, 52, 1. 

Within a single site negotiation regarding the appearance and use of ritual materials 

occurred. Ritual offerings from pilgrims, in both stone and wood, sought to resolve problems 

related to ailments, like trouble breathing and the ills of travelling.
275

 Statues dedicated by 

pilgrims to the power of the local goddess, made mainly of stone, were located primarily on the 

upper terraces of the sanctuary at Fontes Sequanae and would have been encountered by visitors 

as they moved toward the center of the site.
276

 Yet the fact that a mix of wooden and stone 

objects were deposited at the site should remind us not only that there was most likely a mix of 

objects deposited at most sites, but also that stone did not completely replace other materials in 

all aspects of ritual in the first century CE (Fig. 7). A mix of materials at a site suggests a 

potential hierarchy of affordability for offerings or a need for different types of material to fit 
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different ritual needs. A number of deposits discovered in the spring at Fontes Sequanae 

contained heads made out of either stone or wood and with fully fleshed out faces.
277

 Both stone 

and wood were used to create the carved heads, and also the heads themselves fluctuate in 

quality of carving. As the average head in both media are similar in appearance, the choice of 

material was most likely linked to the purpose of the ritual.
278

 Regardless, what is important here 

is the fact that people gathered at the site to use both materials in a similar fashion. Since they 

were pilgrims, they would have returned to their home communities retaining a ritualistic 

concept shared with people from completely different communities, thus creating a network of 

shared iconographic understanding. The strange disks on the pilgrim statues (Fig. 7) illustrate 

this nicely. Aldhouse-Green states that since these disks are found only on the statues of 

children, they were probably a part of the visitation experience only in this local area.
279

 The 

pilgrim community at Fontes Sequanae understood the importance of placing the disks on 

representations of children and shared that knowledge with their individual networks, creating a 

wider, but ultimately still regional tradition based on the material at the site and the space in 

which the material moved.  Thus a whole system of ritual, imagery and understanding of space 

and divinity was spread to other communities by returning pilgrims who related their experiences 

and created a common narrative surrounding the Fontes Sequanae. This narrative did function 

not only at the site, however. The pilgrims discussed what they saw at the site with other Gauls. 

These people, upon hearing the stories of the pilgrims, would have internalized a narrative that 
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they did not personally experience. To ancient religions the gods were very real and proper 

rituals for the gods needed to be negotiated.
280

  

 

Fig. 8.  A reproduction of Le Pilier des Nautes, Hatt, 1989. 
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Le Pilier des Nautes 

A common feature of the depiction of the divine in stone relief is the portrayal of gods in 

anthropomorphic form. As noted above, Gauls often depicted multiple gods together, both 

Gaulish and Roman. The reasons for choosing which deities to group together are not known, but 

in some cases the desire to create a Pantheistic shrine appears to have been primary. One such 

example is the Pilier des Nautes, dedicated by the local collegium of sailors in Lutetia during the 

reign of Tiberius (Fig 8).
281

 The dedication to the emperor Tiberius was most likely a recognition 

of his role in officially allowing the association.
282

 The actual pillar is currently in fragments, but 

the reconstruction at the Musée de Cluny is a good approximation of what the piece may have 

looked like in its original form.
283

 This depiction of the pillar contains four levels. The gods each 

take up a full panel, as does the dedication to Tiberius. Under each god is an inscription 

containing his name. Deities depicted on the monument include Jupiter, Cernunnos, Tarvos 

Trigaranus, Fortuna, Vulcan, Esus, Smertrios and Castor; various other gods lack names.
284

 All 

of the gods are represented in anthropomorphic form except Tarvos Trigaranus, who is shown as 

a bull. There are also a couple of panels on the lowest level of the pillar depicting bearded men 

(who are most likely soldiers) in hats carrying shields and spears. One of these panels contains 

the inscription EVRISES (Fig. 9).
285

 Another incomplete panel depicts what appears to be a 

couple and contains the inscription SENANT V[-] ETLON [----] (Fig. 9).
286 
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Fig. 9. Panels from Les Piliar des Nautes depicting bearded men in hats carrying shields and spears on the left and 

most likely soldiers on the right, Hatt, 1989. 

Appropriation of new deities and reconceptualization of old ones are the main processes 

occurring in this piece, but there is certainly more going on. One might question why the makers 

chose to group these particular gods and what the significance of the grouping was. Did the 

various placements of the panels of the gods on the pillar have any deeper meaning? Grouping of 

images usually implies a connection between the gods so grouped. This did not need to be 

mythological—that is, alluding to a story that explains a personal relationship between the gods 

represented—but it was definitely related to ritual connections, such as control of a sanctuary or 

community. In the case of Le Piliars de Nautes, the narrative is not known but it was a communal 

ritual piece useful for a larger group of people to have a relationship with multiple gods. Van 

Andringa notes that at Pompeii grouped gods are often represented together on reliefs and 

statuary due to the proximity of their temples in the city or the role of the gods as patrons of a 

city or person.
287

 He also suggests that communities created shared spaces for public ritual, and 
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gods were grouped at those sites, as well.
288

 The pillar of the sailors could easily fit into such a 

communal framework. The gods depicted on the pillar may have been combined for reasons as 

simple as the proximity of their local temple sites, their status as patron deities of the collegium 

or their inclusion in a pantheistic ritual center. The only problem with such an explanation is the 

bottom panels that depict marching soldiers. Michel Lejeune states that the narrative here was 

most likely one of local significance related to ritual rather than a broader Mediterranean 

legend.
289

 If so, this places all the gods on the monument within the same local cosmology. For 

the people who built and viewed this monument in Lutetia, the main gods and their names, the 

inscription to the emperor, and the pantheistic monumental style would have been recognizable, 

but the specific narrative would most likely have only been relevant to just the area around 

Lutetia, if not only the local collegia. 

Grouping Gods 

Hybridization and creating new traditions does not develop in a vacuum and Mavilly’s 

role as a pilgrimage site meant it was influenced by travelers and influenced other communities 

in terms of the visual representation of the gods. At Mavilly, a four-sided pillar was discovered 

that featured a variety of gods depicted in relief on superposed panels, but without any 

inscriptions to identify the deities.
290

 One panel contains a male deity in a cuirass holding a spear 

in his right hand and an unknown object in his left. Below him is a possible depiction of Neptune 

wearing a torc and cloak with a dolphin to his left (Fig. 10). Another panel contains a couple. 

The woman is dressed as a Roman matron in a stola. Below the pair is a man in a Gallic-style 

chain mail cuirass holding a spear and a Gallic style shield (Fig. 10). On his left is a horned 
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snake and on his right is a woman holding his shield. On a third panel, a female stands center left 

holding a cornucopia with a naked cloaked male behind her. Underneath this other pair is a 

standing female in a billowing dress holding uncertain objects with vegetal designs behind her.
291

 

A fourth panel has Dionysus holding grapes at top, while at bottom there is a seated male and 

two figures behind him: another male who covers his own eyes at left, and a bird at right (Fig. 

10).
292

 Of another four-sided pillar found at Mavilly only the bottom portion survives. Among 

the feet of the deities depicted on this pillar the horned snake appears wrapped around a small 

pillar (Fig. 10).
293 
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Fig. 10.  Three panels from the Mavilly pillar and one panel from the incomplete pillar at Mavilly. 
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While many possible identities have been suggested for the gods on the Mavilly pillars, 

for purposes of this study, I will focus primarily on the implications of the groupings and what 

the specifics of the divine images imply for contact between local communities and the larger 

provincial culture and the development of new traditions. Like the pillar of the sailors, the 

Mavilly pillars’ grouped deities suggest that the pillar was located either at a pantheistic ritual 

site or near multiple shrines.
294

 Since there were at least two of these god-grouping monuments, 

it is more likely that Mavilly contained a pantheistic or federated ritual center. Was there more 

than one structure, a complex of centers, a federated shrine or an important open place in the 

landscape? Unfortunately, there is no archaeological evidence from the site beyond the pillars, 

but some basic conclusions are possible.
295

 Emile Thevenot strongly suggests that although the 

Mavilly monuments are similar to the Pilier des Nautes, they were not based on the same 

template and are unique.
296

 As there are no dedications or inscriptions on the Mavilly pillars and 

the panels are not separated clearly, we cannot adduce the involvement of a collegium in their 

construction, as with the Pilier des Nautes. We should perhaps instead see the active involvement 

of the surrounding community in representing a community of gods whose relations to each 

other created a divine narrative that, in turn, exemplified that same surrounding community. 

Additionally, since Mavilly was a place of pilgrimage, a larger network identity could have been 

created from shared experience there, as mentioned earlier for other sites.
297

 In such an 
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environment of ritualized travel, the various gods on the monuments would have had broad 

recognition and appeal. 

On one of the Mavilly pillars the deity identified as Neptune wears a torc. While this may 

seem like a minor variance in the iconography, the torc carries with it certain implications about 

divinity and prestige. While it was commonly worn by divinities in pre-conquest imagery, it was 

also an important part of the panoply of an elite Gaulish warrior.
298

 Thus by putting a torc on this 

sea god, the artist would have associated him with Gaulish traditions connected with war and 

social status. Yet this deity also displays items more traditionally associated with Poseidon, 

including a trident and a dolphin. The panel of the god in Gaulish military paraphernalia also 

follows the pattern of the “Neptune” panel. Green, citing Simone Deyts, identifies the chain mail 

shirt, torc, lance and shield of the so-called “Mars” with pre-conquest La Tène III armament.
299

 

The woman to the left of “Mars” holds his shield in symbolic partnership with this god, possibly 

to illustrate a divine marriage or narrative connection.
300

 Additionally, the ram-horned snake next 

to “Mars” is a well-attested Gaulish mythical animal which is seen on a number of older items, 

including the Gundestrup Cauldron.
301

 The snake must have had importance in the region, as it is 

seen on another pantheistic block, of which only the base remains.
302

 The presence of the horned 

snake also brings into question the identity of the deity. This mythical animal does not usually 

appear in conjunction with imported Mediterranean cults, unlike the torc which sometimes does 
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appear in that context.
303

 Aldhouse-Green identified Mavilly as a healing sanctuary. If this is 

correct, there is a possible connection between the snake and health.
304

 One panel which supports 

this theory is that containing a pair of men, one in front, seated and holding a cup, and one 

behind covering his eyes. The prominent figure, seated and holding a cup, looks directly at the 

viewer. Green suggests that the figure behind the deity is an afflicted pilgrim appealing to the 

god for aid, based on the fact that he places his hands there.
305

 Regardless of the identifications 

proposed for the gods on the pillars, or the purpose of the site, we should assume that at Mavilly 

there was a narrative, or multiple narratives, that combined all of the imagery of the pillars. This 

narrative would have been spread by traveling pilgrims and would have defined the role of the 

sanctuary site. While the pillars of Mavilly contain elements of at least two previous traditions, 

they stand on their own and need not be considered examples of hybridization, but rather 

monuments that fit the needs of people who were actively engaged in creating a new tradition. 

This site at Mavilly also shows less of a prestigious element as seen in the lower quality of the 

images and the lack of monumental building except for the pillars.  
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Fig. 11.  Left, Mercury (R) and Rosmerta (L) exchanging bread and a Caduceus on a multi-paneled column to Jupiter 

at Mayence, Espérandieu, 5887. Right, Mercury (R) and Rosmerta (L) holding hands from Eisenberg, 3
rd

 century CE, 

@Quartier Latin 1968. 

While large groupings of gods like those depicted on the Mavilly pillars were common in 

imperial Gaul, sometimes Gaulish gods were paired with Roman gods. A common pairing of this 

type was that of Mercury and Rosmerta. Rosmerta was almost always depicted with Mercury, 

perhaps in an effort to adopt the foreign god into the Gaulish pantheon. At Auxois, the top 

fragment of a square stone monument contains a panel with a female on the left dressed as a 

Roman matron and Mercury on the right. The female has been identified as Rosmerta and the 

two clasp hands in the Roman marital gesture of manus.
306

 More often, however, the two deities 

stand next to each other, usually with Rosmerta holding a cornucopia—illustrating her 
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connection to fertility—and Mercury wearing his winged helmet and boots and carrying the 

caduceus.
307

 Pairings like these, especially in divine marriages, often had narratives attached, 

usually in the form of myths about how the gods met and married. This did not, however, have to 

be a marriage in the traditional sense. In a comparative example, Jean-Pierre Vernant suggests 

that the relationship between Hermes and Hestia was one of mutual affection based on their 

domains upon the earth and their deep connection to humans.
308

 This was a partnership of 

domain and function rather than a true marriage. The specific story of the pairing of Mercury and 

Rosmerta could have been similar to the example of Hermes and Hestia but the real narrative is 

unknown. Nevertheless, the narrative would likely have conformed to the common tradition of 

marriage employed by most polytheists to incorporate new gods into a pantheon. 

Uncommon illustrations of the couple include a square pillar from Lutetia where four 

gods are shown in relief on each of the four sides. The first panel features Mercury with his 

normal accoutrements, the winged helmet, boots and caduceus; the fourth shows Rosmerta 

wearing a diadem and also holding the caduceus of Mercury.
309

 The pairing of Rosmerta and 

Mercury here is interesting, as they are on opposite facing panels and she has taken some of his 

paraphernalia. It suggests an active and functional partnership between Rosmerta and Mercury. 

She is taking some of his domain by appropriating his symbols, but only doing so in conjunction 

with his presence. Through this partnership the Gauls claimed Mercury as one of their gods. It 

was almost a type of evocatio in which Mercury was drawn into the new pantheon by a narrative 
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of appropriation, in this case by means of Rosmerta.
310

 The other two images on the pillar are of 

Dionysus and Apollo. On one panel Dionysus stands with one foot on a pedestal and carries his 

staff with grapes hanging from it. On the opposite panel Apollo stands with his harp. It is 

possible that Dionysus and Apollo are in a similar relationship as Mercury and Rosmerta. Or it is 

possible that all four are part of a single narrative in which Rosmerta was the one undergoing 

evocatio. Most likely, due to the presence of Rosmerta and her holding the Caduceus, indicating 

a possession of Mercury’s divine domain, this was an inclusion of the Mediterranean gods to the 

Gaulish pantheon. Taken as a whole, the images on the pillar from Lutetia perhaps created a 

visual narrative that gave the Gauls a story to help them learn about the new additions to their 

pantheon. 

Conclusion 

The spread of changes in the ritual landscape of Provincial Gaul was partially driven by 

individual ritual communities such as the ones just described. Evidence for these communities 

ranges from entire ritual sites, such as the imperial cult center at Lugdunum and the pilgrimage 

site of Fontes Sequanae, to collections of images of gods. In each of these communities, a 

perceivable change takes place in the first and second centuries CE, in which people who used or 

visited the sites would notice and incorporate the new images into their own worldview. Some of 

these ritual communities received tremendous input from elite Gauls, such as the Imperial Cult, 

while others, such as Fontes Sequanae, did not necessarily rely on elites. In terms of region-wide 

ritual changes, the more local ritual communities, such as Mavilly and Lutetia, changed in 

response to the larger trend of ritual communication but also influenced the changes due to their 
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role as centers of ritual communication. The monuments at the local sites changed to include new 

images of traditional gods and adopted images of imported gods all of which reflect the larger 

religious changes in Gaul. The images that the Gauls created at these sites, however, contributed 

to a wider agreement about how the gods should appear creating a constant interaction with the 

public who viewed these monumments. 

The gods as a community also affected the religious landscape of the four Provinces of 

Gaul. Various gods from both the Mediterranean and Gaul itself were combined in groups as the 

Gauls decided how to incorporate the new gods from Rome. New divine communities arose, and 

certain gods appeared consistently with others. Mercury and Rosmerta, for example, are often 

found with each other throughout the four provinces, which indicate a wide acceptance of the 

combination. Gods who appeared on the same monument in larger groups were also part of a 

similar divine narrative. For instance, the pillars in Mavilly and Lutetia feature larger groups of 

gods, both Roman and Gaulish. Such a grouping served the same function as the pairing of 

Mercury and Rosmerta. It was a means of including the new gods from the Mediterranean into 

the Gaulish pantheon. 
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CHAPTER 4: GOD IMAGES 

One of the most dramatic changes in religious practice in the four Gaulish provinces was 

the way in which both Roman and Gaulish gods appeared on visual media. Roman gods changed 

visual characteristics to meet the ritual needs of local communities. The Gauls began to depict 

their gods in anthropomorphic form, in a consistent manner throughout the four provinces. Both 

of these types of changes came from the local negotiations of ritual and regional networks that 

allowed for communication about how the gods should appear. Such agreement on imagery 

stretched across the ranks of Gaulish social hierarchy; thus the non-elite Gauls had a tremendous 

influence on the spread of the visual depictions throughout Gaul. They saw these images in local 

ritual centers as well as in pilgrimage sites and through explanatory discussions, such as the 

dialogue between Lucian and a local Gaul regarding the appearance of Ogmios, agreed on an 

accepted version of the image of a god.  Thus the visual depictions of the gods became 

standardized throughout the four provinces.  

As the gods either changed imagery or, in the case of most of the Gaulish gods, simply 

changed the type of material they were depicted on, they became part of the new religious 

landscape of Roman Gaul. This new landscape was actively created by the Gauls who made 

these changes. Basically, there was an agreement by local Gauls about how their gods should 

appear and on what materials should they appear. This tradition of new imagery that 

incorporated influences from the wider Roman Empire was made through a variety of means 

including the desires of an elite patron of a site, a group decision made by a non-elite entity like a 

collegium or the influence of traditional pre-conquest ritual. Due to these influences the gods 

now appeared in stone, staring directly at the people performing ritual at the relief image. Thus 
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the new landscape was one of direct visual contact with the gods, both Roman and Gaulish, in 

Gaul.  

Elite influence is seen in finely made imagery that uses imported techniques and 

materials from the Mediterranean. These reliefs and statues mimicked some Roman conventions 

of style, such as fine togas and fine hairstyles, to denote the elite nature of a person. They also 

used fine marble and highly skilled sculptors to make these images.  The influence on the spread 

of the god images by non-elite Gauls can be seen in monuments funded by non-elite groups, such 

as the Piliar de Nautes in Paris. This pillar has imagery that does not appear in other ritual 

monuments, but does also have imagery that coincides with the standard imagery seen on other 

monuments in the four provinces of Gaul. Evidence for traditional imagery is seen in the 

representation of Cernunnos. His stance and accoutrements are all connected to Iron Age images 

of the god, including the famous image of Cernunnos on the Gundestrup Cauldron.  

Adopting and Merging Gods 

Whenever a community adds a new god, new rituals and cult duties arise. When Rome 

adopted Cybele (Magna Mater), new laws were passed to ensure that citizens would not enter the 

cult and castrate themselves.
311

 This eastern goddess appears in statues as a Roman matron, for 

example, in the Getty statue, and inscriptions to her, such as the dedication from Gnaeus 

Pompeius Probus at Toulouse, contain the formulaic Latin phrase votum solvit libens merito.
312

 

Yet many of her core rituals, such as processions of flagellating Galli and the Taurobolium, were 
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retained by the Romans in honor of her Phrygian roots.
313

 The term Gallus and the traditions of 

flagellation and castration appear in Hellenistic sources as early as the fourth century BCE, much 

earlier than the adoption of the cult by Rome in the second century BCE. Eugene Lane states that 

the first identification of the priests of Cybele as Galli occurs in a remark attributed to Arcesilaus 

ca 318-242 BCE by Diogenes Laertius.
314

 Livy also states that the Galli were so-called during a 

Roman campaign in Anatolia in the early second century BCE.
315

 Kirk Summers states that the 

Taurobolium entered Roman ritual tradition under Claudius, and that although it came from the 

East, it represented a Roman development of the cult.
316

 While negotiation and adaptation did 

occur, the cult of Cybele ultimately represented a new tradition in Rome. As we have seen, 

similar negotiations occurred in Gaul, resulting in the use of new gods in new traditions. The 

resulting manipulation of the image of a god is “ritual refashioning.”
 317

 Imagine an image made 

out of clay. If the artist decides to change it by taking portions away and adding new ones from a 

different source, the resulting image will be something new, in its blended entirety, which alters 

the design made by the artist rather than the original image and the influences he borrowed from. 

Depictions of the god Mercury show the process of regional adaptation and ritual 

refashioning. As noted above, he was often paired with Rosmerta, but he was also depicted 

alone. In his account of his conquest of the region, Caesar equated an unknown Gaulish god with 

Mercury when he describes their religion. This connection might explain why the Gauls 
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welcomed the divinity into their pantheon so enthusiastically.
318

 The Gaulish Mercury changed 

form and iconography in the renegotiation of foreign rituals that accompanied his incorporation 

in society. Yet, he remained similar to the Roman imagery that had origins in the Mediterranean 

traditions, thus remaining familiar to Romans in Gaul. We have already seen how Mercury 

changed his accouterments (by adopting a cloak or torc), form (by appearing as an older, bearded 

man or a younger, beardless man), and associations (by being paired with Rosmerta) in Gaul to 

fit the needs of the individual provinces. This new version of Mercury was an example of ritual 

refashioning of the god. In his ritual refashioning, Mercury entered Gaul as part of a new 

tradition fitting the needs of a new locality as a syncretized deity.
319

 He did not always change 

form, of course; when he did, the changes were not always consistent. He also did not lose his 

Roman identity, but, just as Cybele did not lose her Phrygian flair, Mercury maintained his 

Mediterranean associations. He was an important part of the religious and cultural renegotiations 

of Gaulish society due to contact with the Roman Empire, which created new traditions and 

localized versions of the deity. 

The Mercury of Lezoux, 2.5m high, made of limestone and currently in the Musée 

d’Archéologie nationale in Saint Germain en-Laye, depicts the deity as a bearded man in what 

Miranda Aldhouse-Green identifies as a “sagum or birrus,” a Gaulish style hooded cloak, and the 

traditional winged helmet (Fig. 12).
320

 He also wears ankle-high boots, holds a full purse in his 

right hand and a caduceus (now missing) in his left. A cockerel and goat stand at his feet. An 

inscription on his chest reads Mercurio et Augusto Sacrum; an inscription on his back is 

                                                           
318

 Caesar, de Bello Gallico, 6.17. It was common for ancient authors to give familiar names to unfamiliar gods 

as a means of making foreign deities accessible to their audiences. 
319

 Other gods also underwent changes when they entered the provinces of Gaul, but Mercury was the most 

popular (that is, widespread), and will thus be the focus of this study. 
320

 Aldhouse-Green, An Archaeology of Images, 220. 



118 
 

incomplete.
321

 This Mercury of Lezoux is an excellent example of a Gallo-Roman god who fit 

the needs of at least one Gaulish community, but not necessarily all Gaulish communities. He 

represented a new tradition created from syncretism. His beard does not conform to the Roman 

portrayal of the deity, and unlike other depictions of Mercury, such as most of the reliefs of 

Mercury coupled with Rosmerta, the Lazoux Mercury does not have a hip-jut stance in the 

Mediterranean style nor does any motion seem to be implied. The robe or cloak he wears is 

unusual, given that in most depictions, Mercury is naked or wearing a loose tunic. That said, the 

garments of the Lezoux Mercury are similar to the clothing worn by other figurines found in the 

provinces of Gaul, such as the wooden and stone pilgrim sculptures at Fontes Sequanae.
322

 This 

places the Mercury of Lezoux firmly within a tradition in the four Gaulish provinces. At the 

same time, he still had the traditional paraphernalia of the god, including the winged helmet, goat 

and cockerel, purse, and caduceus.
323

 The figure represented in the statue was still Mercury, and 

any remaining ambiguity is cleared up by the inscription identifying the statue as the god. 

Finally, the inclusion of Augustus in the inscription on his chest also clearly demonstrates that 

the piece was not intended to represent resistance to Rome or the emperor’s place in ritual. 
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Fig. 12.  The Mercury of Lezoux. Picture taken by author, 2014. 

 

Other depictions of Mercury also suggest the process of ritual refashioning echoed in the 

example from Lezoux. Another small bronze statue in the same museum depicts the god naked, 

without any winged helmet or boots, but with a cloth wrapped around his left arm and a torc 

around his neck (Fig. 13). He is in the hip-jut position, holding a purse in his left hand with a 

cockerel, tortoise and goat at his feet.
324

 He holds his right hand before his body in a gesture 

similar to one popular in Italian curses, though his hand is pointed sideways rather than directed 

toward the offending person. The absence of helmet and boots, coupled with the notable 
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inclusion of a torc, pulls this Mercury further from his traditional, Mediterranean context and 

into a more provincial Gallic one. On the other hand, the humanistic style of the sculpture, the 

fact that it was cast in bronze and the inclusion of the cockerel, tortoise, and goat exhibit clear 

Mediterranean influence.
325

 As was the case with the previous example, this god was still 

Mercury and was still an import from the Mediterranean, while more comfortably fitting his 

provincial audience.
326

 All the same, in spite of his notable iconographical differences, a Roman 

looking at this little statue would have recognized the god. 

The Lezoux Mercury is also a good example of “ritual refashioning.” The god fit into a 

specifically local context due to his appearance, the style of carving, and the choice of material. 

At the same time, these characteristics did not exclude this statue from the larger network of 

religion and prestige in Roman Gaul, and potentially other areas in the west. The patron of this 

piece likely wanted a unique take on the god, but one that would still have been easily 

recognizable as Mercury to visiting pilgrims. As we have seen, ancient polytheistic religions 

typically allowed their gods to have a variety of aspects and malleable forms.
327

 Gods covered a 

variety of domains and could change their identities based on necessity. Apollo, for instance, was 

an oracular god, as well as the god of plague and could hold these identities combined or 

separately depending on the nature of the action he needed to take. This change in domain 

applied to geographical locations as well. To cite one example, Jupiter was located on the 

Capitoline Hill, as well as on top of ritual columns in northwestern Gaul.
328

 Like Apollo and 

Zeus, Mercury could have multiple identities and domains. He came in both his traditional, 
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Mediterranean incarnation, as well as a version that appealed to his Gaulish devotees, among 

others. We need not see Romanizing influence behind these provincial depictions. The adoption 

of other gods into an existing pantheon was not unusual anywhere in the ancient world. It is more 

a result of contact and choice rather than a result of “Romanization.” 

 

Fig. 13.  Bronze Mercury statuette at Saint Germain, Proinsias Mac Cana, Celtic Mythology (London: The Hamlyn 

Publishing Group Ltd., 1970) 22. 

At this point, it would be useful to consider the difficult question of perception. That is, 

when looking at a statue like the bronze Mercury originally from Frankfurt above, did two 
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different viewers, one Roman and one Gaulish, see the same god? If not, what does that 

difference in perception mean for the use of such an object in an analysis of the role of identity in 

the provinces? To return to Lucian again, both Lucian and the kindly “Celt” had different takes 

on the same image. One, the “Celt,” drew on local tradition to explain the images of Ogmios; the 

other, Lucian, viewed Ogmios through a Mediterranean lens. In this example, each man drew on 

a base of information that came from his own culture. While the “Celt” was aware of the 

Mediterranean concept of Hercules, his knowledge of Ogmios was Gaulish. An individual’s 

perception relies on previous or reinforced information. In the case of new ritual imagery in 

Gaul, changes in how the gods appeared were reinforced by consistency in depiction and the 

acceptance of the new images at ritual centers. 

Like Mercury, Mars also gained new qualities by merging with local gods. Many 

different versions of Mars appear in the provinces, and a wealth of epigraphic evidence indicates, 

in many cases, the specific gods with which Mars merged.
329

 In addition, a handful of sites have 

added significant details to the overall picture, such as the temple to Mars Mullo near Le Mans, 

which was in continual use from the fifth century BCE to the fourth century CE.
330

 At the earliest 

layers of use, the site has yielded weapons, Greek and Gaulish coinage deposits, as well as a wall 

enclosing a space containing a rectangular structure and some surrounding buildings—including 

a round edifice—in common Gaulish fashion.
331

 After this, and up to the first century CE, the 

site has revealed a number of military deposits, primarily iron swords.
332

 Starting in the first 
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century CE, a few changes occur, chief among these the installation of a statue to Mars Mullo in 

the enclosed space and some slight changes to some of the buildings.
333

 Inscriptions from the site 

show that the gods Mars and Mullo became a single amalgamated god.
334

 Elite deposits shifted 

from military items to pottery, but non-elite items remained stable, including fibulae and low- 

value coinage, mainly of the emperors, and all from the first century CE.
335

 

By the second century, a large construction project was undertaken, resulting in a larger 

temple built to enclose the round structure, and eventually a large temple complex of multiple 

buildings made of stone filled the whole multi-structure area.
336

 The layout of this new complex 

resembled the viereckschanze style, which consisted of a walled enclosure, a cella, though in this 

case an enclosure with structures. Thus the new complex followed the pattern of the previous 

version. Decorative elements shifted into more Mediterranean styles, such as columns and 

rosettes in the Flavian and Antonine periods. During the late first and second centuries CE a 

central temple with a raised platform, a pediment, and columns with Corinthian capitals replaced 

the earlier building.
337

 Aside from the decline of martial deposits at the site in the first century 

CE, the biggest visible votive changes around the same time were the inclusion of fine 

Mediterranean-style pottery, possibly left as a new form of prestige deposit, and a change from 

wood to stone in the usual elite deposit style.
338

 The first century CE statue of Mars-Mullo 

conformed to hybrid depictions of Mars found in the northeastern sections of the provinces.
339
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Since one main function of Mars was as protector and father of the Roman people, he meshed 

well with tribal gods who acted as divine patrons. This connection to tribal gods makes him a 

good contact point for adopting new ritual ideas from the Mediterranean. Here, he merged with 

the local Gaulish father and patron deity. Considering the prudence of encouraging among 

provincials a sense of belonging in the Roman Empire, the attention given to the site by the 

Flavian and Antonine emperors made good sense, and Mars was an important part of the process 

of assimilation. Yet there is at least one caveat to any larger-scale conclusion about the role of 

Mars-Mullo in this process: the fact that he was an indigenous deity who merged with a 

Mediterranean one, rather than a Mediterranean divinity that changed when entering a new 

pantheon.
340

 By continuing to employ his Gaulish surname Mullo, the Gauls at this site made it 

clear that they were adapting Mars as a good fit for a concept best represented partially in their 

own language.
341

 

It should not come as a surprise that Mars was not the only Roman god to merge with 

local Gaulish ones in the first century CE and after. Taranis and Jupiter merged as well. In 

general—and definitely in Gaul—these two gods shared certain symbols, especially the solar 

disk, represented as a wheel with spokes. Taranis was the thunder god of the Gauls and is mainly 

described by Lucan, who condemns human sacrifices to the god.
342

 As there are not many 

inscriptions to Taranis, it seems most likely that he syncretized with Jupiter, as there are 
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inscriptions to Jupiter featuring the wheel symbol.
343

 In the Mediterranean, the solar disk 

normally appears with Helios in the form of a halo of rays from the god’s head.
344

  In Gaul, the 

disk appears at a large number of sites ranging from Belgica to Aquitania. Aldhouse-Green notes 

that the wheel was a popular symbol as far back as 950 BCE and was regularly found through the 

Iron Age at oppida like Bibracte in central Gaul.
345

 Hatt records numerous examples of the wheel 

throughout the four provinces, most without inscriptions.
346

 Watson states that the majority of 

the inscriptions for Taranis are outside Gaul in either Britain or Dalmatia, and that both Taranis 

and Jupiter spread from Belgium to Aquitania in the form of a horseman.
347

 There are at least a 

couple of inscriptions closer to the provinces of Gaul that contain a name similar to Taranis 

including the names deo Taranucno and Taranucno.
348

 Most inscriptions, however, refer to the 

thunder god with a wheel symbol as Jupiter. Unfortunately, without a kindly Gaul to guide us, as 

Lucian had, there is no means of retrieving the narrative behind the imagery. 

The solar disk, or wheel, was not the only symbol connected to Jupiter and Taranis. There 

also exist column-top statues of Jupiter, on horseback, running down an enemy. These columns 

were found primarily in northeastern areas of Gaul, mainly Belgica.
349

 William van Andringa 

suggests that these columns are important examples of the unique path religious Romanization 

took in Gaul, while Alasdair Watson points to the possibility that the columns represented oak 
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tree trunks and thus were related to Taranis, though he does not consider the horsemen at the top 

of the columns in making this connection.
350

 Yet there is another possible interpretation for the 

columns connected to the role of image negotiation in ritual contact: these columns could be 

connected to the cavalry tradition and the heavy presence of the military in the region. Gaulish 

cavalry was well known pre-conquest for its high quality.
351

 It influenced the Roman cavalry 

heavily: the Romans adopted the chainmail, horned saddle, and heavier sword of the Gaulish 

horseman, not to mention Gaulish tactics and the cavalry god Epona.
352

 Some tribes were so well 

known for their horsemen that they retained the ala (allied tribal cavalry) designation and 

privileges up until the Batavian revolt.
353

 Recruitment of these tribal warriors was under the 

direct control of the army, rather than the more independent ally system. Given the strong local 

cavalry tradition, the Jupiter columns need not be directly connected to Taranis. If so, another 

model based on prestige and the role of the military is necessary to explain their existence. The 

columns appeared around the time of Marcus Aurelius, 161-180 CE, long after the dissolution of 

the local ala of (mainly) Treveri, but coinciding with increased military activity in the border 

regions, as Marcus Aurelius waged his war against the Alemanni across the Rhine.
354

 Even if the 

fully native cavalry was no longer in use, there were still horse contingents that could have 

drawn from the previous local tradition. As we have seen, the Gaulish cavalry greatly affected 
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that of the Romans. It is perfectly reasonable to assume, therefore, that any cavalryman stationed 

in Gaul might also have been affected by their traditions. Regardless, the columns were likely the 

result of contact between Gauls and Romans and the traditions created from it, and perhaps for 

this reason are unique to the provinces of Gaul. 

Changing Form 

In post-conquest Gaul there was an explosion of anthropomorphic representations of 

certain gods in stone relief and statuary. Depictions of divinities such as Cernunnos, the three-

headed god, the mallet god (normally identified as Sucellos), and Epona are found in abundance 

throughout the four provinces, with some more localized in representation than others.
355

 Many 

have argued, based on the lack of images from the pre-conquest period, that this represents the 

growth of new cults.
356

 Yet it is possible that Iron Age Gauls created common, anthropomorphic 

depictions of their divinities on more perishable materials. If so, the theory that the spread of this 

anthropomorphic imagery was mainly post conquest is flawed, at the very least. Regardless, the 

clear change in choice of medium post conquest implies a change the nature of the rituals 

performed, since for the Gauls, material had certain religious qualities attached to it, such as the 

permeability of wood resembling the decay of flesh. The ritual centers also would have changed, 

as moving through an enclosure made of stone provides a different experience than that obtained 

by moving through one made of wood. 

                                                           
355

 In what follows, I will use the “Celtic” names for the Gaulish gods in order to make the narrative clearer 

rather than to make any serious claim as to the absolute identities of the gods and the assumptions that come with 

those identities. 
356

 Phyllis Fray Bober, “Cernunnos: Origin and Transformation of a Celtic Divinity,” American Journal of 

Archaeology 55.1 (1951): 13-51. 



128 
 

The contact between Roman and Gaulish gods that occurred in Gaul in the first and 

second centuries CE created an entanglement of divinities.
357

 The patron or artisan decided on 

which aspects of a deity to focus on in a relief or statue, as did the visitors who reacted to it. 

While there is little evidence to indicate what these choices and reactions were, certain 

possibilities present themselves. For the patrons and artisans there was a distinct economic and 

prestige-based logic to the creation of a piece. The elite Gauls now sought to express their power 

and social rank in a new manner more appropriate to their role as intermediaries between Rome 

and the rest of the population. The artisans adapted to these new styles to keep up with demand. 

Even though Roman gods and art were now included, the items created cannot be considered 

Roman ritual objects because of the dominance of Gaulish gods—like Cernunnos—compared to 

the other gods depicted; however, because of the new raw materials and types of imagery 

employed, these pieces were not strictly Gaulish, either. Instead, they belonged to a new, Gallo-

Roman ritual tradition, created from contact in the aftermath of the Roman conquest, but not 

merely as a reaction to the conquest on the part of the Gauls. The gods were at the center of the 

negotiations among local populations on how to approach the ritual landscape. The result was 

this new ritual trend of depiction that, although having similarities with both local and imported 

concepts, brought about a unique religious development in the area. 

As noted above, regardless of the variations in the appearances and domains of local 

versions of gods, their images would have been recognized by people from different regions of 

Gaul, though not necessarily by people beyond the provincial boundaries, with a few 
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exceptions.
358

 These images did not develop in isolation, either: a number of the images to be 

discussed below were located relatively close to other ritual images, and, as we have seen, the 

Gauls did not separate their gods from their Roman counterparts.
359

 The contact between the 

gods in Gaul helped them develop into the forms we now see. They were also most likely part of 

a larger ritual paradigm in which they had complex relationships with the surrounding objects 

and visitors. Unfortunately, the contextual information for many of these items was lost when 

collectors removed the images from their locations without scholarly analysis of their findspots. 

As such, full analyses of the sites are impossible, but iconographic analysis could provide some 

clues about how the pieces were received and interpreted by ritual observers. Iconography was 

one of the common means of communicating about a deity and his/her role in the Gallo-Roman 

cosmological view. 

Before I delve into the iconography, it is important to note that the proximity of images 

of gods to ritual centers or shrines of other gods affected the cults of all the gods involved, as the 

location of the shrines to deities in a community implies ritual cooperation among the cults of 

these deities as they physically interact with each other. In larger regions, a network of ritual 

travel and communication helps define the cosmology of the gods as a whole. In Italy, for 

example, certain common cults spread, including those of particular deities such as Jupiter or 

Hercules.
360

 Hercules’ antiquity in Italy was so well-established that Varro associated the god 

with the Sabine gods Sancus and Dius Fidius.
361

 These two divinities helped define the ritual 

landscape in the region, and thus the identity of the region as a whole. Their cults did not develop 
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in isolation, but rather via close contact between the many different ethnic and cultural groups in 

the peninsula including the Latins, Greeks and Etruscans. The four provinces of Gaul were not 

different. Before the Roman conquest, the Gauls were exposed to and occasionally interacted 

with Mediterranean ritual and iconography. After the conquest, this process of exposure and 

interaction intensified, especially at the higher levels of Gaulish society, as elite Gauls worked to 

embed themselves in Roman elite society. As in Italy, so in Gaul the inhabitants adapted to this 

intensification of contact by making different choices. As new materials were used in depictions 

of gods, so too were new choices made about how to depict the gods in the proper way. Common 

imagery provided an easy form of communication regarding the god and most likely relied on 

previous knowledge of the deity. This knowledge arose from a common religious tradition which 

spread through imagery made with both old and new materials and coming in a variety of forms. 

Knowledge about the gods moved within the provinces through local Gauls explaining their 

deities to other Gauls. 

I shall now move on to a closer consideration of the iconography of certain Gaulish gods 

in the first century CE and later, beginning with Cernunnos. Cernunnos is a convenient starting 

point: he was depicted in stone and metal from as far back as the seventh century BCE and has a 

consistently visible presence in the archaeological record thereafter.
362

 His ubiquity in the Gallo-

Roman ritual landscape makes him an especially suitable candidate for analysis of any changes 

in his imagery or the ritual associations of his cult.
363

 Cernunnos has similar features in most of 

his depictions, appearing as a man with antlers or horns on his head, seated cross-legged and 
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generally grasping or wearing a torc.
364

 The horns are a key feature and the best way to identify 

Cernunnos. He is also the god who most commonly retains the cross-legged, seated position 

more common in pre-conquest depictions of divinity.
365

 After the conquest, his image is found 

throughout the four provinces at a higher rate than in the previous period.
366

 We can conclude 

that his cult was popular from the frequency as well as the quality of many of his depictions. 

Cernunnos was also often grouped with other gods. The famous relief from Reims has 

Cernunnos in the center with Mercury on his left and Apollo on his right (Fig. 14).
367

 He is 

seated on a pedestal, is larger than the other gods, wearing a torc and a right arm band, and 

holding a bag which is pouring out what appears to be grain. At the base of the pedestal are a 

small bull and stag which appear to be eating the material pouring out of the bag. His horns 

appear to have been broken off and he is heavily bearded. Both Apollo and Mercury appear with 

their normal accoutrements and gaze towards him. The central position of Cernunnos, his larger 

size relative to the other gods, and the gaze of Apollo and Mercury suggests that the other two 

gods were supporting divinities at the site. Miranda Aldhouse-Green states that this grouping 

represents harmony between Gallitas and Romanitas.
368

 Yet upon observing this relief, one 

immediately notices the prominence of Cernunnos. The assumption would be that the central god 

is the dominant partner in the group with the subordinate deities giving support to the center. 

This observation need not imply any Gaulish claim of superiority over Rome. For instance, 

Cernunnos might simply have been the most important god at that particular site. Since there are 
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multiple groupings throughout Gaul featuring Cernunnos as the dominant figure among other 

gods, another explanation is required. 

 

Fig. 14.  Cernunnos in the center with Apollo at left and Mercury at right, from Reims. Hatt, Mythes et Dieux de la 

Gaule, 232. 

  

Fig. 15. Cernunnos accompanied by other gods from Saint Germain. Hatt, Mythes et Dieux de la Gaule, 84. 



133 
 

A spectacular sculpture, in the musée d’archéologie nationale in Saint Germain-en-Laye, 

groups Cernunnos, missing his head, with an unknown seated goddess holding a cornucopia and 

a smaller figure standing by his side (Fig 15).
369

 On the reverse side Cernunnos is seated in the 

center with two smaller gods on either side.
370

 Cernunnos is seated in the normal cross-legged 

position and holds some typical items, such as the torc and the bag of grain, which visitors to the 

site would have recognized as his. On the back side, the man carrying the club on Cernunnos’ 

left is most likely Hercules while the woman standing to his right is as yet undetermined.
371

 As 

with many of the statues we have examined thus far, there is doubtless a domain or narrative 

connected to this piece that is lost today. We should probably conclude that the prominence of 

Cernunnos on the monument indicates the central role he had at the site.
372

 Just because Rome 

was dominant politically did not mean that their gods, when adopted, became dominant as 

well.
373

 Instead, we see in this sculpture the normative inclusion of outside deities such as 

Hercules, a practice common to ancient polytheistic communities. Like most polytheistic 

societies, Rome did not actively encourage the complete religious conversion of the peoples they 

conquered. In fact, such intrusive control of religion does not appear until the post-Constantinian 

promotion of Christianity. 

Another god whose cult was widespread in the provinces of Gaul was the three-faced or 

three-headed deity. As his lack of a name suggests, it has proven impossible to identify this god 
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or even clearly trace his origins.
374

 Some scholars have suggested that he was a creation of the 

Iron Age head hunting cult in Gaul, while others have stated that he is a representation of a major 

Gaulish god. A final group has claimed that he is in fact Mercury due to his occasional 

appearance with a ram’s head.
375

 For the purposes of this study, the origins and identity of the 

god are not relevant. What is relevant is the explosion and transformation of his cult post-

conquest. He was clearly very popular during the Gallo-Roman period and thus his should be 

considered a provincial cult and analyzed in the same way as the cults of other “indigenous 

gods,” such as those discussed above. The main center of worship for the cult of the three-headed 

god (often referred to as Tricephalos) was most likely Reims, due the high quantity of images of 

him found at this city.
376

 Yet while worship of this deity might have had a center at Reims, the 

frequency of his images outside the area implies a widespread following. 

The imagery surrounding this god connects him most with fecundity and social harmony. 

Such an emphasis on the head is echoed in later, Irish source material. The Irish hero Fothad 

Canainne could not drink ale without severed heads in his presence.
377

 Another Irish hero, Finn, 

punished a man for not feeding a severed head at a feast and when he died, his head demanded to 
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be fed fish.
378

 In all of these cases the head is associated with eating, drinking, and the feast. Not 

only are they necessary for proper consumption, but they actively take part in enforcing the rules 

of eating and drinking. Thus the head is directly linked to the fecundity of the feast and the wide 

availability of food that the feast represents. There is some ancient evidence of this relationship 

between the head and fertility as well. Livy mentions that in 216 BCE after the legions of 

Postumius were defeated by the Boii in Northern Italy, the Boii used his skull as a means to give 

libations at a temple.
379

 This skull was directly linked to rituals of the consumption of liquid 

similar to Fothad Canainne. Since the heads of Tricephalos often appear without the body of the 

god, there is a connection between Tricephalos and fecundity. The laws of consumption usually 

attached to the heads in the stories further indicate that this connection to fecundity is also a 

connection to social harmony.  

Further evidence for Tricephalos’ link to fecundity is his association with the cornucopia. 

Occasionally Tricephalos, in his anthropomorphic form, is seen holding a cornucopia.
380

 His 

head also appears in conjunction with three goddesses holding cornucopias and other symbols of 

fertility.
381

 In both attested depictions of these goddesses, the Three Matronae are standing or 

sitting above the head of Tricephalos (Fig. 17). These images resemble the later Irish sources 

where a severed head is present with eating and drinking. In the case of the stelae with his head 

and the Matronae, this association appears to be with the production of food and drink rather 

than consumption. Miranda Aldhouse-Green states that the variety in the ages of the Matronae 
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most likely represents social harmony by kinship and rites of passage.
382

 Since the heads of 

Tricephalos are present with the Three Matronae, he also represents this type of social unity.  

The number three is also important, with the three heads of Tricephalos and the three 

Matronae reinforcing the importance of this number to the Gauls. Outside the examples already 

given, there is the three horned bull, the three hooded men, and the grouping of three separate 

gods on the same stelae, amongst other examples.
383

 Since the number three is common in 

Gaulish religious imagery, it most likely was part of rules governing social groupings as well. 

Looking at the Irish imagery, multiples of three are important for various concerns such as 

groups of people, the number of weapons to carry, and personal adornment. The great Irish hero 

Cú Chulainn carries his weapons in sets of nine and his hair had three colors and was braided 

into threes.
384

 In the Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel many of the warriors in the hostel are 

described in groups of three, including the three red hounds of Cualu and the three sets of three 

comrades of Cormac.
385

 This obsession with grouping important gods, items, and people into 

threes or multiples of three suggests a common assumption about how to organize society.  
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Fig. 16.  Left, Tricephalos from Bordeaux (Hatt, Mythes et Dieux de la Gaule, 238); right, Tricephalos relief from 

Reims dated to the 1
st

 century CE (Espérandieu, 3652). 

Though his full anthropomorphic form is occasionally found, and though he is sometimes 

shown with other deities and sometimes with a ram’s head, the vast majority of images of 

Tricephalos feature just his heads in relief or as busts, with full beards and plenty of hair, as in 

the head of Tricephalos found near Nîmes.
386

 In this case there are not three heads as much as 

there are three faces, with each flanking face sharing an eye with the center face. Another bust 

found at Condat between Lyon and Bordeaux consists of three separate, detailed heads and a 

large torc around the neck.
387

 This bust is unique not only for its fine craftsmanship, but also for 

being one of the few depictions to feature three distinct heads. Another two examples found at 

Reims are reliefs that show the three shared faces in a square panel.
388

 A number of Tricephalos 

heads found in Gaul were part of reliefs that belonged to walls and columns: for example, the 

relief of Tricephalos with a ram’s head on top was once part of a wall or pillar in Reims and was 
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only removed at a later date.
389

 In this case, the representation of Tricephalos is typical for the 

god, with shared faces and bushy hair, but the ram’s head is prominent in its position at top.
390 

 

 

Fig. 17. Top left, a fragmentary stele from Trève showing the three Matronae on top of the head of Tricephalos 

(Espérandieu 4937); Top right, a reproduction of a stele from Metz again showing the three Matronae on top of Tricephalos 
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(Espérandieu 7234); Bottom left, a group stele with Tricephalos in the center (Espérandieu 2083); bottom right, a group of 

gods with Tricephalos at left (Hatt, Mythes et Dieux de la Gaule, 289). 

Tricephalos is occasionally grouped with others, just like Cernunnos. A stele found near 

Chalon depicts a group of three unknown gods, including the three-headed god, who is on the 

left, wearing a cloak and tunic and clutching something in his hands (Fig. 17).
391

 In the middle is 

a female in a Roman dress with her right breast exposed, holding an indeterminate object. On the 

right is a long-haired, beardless man holding a cornucopia in his left hand and a serpent in his 

right. None of these gods appears to have been connected to a Roman cult, but they feature some 

Mediterranean imagery, especially the goddess in the middle in the Roman dress. The Gauls who 

made this relief were likely under Mediterranean influence when they created images of these 

native gods, but did not feel the need to syncretize them with Mediterranean deities. In this case, 

not only is the three-headed god not in the central position, but he is also anthropomorphic. His 

appearance most likely was anthropomorphic to allow for the use of the cornucopia either by 

himself or a god in his company. This is not a common feature when Tricephalos is grouped with 

other gods.
392

 As for the former, his subordinate position possibly indicates that he was providing 

support in another god’s ritual area. He likely would have been associated with either a narrative 

or a common domain that linked him to the other deities. Finally, the twofold combination of 

three here—three heads and three gods—is interesting. As noted above, the Gauls had a 

particular affinity for groups of three, both before conquest and post-conquest.
393

 Here, 

Tricephalos may act as an embodiment of this favored number. 
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Another group of gods, one from a stele found near Beaune, features the three-headed 

god in the center, with a naked male god to his right and Pan to his left; a horned face sits on the 

pediment at top (Fig. 17).
394

 All three gods are standing and appear to be holding cornucopias, 

which makes it likely that all of the deities here were connected by the theme of fertility. The 

god on the right possibly holds a club, but it is hard to tell as the stele is poorly preserved. The 

format of presentation suggests that at this particular site and in this particular domain, the three-

headed god was dominant in comparison to the other two deities presented with him. A final 

grouping comes from Malmaison. Here, the triple head of the god was placed above a relief of a 

seated Rosmerta and Mercury, both of whom are much smaller.
395

 In this case, the dominance of 

the three-headed god is clear due to his size and position relative to the other gods. Oddly, 

however, his body is not present. This presence of the severed head most likely emphasizes his 

connection to consumption and fertility explained earlier. Here, as with all three of the groups 

discussed above, the necessity of understanding a local ritual site before making specific 

conclusions about the role of the deity at the site is made plain.
396

 Tricephalos’ widespread 

presence indicates that Gauls throughout the four provinces viewed the deity as an important part 

of their pantheon. Their interest in incorporating the three-headed god into inclusive narratives is 

seen in the various images in which he is part of a group of gods. Like many gods, Tricephalos 

had a number of different divine jobs. The evidence reveals that fertility was one of his domains, 

but others most likely existed as well. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
and western Germany) are well attested in iconography, and common designs, including the triskel seen on 

weaponry and other metal objects, feature a tripartite design. 
394

 Espérandieu, no. 2083. 
395

 Espérandieu, no. 3756. 
396

 See Louise Revell, “Religion and Ritual in the Western Provinces” Greece & Rome 54.2 (2007): 210-228, 

for the need for local studies of provincial ritual. This piece (Espérandieu, no. 3756) is one of many removed from 

its archaeological context by collectors in the 19
th

 century. 



141 
 

Across different regions of the provinces of Gaul, Tricephalos’s distinctive appearance 

and his specific association with the ram’s head would have been known to any person travelling 

within the area. Outside Gaul, few—if any—representations of the god have been found, as is the 

case with most of the gods mentioned in this study. Like those others, Tricephalos could have 

had a cult following in other regions of the ancient world; but if so, he must not have been 

represented the same way in these other places. At all events, the specific connection to the three 

heads and the ram’s head is Gaulish. His cult created a community within the four provinces, 

complete with its own common iconographic language that denoted a specific understanding of 

the divine world and his role in it. This specific understanding was potentially a reorganization of 

pre-existing religious connections in Gaul. If so, then under the Romans, the Gauls actively 

reworked their imagery to fit the god’s new role in a changing world.  

Evidence for such a communal perception of Tricephalos and his cult potentially comes 

from a series of panels found on an arch near Notre-Dame in Paris (Lutetia). These panels fit into 

a grid on the sides of the arch, with Tricephalos facing inward and several naked figures facing 

out. The god is in full human form, wearing a sagum and long tunic, and holding a ram’s head.
397

 

Each of the smaller naked figures wears a sash and carries various pieces of armor.
398

 Hatt 

suggests that via this collection of images, Tricephalos was being equated with Mars, because the 

naked figures carry armor and the arch was located near a statue of Germanicus celebrating a 

victory over the Germans.
399

 Yet it seems more likely that the Gauls at Lutetia actively reshaped 

the myth of Tricephalos, presenting it in a different format and using different artistic styles. The 

naked men holding the armor are not present in other images of the three-headed god and were 
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thus probably part of a local story about Tricephalos, one which the local community understood 

without the need for exposition. The unique nature of the imagery and his place on an arch 

versus the placement of Tricephalos on statuary and stelae in other sites in Gaul indicate such 

local specificity.  If someone did not understand an image or the god, a local could have offered 

an explanation, as seen in Lucian’s encounter with Ogmios.  

 

Fig. 18. Left, Nantosuelta and Sucellos from Calcaire (Espérandieu, 3441); right, bronze statuette of Sucellos from 

Saint Germain from the 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 centuries CE (M.A.N. St-Germain-en-Laye - Inv. n° 8737). 

Another deity often depicted in stone in the Gaulish provinces is a bearded god holding a 

mallet and a small bowl or cup. Commonly identified as Sucellos, due to the inscription of this 

name on a number of the images, he appears in over two hundred representations in both stone 
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and bronze throughout the four provinces.
400

 He sometimes also appears wearing the sagum 

common in Gaul, and a dog also accompanies the deity in some of the depictions; but the fact 

that these elements are not always found with the deity suggests that they were not necessary for 

the god.
401

 The wide distribution—and general uniformity—of images of Sucellos throughout the 

Gauls points to a very popular cult and a general agreement about the basic nature of the deity. 

His images have been found in a variety of settlements ranging from Reims in the north to Nîmes 

in the south.
402

 When he is paired with a divine spouse it is Nantosuelta, who was also an 

indigenous deity (Fig.18).
403

 Nantosuelta is usually depicted seated, sometimes wears a crown 

and often holds either a staff or cornucopia.
404 

The significance of the mallet of Sucellos has attracted a great deal of attention from 

scholars. Some have suggested that the mallet is connected to the afterlife, citing the deity’s 

sometime connection to the dis pater title and translating Sucellos as “good striker.”
405

 Others 

point to the mallet as evidence of his relationship with blacksmithing, thus making him a god of 

iron crafting and smiths.
406

 Both explanations draw on the chthonic nature of the deity: the 

connection to the dead or the iron that comes from the ground, and the connection to death and 
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rebirth that the earth and blacksmithing could have.
407

  He was most likely mainly a smith god, 

as the iconography fits this conclusion better. The type of mallet commonly seen with the god in 

bronze sculptures was one used to hammer out impurities in iron blooms.
408

 This long mallet 

with a large head also appears in some of the stone reliefs, as well. In some other stone reliefs the 

hammer can be smaller, although this, too, was a type connected with smiths.
409

 The bowl was 

likely a symbol of banqueting, which was an important pastime of blacksmiths in “Celtic” 

societies and other cultures.
410

 There are some reliefs showing the deity resting a foot on a barrel 

or an amphora, thus reinforcing the connection to feasting and drinking.
411

 The context of 

banqueting also fits the chthonic flavor of the god: food grows from the ground to provide for a 

community and could also symbolize regrowth after a community had buried its dead. In fact, 

the banquet alluded to in the Sucellos imagery could be the banquet of the dead, a feast to 

remember the lives of those who were buried.
412

 The connection to Nantosuelta also makes sense 

in either the context of death and rebirth or smithing: she was a goddess linked to fertility—she 

carried a cornucopia—and her name appears to mean “Winding River.”
413

 

Though the meaning of his symbolism is not entirely clear, it is certain that Sucellos was 

a popular god. At present, it is also clear that he was not depicted with Mediterranean gods. This, 

however, should not be considered a sign of overt resistance to Rome, as his image often appears 
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in the vicinity of imported cults, such as at Reims and Toulouse.
414

 Additionally, depictions of 

Sucellos as the mallet god appear mainly after the conquest and follow certain Roman styles of 

stone carving and anthropomorphic portrayal. Portrayals of Sucellos with his standard 

symbolism—the hammer, cup and beard—arose from a new tradition that developed from 

choices the indigenous Gauls made, retaining elements from his worship in the past while also 

employing some practices, such as carving reliefs in stone, from the Mediterranean. The standard 

symbols of Sucellos and the partnership with Nantosuelta suggest a deity that was not imported 

from elsewhere and given a new narrative to fit Gaul. Rather, the mallet god was a Gaulish god 

who was not merged with a Mediterranean god such as Vulcan or Mercury. Additionally, his 

popularity throughout the four provinces suggests a development similar to what had occurred 

with Tricephalos. Both deities underwent symbolic changes based on the needs of Gaulish 

worshipers. They became part of new traditions spurred by the changes that came from the 

Roman conquest, but were carried out by local participants and spread throughout Gaul via a 

network of communication. 
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Fig. 19. Possible figurine of Taranis (Hatt, Mythes et dieux de la Gaule, 187). 

Another god who can be found in abundance in the Gaulish ritual landscape post-

conquest is the so-called wheel god. With this god, problems arise in determining whether a site 

is dedicated to him or to Jupiter, since both gods had the wheel as one of their iconographical 

signifiers, as noted above.
415

 In what follows, I will focus on the ambiguities in Gaulish imagery 

of the wheel god. Some of these images are unique and most likely show indigenous 

iconography. One such example is a small bronze figurine of a bearded man from Saint-Dizier 

holding a wheel in his left hand and a fire-brand in his right, with a ring on his right arm from 
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which smaller S-shaped rings are suspended (Fig. 19).
416

 Unfortunately, there are no inscriptions 

on the figurine to identify the deity. In other statues that bear some similarities to this god, the 

identity of the god as Taranis is clear from inscriptions. In those cases, one cannot state that 

Taranis is depicted much differently from Jupiter: he has the typical sun and sky iconography of 

such a deity.
417

 Further, Taranis’s place in Gaulish cosmology cannot be discounted, as there is 

clear evidence for a Gaulish solar wheel god in pre-conquest pantheons.
418

 

But what are we to make of the S-shaped rings? These are not standard symbols for 

Taranis or Jupiter. Green states that the S-shaped rings on the figurine are “spare lightning 

flashes” which represent the branches off a lightning bolt.
419

 If they are indeed lightning, then the 

combination of solar and storm imagery in the statue suggests he is to be identified as a general 

sky god, rather than a deity of the sun or of storms. As a sky god, he would have shared traits 

with both Helios and Jupiter, though the Gauls mainly attributed solar imagery to Jupiter. It 

appears that Helios was overall not as important a deity in Gaul, and that for the Gauls, Jupiter 

replaced Helios as a more appealing god with whom to merge their sky god, who, as it happened, 

already had a solar disk/wheel of his own. Thus this small bronze statue potentially represents 

the dual nature of the Gaulish god. It was a complicated attempt to match the domains of two 

gods that did not completely fit together, a negotiation by the Gauls that created a new 

understanding of a Mediterranean god that was unique to Gaul. 
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We will conclude our examination of Gaulish gods with the horned snake. Although not a 

deity, the horned snake usually appears accompanying a single or multiple deities, and was 

occasionally connected to specific deities, such as Cernunnos, and remained associated with 

them even after conquest.
420

 In depictions it is either adjacent to a god or gripped by a god at the 

base of its head, and sometimes appears to be leading or accompanying armed men or gods.
421

 In 

the vast majority of cases, the horned snake appears with non-Mediterranean deities or gods 

whose identities are unclear. It seems to have remained regional to Gaul even when it was linked 

to a god imported from the Mediterranean. The regional nature of the snake is further highlighted 

by the fact that the Romans did not adopt it in any of their own iconography. While this does not 

necessarily indicate local ritual exclusivity, it does suggest that the role of the animal was mainly 

in conjunction with local gods. Possibly the narrative of the creature was closely bound to those 

of the local deities and did not work as well in a Mediterranean context. The purpose of 

including the snake in sculptures is unclear, though scholars suspect that it was connected to 

health and fertility. If, like snakes in other Mediterranean cultures, the horned snake was a 

chthonic figure and its regenerative aspects were connected with both fertility and healing, then 

the snake would potentially have been important to many people, both in terms of social class 

and ethnicity. Yet the horned snake might not have had such an association.
422

 As it also never 

accompanies Mercury and Mithras, both of whom are sometimes depicted with snakes, it must 

have had a special significance.
423

 The beast has a long heritage of representation in Gaul, 
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appearing on earlier artifacts including brooches from 500 BCE, the Gundestrup cauldron from 

the third century BCE, as well as some coins found along the Seine dating to the first century 

BCE, among other examples.
424

 The antiquity of this particular creature in the region implies that 

images of the horned snake and its attributes would have been familiar to Gauls.
425

 

 

Fig. 20. The small statue from Néris-les-Bains, Hatt, Mythes et dieux de la Gaule, 230. 
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A good example of the snake can be seen in a statue from Néris-les-Bains (Fig. 20). This 

image features a semi-naked woman, standing and holding her falling clothes in one hand while 

resting her other hand on the head of a seated, clothed man. The man holds a purse and the neck 

of the horned snake in his hands.
426

 The snake itself is coiled around the base of the statue. Of 

note here are some of the Mediterranean qualities of the figures. The hip-jut position and draped 

robe of the woman, for instance, resemble elements commonly encountered in images of Venus 

and Aphrodite. In fact, this statue resembles popular terra-cotta figurines of Venus found 

throughout the provinces of Gaul.
427

 The male figure grasping the head of the snake also has 

some Mediterranean flair, with some scholars seeing in his purse a link to Mercury.
428

 While this 

might be a leap of judgment, we certainly have already seen numerous times the employment of 

Mediterranean imagery to refashion Gaulish divinities: for instance, in the previously discussed 

Mavilly monument (Fig. 6), where the horned snake accompanied a divine couple who are 

dressed as Roman citizens. Clearly, in images like these, the beast retained its connection to 

earlier divine narratives, but it did not serve as a symbol of active resistance. 

Conclusion 

Some of the most dramatic changes that occurred in ritual imagery in Gaul were in 

depictions of the gods. Roman gods sometimes changed their appearance or were paired with 

indigenous gods. Gaulish gods appeared more often in anthropomorphic form and used imported 

imagery such as Roman clothing or materials more common in the Mediterranean, such as 

marble. The gods in Gaul, especially the indigenous gods, kept consistent imagery and symbols: 
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for example, Cernunnos normally sits cross-legged, has antlers on his head, wears a torc, and has 

a beard. This imagery remained consistent throughout the four provinces of Gaul. Of the 

indigenous gods depicted, some became more popular than others, including Cernunnos, 

Tricephalos, Sucellos, and Epona. Of the Roman gods Mercury was the most common deity 

depicted in reliefs outside the major Roman cities such as Lugdunum. 

The main agents of this change were the Gauls. Both elite and non-elite Gauls employed 

networks of communication to maintain the standard imagery of the gods seen in the reliefs. The 

elite commissioned high quality images at major ritual sites as well as through the military, such 

as the Jupiter column, while non-elites dedicated poorer quality images and generally at less 

spectacular ritual sites. That said, it is clear that the images of the gods were important to both 

groups of Gauls and that they wanted to depict their gods in an appropriate manner. Thus, if a 

Gaul wanted to have an image of Sucellos, for instance, regardless of his social standing he 

would depict the god as a bearded man in a tunic carrying a dish and smith’s hammer. Such 

decisions came from common narratives and discussions about the gods in Gaulish communities 

as people travelled and shared their interpretations of the gods. 

The consistency of observable changes among images and perceptions of the gods, both 

Gaulish and imported, in the provinces of Gaul, points to a ritual community that used these 

images to communicate their shared beliefs about the nature of their divinities. The images 

created a visual ritual language that could be interpreted properly via the discourse seen in the 

example of Lucian and the kindly Gaul before the image of Ogmios. Local discourse and 

negotiations led to larger agreements about the nature of the gods and how they should be 

depicted. Thus local ritual identity created a communal ritual identity rather than just attributing 

agency to the Gaulish elites. 
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CHAPTER 5: RITUAL CHANGES IN BURIALS 

 Changes at ritual centers were not the only physical changes to the Gaulish cultural 

landscape that came along with Roman conquest. The burial patterns of the Gauls also changed 

as prestige consumption among elite Gauls changed in the four provinces. The old tradition had 

been to bury an individual with personal wealth in a shaft grave without much visible above the 

ground. Gauls used this type of burial to emphasize individual military prowess. Beginning in the 

first century CE, however, Roman funeral stelae and cremation became popular in Gaul. The 

older tradition of military burial remained important in the Rhineland region where the army was 

prevalent, but in the rest of the four provinces funeral imagery lost its connection to the military. 

Such a dramatic change in funerary practices has been interpreted as “Romanization” of Gaulish 

burial practices.429 The Gauls, however, did not just imitate Roman tradition rather they used 

their own version of the tradition, which included some continuity from Iron Age burial patterns. 

Elite Gauls initiated the trend, but an important economic drive for the graves also came from 

non-elite Gauls, who purchased carved images on stone stelae in large quantities, leaving behind 

a substantial archaeological record. 

In this chapter I argue not only that the changes in burial practices in the four provinces 

of Gaul shifted due to the agency of the local Gaulish communities, but also, in some aspects, 

that they became relatively standard from networks of communication. The consistency of ritual 

change in Gaul also helped influence the changes in burial practices in the region. These changes 

included the use of stone stelae that contained imagery, usually anthropomorphic. Inscriptions 

are also found, though they are not standard on the stelae. Traditionally, the provincial Gauls 

interred the body in shaft graves with some accompanying material, usually indicating the 
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deceased’s occupation. This accompanying material generally included personal items, usually 

fibulae from pre-conquest consumption patterns. The new burial patterns in Roman Gaul were a 

new tradition that started at the local level and became normalized due to local needs for prestige 

and ritual.  

 I will focus primarily on the social historical consequences of the changes in burial 

patterns in Roman Gaul, which were dependent on ritual. Burial is also not part of a normal daily 

ritual, nor is it part of a pilgrimage, as wells as some rituals that are related to healing. The Gauls 

believed in the transmigration and immortality of the soul, and burial created a connection to the 

divine for the people performing the burial.
430

 The very act of burial was a ritual and the location 

of the grave was a physical place to spiritually connect with the deceased. This tradition allowed 

material and iconographic changes, but these changes needed to fit the Gaulish view of death 

rather than the Mediterranean one according to which, the soul eventually fade after death. Thus, 

just like the more commonly used ritual material, the new Mediterranean imports used in Gaulish 

burial needed to fit local needs, not enforce a foreign relationship with the divine. 

The new format of using stone stelae and carved images added a new type of economic 

element to this tradition of burial as it provided a measure of prestige; a certain amount of wealth 

was necessary to build a personal, carved stone monument. Previously, Gauls used personal 

items to reinforce their socio-economic status in the memory of the community upon death.
431

 

Under the influence of Rome, wealth was poured less into portable items and more into more 
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permanent marks on the landscape. The stone stele provided a permanent landmark for the 

person and a reminder of his or her importance. Though the quality of these images differs 

dramatically from piece to piece, in form they generally consisted of rectangular blocks of stone, 

usually with an image of the deceased and occasionally an inscription. The size and quality of 

the stone stele fits into the common competitive prestige value system of the Mediterranean.
432

 

In this manner, the Gauls began to act more like their Roman counterparts. 

In terms of ritual, the use of the stelae created a direct engagement with the spirit of the 

deceased. Thus the image on the stele represented how the deceased or their family wanted the 

living to remember them. Since the stelae were a new phenomenon in Gaul, the ritual of 

representing the dead and interacting with their images was also new. The Gauls seemed 

satisfied with different levels of representation based on familial wealth.
433

 They accepted these 

images as sufficient portraits with which they could interact with their deceased relatives.  The 

lack of proper artistic and anthropomorphic form became part of the ritual by showing that the 

body was less important than the presence of the image. 

Along with this new burial system we do not see an elimination of the practice of 

depositing personal items with the dead person. Instead, we see changes in the types of items 

buried with the individual from military items to material associated with the person’s trade.
434

 

Certain types of personal adornment, such as fibulae, did not change much at all in terms of 

style, material, and decoration. This indicates that the indigenous populations of the four 
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provinces of Gaul selected which types of Roman prestige items to consume. Unlike ceramics, 

which saw an almost complete shift to Mediterranean styles and manufacturing techniques, and 

the stelae on the ground above the graves, which were almost always imported from Rome, 

burial goods retained a mixture of Gaulish and Mediterranean elements.  

 As seen with ritual and religious changes, burial practices in the four provinces of Gaul 

changed due to the needs of Gauls within the new Roman imperial paradigm. The agents of this 

change were the Gauls themselves, as the elites tried to integrate themselves into imperial society 

and the non-elite Gauls consumed that which appealed to their more local needs. The army also 

affected grave patterns wherever it was stationed. The consistency observable in the changes in 

burial practices indicates that trends followed a network of communication within the provinces. 

This consistency at the larger, regional level also had some key local variations, most 

significantly military burials versus non-military burials. Social hierarchy changed the quality of 

the items and stelae at the graves, but not necessarily what types of stelae and items were buried 

with the deceased. 

 Unlike for ritual and pottery, however, tracing the network of consumption for personal 

items used in burial is difficult. Most likely, trade routes were the paths of communication and 

exchange for burial patterns. Another driver of such changes was the Roman army along the 

Rhine. Thus there are many variables that affected the style and material of the graves, including 

social hierarchy, local and familial traditions, communities with separate identities such as the 

army, physical distance from Roman governmental centers such as Lugdunum, and the use of 

imported versus local goods. The consistency of some of the changes, however, points to 

communication between many of the communities in the four provinces. Rome as a topic was the 

center of this communication in terms of influence as well as common imported items. The wide 
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spread difference from Roman burial practices, especially the continuity with accompanying 

personal adornment, indicates the Gauls were more than just consuming Roman material. The 

interaction between Gauls and Rome involved consistent and large scale communication among 

Gaulish localities. 

Overall, the changes in burial practices in Roman Gaul illustrate a form of interaction 

between Rome and the Gauls; this interaction focuses on the Gaulish elite as the cultural 

interpreters of Rome.
435

 Non-elite Gauls also accepted of certain changes that fit into their 

understanding of individual prestige. Local Gauls were some of the main agents in the decision 

to use this imported material, but also in selecting what material they did not use.
436

 The 

“entanglement” of the Gaulish culture with the Roman imperial culture appeared at all social 

levels. At the elite and non-elite levels, different types of interactions occurred. The elite did 

more things that scholars traditionally link to “Romanization,” while the non-elite had other 

priorities, primarily maintaining their social status within a more localized community, a process 

which required less conformity with Roman material culture. This lack of conformity does not 

mean that the non-elite Gauls were not interested in imported Roman culture, but that their use of 

this culture was heavily linked to needs that did not necessarily fit into the Roman use of 

material and imagery. Instead, they privileged their own imagery and artistic styles. These 

common themes, however, were more useful for indicating status within the four provinces 
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rather than the empire as a whole. Trade could expand the influence of Rome, but the provinces 

still all had distinct cultural milieux. 

Historiography 

John Drinkwater argues that the funerary monuments indicate the increasing success of 

the mercantile classes in Gaul.
437

 The increase in the use of stelae suggests that the Gauls had 

more wealth; at least that required to build the stelae. It could also suggest, however, that the 

style of funerals changed rather than the amount of wealth. Most likely wealth did increase, but 

trends in funerary arrangements also changed. Since there is evidence from the Iron Age of 

increased wealth and production capabilities in Gaul, the more likely reason for this material 

change was the shift in popularity to new funerary objects. Greg Woolf states that the Gauls 

adopted Roman burial practices, but that these practices do not mean that they tried to assert a 

Roman identity.
438

  Even though the funerary monuments changed, they did not indicate that the 

shift was “Romanization.” Instead, both Drinkwater and Woolf acknowledge that there is more 

nuance in the pattern than Gauls merely imitating the Romans. The Gauls are, instead, asserting 

their own needs and views with this new material from the Mediterranean. 

Peter Wells suggests that the choice of how to bury a person is such an individual choice 

that general statements about funerary patterns should not be made.
439

 While individual choice is 

important and the graves in Gaul do contain variations in items placed and how the body was 

treated, larger trends are still apparent, such as the use of stone stelae and the incorporation of 

Latin inscriptions on the stelae. Wells does state that these graves have both Roman and 
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indigenous goods placed inside.
440

 Trade and access to foreign goods did play a role in Gaulish 

burial trends, even though the Gauls did not replace local goods, especially those related to 

prestige. The Gauls made their choices within a system of discourse that guided what would be 

appropriates choice for burial. This discourse in question was the communication of prestige, 

where certain items, such as proper fibulae or imported pots, carried a culturally accepted value 

of a higher social rank compared to other items. 

Most discussions of the funeral stelae in Roman Gaul tend to focus on artistic styles, the 

quality of the images, and the use of imported imagery in many elite stelae. J.J. Hatt argues that 

these funerary monuments represent the desire of the Gauls to become more Roman and that the 

poorer quality images indicate a failure to meet that goal of becoming more Roman.
441

 He also 

states that the Gauls could never shake off the Gaulish flair in their art. Hatt relied on the older 

concept of straight “Romanization,” the idea that all the provincial populations sought to be as 

Roman as possible. Considering the wider context of burial practices in Roman Gaul, it is clear 

that there was more going on than simply Gauls trying to be Roman, because the imagery and 

material that they produced do not completely line up with Roman material traditions. Later, 

Greg Woolf argued that the imagery on the stelae was part of the Gaulish consumption of Roman 

products and represented an economic love affair with this imported artistic tradition.
442

 Yet, 

while consumption was a major part of the function of the stelae, Woolf avoids an in depth 

discussion of the imagery, since his focus is primarily economic, and thus also avoids the 

potential cultural complications of the different qualities of imagery. For Louise Revell the 

images were part of a larger system in which the use and reinterpretation of the images was 
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directly related to the maintenance of prestige for the elite and those wanting to be the elite in 

Roman Gaul.
443

 The focus of Revell’s study is mainly the elite, though she also argues for a 

more nuanced approach to how the Gauls received Roman culture. More recently Stacey 

McGowen has stated that the funeral stelae were part of the consumption of Roman culture, but 

also the maintenance of social identity at the local level.
444

 She argues that the Gauls were 

enamored by Mediterranean images for the purpose of prestige, but the quality of the images was 

linked to both the availability of skilled labor and the need to not stand out too much from one’s 

neighbors.
445

 Though this is an important distinction to make when viewing these funerary 

monuments, in what follows, I too will locate most of the agency for changes in funerary 

traditions from among elite Gauls. 

General Burial Practice 

Most Gaulish cemeteries were in a series of enclosures that held either a single elite 

burial or multiple non-elite burials.
446

 As a cemetery expanded, the local Gauls added more 

enclosures to contain the graves. At Ville-sur-Retourne the expansion of the cemetery continued 

to use enclosures to contain burials. Burials in Rome, though monumentalized, did not rely on 

enclosures to dictate the boundaries of a grave or group grave.
447

 Most likely, the use of 

enclosures and expansion of grave sites using enclosures was a well-defined local tradition. The 

consistent use of such burial practices from the Iron Age through the post conquest period also 

shows the negotiations taking place regarding changes in how the dead were commemorated. 
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Since the layout of the graveyard at Ville-sur-Retourne did not change much, it is safe to assume 

that the local Gauls did not want to shirk their responsibilities to their ancestors. 

Grave sites are sacred spaces and individual graves sites of connection with honored 

ancestors. How a group of people uses that space shows how a community views death, 

communicates with the dead, and its cosmology of death. In Gaul, the use of enclosures and the 

location of many graveyards outside the city, sometimes on roads, indicates not only familial 

connections to enclosed places, but a desire to create collective place for the dead away from the 

living.
448

 The placement of graveyards outside Gaulish cities is similar to the placement of 

graveyards in ancient Europe and the Mediterranean.
449

 On the other hand, enclosing the plots of 

land used by families to bury the deceased was a practice native to Gaul.
450

 Additionally, non-

elite Gauls used enclosures just as much as the elite Gauls.  

Burial of human remains in Gaul fluctuated between inhumation, cremation, and 

dismemberment through the centuries before the Roman conquest.
451

 In the first century CE the 

burials became primarily cremation and inhumation style rather than dismemberment.
452

 Markers 

also changed to include stone stelae, usually with the image of the deceased engraved in relief on 

the stone. Cemeteries were located in the same places as before, if the burying community was 

not one built by the Romans. The Gauls making these changes did not become just more Roman; 

they adjusted their funerary practices to work with newly available avenues of prestige 

consumption. For elite Gauls this new avenue was important since it replaced the older form of 

winning prestige through personal military success. Another important factor for the new 
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Gaulish graves was consistency in the use of some practices over a wide geographical area, 

namely, the discontinuation of dismemberment and the inclusion of stelae as markers for graves. 

These two changes marked a distinct break from previous burial tradition in terms of treatment 

of the body and marking where the body was buried. 

The Gaulish treatment of the bodies of the dead is a controversial topic, and was so even 

among ancient authors. Caesar mentions that cremation was the most common form of burial 

among the elite Gauls and that the Gauls burned a person’s possessions at the funeral.
453

 This 

fiery burial scene is similar to the later Viking elite funerals in the early medieval period. The 

archaeological evidence, however, does not support the assertion that the possessions of the dead 

were burned. In fact, most Gaulish graves contained unburned possessions, which the dead 

would take with them into the afterlife.  Diodorus mentions that the “Celts” believed that the soul 

was immortal and there was another realm where the spirits of the deceased resided.
454

 He also 

states that the Gauls burned letters at a funeral to communicate with the dead.
455

 Diodorus 

mainly wrote this to connect the Gauls and the Pythagorean cult. Both he and Caesar, however, 

agree that the Gauls believed in the immortality of the soul. Archaeologists would find it very 

difficult to find remains of burnt letters. It is thus possible for this tradition of letter burning to 

exist, which may have come from the Mediterranean. 

 The fact that this burial practice continues well into the Roman imperial period points to 

the power of this Gaulish belief in the immortality of the soul. Ammianus Marcellinus, writing in 

the late fourth century CE, states that the Gauls living in the empire believed that the soul was 
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immortal.
456

 Since they believed that the spirit was immortal it is no surprise that the traditions of 

deposition continued. The spirit needed help in the afterlife and items that helped the spirit with 

its existence in the next life were still needed. This belief also helps explains the conservative 

placement of graves for most Gauls; it was related to their beliefs regarding the afterlife. If a soul 

was immortal and honoring the ancestors was important, then having a common place for 

interaction with ancestors was important. For the elite, building near a road would mean more 

people could honor the deceased and prestige could continue into the afterlife. For the rest of the 

Gauls the traditional spaces of enclosures at existing cemeteries outside towns were the best way 

to honor the spirits of their dead. 

Stele 

In the years immediately before the Roman conquest, monumental funerary structures 

were no longer popular in Gaul, but after the conquest, the use of grave stelae increased in the 

four provinces. When used, these grave stones followed the Roman pattern of images of the 

deceased accompanied by inscriptions revealing at least the name of the interred person.
457

 

Individual choice was important for these funerary monuments. How the monument appeared, 

what inscription was on the stele, what image appeared on the stele, and what its quality would 

be were all factors that people in the provinces carefully considered when paying for stelae. The 

changes that came from contact with imperial Rome remained consistent. Most stelae were made 

out of limestone or marble and featured an image of a single individual, a family, or the 

profession of the dead person.  This pattern of stele production remained consistent in the four 

provinces of Gaul throughout the first and second centuries CE. 
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John Pearce states that some of the burials were for migrants, even in areas away from the 

Roman army.
458

 These migrants would still have been minorities and Pearce admits that 

migration is difficult to track in the archaeological record, but it must have had an effect on the 

decisions of local populations.
459

 Such decisions, however, were not the most influential when it 

came to changes in burial practices in Gaul. As for the stelae, the consistency in imagery 

throughout the four provinces and the small migrant population outside the military areas shows 

that the Gaulish choices were more important than contact with migrants in the interior of the 

provinces. In comparison, the communities near the military posts on the Rhine show heavy 

influence from the Roman army in their military style stelae and more frequent use of Latin 

inscriptions alongside the imagery. 

The Gauls of the provinces mostly made their funeral stelae out of either limestone (for 

lower quality monuments) or marble (for higher quality monuments).
460

 Since the material 

required for a stele changes depending on the quality of the carving for the relief on the piece, it 

is safe to state that the Gauls preferred marble for their stelae. Marble was too expensive for 

some Gauls and they chose the more readily available limestone instead. For these less affluent 

Gauls, making the stele with the relief was more important than the material or even the quality 

of the image on the relief. Stacey McGowen states that this was primarily a method of creating or 

maintaining prestige in the new political system of the empire.
461

 The participation of the non-

elite in sponsoring stelae for their funerals was a means of maintaining the level of prestige they 

had within their local community.  
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As stated the images on the stelae vary from crude representations to finely carved 

pieces. In many graveyards there is a combination of these high quality and low quality images. 

The lowest quality images contain only vaguely human shapes. Their reliefs also are quite 

shallow and the chisel marks are less fine.
462

 The highest quality images were all cut from 

marble and feature deep, finely carved reliefs with fine chisel marks. This general pattern of 

imagery on stelae indicates that all levels of Gaulish society participated in this imported burial 

trend without needing to fully embrace the specific rules of the trend. Gauls used whatever 

resources they had available to make their stelae, including their own labor. This type of carving 

was not common before the Roman conquest, even though there was already large scale trade 

between Gaul and the Mediterranean.
463

 Gauls from all levels of the social hierarchy participated 

in a new tradition. Not only did they participate in sponsoring these new funerary monuments, 

they did so consistently throughout the four provinces. Graveyards at most major urban centers 

had large quantities of both high and low quality stelae and graveyards in the country side still 

shows that these changes created by the different socio-economic levels occurred in the same 

physical place.
464

 

This pattern suggests not just the popularity of the stelae throughout the four provinces of 

Gaul, but the popularity of this trend among non-elite Gauls. The high degree of popularity of the 

stelae, as well as the lack of a need among the non-elite to accurately copy the quality of elite 

funeral monuments, points to a different reason for their popularity among non-elite Gauls.
465
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These non-elite Gauls instead engaged with the prestige consumption of the elite Gauls without 

thinking about Rome. Scholars consider this pattern to have been a natural result of elite middle 

men and a means by which the culture of the imperial power spread to its subjects.
466

 This is the 

standard top-down approach to cultural change in the Roman provinces. There is more to this 

pattern, however, than just dispersing culture from the center to the periphery. These non-elite 

Gauls engaged with this Roman import, and in doing so, changed the nature of the funeral stelae 

to include a new, cruder form that was popular in many cities. This crude form spread, via the 

trade networks, to the rest of the four provinces and became a Gallo-Roman product. Gallo-

Roman “flair” came from non-elite buying power and continual contact with each other through 

roads and rivers. Thus the major players in changing the Gaulish landscape were not just the elite 

Gauls, rather, all the Gauls contributed to creating a distinct provincial culture. 

The crude, low-quality stelae typically feature human images in relief. Some of the 

images are very rough and abstract. Some appear similar to stone carvings of the earlier Le Tene 

period of Iron Age Gaul.
467

 Some of these similarities can be attributed to a lack of qualified 

sculptors.
468

 On the other hand, other examples of these images bear too much similarity to 

examples from the previous carving tradition to be merely bad sculpting. Stone sculpture was 
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never a popular medium in Gaul, but the anthropomorphic imagery the Gauls did produce was 

generally simple or abstract. Whether these forms were the preferences of the people who 

sponsored the pieces, or the lack of consistency in stone sculpture in Gaul ultimately led to bad 

sculpting is not as important as the fact that, in the reliefs of some of the Roman style stelae, 

there is a continuation of La Tene style sculpture. Such a reliance on older sculpting techniques 

shows a reluctance to fully adopt the imported style and a degree of comfort with the familiar 

method of producing images. Again we see a reliance on familiar techniques and styles within a 

material tradition imported form the Mediterranean. The appearance of these images on the 

stelae is a clear sign of appropriation. The Gauls liked the use of anthropomorphic imagery for 

the dead, adopted it to their burial practices, and then used the images to fit their needs. For the 

non-elites at least, this did not mean an accurate representation of a human form. 

Woolf states that in Gaul the inscriptions on stelae only account for thirty-three percent of 

the population of Gaul.
469

 If so, then although the new trend was popular, it did not permeate all 

sections of Gaulish society. The Gauls decided whether they wanted to use inscriptions or not on 

an individual basis. While this basis was influenced by their cultural background, the local Gauls 

in an area were not limited by an “ethnic” imagination.
470

 They did not have to appear “Roman” 

or “Gaulish” in their imagery and did not have to become one ethnicity or the other by using 

certain materials. Therefore, I suggest that using or not using inscriptions did not change the 

ethnicity of the person involved, but it does signify a change in the modes of acceptable sources 

of prestige in Gaul. Stelae with inscriptions represented an opportunity for a number of elite and 
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some non-elite Gauls to reassert their place in the social hierarchy within a non-military based 

system of prestige. 

The inscriptions on the stelae are mainly names and dedications to the beloved dead. 

Fuller inscriptions followed a standard format of Roman origin. In the second century CE, this 

format generally included a reference to the manic spirits of ancestors by inclusion of the phrase 

Dis Manibus (D.M.).
471

 Appeasing the ancestors was a common tradition in many ancient 

polytheistic societies and so the concept of the Dis Manibus would not have been completely 

alien to the Gauls. This means that the Roman inscription format would have been easy for the 

people in the provinces of Gaul to adopt, and adopt they did; the Roman version dominates in 

inscriptions throughout the provinces at all levels of the social hierarchy. While the higher 

quality stelae generally have better and longer inscriptions, some lower quality stelae still include 

the initials D.M. indicating a respect for the Manes. The prevalence of this type of inscription 

among the elite and some of the non-elite suggests a wide acceptance of this imported ritual 

concept, almost to the same level as anthropomorphic imagery on the stelae. 

Burial Goods 

The items accompanying the deceased in Gaul did not change dramatically compared to 

the changes observable in the funeral stelae. The Gauls, especially the elite Gauls, did move 

away from military items, such as swords and shields, but adornment of corpses in the imperial 

period remained similar to the pre-conquest practice. Fibulae changed little in the first two 

centuries CE. Gauls still used the same styles and materials to make fibulae and still buried them 
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with their dead to show the status of the deceased. One of the most widespread new inclusions in 

graves was Mediterranean-style pottery. Even this trend, however, was not new. Elite Gauls had 

buried their dead with Mediterranean amphorae since the early Iron Age as a means to show their 

control over trade during their life.
472

 The terra sigillata pottery buried with the Gauls was a 

means to display prestige based on the control of a local good whose manufacture was initially 

imported.
473

 The message now was the same; with the Gauls stated that they controlled trade or 

production with these burial goods. 

The popular form of prestige in burials for Iron Age Gauls was items related to war. 

These Gauls buried their dead with swords, shields, helmets, and occasionally chain mail 

shirts.
474

 All of these items reinforced the rank of elite Gauls and their dependent warriors by 

showcasing their military successes and access to the production of the tools of war. An 

exemplary grave from the Iron Age is burial V21 at Ville-sur-Retourne in north-eastern France. 

This grave was an inhumation burial of a dependent warrior rather than an elite warrior noble.
475

 

The items in the grave included coarse ware and tempered ware, rings, a bracelet and broach, a 

spear, and a sword in a scabbard.
476

 The rings, broach, and scabbard were all military prestige 

items in Gaulish society. Elite Gaulish warriors used portable wealth, such as a torc or ring, to 

gain the loyalty of dependent warriors and demonstrate their success in warfare.
477

 The pottery, 
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on the other hand, most likely represents control of trade, in particular if the pots contained any 

items. For a Gaulish warrior, the ability to control trade meant the ability to give more gifts to 

potential dependents.
478

  The pots are, therefore, part of the military accoutrements for this grave. 

The same grave in Ville-sur-Retourne also contained burials from the first and second 

centuries CE. These later graves had very different items deposited inside. A Neronian era grave, 

V41, lacked the military items and instead contained pottery, fibulae, a brooch, nails, and iron 

sheet fragments.
479

 The fibulae and brooch were both part of the same pattern of personal 

adornment found in Iron Age burials and need not be linked to any Roman influence. The 

purpose of the nails and the iron sheets is unknown.
480

 All of the pottery in this Roman period 

grave was different from the pottery found in the Iron Age burials at the same site. These 

ceramics were primarily fine ware with one example of a quartz sand-tempered ware beaker.
481

 

Most of these pots were not imported from the Mediterranean, but were made by local potters 

who had adopted the Roman traditions of pottery manufacture.
482

 This means that in the imperial 

period, control of trade or access to fine ceramics was no longer an example of a foreign 

connection. Instead, the person interred in grave V41 showed access to a developing local 

ceramics trade.  

If grave V41 at Ville-sur-Retourne is typical of Gallo-Roman burials in the local area, 

then the military component of Gaulish prestige consumption was no longer present. The Gauls 
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did, however, retain in practice other parts of Iron Age prestige consumption, especially personal 

adornment. Fibulae found in the Iron Age grave V21 and the Neronian period grave V41 are 

both wire fibulae made out of both iron and bronze.
483

  This grave is but one example of w 

widely observed phenomenon.484 The consistency observable in the appearance suggests that the 

Gauls in this town sought to keep the same type of fibulae over time and continued to rely on 

traditional forms of prestige and consumption.
485

 They did not think about whether this would 

integrate them more fully into Roman society, just about their place in the local social hierarchy. 

Given such a mix of change and continuity in the use of burial goods, the Gauls of the four 

provinces must have made active choices in negotiating prestige under the Roman imperial 

government. If they had wanted to just be more Roman, their personal adornment would also 

have changed to enter that new system of prestige.  

Including Ville-sur-Retourne, this pattern of mixed cultural continuity, discontinuity, and 

new types of material goods remains consistent. Even in areas where the Roman army 

maintained bases, local Gauls used imported goods that came with the soldiers, but also relied on 

local products to help maintain their prestige.
486

 Further from the border near Lutetia (Paris), 

Gallo-Roman fibulae still used the red enamel so popular in pre-conquest Gaul (Fig. 21). The 

shape of these fibulae also matches the more flamboyant broaches and fibulae from earlier 

burials. A grave of an elite female also from Ville-sur-Retourne, V17, contains the same round 
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fibulae with enamel as the examples from Lutetia.
487

 Such consistency in a utilitarian object that 

was also employed to express one’s place in the social hierarchy is important. It shows not only 

the agency of the Gauls in deciding what was important for their personal identity, but also that 

they were already using a nuanced approach to the influx of new materials and goods from the 

Mediterranean. Additionally, they did not rely on the elite Gauls to initiate these changes, nor did 

they cave to Roman pressure to adopt them. They instead used personal, local, and regional 

considerations to consistently maintain their place within a changing society. 

 

Fig. 21. Fibulae dating from the first and second centuries CE in Le Musée des Antiqués Nationales: Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 
picture taken by author. 

Such consistency in burial goods shows that, although the immediate decision of what to 

include in a grave was local, the decision relied on a larger level of discourse throughout the four 

provinces. Local Gauls relied on their current cultural understanding of the world as well as the 

trends that came from Rome, carried by soldiers, administrators, and merchants, to inform their 
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perceptions of prestige. These perceptions remained consistent due to the common variables of 

La Tene III culture influencing Roman imports.
488

 Thus the Roman goods commonly found 

buried with the dead were amphorae, Terra Sigillata, and cutlery.
489

 These items were mainly 

associated with the consumption of imported foods such as wine and oil. When military items 

decreased in frequency in burials far from the Rhine, these consumables related to eating 

remained common. Yet the latter had a long tradition of inclusion in Gaulish burials, dating to 

before the conquest of the region by Caesar. Thus they were a familiar means of demonstrating 

prestige using Roman goods by the imperial period, and need not indicate that the Gauls were 

Romanizing. On the other hand, they do indicate that Mediterranean goods or Mediterranean 

style goods played an important role the maintenance of prestige in the Gaulish provinces and 

during life after death in the otherworld. 
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Fig. 22. The fibula on the right is from grave V21 at Ville-sur-Retourne in Eastern France which dates to the La Tene III pre-
conquest period. On the right is a fibula from V41 also at Ville-sur-Retourne and dating to the Neronian era. Both are from 
elite graves and similar to each other. Stead et al, Iron Age and Roman Burials, 295, 304. 

 

Such discourse regarding goods travelled through the roads and trade routes that were 

strengthened by Roman infrastructure. As trade expanded access to more mass produced goods, 

these became common in Gaulish communities. The most noticeable of these new goods was 

ceramics. Many of these pots were now made in Gaul and sold throughout the four provinces and 

beyond.
490

 Their prevalence explains their role in Gallo-Roman burials. They were popular items 

that denoted access to the wealth necessary to buy them. Taking these pots into the afterlife 

would have helped show the prestige the deceased held in life. Thus a Roman item was now 

produced in Gaul and used in Gaulish burial practices to help Gauls enjoy life after death. Other 

items also had similar appeal for the Gauls including feasting materials in glass and silver.
491

 

Like the ceramics these other items were also connected to prestige and feasting, and were 
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important parts of Gaulish culture. Those buried with feasting items in particular would have an 

advantage in the next life. 

Trade Craft and Collegia 

The Gauls tended to depict themselves on funeral stelae in relation to their craft, a 

practice which was also common in Roman burial practice. Before stelae became popular, the 

Gauls buried their dead with either the instruments or symbols of their trade. At the cemetery at 

Ménil-Annelles, burials included tools of the trade such as axes, shears, knives, spinal whorls, 

and a lock plate with keys.
492

 These identified the deceased as a craftsman or other skilled 

worker, and thus higher in the local social hierarchy than a bound peasant. The stelae, on the 

other hand, provided a permanently visible marker of status. Yet the basic concept was the same; 

a burial practice providing a means of displaying one’s profession so as to maintain social status. 

Thus it is not surprising that many funeral stelae in Gaul show people holding the objects of their 

trades. Nor should it seem odd that this phenomenon appears at the non-elite level, as well. 

Some people even appear to have imitated the gods in a funerary context, possibly due to 

a connection via their profession. A relief of Apinosus Iclins on a funeral stele (Fig. 23) shows 

him in a covered cloak holding a hammer and bowl with a canine at his feet similar to the dog of 

Sucellos.
493

 The similarities between the relief and other images of Sucellos are striking.
494

 Why 

would Iclins have depicted himself in this manner? Perhaps he did so as a means of culling favor 

with the god, or illustrating his personal connection with Sucellos. It is not uncommon in 

polytheistic societies for people to associate with aspects of patron deities to show their 
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connection with the divine. For example, coins show Alexander the Great with the ram’s horns 

of Amon-Zeus, thereby denoting his paternal link to the deity; and the Prima Porta statue of 

Augustus features Cupid at the feet of Augustus to show his connection to his divine ancestor, 

Venus.
495

 Of course, these are both elite examples connected to divine kingship, but it is possible 

(even likely) those non-elite and lesser elite individuals would have wanted to forge connections 

to divinities in their own iconography.  

 

Fig. 23. Funeral stele of Apinosus Iclins at Saint Germain; picture taken by author (2014). 

The accoutrements in the image of Iclins indicate a connection to the craft of 

blacksmithing. Jinyu Liu notes that it was common for collegia to have patron gods and that it 

was also common for individuals from a collegium to perform personal rituals to honor those 
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gods.
496

 That these organizations—and their shrines to gods—existed in the Gaulish provinces is 

evidenced by the inscription on the pillar of sailors.497 As the mallet god was very popular, there 

is a distinct possibility that he was a patron of blacksmiths, and that the members of their 

collegia worshipped him, both communally and individually. Additionally, as this chthonic 

mallet god potentially had an association with lifecycles, his divine domain could have included 

funerals. De Ligt argues that all collegia were involved in the burial of members.
498

 At feasts for 

collegia, the official titles given to members were based upon their roles at the table and the 

following of bylaws which dictated times and rules for feasting.
 499

 If burials by collegia 

followed the same kinds of rules as feasts, then the imagery on the stele of Apinosus Iclins might 

simply represent him in his role in the association. This role perhaps involved a connection to 

Sucellos, which Apinosus sought to highlight on his funeral stele.  

Conclusion 

Changes in Gaulish burial traditions in the early imperial period were dramatic but show 

the continuing influence of previous tradition, especially amongst the non-elite. The military 

burials of the Iron Age warrior elite in Gaul disappeared in the face of the new imperial prestige 

system. Non-elite burials also changed, especially with the inclusion of stelae, but also kept 

traditional burial good practices. This entangled tradition was widespread and quite consistent, 

and included both funeral stelae and Iron Age style burial goods. Whether a burial was an 

inhumation or a cremation did not matter, as the Gauls never had a consistent way of treating the 

body. The important ritual changes were the monumentalized, public ones. These changes were 
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also consistent over a wide area, discounting the regions where the army was stationed, where 

burial traditions were linked to military service. 

 In terms of ritual the new burial traditions of stelae and images from the Mediterranean 

changed how the Gauls interacted with their deceased and ancestors. Not only could families 

interact with the images of the deceased, but if a grave was on a road, travelers would also be 

aware of the deceased. Since a good number of the surviving funerary images are very abstract 

or crude, viewership by strangers, who might not have understood the images, was not as 

important as local reception. Additionally, these images were also customarily to be found in 

graveyards that were not on major roads, they were clearly also used in a provincial context 

rather than an exclusively Roman one. This suggests that the interaction between the image and 

the viewer fit a more indigenous context than previously suggested by scholars. Images on grave 

stones in the provinces were not attempts to adopt Roman-style imagery as closely as possible.
500

 

Instead, there was a limited attempt by Gauls to adopt Roman style, but this attempt did not need 

to reach past a certain point, which suggests another priority for the images. 

An ever-present image on a stele was different from a one-time deposit of burial goods. 

The deposition of goods, however, remained an important part of Gaulish funerary ritual under 

the Romans. Unlike the elites who lost their connection to the military and had to change the 

grave goods they stored up for the afterlife, non-elite Gauls were able to maintain their familiar 

pattern of deposition dating back to the Iron Age. Thus funerary change based on hierarchy was 

closely linked to a new manner in which the Gauls viewed prestige. At the same time, the basic 

pattern of deposition, the inclusion of a multitude of items reaffirming one’s place in the social 

hierarchy during one’s lifetime, remained the same. This shows that the belief that the soul 
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needed accompanying material to maintain prestige in the next life was still an important part of 

ritual in Provincial Gaul.  
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CHAPTER 6: NETWORKS AND THE SPREAD OF RITUAL CHANGES 

 The one thing that connected together the religious communities of the four Gaulish 

provinces and allowed for the dissemination of knowledge was travel networks. Merchants, 

soldiers, and pilgrims all used roads extensively and through their travels shared ideas and 

experiences with the people they met. When a merchant took pots from southern Gaul to 

Belgica, he also took rumors, interesting ideas, and new styles of goods with him. We have 

already seen in the example from Lucian how the discourse regarding the image of a god, 

Ogmios/Hercules, could help spread news of the god to new areas. The story about Ogmios, 

however, spread physically, as well; not only did Lucian travel himself, but his text also traveled 

as people copied and traded his book. This physical travel involved roads, rivers, and the sea. 

Thus a physical network could facilitate the spread of abstract concepts concerning gods and 

proper ritual performance. The travel networks in the four provinces of Gaul were the main 

means of spreading new ideas about ritual to the various communities, which contained both 

elite and non-elite Gauls, in the region. 

 The use of these networks and the spread of ideas along these networks was not limited to 

elite Gauls. The most obvious of the travelers were soldiers and traders. Legionnaires, auxilia, 

and camp followers all moved along the roads to reach their new posts on the borders of the 

provinces. Gods popular with the military traveled with them and these deities likely reached 

larger audiences in this manner. For instance, the spread of Epona was partly due to the 

movement of the army. Traders travelled along safe routes to move goods a short distance. Yet 

they would talk to people at the next stop over and then talked to the people at the next stop 

further down. The material goods travelling along these trade routes also carried ideas with them 

as people doubtless discussed the materials just as Lucian had discussed Ogmios. Pilgrims 
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traveling along the roads were already on journeys that entailed discussions about the gods and 

ritual. In addition, the pilgrims’ experiences on the road and at pilgrimage sites travelled with 

them back to their home communities.  

 Travel networks were the glue that bound changes to the Gaulish religion. A widespread 

and common impetus for travel along these networks was trade. As local manufacture increased 

and the incorporation of Gaul into the empire opened up safe trading routes, the amount of 

mercantile movement on the roads and rivers in the four provinces of Gaul increased.
501

 Moving 

along with these traders were not only goods and ideas from the Mediterranean, but also their 

Gaulish counterparts. As the Gauls began to depict their gods in new ways, the materials and 

knowledge necessary for the depictions, images themselves, which travelled with traders. The 

new objects of consumption that the traders took with them were also taken along due to 

increased manufacture of many types of goods, including those consumed primarily by non-

elites.
502

 Thus changes in the consumer economy of the Gauls likely helped discourse regarding 

ritual spread quickly throughout the four provinces of Gaul. 

One of the biggest changes in consumption in Gaul after the Roman conquest was in the 

use of pottery. Gaulish potters, who previously had been limited mainly to the production of 

coarse ware pottery, now began to make and use larger amounts of fine ware pottery. They also 

changed the style of their coarse ware pottery due to the adoption of the potter’s wheel.
503

 They  

                                                           
501

 Kevin Greene, The Archaeology of the Roman Economy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 

40-42. 
502

 Greene, The Archaeology of the Roman Economy, 142-167. 
503

 Greg Woolf, Becoming Roman: The Origins of Provincial Civilization in Gaul (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1998), 169-174. Barry Cunliffe, Greeks, Romans and Barbarians: Spheres of Interaction (London: 

B.T. Batsford Ltd., 1988), 131-132. 



181 
 

most likely used wood for high-end vessels.
504

 The Gauls appropriated a Roman tradition of 

consumption to fit their own regional needs. Yet this regional development was not without 

connections elsewhere. Gaulish trade markets expanded to the rest of the empire and contacts 

with other provinces, even distant ones, were developed. Trade routes and contacts helped create 

a network of communication in Gaul that, in turn, helped establish standardized consumption and 

manufacturing patterns. This standardization also took on cultural and linguistic forms. Gaulish 

produced pottery such as Terra Sigillata, was sold throughout the empire. The imagery on the 

pots, although Mediterranean inspired, was specific to Gaul. The changes observable in pottery 

from the provinces of Gaul indicate more than simply a shift to a Mediterranean type of 

manufacture; these changes catalyzed a number of Gaulish traditions and communication 

networks that would define the provincial society of the four Gauls. 

Breaking down this issue, there are three main topics that are worthy for nuanced 

analysis, since most analyses of pots tend to ignore non-economic functions such as ritual 

relationships. First, there is the expansion of the commercial pottery trade and subsequent 

standardization of imagery on these pots. Mediterranean style pots were popular in the provinces 

of Gaul and Mediterranean style imagery was on the pots. This imagery did not follow the exact 

formula used by the Romans for their own pots. The patterns of consumption of the pots 

followed the social hierarchy: for instance, higher end pots were likely only affordable for the 

elite. This suggests that non-elite Gauls although participating in the new economy, would not 

have had as much of an impetus to participate with Rome as much as the elite. Non-elites did 
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adopt the new pottery to a large degree, but within a provincial tradition rather than just a Roman 

one. 

Second, there is ample evidence of a new linguistic tradition in the provinces of Gaul in 

the records of potters preserved on clay tablets. As revealed by the receipts they used to record 

their kiln firings, many of the potters at the major production sites, such as La Graufesenque and 

Lezoux, still spoke Gaulish. Yet, those writing the receipts used the Latin alphabet to write their 

Gaulish script. Common problems in adapting the Gaulish language to the Latin alphabet appear 

on pottery receipts in important locations, including La Graufesenque and Lezoux.  A nuanced 

amalgamation of linguistic negotiation occurred to try and fit sounds used in Gaulish that are not 

expressed fully in the Latin alphabet. Even though the potters used the epigraphical tradition of 

Rome, their grammatical rules remained Gaulish. In essence, they adapted the language of a 

larger, cosmopolitan imperial network to suit the needs of the local population. The writing is a 

tradition that both embraced and rejected the changes brought on by the empire.
505

  

Networks of trade also opened up networks of communication that facilitated the 

development of these new Gaulish traditions in the provinces. A road or path did not alone create 

an identity for the people who used it. It connected groups of people together and through the 

communication facilitated by the roads, common ideas spread. Trade reinforced this common 

communication by creating large quantities of standard types of products for people to consume. 

The terra sigillata pottery was one such item consumed on a large scale in the four provinces of 

Gaul. This pottery provides some of the best evidence for Gauls at all levels of society engaging 

with the changing parts of their society, such as language. For instance, the potters at La 
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Graufesenque and Lezoux were not only the catalysts for decisions regarding the imagery on the 

pots, but also how to represent Gaulish in kiln receipts that recorded whose pots were in a firing. 

Their choices of how to represent their language in cursive Latin script were most likely 

standardized by communication along trade routes. 

By the first century CE, Gaul already had local trade and road networks that facilitated 

communication.
506

 The replacement of older roads with imperial ones continued to allow 

regional communication among Gauls and the development of standard regional traditions.
507

 

Even though the major routes of this provincial network were Roman and ultimately integrated 

Gaul into the wider empire, they also maintained the region-wide networks of local 

communities.508 Stephen Dyson states that, although the main roads changed, the capillary roads 

remained the same local ones.
509

 These interconnecting imperial and local road systems created a 

network of trade that still allowed for native Gaulish communities to remain connected to people 

with common ideas traveling on the main roads.
510

 Major commercial centers, such as La 

Graufesenque therefore had significant input into the production and consumption of items, such 

as elite pottery in the provinces of Gaul.  
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Using La Graufesenque as a case study, I will show that the Terra Sigillata pottery 

production sites were not only centers of non-elite contact with the larger empire, but also nodes 

of invention of new Gaulish traditions and centers of communication due to the trade routes with 

which the potters had contact. Thus La Graufesenque can serve as a an example of cultural and 

social entanglement in Roman Gaul. Not only is this site important for the study of the Gaulish 

language in the provinces, but it also provides a good example of how a single community could 

both influence and be influenced by the rest of Roman Gaul. Such a connection would not only 

affect consumption and writing, but ritual as well. As the images of the gods and other ritual 

items were produced, they traveled and the stories surrounding the images traveled with them. If 

La Graufesenque could reflect how networks can influence the production and consumption of 

Terra Sigillata pottery, then it will also show how networks maintained dialogues between the 

different populations of the provinces.  

Historiography 

Previous study of networking in Provincial Gaul in relation to ritual has been limited, 

though some of the key works address the role of roads and rivers for trade and the military as 

well. One of the more influential early works on connected communities in Gaul is by J.F. 

Drinkwater. He argued that the Gauls had a long tradition of regionally connected groups based 

around a tribe, rather than a city, and the lack of complete Roman control over the country-side 

allowed for this network to remain under the empire.
511

 These tribal communities were then 

further connected by Roman roads and the tribal council situated at Lugdunum.
512

 Drinkwater’s 

primary focus was the political development of three of the provinces of Gaul, but his 
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recognition of the interconnectedness of the area was influential for the major works following 

his short study. 

Greg Woolf’s book also contributed to the understanding of cultural networks in 

provincial Gaul. For Woolf, these connections revolved primarily around consumption. When 

the old system of military based prestige disappeared, a new system of prestige based on 

adopting Rome replaced the old.
513

 Thus contact and communication between Gallo-Roman 

communities took place through trade routes that were centered on urban areas and spread 

Roman products. For elite Gauls, participation in imperial power meant adopting Roman forms 

of prestige. Yet, these elites were not just imitating Roman culture. Woolf states that the elites 

were acting as conduits of contact with Roman culture, thereby increasing its popularity among 

the non-elites.
514

 For instance, elite consumption of Roman goods such as Terra Sigillata pottery 

and marble sculpture led the non-elite to start using similar items. While this mode of cultural 

contact provides a partial picture of how new traditions formed in Gallo-Roman culture, it does 

not take into account the agency of the non-elite Gauls. Like their elite counterparts, the non-

elites responded to the influx of Mediterranean concepts and their new political situation by 

incorporating both into their own world view. Since they did not have as much participation in 

the Roman government, it follows that the non-elite reaction to the changes in Gaul would not 

always be similar to that of the elites. 

Louise Revell analyzes the spread of ritual over all of the western provinces, rather than 

just the Gauls. She argues that the spread of Roman ideas came initially from the urban areas 
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where the elite Gauls, in their new Mediterranean urban setting, could interpret the imports.
515

 In 

this model cultural change diffused from the urban areas to the rest of the province. Thus the 

network that Revell discusses relied on urban centers as nodes of distribution to the countryside. 

Considering that the countryside in the four provinces of Gaul differed in its use of Roman 

material in shrines and burials, Revell’s larger point needs clarification at a regional level. 

Depending on which shrine in the country-side one was visiting, its shape and appearance, as 

well as materials used in its construction would have been vastly different. Miranda Aldhouse-

Green discusses the ritual landscape of the Gaulish provincial countryside. For her, the ritual 

imagery in the countryside was a sign of resistance to Roman imperial intrusion into Gaulish 

religion.
516

 Unconventional images and the use of Gaulish gods in dominant positions relative to 

Roman gods meant a rejection of Roman cultural influences. While some of the images may 

have represented differences from Rome, most of the images do not suggest any hostility 

towards Rome or Roman deities. The contrast between the appearance and use of images in the 

countryside and the cities, although sometimes overstated, shows that the discourse regarding 

changes to ritual traditions taking place in the four provinces was not solely an urban 

phenomenon. Rather than just a series of connected nodes, the network of communication 

through travel was larger and more diverse than previously thought and fully included the 

country-side. 

The Terra Sigillata pot was a popular product throughout the four Gauls and thus a good 

means of locating trade routes. Aside from the archaeological information it provides on the 

subjects of means of manufacture, dating and trade, the pots  are valuable sources for historians 
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seeking to assess the larger social impact the Roman Empire had on Gaul. In particular, they help 

illuminate the relationship of the Gauls to their new imperial masters and reveal, in part, hoe 

Gaulish traditions changed. John Drinkwater suggests that the Terra Sigillata industry was a 

vibrant industry that was made possible due to the connections with the nautae but only 

remained important as long as there was consumer demand for the product.
517

 Drinkwater’s 

analysis relies primarily on the economic impact of the Samian ware industry on the Gauls. Like 

most scholars who follow Drinkwater, Anthony King also takes an economic approach. He states 

that at the Terra Sigillata production sites were places where immigrant laborers contributed to 

local labor development.
518

 Like Drinkwater, King creates a base for further cultural and social 

conclusions outside the economic sphere.  

Woolf suggests that the heavy consumption of Terra Sigillata pottery in Gaul shows that 

the Gauls consumed Roman material and thus accepted Roman culture.
519

 He places a caveat on 

this acceptance; however, that production remained in only few large centers, suggesting that the 

popularity of Terra Sigillata was not general.
520

 Their taste for Terra Sigillata indicated that the 

elite Gauls were essentially Roman now; and after they became Roman, they localized their 

traditions thus making their communities Roman.
521

 This theory regarding the consumption of 

Terra Sigillata pottery and its effect on Gaulish society is intriguing but perhaps overstated. The 

use of Roman pots and other items do not make the Gauls any more Roman than the Egyptians 

of Ptolemaic Egypt were made fully Greek because they used Greek vases. Certainly, however, 

the Gauls were now more entangled in Roman society than before.  
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Anthony King points out that the major market for the producers of Samian ware was not 

just other Gauls, but the army and other provinces as well.
522

 In this view of the pottery, Gaul 

was part of a larger trade system, one initially galvanized by the Roman army. Jean-Jaques 

Aubert states that the Terra Sigillata industry was based on widespread distribution of the pots 

through a series of middle men and encouraged the creation of a standardized item spread 

throughout a given region.
523

 Thus the production of the pottery focused on empire-wide 

demands rather than local Gaulish demands. The pottery was popular in Gaul, but its production 

was not reliant on just the Gaulish market. In this manner, the Gauls became part of larger 

imperial networks that included other provinces. If “Roman culture” was an amalgamation of 

input from a number of different provinces, then the Gauls could certainly be considered 

“Roman.” Yet this assessment of the industry ignores how individuals used this “Roman” 

material culture in their own communities.
524

 As the scholars cited above made abundantly clear, 

the effect of Terra Sigillata pottery on the provinces of Gaul had both imperial and local 

components. What is missing from these previous historical approaches is an analysis of the 

involvement of non-elite Gauls in the Terra Sigillata trade and how this trade affected the four 

provinces of Gaul. Before moving on to a discussion of these issues, however, we must address a 

related complication. 

The “Celts,” a community based on a loose tribal structure from pre-conquest Gaulish 

society, did not define themselves clearly, but this has not stopped scholars from using terms 

describing this community for a variety of different purposes. Conflict over this term, “Celt,” can 

lead to a faulty assumption that there was no true cultural network in Europe before the Roman 
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Empire. Further, debates among archaeologists over the appropriateness of the word “Celt” or 

“Gaul” in particular situations raise questions about the regional distinctiveness of Gaul and 

whether large scale study is possible in the region.  

Yet there is clear evidence for a network of tribal affiliations that shared a similar 

language, religious belief and social structure, in short a community, pre-conquest; and when 

Rome conquered the region, it did not just interact and negotiate with local groups but with the 

larger community of the region as well. It was from contact with this macro-network that 

provincial-wide trends developed. Even after the Roman conquest, the language and symbols 

used throughout the region, mainly recognizable to people familiar with a shared set of 

traditions, province-wide for objects such as cult images. La Graufesenque, though having its 

own local flavor, fits into this larger picture as well. Understanding the material culture from this 

site requires knowledge of the larger network of Gauls and Romans, as well as of the unique 

local elements. The potters at La Graufesenque were members of a variety of networks and 

communities. At the local level, they were part of a community of craftsmen specializing in a 

foreign style product for purely commercial use. Additionally, they were also members of the 

town, participating in the cults and practices associated with it. At the imperial level they were 

part of an extensive network that traded all over the Roman Empire and reached a wide variety 

of communities, as well as a network of people sharing similar language and ritual.  

Travel Networks 

The most important trade and travel routes usually rely on water to speed movement and 

carry heavy loads. Consequently, rivers and seas become foci of communication and movement. 

In Gaul, the major rivers––the Loire, Rhone, Rhine, and Seine––and their tributaries were 
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important travel routes throughout the region. When looking at a map of the Gaulish rivers and a 

map of the distribution of sanctuary sites, one notices that many of the sanctuary sites are 

concentrated near the rivers and their offshoots (Fig. 24, 25).
525

 Clearly these locations were 

chosen do to their accessibility from rivers. In addition, the sheer number of such sites suggests 

heavy traffic on the rivers. Greene notes that the Roman era river boats found at Mainz on the 

Rhine ranged in size from logs size to large cargo vessels.
526

 Furthermore, Strabo notes that Gaul 

was well connected by many rivers so that cargo could easily go from the Atlantic to the 

Mediterranean.
527

 The combination of this heavy traffic with the convenient placement of the 

sanctuary sites suggests that traffic influenced the development of the sites. On a similar note, 

the steady flow of people must also have meant a steady flow of communication. 

The other most important new means of transportation available to provincial Gauls was 

the Roman roads built to facilitate military movement and supplies. The Roman road network in 

Gaul, featuring main routes between large population areas and capillary roads to service others, 

covers a significant proportion of the region.
528

 Travelling these roads was efficient, if 

dangerous. Bandits were a common problem in the ancient world and Gaul, especially in the 

north, was very swampy and was at times difficult to travel in.
529

 Still, the road system provided 

a means of travel that facilitated communication between communities in the four provinces of 
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Gaul. Urban centers were located along roads and the sanctuaries within these centers acted as 

nodes of communication.
530

 Of course, the roads also linked areas outside the urban centers, 

allowing for travel outside cities. As was the case with the rivers in Gaul, sanctuaries were also 

built near roads to allow for easy access (Fig. 24, 26).
531

 Sanctuaries and temples in urban 

centers were already connected to the road network due to their locations, but rural sites could 

also be connected to roads.  
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Fig. 24. A map of all the recorded Gaulish sanctuary sites as of 1993. Compare this map with Fig. 25 to see how the 
sanctuaries are located compared to rivers. Isabelle, Faudet, Les Temples de Tradition Celtique: En Gaule Romaine (Paris: 
Editions Errance, 1993), 21. 
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Fig.25. This map by Barry Cunliffe not only shows the main travel routes during the Augustan period in Gaul, it show the 
main tributaries and offshoots of the major rivers. Barry Cunliffe, Greeks, Romans and Barbarians: Spheres and Interactions 
(London: B.T. Batsford Ltd., 1988), 126. 
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Fig. 26. A map of the completed Roman road network in Gaul, J.F. Drinkwater, Roman Gaul: The Three Provinces 58 BC-AD 
260 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 239. 

Archaeology helps illuminate how different types of artisans and merchants employed 

both the river and road networks of Roman Gaul to distribute their goods. The wheel symbol of 

Taranis/Zeus, for example, was manufactured throughout Roman Gaul, but often the location of 

production determined the materials used by the craftsmen. The sites producing smaller brooches 

and models, usually out of bronze, are mainly near rivers, which suggests that merchants relied 
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on river routes to sell these goods (Fig. 27).
532

 One the other hand, the craftsmen at the sites that 

produced stone monuments, while also using rivers, employed roads as well, especially in the 

area southwest of Aquitaine (Fig. 26, 27). The wheel was clearly not only a regional 

phenomenon; it was a standard––and popular–– ritual symbol that traveled along the provincial 

river and road network already described above. The wheel by itself might not mean much to 

Romans, but it held great significance for the Gauls and possibly points to the syncretism of 

Taranis and Jupiter.
533

 Naturally, the ritual discourse of the wheel as a divine symbol also 

spreads along these trade routes.  

Since both small and monumental wheels appeared throughout Gaul, it follows that both 

elites and non-elites incorporated the wheel in their cosmology.
534

 The smaller bronze wheels 

would have been easy to transport and produce, and thus were likely low cost items that would 

have been attractive to non-elite Gauls, though they certainly were also available to elites, as 

well.
535

 Large numbers of the small wheels have been found at both elite and non-elite grave 

sites and at ritual centers.
536

 Stone wheel monuments, on the other hand, were costly to transport 

and required skilled stone sculptors, probably imported craftsmen or people trained by these 

craftsmen. These monuments were mainly the possessions of Gaulish elites who could afford 

such expenses. Revell argues, however, that once a monument is in place, all levels of a society 

                                                           
532

 Miranda Green, The Wheel as a Cult Symbol in the Romano-Celtic World (Bruxelles: Latomus, 1984), 73. 
533

 Miranda Green is skeptical of this connection preferring to refer to the Gaulish god as the “Celtic sun god” 

rather than specifically name Taranis, Green The Wheel as a Cult Symbol, 251-257. She does agree that there is still 

a syncretism taking place and that this syncretism is part of a discourse that covers all four provinces. 
534

 This decision was based on the traditional use of the wheel as a divine symbol in Gaulish cosmology. The 

wheel appears in a number of older artifacts, including the Gundestrup cauldron. 
535

 Louise Revell describes this phenomenon as the “multivocality of material culture,” Revell, Roman 

Imperialism and Local Identities, 150. In this theory a single piece of material culture can create a different 

experience based on one’s place in the social hierarchy.  
536

 Green, The Wheel as a Cult Symbol, 33. 



196 
 

interact with the piece.
537

 Whether one agrees with Revell or not, it is clear that the image of the 

wheel has a wide distribution and variety of uses. In addition, interactions between various 

communities at multiple levels of society would have shaped interpretation of the symbol. 

On the one hand, sponsors of stone monuments often placed them in publically accessible 

areas. A monument is a place of discourse where, among other things, people who understand its 

meaning can explain it to those who are curious. People visiting stone wheel monuments in Gaul 

could interact with the image just as Lucian did with the image of Ogmios described in the 

beginning of this work.
538

 On the other hand, the Gauls who bought the small wheels carried the 

objects on their persons and thus created opportunities for discussion when they traveled. In this 

manner individuals became centers for discourse: they explained the symbols on their persons 

and what they meant. Thus both the large stone monuments and the smaller objects helped 

integrate this traditional symbol into the Gallo-Roman cosmology.  
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Fig.  27. Top image: A distribution of sites producing wheel models and brooches; bottom image: a distribution of sites 
producing wheel image stone monuments, Miranda Green, The Wheel as a Cult Symbol in the Romano-Celtic World 
(Bruxelle: Latomus, 1984), Plate XIX, plate XXIV. 
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Case study of La Graufesenque 

La Graufesenque provides a good case study for the means by which contact with 

imperial Rome allowed for active change leading to new traditions in local populations. This 

urban area became one of the major producers and exporters of the Italian style Terra Sigillata 

pots for the empire and its potters were all affected the major nodes of trade in Gaul. Even 

though La Graufesenque became a place of heavy contact with the Mediterranean world––and is, 

in fact, located in the south of Gaul, which had a longer tradition of contact with the 

Mediterranean––it did not simply turn into a Mediterranean town under Roman influence. For 

instance, Gaulish was still the dominant tongue up to the end of the 2
nd

 century CE and was also 

the major script employed by the craftsmen who made the Terra Sigillata pots. In addition, we 

also see a complex series of negotiations at the kilns to mold both old and new material into a 

model that fit local needs. The results of this negotiation were neither indigenous or Roman, but 

provincial; and the active participation of the inhabitants of La Graufesenque as the main catalyst 

for what did and did not change.  

When F. Hermet and J. Déchelette excavated a few small ditches at La Graufesenque, 

basing their dig on an earlier discovery by an abbot, they found numerous Terra Sigillata plates 

with writing identified as Gaulish.
539

 More extensive excavations occurred between 1950 and 

1954, and then again between 1965 and 1972, which revealed many more fragments of inscribed 

pottery, as well as workshops, streets, living quarters near the workshops, stamps, and other tools 

related to the commercial activity of the site.
540

 All of the evidence pointed to massive 
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production and exportation all over the Roman Empire.
541

 This wide distribution matches the 

large output of the workshops in La Graufesenque, where some kilns fired up to 30,000 pots in a 

year.
542

 This extremely heavy pottery output made the community one of the major Terra 

Sigillata manufacturing centers in the empire between the first to second centuries CE. Yet La 

Graufesenque is significant not only because of the scale of the pottery production that took 

place there. The evidence from the site also demonstrates the increasing importance of provincial 

labor to the Roman economy, the types and level of contact between different parts of the 

empire, and the high rate of consumption of products in many areas.543  

In her analysis of production at the site, Tamara Lewit not only notes that La 

Graufesenque was ideally situated near a site with clay deposits, water, and a large fuel source 

from the nearby forest.
544

 Shipment of goods to the trade nodes most likely was via mule trains 

during the initial stages and then via ships to farther regions.
545

 Roads were built to handle the 

large cart traffic in the town, though there is not enough evidence to make direct inferences about 

cart traffic on the local trade route.
546

 It is safe to assume the carts did travel on the local trade 

routes as it is the most efficient way to move bulk goods on land. At the site, large kilns were 

able to fire thousands of pots at a time. Even if the life span of a work shop lasted only one 
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generation, the site as a whole kept a steady rate of production until the late 1
st
 century CE.

547
 

Afterwards, the rate of production declined steadily during the 2
nd

 century CE until the 3
rd

 

century CE when the site became mainly a local producer once more and other towns rose to 

prominence. The pottery made at La Graufesenque was primarily high quality red Terra Sigillata 

in all major styles though a small percentage of marbled pottery was produced as well.
548

 

Decorations placed on the pots were created from molds, allowing for the mass production of 

images at low cost.
549

  The potters kept track of firings using the receipts found on plates, which 

were written in Gaulish and business was conducted locally. 

Images on the pots, which would been seen by people around the empire, due to the 

popularity of Terra Sigillata, replicated almost entirely topics from the Mediterranean. The 

potters, however, did not attempt to show these images accurately. Instead they came up with 

their own ideas about how the images should be presented. Additionally, as Janet and Peter 

Webster note, not only were the images standardized, but each workshop owner appears to have 

employed a set list of rotating images.
550

 Although these images are relatively standard the 

workshop owners did not necessarily have a demonstrable knowledge of their subject matter. 

The pottery workshop owner Doeccus, for instance, used Actaeon in a number of his pots, but 

the imagery does not match the Greek story, as it shows him holding a cornucopia and not 

always accompanied by hunting dogs.
551

 The standardized format was meant to appeal to a wide 
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audience, although the workshop owners could not know their distant customers due to the nodal 

nature of ancient trade. Such a lack of concern with making the images accurate suggests that 

aesthetic appeal was more important than the original meaning of the image, at least in the case 

of the pots. This decision suggests that, for the workshop owners, becoming better versed in what 

was “Roman” was not as big a concern as the sale of what was profitable. The workshop owners 

were not trying to help their mainly Gallo-Roman clientele better understand imperial culture; 

and for their part, the traders who moved the pots and the people buying the pots from the traders 

do not seems to have been concerned with the accuracy of the iconography on their pottery. The 

Gauls involved in the production, trade, and consumption of these wares kept their subject 

material at a distance from their own cosmological world and the catalogue of stories it 

contained.  

In addition, the inaccuracies of the images on the pots suggest that the potters at La 

Graufesenque interpreted the Mediterranean stories that inspired the iconography in their own 

ways. Webster states that the images on a given pot were chosen more for the aesthetic reasons 

rather than to retell a story.
552

 While the images do fit the panels in which they appear and are 

pleasing to the eye, I argue for another explanation for alleged “inaccuracies:” intentional 

reimagining of the stories. Since the potters were most likely not familiar with lesser known 

stories, such as the myth of Acteon, they could add their own interpretations to the image. 

Webster and Webster note that the image of Acteon has some commonalities with the Gaulish 

god Cernunnos, although they state that this is coincidental.
553

 The imagery––especially the 

horns on the head of Acteon––fit the story of Acteon; his transformation into a deer, on the other 

hand, was doubtless less familiar to a Gaulish audience. Interpretation of the story of Acteon 
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through the lens of Gaulish myth gave the potters an opportunity to feature imagery they knew––

the horns on the head of a man––in a new, more Mediterranean context. 

The kilns at La Graufesenque were the large square type commonly employed in later 

large scale pottery manufacture in the Mediterranean.
554

 Pottery technology in general benefited 

greatly from post-conquest importation from Italy.
555

 In this case, wholesale adoption of Roman 

technology replaced a less efficient local mode of production. Most of the pots produced with the 

new kilns were coarse wares, but the Terra Sigillata, which required better potter’s wheel 

technology and hotter furnaces, was a direct consequence of the new technology.
556

 The new 

technology and the larger kilns led to an explosion in ceramic consumption in the four provinces, 

mostly of rough ware and at all levels of Gaulish society.
557

 This caused a dramatic change in the 

Gaulish landscape, and one which was directly related to Roman influence post-conquest. Unlike 

other subjects of analysis in this study, the spread of pottery manufacture in Gaul led to a full 

transition to the Mediterranean style. This was most likely due to the fact that the Mediterranean 

wares were able to be easily mass produced as well as the malleability of the clay.
558

 Large scale 

production was not new to Gaul. In fact, Gauls had been able to produce their own pottery in 

large quantities up to the conquest. Thus creating a large amount of the popular new product was 

not only logical transition but also doable. 

Even though the potters at La Graufesenque exported their pots all over the empire, they 

were also popular locally as well.
559

 In funerary contexts, the use of Samian ware became more 
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popular in the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 centuries CE. Most of the funerary Samian ware appears to be linked to 

prestige, but Joanna Bird also argues that it shows a “considerable awareness of Roman funerary 

custom and symbolism” among the Gaulish elite.
560

 Samian ware was also used for ritual 

deposits and burials. As prestige items, the Terra Sigillata style pots fit into a new form of elite 

consumption for Gauls, as more traditional warrior paraphernalia was no longer available. At the 

temple to Mars Mullo in Sarthe, beginning in the 2
nd

 century CE and continuing through the 3
rd

, 

Terra Sigillata pots are part of the archaeological record.
561

 In non-religious contexts, Terra 

Sigillata often denoted prestige amongst the elite.
562

 Yet the decoration of the pots was done by 

the potters who were non-elites. Additionally, even though there may have been familiarity with 

Roman burial practice among elite Gauls at this time, their understanding of the imagery on the 

pots was not necessarily correct.563 The actions surrounding burial seem to have been more 

important to elite Gauls than the symbols attached to the material culture. If this is correct, 

Gaulish elites were acting within a prestige system without comprehending, or needing to 

comprehend, the full ideology. 

Other areas of excavation at La Graufesenque include waste dumps and other types of 

workshops. Unfortunately the focus of archaeologists has remained centered on the Terra 

Sigillata industry rather than any other aspect of life in the town.
564

 Thus any larger conclusion 

about the lives of residents is difficult, though not impossible. An examination of the choices the 

potter’s community made in manufacture, the smaller items they produced and the surrounding 
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ritual centers they visited provides some useful starting points. Workshop owners and potters 

made regular choices in terms of what to make and what to depict, and these decisions impacted 

the trading networks they employed, the imagery they favored, and even the hierarchy of 

workshop ownership at La Graufesenque. The smaller consumables produced at the site provide 

evidence of regional trends and reflect local preferences for material and usage. In the case of the 

ritual centers, questions can be raised regarding the repurposing of imagery and the effect of new 

local needs upon ritual. All of these areas of investigation raise further questions about identity 

formation in Provincial Gaul. It appears that further investigation into the mechanisms and 

intensity of the contact between Romans and Gauls is necessary.
565

 As noted above, the main 

direct contact between the potters’ community and the trade network occurred at the local trading 

point. Yet the web of connections between owners, boat crews, mule trains, importers, and others 

meant that La Graufesenque had a much heavier degree of contact with outside entities than 

many other sites.  

Ritual information is more difficult to analyze, as no direct evidence for cult activity 

outside the workshops is available. At the kilns, rituals revolved around requesting and receiving 

successful firings. Tablets in the workshops refer to casidanos who likely had ritual functions as 

they blessed the kilns to ensure safe firings, but they also kept track of time and helped oversee 

firings.
566

 The few receipts in Latin that exist refer to these men with the term flamen (priest) 

instead of casidanos.
 567

 There was probably an equivalence between the words denoting the 
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same position in the community, but there is no way of telling what that equivalence might be or 

if it was an import or not.  Since these people serviced the local community they likely retained 

community specificity, rather than acting as general ritual guides. At another major Terra 

Sigillata producing site, Lezoux which was active mainly in the 2
nd

 century CE, we have a bit of 

additional extra-workshop ritual material, including a large statue of Mercury. This statue, which 

was analyzed in chapter four, is a hybrid work containing both Gaulish and Mediterranean 

imagery.
568

 It provides additional evidence that the incorporation of Mediterranean style pottery 

into the repertoire of Gaulish workshops did not mean a full adoption of other imported concepts 

without local interpretation.  

For smaller consumables, the information is just as sparse but some conclusions can be 

made. Since the imagery on both the pottery and the larger ritual statues was largely 

amalgamated, that Gauls produced similar images on smaller items, such as fibulae and jewelry, 

should not surprise.
569

 The potters and other members of the community at La Graufesenque 

likely followed the patterns of other communities: for instance the stone employed there for 

building and funeral stelae was not uncommon in type, and the jewelry that has been found at the 

site corresponds in style to trends common elsewhere in Gaul.
570

 La Graufesenque and other 

potters’ communities in Gaul not only produced items for the Gaulish provinces, but they also 

consumed these products. These communities were both start points and end points of the 

networks of trade that carried popular items throughout the four Gauls. 
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 The geography of La Graufesenque is isolated in comparison to some other communities 

in Gaul, but had a tremendous effect on the rest of Roman Gaul because it was connected by a 

road. The larger trade routes dispersed the Terra Sigillata pots throughout the region, which also 

spread ideas, based on the choices of the potters and their response to the local markets. La 

Graufesenque participated in region wide change that included shifting views of mythical stories, 

the growing importance of the Terra Sigillata pot in burials due to its prestige, and incorporating 

trends and ideas from their purchasers in the larger provincial world. This is how ritual change 

developed in the four Provinces of Gaul and La Graufesenque also shows that this process 

included a significant role from non-elite Gauls. 

 Conclusion 

 Travel networks in the four provinces of Gaul during the first and second centuries CE 

improved with the peace brought by the Roman Empire; it helped the Gauls exchange material 

and ideas, including those relating to ritual. The connections created by this wide-ranging 

network are what produced the standard ritual imagery and materials that characterized Gallo-

Roman religion. As people traveled along the roads and rivers, they talked to each other about 

their ideas about the gods and brought with them items and images that they described to the 

people they met. Gauls would also visit shrines and sanctuaries that not only affected their 

religious views, but also created meeting grounds where ideas could travel to a variety of 

communities. People incorporated the new ideas they encountered in their travels into their local 

cosmologies, creating new common understandings of the gods while maintaining local variety. 

 As La Graufesenque demonstrates, a single community could be closely connected to the 

rest of Gaul via the network of roads, rivers, and communication. A large amount of material 



207 
 

spread from this location to the rest of the region: not only pottery, but image-related discourse 

from manufacturers. While La Graufesenque was a major economic center due to its pottery 

production, there is no reason to state that other communities in Gaul did not enjoy the same 

access to the travel networks. La Graufesenque was, in fact, a bit off the network compared to 

some ritual sites and communities. Through pottery manufacture we see movement and travel in 

the Gaulish provinces as well as the creation of new discourse. The potters responded to market 

demands via the traders who sold their material, and they created objects with images that met 

these demands. Often they dealt directly with mythological subjects, as in the case of Actaeon, 

and produce unique, and unusual, provincial variations on Mediterranean themes.  

 Both elites and non-elites participated in the new ritual system that developed while these 

new Gallo-Roman products made their way to market. Elite Gauls had a major effect on this new 

system, but their religious views were not the only contributors to the ritual changes. Non-elite 

Gauls also contributed significantly. They continued to rely on the druids at the local level, used 

their own ritual depositions at popular sites, creating a new pantheon that help enough continuity 

with the past, and created new images for the gods, as well as a new burial tradition. These non-

elite Gauls used the travel networks, just as much as the elite Gauls did, to create their ritual 

world and agree on how it should appear. Consent between the levels of social hierarchy in the 

four provinces of Gaul gave the religion in the area its unique flair. This would occur in other 

provinces as well, giving each region a ritual uniqueness.  
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CONCLUSION 

The ritual centers, deposits and images of Gaul, as well as the ritual practices that 

accompanied them, changed in the years following the Roman conquest. As we have seen, these 

changes helped forge a new regional identity for Gauls in the early empire by combining 

traditional Gaulish elements with aspects imported from both the Roman and the broader 

Mediterranean worlds. The changes included the use of different materials for building and for 

ritual imagery, shifting patterns of ritual deposition, and alterations to the images of the gods. 

Each such change required active participation and adaptation by different segments of the 

provincial population, both elites and non-elites. In turn, by changing (e.g.) the appearance of 

temples and/or the types of deities associated with them in accordance with the needs of the local 

population, the ritual landscape was also changed. The result was not just a simple amalgamation 

of religions. Polytheistic societies rarely have clearly delineated forms and domains for their 

gods. New gods enter their pantheons and older gods change forms and attributes. In the case of 

the four Gauls, the change was catalyzed by the Roman conquest, but the main actors were the 

provincial population, who used the familiar tools of polytheistic groups to adapt their traditional 

cosmology to better fit their new environment. The agents of such ritual changes were both elite 

and non-elite Gauls who were connected by a network of roads and rivers on which they 

travelled and talked to each other. 

At Gaulish ritual sites, different building materials and forms began to be employed, new 

styles of inscriptions were developed, and elite deposits changed in type. A new building 

material, stone, was the post-conquest medium for prestige competition among the elite. It 

transformed the building styles that the Gauls employed for their shrines and the rituals which 

took place inside them. It also changed perceptions of divine space, as buildings took on forms 
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that seemed more permanent. Local Gauls reacted to these transformed sites not with a sudden 

adoption of new values, but with an adaptation of older trends in ritual deposition and 

movement. Some used new material for their ritual deposits, as was the case with terra cotta 

figurines, while others used new gods, like the statuettes of Venus. Yet the fundamental 

processes of chthonic and watery deposition, especially where sanctuaries were located, 

remained the same. Thus the reaction to an extreme material change in the landscape was a 

minor ritual change. Gaulish religion did not change to such a point as to be unrecognizable to 

the Gaulish communities in the four provinces. Instead, by employing traditional deposition 

practices, movement within ritual spaces, and Gaulish symbols of prestige the Gauls drew on 

familiar ritual methods to maintain their religious worldview within the imperial system. 

Granted, wholesale reinvention of previous structures and gods did occur under the Roman 

occupation, as seen in the case of Mars Mullo during the Flavian and Antonine eras. Yet even 

here, the negotiations were active and the changes to a site focused more on syncretism of gods 

rather than replacement of one by another. 

It is important to note that this retention of old ideas and practices by the Gauls was not 

necessarily a sign of resistance to Roman governance or Mediterranean imports. In fact, this 

conservative streak coexisted with new traditions. Rather than using their indigenous gods and 

rituals as focal points to distinguish Gaulishness from Romanness, the Gauls followed a more 

common polytheistic approach to religious contact: they integrated the new images, materials, 

and gods into their own religious worldview as part of a process of participation in a larger 

imperial community. The people living in Gaul now gained access to new materials, artistic 

techniques, and finished products on a larger scale than during the pre-conquest period. They 

used these new imports to express prestige and articulate personal relationships with gods. As a 



210 
 

result, at sites such as Fontes Sequanae, one finds both wooden sculptures and small stone busts 

employed for watery deposits. Such changes in ritual are evidence not only of changes in the 

realities of life in Gaul in the imperial period, but also of personal choice by Gauls. From these 

choices developed new versions of the Gaulish religion, each of which fit a particular region and 

the needs of its people. 

In depictions of the divine similar changes occurred. Mediterranean gods such as 

Mercury, Mars and Hercules sometimes changed appearance, merged with other gods, or entered 

new divine relationships—generally with Gaulish gods—to suit their new cosmological roles. 

The occasional confusion of gods—as, for example, in Lucian’s story about Hercules, Ogmios 

and the kindly Gaul—was an inevitable result of ritual repurposing by Gauls to make 

iconography relevant. Alterations to representations of Gaulish gods suggest reworked mythic 

narratives that served local functions, addressing local assumptions about divine action and 

authority. Along with these transformed images of Gaulish gods, indigenous cults also got a 

divine make-over as the Gauls used new media—stone reliefs and statues—to create a plethora 

of new images inspired, seemingly, from older perceptions. Here the choices made by Gauls 

were inspired by not only the imagery of specific deity, but also the god’s role in the now more 

heavily populated divine realm. Choices regarding a god’s place in a group and how the various 

divinities thus depicted related to each other were ongoing and active for the Gauls. The 

popularity of certain cults post-conquest was due not only to their previous pedigree, but to the 

large scale manufacture of the new material on which the images of the gods were carved. 

Pilgrims, after viewing the new ritual imagery, communicated these new perceptions of the gods 

to their home communities. This, in turn, led to certain standard depictions of gods—with set 

clothing, poses and the like, based on a combination of pre-conquest imagery and new, imported 
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Mediterranean styles—which survived until the Christian era. One major exception to this trend 

was Epona, who, due to her popularity within the imperial army, also became a Roman god and 

thus had a special dual role. 

Both non-elite and elite Gauls participated in a burial tradition that coupled continuity 

from Iron Age traditions with the new tradition of funeral stelae. The largest change made by the 

Gauls for their burial goods was that they no longer buried the dead with military items. This was 

primarily a change for the elite Gauls, non-elite burial goods remained consistent. Even the use 

of Terra Sigillata pottery in funerals was not a break from Gaulish burial traditions. Long before 

Gaul was conquered by Rome, the Gauls buried their dead with imported goods, especially 

pottery, as a sign of prestige. The biggest change for funerals in the Gallo-Roman period was the 

use of funeral stelae. Both elite and non-elite Gauls used these funeral stelae as markers for their 

graves. Since the non-elite Gauls purchased the stelae, but could not afford to hire good sculptors 

or buy quality marble, they instead bought limestone and hired basic stone carvers to make their 

monuments. These cheaper stelae looked similar to each other and had crude imagery that, due to 

its simple nature, spread consistently throughout the four provinces of Gaul. Thus it was the 

consumption of funeral imagery of the non-elite Gauls that contributed to the new and unique 

ritual funerary traditions in the Gaulish Provinces.  

All of these traditions were connected by a network of travel that facilitated 

communication. Both rivers and roads were important pathways that supplied the means for 

people to visit other areas and experience how different communities performed ritual. Major 

sanctuary sites were located on the travel networks in Gaul which made them important nodes of 

ritual communication where people from different communities shared the same religious 

experience. New products from the empire moved along the trade routes introducing Gauls to 
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new ritual items and other products. Manufacturers of these new products sent their goods all 

over the four provinces of Gaul. Gaulish businesses, such as the potters at La Graufesenque, sold 

tens of thousands of pots in Gaul, a number of which ended up in burials. Thus the potter from 

La Graufesenque could affect burial ritual in Belgica. Some of the Gaulish gods that retained 

importance in the imperial period can be tracked through this Provincial network in Gaul. 

Producers of images for the wheel god (sometimes identified as Taranis) put their workshop on 

the major travel networks and also made a standard image popular throughout the four provinces. 

It was the ease of distribution provided by this network of travel that allowed the makers of the 

wheel image to have so much influence on ritual imagery in the four provinces of Gaul. 

In the larger picture, the observable changes and negotiations in the realm of Gaulish 

ritual fit into a broader trend of negotiation of identity in the Gallo-Roman provinces. Gauls 

actively chose what they wanted to use from the new Roman paradigm and determined how to 

adapt it to their local and regional needs. This allowed both elite and non-elite Gauls to engage 

with Roman culture and the broader Roman world without offending their own gods. As imperial 

subjects, the Gauls developed traditions to fit their own needs that did not require acculturation 

or resistance to Rome. While resistance might be present in some of the material culture, it is not 

the defining characteristic of most of the evidence discussed in this study. Rather, the majority of 

the evidence supports of the concept of negotiation in their utilitarian ritual use to please the gods 

as well as preform everyday ritual. Such utilitarian use extends to non-ritual items as well. Items 

used for identification within a community, such as fibulae, jewelry, and pottery either remained 

consistent (fibulae) or changed dramatically (pottery). In all the cases both the elite and non-elite 

Gauls were involved with the changes and the communities of Gaul were joined by a complex 

travel network made easier to use by the Romans.  
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