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ABSTRACT
The Gundestrup “cauldron” is a late Iron-Age silver ceremonial vessel found in Denmark in 1891.
The busts depicted on the seven outer-plates – one is missing – are thought to represent deities but
have not been confidently identified. This paper identifies the species of the birds on plate f and its
symbolism allowing identification of the deity, the depicted event and its religious significance. The
birds have the distinctive zygodactyl foot-morphology of the common cuckoo (Cuculus canorus Linnaeus, 1758). This species is also identified on a number of other widespread European artifacts where
it was previously thought to be a bird of prey. The plate depicts a goddess in triplicate flanked by two
cuckoos releasing the first cuckoo of spring. The bird is an obligate brood-parasite, laying its eggs in
other birds’ nests, leading to misconceptions of its life cycle: no females, nests or identifiable eggs. It
was assumed the male birds mated with the host females. Hence, the cuckoo symbolized male fertility
across its Eurasian summer range and was associated with several widespread European goddesses of
fertility who were probably also associated with mead and the planet Venus. The evidence presented
strongly suggests that these deities were known in the Bronze Age.
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Résumé
Plaque f du « chaudron » de Gundestrup: symboles du printemps et de la fertilité.
Le “chaudron” de Gundestrup est un vase d’argent datant de la fin de l’Âge de Fer, découvert au
Danemark en 1891. Les bustes représentés sur les sept plaques extérieures, dont l’une est manquante,
sont censés représenter des divinités mais n’ont pas été identifiés avec certitude. Cet article détermine
les espèces d’oiseaux sur la plaque f et leur symbolisme permettant d’identifier la divinité, l’événement
décrit et sa signification religieuse. Les oiseaux ont la morphologie distinctive du pied zygodactyle
du coucou commun (Cuculus canorus Linnaeus, 1758). Cette espèce est également identifiée sur un
certain nombre d’autres artefacts européens répandus, sur lesquels elle était auparavant considérée
comme un oiseau de proie. La plaque représente une déesse en triple exemplaire, flanquée de deux
coucous et libérant le premier coucou du printemps. L’oiseau est un parasite de nichée, la femelle
pondant ses œufs dans les nids d'autres oiseaux, les nids ou œufs ne sont donc pas identifiables. Cela
a fait naître des idées fausses sur son cycle de vie, notamment que les oiseaux mâles s’accouplaient
avec les femelles hôtes. Ainsi, le coucou symbolisait la fertilité masculine dans son aire estivale eurasienne et était associé à plusieurs déesses européennes de la fertilité largement répandues, probablement affiliées à la planète Vénus. Les preuves présentées suggèrent fortement que ces divinités étaient
connues à l’Âge du Bronze.
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Fig. 1. — The Gundestrup “cauldron”, plate f is facing (© National Museum of Denmark, photo Kim Bach).

INTRODUCTION
The Gundestrup “cauldron” (Fig. 1) was found dismantled in
a peat bog in Jutland, Denmark, in 1891 (Fig. 2). It is not a
cauldron but a ceremonial container consisting of sixteen silver
components: a bowl, seven square outer plates, identified as a
to g, portraying busts of a probable pantheon of four male and
three female deities (Rowlett 1993), with the plate of a presumed
female deity missing, and five inner rectangular panels, A to E,
thought to depict narratives. There are also two pieces of silver
tube from the rim and a piece of iron from a ring originally
placed inside the tubes. They have been re-assembled into a
cauldron 69 centimetres in diameter and 42 centimetres high.
In addition, a 25 centimetres diameter circular decorated plate,
possibly a phalera or horse-harness ornament (Taylor 1992),
was soldered inside the bowl to cover a hole (Larsen 1987). This
paper focuses on plate f. The recognition of the bird species portrayed and its symbolism has enabled the identification of the
attributes of the female deity and an associated religious concept.
The iconography, religion, origin and dating of the cauldron have been dealt with many times with highly divergent
results (Nielsen et al. 2005). The figures on the outer plates
have not been identified with any confidence as, according
to Bober (1951: 13) “indigenous Celtic divinities are manifestations of religious concepts that can be approached only
indirectly, given the lack of native sources and the extremely
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limited figural representations from La Tène art”. There are also
contradictory interpretations of the inner panel narratives: a
lost Celtic tale (Hatt 1965) or a lost Thracian tale (Kaul et al.
1991), while Olmsted (1979) suggested they represented a
Gaulish version of the Irish epic Táin Bó Cúailnge, “Cattle
raid of Cooley” (Fig. 2), possibly set in the first century AD
and roughly contemporary with the cauldron’s fabrication, a
hypothesis rejected by others (Bergquist & Taylor 1986: 269).
All locations mentioned in this paper, with the exceptions
of Gundestrup and Agighiol, are within the area occupied by
people speaking Celtic languages (Fig. 2). While language is
not the sole criterion for ethnicity, it is one of the key components and it is thought indisputable that in Iron Age Europe
the speaking of a Celtic language was, to a greater or lesser
extent, correlated with specific forms of social organisation,
cultural expression and religious practice (Forsyth 1997: 6). The
cauldron is thought by some to have been fabricated within a
Celtic cultural context (Klindt-Jensen 1960: 50; Allen 1971:
20; Powell 1971: 205). Some have narrowed the location to
northern Gaul (Klindt-Jensen 1959; Olmsted 1979; Hachmann
1990; Rowlett 1993). The vessel is shaped like Celtic cauldrons
and the helmets and war trumpets (carnyces) are also Celtic in
style (Kaul 2006). Klindt-Jensen (1959), using stylistic analysis,
determined that the objects depicted were of the later La Tène
style that fitted naturally into the cultural context of northern
Gaul and suggested a fabrication date of the first century BC.
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Fig. 2. — Map of locations mentioned in the text with areas of maximum Celtic settlement (from Haywood 2001) and the Roman province of Thracia.

Olmsted (1979) combined stylistic with coin analysis and
considered fabrication occurred between 80 and 50 BC possibly near Orléans (Fig. 2). Others have proffered dates that
vary between 200 BC and AD 300 as none of the objects can
be dated exactly and the different motifs on the cauldron are
difficult to categorise chronologically (Nielsen et al. 2005).
Conversely, the standard and style of repoussé workmanship
suggested an origin in Thrace. While most torcs on the cauldron
were Celtic in style, two were of a type known in south-east
Europe while the method of indicating fur by punch marks
has parallels in the Rogozen treasure found in north-western
Bulgaria but dated to the fourth century BC (Boev 2018: 5).
The approximately nine kilogramme weight of the cauldron’s
components was also claimed to match integers of 11.2 gramme
Persian sigloi coins (Taylor 1992). However, subsequent metallurgical analysis indicated that the vessel was manufactured not
in Thrace of Persian silver but somewhere in Central or Western
Europe (Nielsen et al. 2005; Jouttijärvi 2009). Analysis of the
phosphorus content of the iron ring precluded it being made
from Danish bog iron (Nielsen et al. 2005). Lead-isotope analysis
of the solder indicated that the tin was from Cornwall, while
results of similar analysis of the silver lay between those of two
groups of Celtic silver coins: the quinars of the oppidum of
Dünsberg (Fig. 2) and first century BC Curiosolite coins from
Brittany. Nielsen et al. (2005) concluded the probable origin was
from the “pool” of silver used in coins of what is now northern
France and southern Germany but was in the area of La Tène
culture. It has been speculated that these Celtic and Thracian
elements were combined by Thracian craftsmen fabricating for
Celtic customers (Bergquist & Taylor 1986: 268), which does
not preclude a fabrication in northern Gaul by itinerant Thracian
artisans, or in a territory where both groups co-existed (Kaul
2006). The Celtic Scordisci and Thracian Triballi coexisted in
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modern day Serbia and it has been supposed without evidence
that the cauldron originated somewhere there and was acquired
by the Germanic Cimbri who took it to Denmark (Kaul 2006).
Rowlett (1993) had earlier demonstrated that the cauldron
had stylistic similarities with several unfinished silver items found
at Titelberg, a first century BC oppidum of the Belgic Treveri in
northern Gaul (Fig. 2), situated within a core territory of La Tène
culture (Haywood 2001) and within the area where the silver was
used. There was native silver-working and a mint at Titelberg,
later used by the Romans after Caesar’s conquest of the Belgae
in 57 BC (Rowlett 1993). Both provenances are challenged.
The Thracian silversmiths flourished in the fifth and fourth
centuries BC (Rowlett 1993), at least three centuries before the
cauldron was fabricated and, according to Taylor (1992), there is
an absence anywhere in north-western Europe of any tradition
of repoussé work in sheet silver. Rowlett (1993) disputes this
stating that embossing of metal was well-known to craftsmen
of the Treveri territory from the beginning of La Tène period
and that such techniques, contemporary with the cauldron’s
fabrication, have also been demonstrated in northern Iberia.
The principal focus of plate f is a female figure holding a bird
between finger and thumb. She and a smaller figure both wear
torcs. Another female without a torc braids the hair of the main
figure (Fig. 3). A dog lies beneath her right breast and a onearmed man lies recumbent across her left: he is discussed in a
separate paper. A feline is extended vertically, evidenced by the
extended claws and comparatively long tail length (65 per cent
of the head and body length in cats as opposed to 35 per cent in
dogs). Two birds with open wings heraldically flank the central
figure above her shoulders, previously identified as eagles (Green
1992) or ravens (Olmsted 1979). Olmsted (1979) proposed
that the figures represented an Irish goddess: the Morrigan or
Ériu, who materialise as a crow or raven, or Medb, a goddess
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Fig. 3. — Plate f of the Gundestrup “cauldron”. (© Kit Weis, National Museum
of Denmark). Scale bar: 10 cm.

Fig. 4. — The common cuckoo (Cuculus canorus Linnaeus, 1758) showing
zygodactylic foot arrangement (© Mike McKenzie).

of war, sovereignty and fertility. Alternatively, he proposed a
“mistress of the underworld”, Rhiannon of the Welsh epic the
Mabinogion, also mentioned with birds. Olmsted (1979) equated
her with the Gallo-Roman horse goddess Epona. Taylor (1992)
thought a phalera from Pakistan depicting a woman with birds
at her shoulder was analogous and supported the hypothesis
that Indian iconography had diffused to influence that of the
cauldron and again linked her to Rhiannon.
ANALYSIS
The absence of text suggests that the silversmiths and/or
their patrons were illiterate. Before Greek artists introduced
letters to mythological narratives, they demonstrated both
the attributes of the subject and an unmistakeable situation
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Fig. 5. — The horsed figure with bird helmet on panel e, also showing phalerae
(Flemming Kaul, © National Museum of Denmark).

(Hanffman 1957). Those techniques are used on plate f where
the three females probably represent a goddess in triplicate.
This, combined with the attributes of a cat, dog and a bird
above each of her shoulders, would have identified the trio
to a knowledgeable audience. The unmistakeable situation is
the central figure releasing a bird that also dated the event in
the cosmic year (discussed below). An additional technique
was to exaggerate characteristics that aided identification;
for example, the two heraldic birds at the top of the plate
are each represented with only one disproportionately short,
unjointed leg and an outsized foot drawing attention to it.
Olmsted (1979) thought it represented the tail but this is
omitted, further emphasising the foot viewed from the side.
The most common bird foot-morphology has three forward
facing toes (anisodactyly). Those on the plate have feet that are
zygodactylic with the two inner front toes pointing forward
and the outer facing backward. Three groups of European birds
have obligate zygodactyly: cuckoos, woodpeckers and some
owls (Olson 1983). As the birds clearly do not represent owls or
woodpeckers, they must represent the common cuckoo (Cuculus
canorus Linnaeus, 1758) (Fig. 4). The moderately curved beak
of the cuckoo is exaggerated in the upper birds to preclude it
being interpreted as the straight beak of a woodpecker.
The bird in the hand has the moderately curved bill of the
insectivorous cuckoo, more proportionate legs but the same
foot morphology, contradicting Olmstead’s conjecture that
it represented the tail of the upper birds. The silversmith has
left an unambiguous feature that clearly demonstrates that
the bird in the hand is the same species as the two upper birds
(Fig. 3). Pre-Roman bronze and gold coins with a similar
motif have been identified from several tribes of Northern
Gaul: Carnutes, Venuti and Bellovaci (Olmsted 1979: 79).
Olmsted (1979: 79) thought the bird on the head of the
horsed figure on panel E of the cauldron was the same as that
in the hand but representing a bird of prey, although it does
not have the beak of a raptor (Fig. 5). A similar bronze bird-
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Fig. 7. — Representation of the Moñes diadem. Note the horsed figure holding
a bird (after López Monteagudo 1977).

Fig. 6. — Bird helmet from Ciumeşti, Romania, second century BC, with zygodactylic feet (from Rusu 1971).

helmet is known from a grave in Ciumeşti, Romania (Fig. 2)
dated to the second half of the third century BC, speculated
to have belonged to a Celtic mercenary (Rustoiu 2012). The
bird has been described as a raven or raptor (Rustoiu 2012).
However, it does not have the raven’s broad head and neck,
thick bill and characteristic diamond-shaped tail; the wings of
a falcon or a raptor’s forward-facing eyes (Fig. 6). It is perched
with zygodactylic feet and probably represents a cuckoo.
The bird in the hand and the bird on the horsed figure appear to be combined in a possible bird-headed mounted figure
holding an opened-winged bird in its right hand on the gold
“diadem” (Fig. 7) from Moñes, Asturias (Fig. 2) thought to
date around 125 BC (Quintela 2005). Nearby at Santa Maria
de Bouro, a Marian sanctuary in northern Portugal (Fig. 2), a
statue of Senhora da Abadia, “Our Lady of the Abbey”, holds
the Christ-child, who, in turn, holds what appears to be not
a dove but a cuckoo (Da Silva 2004) suggesting a syncretised
pre-Christian deity. Both are in an area of La Tène culture
(Haywood 2001) where Hispano-Celtic languages were spoken
when the cauldron was constructed. A Celtiberian inscription
on a bronze plaque has a dedication to the god Lugus (Kaul
2006) who was also known in Ireland, Britain and Gaul indicating all these Celtic speaking peoples shared a similar pantheon.
Taylor’s hypothesis that the iconography on the phalera
from Rawalpindi is the same as plate f would not appear accurate as the birds are not on the figure’s shoulders and the
beaks and long tails suggest that they are parrots, which occur in Rawalpindi. However, there are artefacts with similar
iconography including the Galiche phalera (Fig. 8) from
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Fig. 8. — A phalera from Galiche, Bulgaria (after Boev 2018).

Bulgaria (Fig. 2) where the female figure, also with braided
hair, has a bird on each shoulder. The birds’ features of longer
necks, short legs and beaks, and eyes that are clearly ringed,
also correspond with those of the common cuckoo (Fig. 4;
Zlatozar Boev pers. comm.).
DISCUSSION
The Common Cuckoo
The common cuckoo is an obligate brood parasite: it lays its
eggs in other species’ nests exclusively. The birds overwinter
in sub-Saharan Africa and arrive in Europe up to the Arctic
Circle and across Asia to Kamchatka in late spring and are the
heralds of summer across much of this range. Until migration
was understood, the birds would have appeared from nowhere
just as the leaves of summer were breaking. In rural areas of
Europe, the bird is described as “awakening” or “resurrected”
(Méchin 2001: 25). The birds are secretive and both sexes are
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indistinguishable to the untrained eye. Cuckoos exist in distinct
clades that target specific host species. Each clade has evolved
to lay eggs that closely mimic those of its host and the hosts
have coevolved to recognise and reject them – a “biological
arms race”. Shortly after hatching, the young cuckoo ejects
all the host’s eggs or hatchlings from the nest. Consequently,
to the rustic observer there were no female cuckoos, nests or
recognisable eggs. A few weeks after the appearance of the
cuckoo, several hosts’ nests, each containing only a single
young cuckoo, would be found in the territory of one calling, polygynous male cuckoo, as each female can lay over
20 eggs each season. These observations might have seemed
supernatural to the superstitious mind and indicated that all
the birds were male and, as Gubernatis (1872: 231) supposed
“The male cuckoo united itself in adultery with the strange
female bird to which it afterwards confided the eggs, which
would thus be bastard eggs of the female itself that sits on
them”, the male host-bird being cuckolded.
The cuckoo was the bird of the Greek goddess Hera. Pausanias
(2.17.4; Jones & Ormerod 1918) in the second century AD
wrote that a statue of Hera seated on a throne had a sceptre
with a cuckoo on its end which referred to Zeus changing
into this bird, caught by Hera as a pet. Hera was a maiden
(virgin) and the implication is that Zeus raped her. Lai (1988)
interpreted this myth as signifying that the cuckoo projected
phallic prowess. Gubernatis (1872: 232) had previously recorded that the bird had phallic symbolism. Unlike this early
recorded myth, others about the cuckoo, some quoted below,
were first recorded in the nineteenth and twentieth century.
There is no direct evidence that they were extant two millennia
ago. However, recent empirical studies have concluded that
methods and theory from population genetics can be usefully
applied to characterize the population structure and variation
in cultural packages such as folktales (Ross et al. 2013). Such
methods have demonstrated that while some cosmic myths
are Palaeolithic in origin (Huy 2013) various Indo-European
folktales have been demonstrated to have a Bronze Age origin
(Graça da Silva & Tehrani 2016).
Due to its arrival as the summer vegetation was emerging,
perceived male-only gender, conceived virility, promiscuity,
libido and subsequent fertility, the cuckoo represented male
fertility across its summer range from Denmark (Armstrong
1958) to China where it is the bringer of spring and the symbol of both deceit and fertility (Lai 1988). From Northern
Europe to Turkey the cuckoo was associated with the spring
sap of plants (Méchin 2001). The Senhora da Abadia, associated with a cuckoo and mentioned earlier, has a more significant name, Senhora da Goma, “Lady of Sap” (Da Silva 2004:
282). In addition to being the symbol of male sexuality the
cuckoo was also associated with both natural and agricultural
fertility and abundance. For example, until the nineteenth
century English farmers thought it necessary to sow barley
when the earliest note of the cuckoo was heard to ensure a
full crop (Ingersoll 1923: 225). Crawford (1910: 20), in his
introduction to the Finnish epic the Kalevala, where the bird
is often referred to as sacred, commented that in Finland “The
cuckoo to this day is sacred, and is believed to have fertilized
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the earth with his songs” suggesting not merely that the bird
emerged in spring, but that without him there could be no
spring. Similarly, in Scotland the first cuckoo to arrive each
year on Lewis in the Outer Hebrides was believed to fly straight
to the central stone of the Calanais stone ring and call from
there (Swire 1966: 25) indicating a locus where the annual
greening of the vegetation would start. Analogous myths have
been Christianised at Nevern, Wales where the first cuckoo
of the year would alight on a stone cross on the feast day of
the local saint, and similarly at the Gowk Stone at Lisdivin,
Northern Ireland (Rutherford 1953) – gowk is Old English
for “cuckoo”. Such locations would appear to be local axes
mundi, “centres of the world”, a function attributed to similar
monuments in Orkney (Richards 1996).
Fields named cuckoo-pen in southern England are located
at places in the landscape with specific geographic and cultural features (Field 1913; Rawes 1977). They were thought
to be cult-sites associated with pagan seasonal rituals (Rawes
1977) or sacred groves (Field 1993). These subjective observations were tested against a wider sample of English, Brittonic
and Gaelic cuckoo place-names using statistical analysis and
Geographic Information System (GIS; Nance 2019). Several
geographic and cultural features were statistically very significantly associated with cuckoo place-names when compared
with random locations and the same features were very significantly associated with cuckoo and gouk standing stones
when compared with a randomly selected group of standing
stones. However, there was no significant difference between
cuckoo stones and other cuckoo place-names indicating these
other cuckoo place-name locations were initially associated
with the bird at the same time the stones were erected in the
Early Bronze Age. One associated feature was Roman roads
and forts indicating these locations were tribal religious sites
targeted by Roman forces during the conquest phase, a conclusion supported by an independent GIS geoprocessing analysis. Field (1913) and Rawes (1977) thought such locations
associated with the myth of the pent cuckoo, where the bird
is banked-in or penned in an attempt to keep the summer.
Grimm (1883: 681) thought places named after the cuckoo
in Germany referred to the bird “in a mystic sense which has
fallen dark to us now” and were associated with similar myths.
Such locations might also have been regarded as axes mundi.
The date of the cuckoos’ arrival was significant across its
range. 22 April to 21 May was Gaukmánuður, “cuckoo month”,
in the Nordic calendar and referred to in the Prose Edda
(Sturluson & Brodeur 1916: 225). In Norway and Iceland,
a Gaukmesse, “cuckoo mass”, was celebrated on 23 April: the
second day of Gaukmánuður. The month of May is also named
Gegužė, “cuckoo”, in Lithuania. The cuckoo was said to arrive
at the Wareham Spring Fair in Dorset on six April (Harte
1986) and on the seven April at Nevern. The bird was also
said to arrive at the fairs of Downton in Wiltshire, Marsden
in Yorkshire (Harte 1986) and Heathfield in Sussex (Fig. 2)
suggesting they too were gatherings at local axes mundi. The
fairs might originally have been religious gatherings occurring
after hearing the first cuckoo although the date would have
been locally and inter-annually variable.

ANTHROPOZOOLOGICA • 2019 • 54 (14)

Plate f of the Gundestrup “cauldron”

When Britain adopted the Gregorian calendar in 1752
the Julian calendar was corrected by adding eleven days.
Hence, the date of the cuckoo’s supposed arrival at Wareham
and Nevern on six and seven April corresponded to 26 and
27 March. The 25 March was the date of the vernal equinox
and of the New Year in the Julian, changed to one January with
the adoption of the Gregorian. In Romania the 25 March is
ziua cucului, “day of the cuckoo” (Ghinoiu 1995: 463). The
event depicted on plate f might have been formalised with a
festival at the beginning of the agricultural New Year near the
vernal equinox. This suggests that the eight putative deities on
the cauldron’s plates may each be associated with one of the
eight quarter and cross-quarter days, known to be significant
in the calendars of Celtic societies.
The Goddess
The conceived links with male sexuality and fertility indicate
why the cuckoo was the bird of several European fertility goddesses in triplicate: Freyja/Frigg (Guerber 1895: 130), Laima,
a goddess of the Balts (Gimbutas 1989: 97), Hera and possibly
the Latin Juno. This is either due to lateral transmission, possible between Hera and Juno; the association having arisen
independently at least three times or these goddesses evolved
from a common ancestor. Several of these deities, widespread
in Europe, are also associated with fertility, mead (discussed
below) and the planet Venus indicating a common ancestor
is the more probable hypothesis.
There are more extant myths in Europe associated with the
common cuckoo than with any other bird (Ingersoll 1923:
154). One recalls the association between a woman and cuckoo
in southern England. A quaintly-dressed old lady is said to
turn up at the annual Cuckoo Fair at Heathfield to release
the first cuckoo of summer from her basket. It appears to be a
variant of the myth referred to by Tillhagen (1978: 162) who
wrote that in Sussex an old lady has all the cuckoos. Every
spring she fills her apron with them, and when she is in a
good mood she releases them. It is this myth that appears to
be depicted on plate f and dates it to the annual arrival of the
first cuckoo. It could be a Germanic association of Frigg and
the cuckoo brought from Continental Europe by the AngloSaxons, although, if so, it might be expected that the myth
would be more widespread throughout England. However,
this area was earlier settled by Belgic tribes.
If plate f was fabricated in northern Gaul and the figures
represent a regional goddess then a later, local Gallo-Roman
fertility goddess may be expected to have developed from
her: one of a divine couple, associated with the cuckoo. Three
altars to the east and southeast of Titelberg appear to record
her. An altar dedicated to the divine couple Nantosuelta and
Sucellos was found at Sarrebourg (Fig. 2) in the former territory of the Belgic Mediometrici. The goddess has a bird at
her feet in low relief previously speculatively interpreted as
a raven but it has an apparent zygodactylic foot. She holds a
sceptre with what might be a contemporary domestic horreum
(Roman granary) on it. Reinach (1922: 219) dated this altar to
the end of the first or start of the second century AD: over a
century after Caesar conquered the Belgae in 57 BC. Another
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image of a single female holding a sceptre with a horreum appears on an altar in Metz (Fig. 2). There was no mention of
her title in the inscription but due the similarities with the
Sarrebourg figure she is presumed to be Nantosuelta. Another
relief from Speyer (Fig. 2) has a female figure similarly dressed
with a structure on a sceptre and unidentified bird(s) at her
feet in low relief. The horreum suggests she was a goddess of
fertility/abundance and the associated zygodactyl footed bird
is most probably a cuckoo.
The myth from Heathfield is the only direct evidence of an
association between the cuckoo and a British or Irish goddess.
However, recension one of the Táin Bó Cúailnge mentions
that Medb, who Olmsted thought was depicted on plate f,
had two birds on her shoulders, one of which the warrior
Cúchulainn killed as well as her “marten” (O’Rahilly 1976)
or “lapdog” (Olmsted 1979). As Medb was associated with
fertility the birds might well have been cuckoos and her lapdog correspond with the dog on plate f. The birds on plate f
are above the figure’s shoulders to allow a clear depiction of
their feet although she could have been described as having
two cuckoos on her shoulders like the figure on the Galiche
phalera indicating a widespread association of the cuckoo with
a female figure across territory occupied by Celtic speaking
peoples. The other goddess suggested that might be represented on plate f, Rhiannon (Olmsted 1979; Taylor 1992),
had song-birds that sang so sweetly that they could raise the
dead (Ross 1967: 339). This does not appear to describe the
repetitive two-tone call of the male cuckoo but is suggestive
of a deity of the Underworld.
Goddesses of fertility must themselves be fertile and have
a male consort (Frazer 1922: 13). Equally, he must epitomise male fertility. These divine couples are well represented
in Celtic religion (Green 1986: 95). The goddess on plate f
presumably had a consort who might also be depicted on the
cauldron. Divine couples associated with the cuckoo include
Hera and Zeus, Freyja and the fertility god Freyr. Medb had
many successive mortal kings for husbands but one principle
divine lover: Fergus mac Róich (“man-strength [virility] son
of the great stallion”) and they are described in the Táin as
having almost insatiable sexual appetites. Fergus and Medb
have been syncretised as the saints Fergus and Meddan in
Scotland. They were the pre-Reformation parish saints in the
adjacent parishes of Dyce and Fintray, Aberdeenshire, and
Glamis and Airlie in Angus (Fig. 2). She was also the parish
saint in Troon (Fig. 2).
Medb is derived from the element for mead and translates as
“drunk woman” (Ross 1967) associated with the cup of mead
shared with a new king as she also symbolised sovereignty.
Brythonic Meddan has the same root and in modern Welsh
meddwen describes a drunken woman. In Norse mythology
Freyja was of the Vanir (“white, bright” as the Latin Venus
[Grimm 1883: 444]), fertility deities, who battled with the
Æsir gods. The poem The Völuspá of The Poetic Edda describes
how, during the war, Freyja, as Gullveig, was burned and reborn
three times (Bellows 1923) indicating a goddess in triplicate
while gull, “gold,” and veig, “alcoholic drink, intoxication”
(Simek & Hall 1993: 123), confirm her link with mead.
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There is a cosmic link between a goddess and the cuckoo.
The cuckoo is linked with the Pleiades across central and
northern Europe (Méchin 2001) and both were perceived
as keepers of cosmic time (Méchin 2001; Sparavigna 2008).
The Pleiades’ risings and settings have been used to regulate
agricultural calendars, festivals, and rituals. Both Freyja-Frigg
and Hera were associated with the both cuckoo and the planet
Venus and described as the “Queen of the Heaven” (Guerber
1895; Powell 1995). Although it was Aphrodite’s planet in
the classical period, Pseudo-Hyginus (Astronomica 2.42;
Grant 1960) wrote in the second century AD “The fourth
star is that of Venus, Luciferus [the Morning Star] by name.
Some say it is Juno’s [Hera’s] before Aphrodite arrived from
the east”. It seems probable that the cosmic elements were
primary and archaic.
The artefacts that depict female figures associated with
the cuckoo were widespread across “Celtic” mainland
Europe including northern Iberia. The evidence presented
also suggests that the association also occurred in the
British Isles, Scandinavia, Greece and the Baltic indicating that the original goddess predates the late Iron Age
of the cauldron. Artefacts portraying women with birds
can be dated to the late Bronze Age in Europe (Kossack
1954; Olmsted 1979) specifically the proto-Celtic Urnfield
culture (1300 to 750 BC) (Ross 1967: 315). Around the
same time, Hera is recorded in Mycenaean linear script B
tablets (1150 to 1450 BC), although the later Aphrodite
is not (O’Brien 1993; Marcovich 1996) suggesting the
Mycenaean dove goddess ornaments found in Mycenae
and dated to the sixteenth century BC (Marcovich 1996:
51) is Hera surrounded by cuckoos. Early iconography of
Hera suggests an Asian fertility goddess (O’Brien 1993).
Klindt-Jensen (1959) also proposed that the folded arms
of the female figures on the Gundestrup cauldron represent “a submerged memory of the characteristic gesture of
an Oriental fertility goddess”. This suggests an ancestral
female deity associated with the cuckoo, fertility, possibly with mead and personifying the planet Venus arrived
in Europe during the early Bronze Age. This hypothesis
predicts that such a deity must have existed in Britain
during the Bronze Age. A cosmic myth that links both
the Pleiades and Venus to Calanais and is associated with
the alignment of a crossover event of Venus that occurred
about 1670 BC is discussed in a separate paper.
Aphrodite, who replaced Hera as the deity of the planet
Venus sometime after 1200 BC (Marcovich 1996: 46), and
Ashtar, Ashtoret, Ashtoreth and Astarte had the same characteristics and are descendants of the Sumerian goddess Inanna
associated with Venus, referred to as the “Queen of Heaven”
and first recorded about 3000 BC (Marcovich 1996: 45).
Inanna's resemblances to Greek deities of the Bronze Age
has been noted previously (Wolkenstein & Kramer 1983).
She was an early third millennium hypersexual goddess of
fertility, love, war and political power (Marcovich 1996) – an
earlier version of the Irish Medb. This suggests that both the
European and Asiatic goddesses descended from a common
ancestral goddess.
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Sumerian was a language isolate. During the third millennium the Sumerians began to use the Semitic language
Akkadian and Inanna became Esh-tar (Astarte). Several
Sumerian place-names, river names and occupations are not
Sumerian or Akkadian in origin but introduced by an earlier
population that brought farming into southern Iraq from
the Zagros Mountains in the north during the Early Ubaid
period (5300 to 4700 BC) who spoke a Proto-Euphratean
language (Kramer 1963: 40). One of the characteristics of
Proto-Euphratean is the use of repeated syllables in personal
names suggesting Inanna was their deity and travelled with
them. This hypothesis suggests that such a deity was known
in the Neolithic. While an ancestral goddess had the common associations with fertility, sex, love, war and the planet
Venus, the deities from Inanna to Aphrodite had the dove as
their bird, not the cuckoo.
The cuckoo does not breed in Mesopotamia or the Levant
but breeds in the Zagros Mountains and further north (Payne
et al. 2005; Fossøy et al. 2016). It is similar in size and shape
to the Eurasian collared dove (Streptopelia decaocto Frivaldszky,
1838) (Sterry et al. 1998: 231) which occurs in Mesopotamia
(Baptista et al. 1997) and with which it is sometimes confused
as both species have the silhouette of a sparrowhawk, a bird the
cuckoo mimics. In addition, the cooing calls of the collared
dove in early spring can be mistaken for the call of the cuckoo
(Cramp 1985). The cuckoo would have been known to the
farmers of the Zagros Mountains who brought Inanna with
them to Mesopotamia but not their Sumerian descendants
who replaced it with a local substitute that resembled it. Astarte
and Aphrodite retained the dove and the association with love
but the link with spring was lost as the dove does not migrate.
The figures on plate f represent the La Tène descendants of the
ancestral deity. This suggests the recumbent man on the plate
may be an equivalent of the mortal companions of Inanna and
Astarte, Dumuzi and Adonis, representing fertility but who also
maintained an original association with the cuckoo.
Conclusions
Plate f depicts a goddess in triplicate releasing the first cuckoo
of spring on or about the spring equinox. They are La Tène
symbols of spring and fertility but the association of a goddess
in triplicate with the cuckoo appears to have been widespread
across Europe.
The cuckoo was the symbol of male fertility across most of
its summer range and believed to be the initiator of annual
growth and abundance.
The identification of the cuckoo on the cauldron has allowed a reconstruction of prehistoric religious beliefs. There
are other biological motifs on the cauldron that have not
been conclusively identified. Further study would be fruitful.
The evidence presented does not contradict the hypothesis
that several European goddesses are descended from a common Bronze Age ancestor. They are variously linked with the
cuckoo, mead, sovereignty, fertility, abundance and sex, and
personify the planet Venus.
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Plate f of the Gundestrup “cauldron”
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