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Abstract: The article examines the rare phenomenon of a hind crowned as a stag, a 
creature that only male red deer typically embody due to their antlers. In mythology and 
folklore, creature is fantastical, akin to the unicorn or phoenix.  
Only male red deer possess antlers. Hinds crowned as stags are an exceptionally rare 
phenomenon in nature. In mythology and folklore, this creature is seen as 
phantasmagoric, akin to the unicorn or the phoenix. Such a being, inherently ambivalent, 
was often perceived as a monstrum, violating the natural order and evoking both wonder 
and fear. 
However, when a majestically antlered hind is described as miraculously saving starving 
humans by breastfeeding them, it introduces the wondrous world of the divine, life-giving 
female deer, symbol of fertility and renewal. Emblematic of this is the mythical rescue of 
ancient heroes, such as the Greek Telephus, the son of Herakles, as documented in 
related archaeological records. 
In the archaic folklore of Central-Eastern Europe, the antlered female deer is sometimes 
compared to a girl or bride, acting as a substitute for her or embodying her most intimate 
nature. The parallels between a young virgin and a doe sprouting horns are deeply 
rooted in ancient Greek myths, particularly those involving metamorphoses orchestrated 
by the goddess Artemis-Diana. Noteworthy examples include Taygete and Titanis (Cos), 
who were transformed into golden-horned does. Additionally, in some versions of the 
myth, a horned hind is offered by Artemis-Diana as a substitute for the sacrifice of 
Princess Iphigenia. The mythological figure of the female deer with antlers is also 
associated with the goddess’s chariot, as well as the Ceryneian Hind, a target of one of 
Herakles' labors.  
Expanding the focus to ancient Celtic and Gallo-Roman religion, we find the goddess 
Cernunna, a female equivalent and partner to the god Cernunnos, “The Horned One,” 
depicted with antlers—a feature typically reserved for male deities.  
These ancient goddesses, either with antlers or transformed into antlered hinds, are 
rooted in ancestral mythological traditions where dominant women were larger-than-
life figures capable of transforming into deer, or vice versa. According to this totemic 
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narrative, these supernatural women, initiated into the Deer-Mother cult, ruled the world 
and appeared as stags, covered in hair and with enormous branching antlers. The 
enduring figure of the Stag Goddess has been reinterpreted in neo-Pagan and Wiccan 
spirituality as a continuation and revision of these ancient divinities. 
This article aims to explore the archaeological evidence that, in ancient times, brought 
to life the extraordinary creature of the crowned hind and her transformation into an 
antlered goddess.  
 
1. Distinguishing between true females, intersex individuals, and pseudo-
intersex cases 
The antlered female red deer is a true anomaly of nature, because only male red 
deer possess antlers. Premier deer biologists still research on the exceptional 
biological mechanisms that create a horned hind, because it remains poorly 
understood.  
Some deer are biologically female; therefore they are able to conceive, bear and 
breastfeed fawns. At the same time, they manufacture above-average levels of 
testosterone, giving them a masculinity expressed through the sprouting of 
imposing, hardened antlers, that crown of bone that bucks grow each year ahead 
of mating season.1 In conclusion, experiencing a hormonal imbalance resulting 
from high levels of testosterone these true females can develop antlers like males, 
but at the same time give birth to a fawn and nurse it.2 
In other cases, antlered hinds may be cryptorchid males (pseudo-intersex 
individuals or pseudohermaphrodites): they have male reproductive organs, at 
least one teste, which are not apparent because they are buried in body fat, 
typically they are deep in the abdominal cavity or between the abdomen and skin. 
The presence of a teste would explain the hardened antlers because they need 
testosterone to complete a growth cycle.3  
A third category comprises hermaphrodites (intersex individuals) that possess 
both male and female genitalia. However, while ovarian production of male 
hormones may sometimes trigger antler growth in hinds, these antlers are never 
of the branch-antlered, hardened types. Instead, they are typically blobs of velvet, 
sometimes partially hardened.4 
To understand the uncertainty of common sense in identifying these biologically 
liminal creatures (not only animal but also human), and how politics can short-
circuit it with the scant certainties of science and the outdated rules of the 

 
1 Helliker 2015. 
2 Ozoga 2011. 
3 Ozoga., Whitetail Intrigue; Karnes S., “16-point antlered doe killed in Monroe County 
is 'pretty darn rare,' says deer biologist,” Springfield News-Leader, 12 January 2015, 
https://eu.news-leader.com/story/sports/outdoors/2021/12/01/16-point-antlered-doe-
killed-monroe-county-missouri-rare-deer-biologist/8806857002/ 
4 Ozoga, Whitetail Intrigue; Schmidt D., “Is it an antlered doe? Probably not,” Dan 
Schmidt Deer Blog - Whitetail Wisdom, 4 December 2019, 
https://www.deeranddeerhunting.com/content/blogs/dan-schmidt-deer-blog-whitetail-
wisdom/is-it-an-antlered-doe-probably-not.  

https://eu.news-leader.com/story/sports/outdoors/2021/12/01/16-point-antlered-doe-killed-monroe-county-missouri-rare-deer-biologist/8806857002/
https://eu.news-leader.com/story/sports/outdoors/2021/12/01/16-point-antlered-doe-killed-monroe-county-missouri-rare-deer-biologist/8806857002/
https://www.deeranddeerhunting.com/content/blogs/dan-schmidt-deer-blog-whitetail-wisdom/is-it-an-antlered-doe-probably-not
https://www.deeranddeerhunting.com/content/blogs/dan-schmidt-deer-blog-whitetail-wisdom/is-it-an-antlered-doe-probably-not
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organizations that regulate our lives, especially when large geopolitical interests 
are at stake, it is appropriate to recall the discussions sparked by the presence of 
boxer Imane Khelif at the Paris 2024 Olympics.5 
The uniqueness of “antlered does” renders these deer exceptionally remarkable 
as they represent a genuine faunal anomaly. However, the true nature behind 
their anomaly was interpreted as an abnormality by ancient human imagination: 
the generation of a monstrum that, violating the natural norm, instills a mixture 
of fear and scandal. A hind with majestic, branched and/or hardened antlers 
resembling those of a buck was regarded as a phantasmagoric creature akin to 
the unicorn or the phoenix. It was expressed as a powerful entity in archaeology 
and art of ancient cultures, and in mythology, as its unusual appearance held 
significant, polarized symbolic value, often imbued with uncontrollably positive 
and/or negative magical qualities. 
Sometimes these extraordinary hinds not only possess huge powerful horns, but 
also harmful magical powers. For example, a man who struck one of them with 
an arrow might be immediately blinded in his right eye and fall ill. 
Conversely, when a big-antlered hind captivates with her grace and beauty, 
protects a human being, or saves an individual by quenching him/her with her 
milk, we enter the miraculous world of divine life-giving female deer. Here, the 
figure of a female deer with antlers becomes a symbol of fertility and renewal.6 
 
2. Four strands of archaeological documentation to understand the 
multifaceted role of the antlered hind in human imagination 
The active presence and symbolic significance of the fabulous hind with antlers 
in human imagination are documented across various mediums, including 
archaeological masterpieces, myths from ancient civilizations such as Greek, 
Roman, Celtic, and Norse traditions, folkloric tales, visual art, religious texts, 
and literature.  
Undertaking an archaeological survey, four strands of documentation can be 
identified to understand the multifaceted role of the antlered hind across different 
ancient cultural landscapes. 
1. Humans rescued and nursed by an antlered hind or milking it. Late Mesolithic 
and Early Neolithic rock art images depict the milking of an ultramundane hind 
with antlers.7  Additionally, antlered hinds/does are described as miraculously 
saving orphaned or abandoned children by breastfeeding them. Emblematic is 
the mythological ancient Greek hero Telephus. 

 
5 Khelif is a woman with Variations of Sex Characteristics (VSC), better known so far 
as DSD (Differences in Sexual Development), born with congenital variations of sexual 
characteristics (hyperandrogenism), which cause higher than normal levels of 
testosterone in the blood. 
6 Merlini 2024. 
7 Merlini 2023; Merlini 2023a; Merlini 2024a. 
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2. Antlered female deer compared to girls or brides or even replacing them. For 
instance, in Greek mythology a horned doe was sacrificed in place of Iphigenia. 
The antlered hind is a central figure in the folkloric Balkan ritual poetry 
celebrating the winter solstice within a cyclical notion of time. A progenitor of it 
was the antlered goddess Cernunna. Venerated by ancient Celts, she was the 
female equivalent and partner of the god Cernunnos, “The Horned One”. 
3. Heroes in pursuit of a horned doe as a training and profound transformative 
activity. The initiatory-formative myth of Herakles chasing the divine Ceryneian 
Hind serves as the benchmark for these stories. 
4. Hinds with stag crown revered as mothers of the Earth and rulers of the World. 
Across various ancient pagan religions, mythologies, and folk tales, from the 
British Isles to Scandinavia, from Russia to across the Bering Strait land bridge, 
the Antlered Deer Goddess, or Antlered Mother Deer, was a revered spiritual 
figure associated with fertility, motherhood, and regeneration. In particular, this 
creature played a crucial role as the marker and protagonist of the cosmic drama 
of the winter solstice during which old Sun dies and young Sun is born.  
In this article, we will explore the first two strands of documentation. 
 
3. A nurse with horns for the hero Telephus, Herakles’ son 
The transformation of the Birth-giving Goddess into a hind/doe is attested to by 
historical sources and folk memories. The Sumerian Goddess of childbirth was 
also a stag.8 Significant are cases in which antlered female deer breastfeed 
orphaned or abandoned children, as the extraordinary case of Telephus, 
miraculously saved by an antlered hind. However, Greco-Roman mythology is 
replete with discarded newborn babies at risk of dying, who are miraculously 
rescued/nourished by wild animals, which sometimes are much more ferocious 
than an innocuous doe, including bears, she-wolves, bees, wild mares, and 
untamed goats.9  

 
8 Gimbutas 1989, 113. 
9 Atalanta was abandoned by her father, but a bear nursed her until hunters eventually 
found her. Similarly, when Paris was born, King Priam instructed the servant Agelaus to 
leave him on Mount Ida, near Troy. Agelaus obeyed, but after five days, he returned to 
report that the child had survived, having been nourished by a bear in the wilderness. 
Minos's grandson, Miletus, was also abandoned, but Apollo commanded she-wolves to 
guard and provide milk for him. The twins Lycastus and Parrhasius, sons of Ares and 
Phylonome, were suckled by a wolf before being rescued by a shepherd. Meliteus, the 
son of Zeus and Othreis, was saved by bees that fed him. Aegisthus, who was nourished 
by a goat, survived similarly. Hippothous, son of Poseidon and Alope, was rescued and 
suckled by a wild mare before being discovered by shepherds. Unlike these instances, 
the divine Jupiter was not abandoned but hidden in a cave on Mount Dicte by his mother 
to prevent his father, Cronus, from devouring him. He was nurtured and raised by the 
untamed goat Amalthea. The story of Romulus and Remus, who were saved, fed, and 
cared for by a she-wolf, remains paradigmatic. 
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A sixth-century BCE scholium from the third Olympic ode by Pindar attests that, 
in Ancient Greece mythical tradition, the nurturing hind par excellence is the one 
that suckled a human, specifically Telephus.10 This hero was the son of Herakles 
and Auge, daughter of the king of Tegea (in Arcadia), Aleus. According to a 
version of his myth, Aleus received an oracle that foretold his grandson, 
Telephus, would kill his maternal uncles. Fearing for his sons, Aleus exposed the 
infant Telephus on Mt. Parthenion, hoping that, through the child's death, the 
oracle could be avoided. Miraculously, however, Telephus was saved and 
suckled by a hind. According to another version of the myth, Telephus was 
fathered by his mother in a forest on Mount Parthenium while she was being 
taken to Nauplia to be drowned.11 The newborn was hidden in a bush to avoid 
being killed and was saved because, by the agency of Herakles, he was nursed 
by a wild hind. He was then rescued by shepherds and brought to their king 
Corythus, who raised him. Telephus later became king of Mysia, in modern-day 
Turkey, and founder of the city of Pergamon. 
Visual art generally depicts the savior animal as being antlerless.12 However, 
Aelian (ca. 175 – ca. 235 CE) maintained that it was golden-antlered, citing the 
authority of ancient famous authors such as Pindar, Anacreon, Sophocles, and 
Euripides.13 The myth according to this version is represented on artistic 
masterpieces and coins. 

 
10 Schol. Pind. Ol., 3.52 in Drachmann A. B. ed., “Scholia vetera in Pindari carmina, vol. 
I,” in Scholia in Olympionicas (Lipsia: B. G. Teubneri, 1903), 120. 
11 Auge was then sold to merchants who had recently arrived in Nauplia and they, in turn, 
sold her to Teutra, king of Teutrania in Mysia. 
12 The model of the infant Telephus kneeling and suckled by a standing hind is replied in 
Ancient Greek and Ancient Roman coins. It occurs on a bronze coin from a Tegea (Alea, 
Arcadia, Peloponnese, Greece) mint, c. 370 - 240 BCE; on a copper an alloy coin minted 
in Capua 216-211 BCE; on a bronze medallion struck for Roman Emperor Gordian III 
in Hadrianopolis (Thrace) in 238-244 AD (Jurukova J. N., Monetosečeneto na gradovete 
v Dolna Mizija i Trakija II - III V.: Hadrianopolis (Sofija: Izdatelstvo na Bulgarskata 
Akad. na naukite, 1987), 192, nr. 440. Varbanov I., Greek Imperial Coins and their 
Values (The Local Coinage of the Roman Empire). Vol. II 2. Thrace (from Abdera to 
Pautalia) (Bourgas: ADICOM, 2005), 313, nr. 3797). Very famous is the Roman fresco 
depicting Hercules watching his son Telephus suckled by a dappled fallow doe from the 
Basilica of Ercolano and held in the National Archaeological Museum, Naples, inv. no. 
9008. 
13 Aelian C., De natura animalium (On the Characteristics of Animals), trans. Scolfield 
A. F. (London: Harvard University Press, 1958), 7.39. His list includes not only the hind 
that nursed Telephos, but also an antlered female substituted for Iphigenia, the Ceryneian 
hind, the golden hind of Taygete, and an antlered female deer that abandons a fawn. 
However, Aelian’s inventory is incomplete. Lora Holland Goldthwaite has added 
numerous additional references to antlered females, including Callimachus’s Hymn 3 to 
Artemis of the third century BCE (Callimachus, Hymn 3, 99–114 in Callimachus, The 
Hymns, ed. and trans. Stephens S. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) and later 
evidence. See Holland Goldthwaite 2023, 156 ff., table 3. 
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3.1 Gems depicting the providential animal breastfeeding the abandoned 
divine child 
The providential animal exhibits noticeable 
antlers on a blue-gray gemstone of 
chalcedony, which offers a smooth, 
translucent appearance. The artifact is 
dated to around 450 BCE.14 The horns of 
the hind serve to highlight her divine 
nature. It's worth noting that female deer 
with antlers are usually consecrated to 
Artemis. They also emphasize the 
exceptional and fortunate circumstance of a 
newborn baby being nursed by a wild 
beast.15 
We must imagine the newborn in a 
situation of risk and extreme need (abandoned in the forest, alone, crying and in 
urgent need of food). The timely animal exhibits an encouraging attitude towards 
the baby.16 Telephus, kneeling, greedily sucks the breast according to a visual 
pattern that would later become famous with the twins Romulus and Remus.17 
No specific attributes indicate his heroic nature, other than the antlers of the doe 
that is nursing him.18  
A gem held in Vienna has an image depicting Herkules sitting on a rock with the 
club in resting position.19 On the ground is Telephus with an antlered hind, on a 
rock the eagle of Jupiter; in the background stands a column. 
The myth of Telephus, son of Herakles, informs us how a hero becomes one by 
enduring crisis and passing the first and most significant test (epreuve) from very 

 
14 The piece is in the Rhode Island School of Design, Providence, inv. n. 25.097. 
15 Hackens 1976, 146; Pellizer 2000/2001, 145‑157, 156, fig. 1; Merlini 2021, 5-101, 21, 
Image 8. 
16 Hackens 1976. 
17 A coin minted in Pergamon (193-211 CE) during the reign of Emperor Septimius 
Severus and Roman Empress Julia Domna features an abstraction of the Great Altar of 
Pergamon. This altar, once located in a sacred precinct on the acropolis of the ancient 
city, is now housed in the Pergamon Museum in Berlin. The Great Altar includes a frieze 
illustrating the life of Telephus, consisting of many panels that describe various people 
and events from his story. Notably, one panel depicts Telephus being suckled not by a 
doe, as is typical in classical myth, but by a lion (Poole 1892, 144 no 277). 
18 Merlini 2024. 
19 This gem is housed in the Kunsthistorisches Museum and is part of the museum's 
collection of Greek and Roman antiquities. Cf. the catalogue of Eduard Freih von Sacken 
und Friedrich Kenner: Sacken E. F. von, Kenner F., Die Sammlungen des K.K. Münz- 
und antiken-Cabinetes (Wien: W. Braumüller, 1866, no. 663); Ogle 1916, 389–390, 389, 
n. 3. 

 
Image 1. Telefo Rhode Island 
School of Design 25.097. 
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early childhood, well before facing dramatic challenges and life circumstances 
as a teenager and an adult.20  
 
3.2 Coins from Ancient Greece and Rome portraying the celestial nursing hind 
Some coins from ancient Greece and Rome depicting the divine antlered nursing 
hind. We present just a few emblematic examples. Coins depicting Telephus 
being nursed by a doe are typically from the ancient Greek city of Pergamon 
(modern-day Bergama, Turkey). Pergamon had a strong connection to Telephus 
as he was considered its legendary founder. The reverse side of the coins often 
depict the infant Telephus being suckled by a doe, symbolizing his mythical 
nurturing and protection by the divine animal and highlighting the mythological 
significance and the city’s pride in its legendary heritage. The obverse side 
typically features a deity or a prominent figure, such as the head of Heracles or 
another relevant mythological or divine figure.  
The Telephus coins were often made of bronze or silver. They were minted 

during the Hellenistic period and the Roman 
era, particularly when Pergamon was under the 
rule of the Attalid dynasty (circa 281-133 BC) 
and later as a part of the Roman Empire. The 
imagery of the divine animal – divine founder 
served to reinforce the cultural and historical 
identity of Pergamon, linking the city’s origins 
to divine and heroic figures.21 
The doe shown in a nurturing pose, with the 
infant Telephus lying down and reaching 
towards the doe is evident on the reverse b face 
of a small bronze coin from Tegea, Arkadia, 
Peloponnese minted around 250 BCE. On this 

AE Dichalkon, the infant Telephus is depicted kneeling on the left and being 
nursed by the hind with long horns, which is standing on the right with her head 
turned to the left looking solicitously at him. The scene is shown in a naturalistic 
style, emphasizing the nurturing relationship between the infant and the animal. 
However, the horns of the hind emphasize her strength and protective nature, 
aligning with the mythological narrative of Telephus being nurtured and 
protected by an extraordinary animal.22 

 
20 Pellizer 2000/2001, 145‑157. 
21 A very similar image occurs on a Sardonyx dating back to the 1st century BCE, 
illustrating the hind suckling infant Telephus. However, in this depiction, the animal is 
hornless. The masterpiece is housed in the State Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg. 
Inv. n. Ж 246 (Neverov 1994, 92-93, cat. 34). 
22 Merlini 2024. 

 
Image 2. Telephus coin 
from Tegea. 
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The pair, consisting of a hind with imposing antlers and suckling newborn, also 
appears on the b face of a bronze coin from 
Damascus minted under the Roman Emperor 
Gaius Vibius Trebonianus Gallus, 251-253 
CE.23 
The coin reflects the high level of 
craftsmanship involved in ancient minting 
processes. The rendering of the hind’s standing 
posture is naturalistic, typical of Roman art, 
capturing the elegance and grace of the animal. 
Her body is proportionate and detailed, 
showing the strong musculature and natural 
lines of the cervid. Her paws rest solidly on the 
ground, rendered by a long horizontal line that 

enhances the naturalistic setting. However, the antlers of the doe are a distinctive 
feature as befits a divine being: large relative to her body; majestically long; and 
intricately rendered to highlight their branching with several points. The horned 
crown has a design very similar to a sacred laurel or olive wreath. Therefore, it 
emphasizes the mythical and mystical nature of the nurturing animal. 
The infant is depicted kneeling beneath the animal, firmly grasping a nipple with 
his hands to greedily suckle the milk. Telephus seems to embody his name, which 
could derive from the noun thelé (θήλυ- ἔλαφο), meaning female breast, nipple.24 
This coin featuring the antlered doe not only served as a monetary instrument, 
but also as a rich historical and cultural emblem that provides insights into the 
artistic, religious, and societal values and related iconographic symbolism of the 
period under Emperor Gaius Vibius 
Trebonianus Gallus during the mid-3rd century 
CE.25 
The coin I present is from the Garth R. Drewry 
Collection. The caption naively reads "While 
the reverse of this coin must allude to the myth 
of Telephus being suckled by a doe, the 
engraver has clearly depicted a stag. Perhaps 
the die-cutter had never seen a deer before?” 
The continuity of the symbolic iconography of 
the doe with large horns that saves Telephus in 
the dynasty of Trebonianus Gallus is 
demonstrated by a very similar image engraved 

 
23 Lindgren-Kovacs 1985, 2152; Holland Goldthwaite 2023, 156, table 2. 
24 Pellizer E., “Miti di fondazione e infanti abbandonati,” in Filosofia, storia, 
immaginario mitologico, eds. Guglielmo M., GianottI G. F., Atti del Colloquio del 
P.A.R.S.A., Torino 1996 (Alessandria: Ed. Dell'Orso, 1997), 81-93, 87. 
25 Merlini, Heroes and saints. 

 
Image 3. Telephus Roman 
bronze coin Trebonianus 
Gallus. 

 
Image 4. Telephus Roman 
bronze AE 24 Volusian. 
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on the reverse of a bronze coin issued by his son Gaius Vibius Afinius Gallus 
Veldumnianus Volusianus. Volusianus was a Roman emperor from 251 (ruling 
with his father) to 253. His coin was minted in Damascus, Syria in 252-253 CE. 
The dynasty of Trebonianus Gallus evidently identified itself with the divine 
savior hind and wanted to convince that it was capable of saving the Roman 
empire symbolized by Telephus. If the empire had submitted to it like the 
suckling Telephus under the divine horned doe, it would have nourished it and 
therefore saved it. 
 
In conclusion, ancient coins depicting Telephus, a legendary figure in Greek 
mythology, and the antlered hind (a divine nurse) offer valuable insights into 
how different ancient societies exploited coinage to convey cultural and political 
messages in response to various challenges. 
The city of Pergamon utilized its coinage featuring Telephus and the antlered 
hind to celebrate, preserve, and propagate its mythological heritage. By depicting 
these legends, the city reinforced its cultural identity, political pride, historical 
significance, and continuity of tradition. Coins served as a medium to keep these 
uplifting stories alive in public memory, ensuring that both locals and traders 
were aware of the city's heroic past. 
Imperial Roman coins illustrate how coinage could be employed as a widely 
circulated tool for political propaganda during times when a civilization is at risk 
and attempts are activated for saving it. In periods of economic difficulty, 
military threat, or political instability, the messages on Roman coins aimed to 
reassure the populace of the empire's stability, strength, and continuity of the 
empire, while fostering unity. Emperors used coins to project their image as 
strong leaders, divine protectors, and restorers of peace, thereby promoting their 
legitimacy and encouraging loyalty. 
 
4. The antlered female deer as a substitute for girls/brides and its sacrificial 
symbolism 
In medieval folklore, the antlered female deer is sometimes compared to a girl 
or bride, acting as a substitute for her or expressing her most intimate nature. In 
Celtic folklore, the hind often assumes masculine features, while the stag takes 
on feminine connotations. In an Irish tale, the beautiful maiden Sadb (Sadhbh, 
Sive), daughter of the druid Bodb Derg, is transformed into a doe with antlers by 
Bob Doireach (or Fear Doirche), the dark druid of the Men of Dea, for refusing 
his love. Sadb's transformation into an antlered hind symbolizes enchantment, 
punishment, and the tragic consequences of magical interventions. 
At night, the young woman regains her human form and meets her beloved hero, 
Fionn mac Cumhaill. The hind's dual nature (human by night, hind by day) 
underscores the tragic tension between the magical and the mundane, 
highlighting the struggle between fate (her cursed state) and personal agency (her 
enduring connection to Fionn). 
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Sadb is eventually discovered by the evil druid Bob Doireach and condemned to 
remain in the form of the antlered hind forever. This weird animal form 
represents both her loss and the enduring punishment imposed by her father's 
enemy.  
After much searching, Fionn encounters the antlered hind again, nursing a human 
child he recognizes as his own son, whom he names Oisín (“little fawn”).26 
In old Balkan wedding songs, the motif of a hind hunted for her antlers 
symbolizes the ritual bride hunt and the condition of a future bride. The Wedding 
Deer acts as a psychopomp, guiding the bride through the ritual death and birth 
as part of the rite of passage.27 Strikingly, these poems compare the girl/bride to 
a doe with antlers before the wedding, symbolizing virginity, and to a hind 
without horns after the wedding, symbolizing a married woman. This binary 
opposition (antlered hind = virgin vs. un-antlered hind = married woman) 
illustrates the dramatic passage from childhood and adolescence to marriage and 
motherhood.  
This tradition is a long-lasting legacy from ancient archaic Greece and the 
authority of Artemis on a girl’s transition to marriage and motherhood. Young 
unmarried girls were considered partly savage creatures, not yet realized as 
women, to be tamed. The peculiarity of pubescent and unmarried girls is 
precisely in their not belonging to any statute and therefore dear to Artemis who 
controls and protects the liminal sphere. A paradigmatic representation of this 
theme is symbolized on an Oxford Attic black-figure plate made between the 
mid to late 6th century BCE, known as the “Plate of the Hind Struggles. It 
illustrates the fight between Heracles and Apollo for the Ceryneian Hind whose 
horns had previously been torn off. The metaphorical association between wild 
deer and young women, tamed through marriage, is evident.28 
This tradition probably influenced the once-recorded custom among the Slavs, 
where married women wore the kika: a horned cap resembling a cow's head, 
which may have been an apotropaic object supposed to replace the lost strength 
of virginity. In some regions, a kika with small horns was given to a newly 
married woman, then replaced with one with bigger horns after the first child 
delivery. The most respected woman wore the biggest horns. These horned caps 
of Old Balkan tradition reminded people of antlered hinds associated with a deity 
of fertility, and possibly of death.29 

 
26 Arbois de Jubainville M. Henri d', L'Épopée celtique en Irlande, Cours de littérature 
celtique, 5 (Paris: Thorin, 1892); Dunn J., The Cattle Raid of Cooley (Táin Bó Cúalnge): 
The Ancient Irish Epic Tale Táin Bó Cúalnge (London: D. Nutt, 1914); Аранђеловић-
Лазић Ј., “Женскo оглавље у облику рога као одраз примитивне идеје о плодности”. 
Гласник Етнографског музеја, 34 (1971), 37‒74 (Aranđelović-Lazić 1971, 37-74; 
Ashe 2016). 
27 Марковић 2001/2002, 223‒226. (Marković 2001/2002, 223‒226), 224.  
28 Sourvinou-Inwood 1987, 137-139; Sourvinou-Inwood 1989, 102, n. 298, 104, n. 315; 
Bergeron, Revisiting a plate.  
29 Аранђеловић-Лазић, Женскo оглавље, 71; Trubarac Matić 2019, 172-175. 
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Antlered hinds appear in medieval imagery, rooted in folklore tales.30 In the 14th 
century, Francesco Petrarca celebrated a white doe with two bright golden horns 
as an allegory of the beloved woman.31  
In some modern reinterpretations and neo-pagan practices of the medieval 
Arthurian corpus,32 the Lady of the Lake is described with deer-like features, 
including antlers, symbolizing a fusion of ancient animal symbolism and 
mythical narratives. One modern interpretation of the Lady of the Lake with 
antlers can be found in the concept of the giant Antlered Mother or Stag-Woman 
that appeared in the Stone Age. This character embodied a totemic myth about 
the origin of humans and animals from a common ancestor and was widespread 
in Eurasian rock art in Neolithic times, persisting into the Bronze and Iron Ages 
among deer hunter societies. This figure embodies both male and female 
characteristics, symbolized by the presence of antlers on a female form, 
highlighting the duality of nurturing and strength, merging the qualities of a 
guardian and a provider.33 
 
4.1 The metamorphic sacrifice of Taygete into a golden-antlered hind 
The parallels between a young virgin and a horned doe are deeply rooted in 
ancient Greek myths, particularly those involving metamorphoses orchestrated 
by the goddess Artemis-Diana. Taygete is transformed into a golden-horned doe 
by Artemis-Diana, either to help her escape Zeus' advances or as a result of 
succumbing to them. Titanis (Cos) is likewise metamorphosed into a golden-
horned hind and expelled from Artemis's group due to her beauty. Additionally, 
a horned hind, consecrated to Artemis-Diana, is offered by the goddess as a 
substitute for the sacrifice of Iphigenia, the daughter of King Agamemnon and 
Queen Clytemnestra. The mythological figure of the antlered doe is also 
associated with Artemis’s chariot. 
Taygete is an obscure figure whose story is rarely recounted in Classical 
literature and is not widely represented in ancient Greek or Roman art. She is one 
of the Pleiades, the seven daughters of the Titan Atlas and the sea-nymph 
Pleione, who are often depicted together in ancient mosaics, pottery, and 
sculptures. These representations generally include all seven sisters, sometimes 
with their father, or in connection with their transformation into stars.34 Taygete 

 
30 Gabriele Rossetti, in the third volume of his book The Mystery of Platonic Love in the 
Middle Ages, dedicated some remarkable pages to the antlered doe, both learned, bizarre 
and acute. See Rossetti G., The Mystery of Platonic Love in the Middle Ages (London: 
Richard and John E. Taylor, 1840), 841 ff. 
31 Petrarca F., Canzoniere (Rerum vulgarium fragmenta), Polinnia, vol. 21 (Firenze: Casa 
editrice Leo S. Olschki, 2008), sonnet 190. 
32 Malory 1927; Aldhouse-Green 2015. 
33 Mykhailova 2023, 9-26. 
34  Hyginus, Fabulae, 155, in Hyginus 1960; Pindar, Olympian Ode, 3.28-30, in Pindar, 
Olympian Ode, Arnson Svarlien D. trad., Perseus.tufts.edu, 1990; Pausanias, Description 
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also lends her name to Mount Taygetos in Arcadia, near Sparta, and is the mother 
of Lacedaemon by Zeus, who is the ancestor of the Spartan kings, as well as the 
mother of Eurotas and Pelops by Tantalus. 35 In a rare variant of the myth, she is 
referred to as the daughter of Agenor.36 Above all, Taygete is a companion of 
Artemis in her archaic role as Potnia Theron, the "Mistress of Animals." She is 
Elaphaia, "She of the Red Deer'' and Elaphebolia, "She Who Strikes or Hits the 
Red Deer” who at an Attic festival of this name receives a deer sacrifice and 
honey cakes in the shape of a deer. 37 
Like her Pleiades sisters, the titaness-nymph Taygete was renowned for her 
beauty, which unfortunately attracted the attention of Zeus. The story of her 
transformation into a hind with golden antlers varies slightly depending on the 
classical source. However, the core narrative focuses on her desire to remain 
chaste and avoid Zeus’s relentless advances. In desperation, she prayed 
Artemis—the virgin goddess of the hunt and fierce protector of chastity—
seeking refuge from Zeus. Artemis responded by transforming Taygete into a 
hind with golden horns. However, the outcome of this metamorphosis is 
ambiguous. Did it suffice to thwart Zeus's advances? 
In one version of the myth, Taygete's transformation by Artemis allowed her to 
escape an impending rape by Zeus, thus preserving her chastity 38 In the 
convoluted accounts from Pindar's scholars, it seems Taygete, in her doe form, 
completely escaped seduction.39  This tale mirrors the plots of the Daphne and 
Arethusa stories. However, Taygete is a double of Artemis herself. Just as 
Artemis metamorphosed Taygete into a hind to escape Zeus, she once 
transformed herself into a hind to evade the Aloades. It has been suggested that 
Taygete might have been a name for Artemis on Mount Taygetos in Laconia.40 
After the danger passed, Artemis restored Taygete to her titaness-nymph form. 
In gratitude, Taygete dedicated the golden-horned hind to Artemis. This version 
emphasizes themes of purity and the protection of virginity, both central to 
Artemis's identity. 
However, the same Pindaric scholium suggests a second version of the myth, 
concluding with Taygete dedicating the gilded hind after being wed to Zeus.41 In 
this account, the titaness-nymph, a skilled hunter in Artemis’s retinue, becomes 
the prey herself and is eventually caught by Zeus despite her transformation. This 
event occurs while she is in an unconscious state, having lost human awareness. 

 
of Greece, 3.18.10, in Pausanias, Description of Greece, Spiro F. trans. (Leipzig: In 
aedibus B. G. Teubneri, 1903); Aelian, De natura animalium, 7.39.  
35 See Timothy Gantz for the variants: Gantz 1993, 213; 215–17; 386.  
36 Dictys Cretensis, 1.9, in Dictys cretensis ephemeridos belli troiani, ed. Meister F. 
(Leipzig: in aedibus B. G. Teubner, 1872). 
37 Gimbutas 1989, 113. 
38  Pindar, Olympian Ode, 3.53.  
39  Forbes Irving 1990, 64, n. 3. 
40  Hoenn 1946, 47. 
41  Pindar, Olympian Ode, 3.53. 
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This narrative emphasizes the inevitability of Zeus’s will, even in the face of 
Artemis’ divine intervention.42. Zeus’s relentless pursuit of Taygete in her stag 
form appears to be a literal representation of the hunting metaphor, with the 
titaness-nymph punished for sexual intercourse, even if it was against her will.  
According to a third account, Taygete accepts or succumbs to Zeus’s love, 
prompting Artemis to punish her by transforming her into a horned hind and 
expelling her from her group.43 Euripides’ version of the Taygete story does not 
mention a child, but her punishment through transformation and expulsion seems 
to logically follow her seduction.44  
Regardless of the reason behind Taygete's metamorphosis, the fact remains that 
the titaness-nymph was transformed into an animal sacred to Artemis, marked 
by golden antlers, and closely connected to the goddess’s mythological 
narratives. The result of Taygete’s union with Zeus was a son, Lacedaemon, the 
mythical founder of Sparta on the banks of the Eurotas River,45 after whom the 
region of Lacedaemon is named.46  This legacy adds a layer of cultural 
significance to Taygete's story, linking Artemis’s divine intervention to the 
founding myths of one of the most important Greek city-states.  
Taygete's transformation into a hind with golden antlers was not just a change of 
form, but also a symbolic demonstration of divine power. It underlined the 
sacredness of the act, marking the titaness-nymph as being favored by the 
goddess. By turning Taygete into a creature emblematic of her own attributes, 
Artemis effectively brought her under her protection, aligning the unfortunate 
nymph with her values and domain. The antlers, typically associated with male 
deer, added an element of power and majesty to the creature, suggesting that 
Taygete, even in her transformed state, retained a celestial and protected status.  
After regaining her human form, Taygete either gilded or attached the horns to 
the hind (blurring the boundaries between her human and animal forms) and 
dedicated the deer to Artemis Orthia/Orthosia.47 Pindar identifies this animal 
with the Ceryneian Hind, the object of one of Herakles' labors.48 Eventually, the 
story of the fortunate (or failed but forgiven) virgin was reconciled with the 
tradition that makes Taygete the mother of the hero Lacedaemon. In this way, 
the myth of the titaness-nymph transformed into a golden-horned hind reinforces 

 
42  Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 3.10, in Wagner 1926.  
43  Euripides, Helen, 382, in Euripides, Helen, trans. Coleridge E. P. (New York: Random 
House, 1938); Pausanias, Description of Greece, 3.1.2, 3.20.2, 3.18.10, 9.35.1; Kerenyi 
1959, 146. 
44  Forbes 1990, 64, n. 3. 
45  Hyginus, Fabulae, 155; Pindar, Olympian Ode, 3.26; Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 
3.10.2, 1926; Pausanias, Description of Greece, 3.20.2. 
46  Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 3.10.  
47  Pindar, Olympian Ode, 3.28-30; Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 2.5; Robbins 1982, 295-
305; Makkay 2006, 17; Holland 2003, 149. 
48  Pindar, Olympian Ode, 3.28-30. 
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and justifies a positive Spartan attitude towards strong women and the cult of 
Artemis Orthia/Orthosia.49  
The sanctuary of Artemis Orthia/Orthosia in Sparta was an important religious 
site. Numerous votive offerings and inscriptions found there provide insight into 
the worship practices associated with the goddess. While these offerings are not 
directly connected to Taygete, they reflect themes from the cult of Artemis that 
resonate with the myth of the titaness-nymph, particularly her transition from 
one state to another under the goddess's protection. For example, the recurring 
depiction of hinds (in terracotta and bronze 
figurines) among the votive offerings reflects 
the cultural memory of Taygete’s myth.  
Callimachus’s Hymn 3 to Artemis mentions the 
antlered deer only in passing.50 However, the 
hymn later references Mount Taygetos in 
Arcadia as one of Artemis’s favorite haunts. 
Connected with an antlered female deer, it 
possibly alludes to the metamorphosis of the 
titaness-nymph. The Spartans had a deep 
connection with the myths surrounding the 
divine mother of the founder of their city. Mount 
Taygetos, named after Taygete, was not only a 
significant geographical landmark but also a 
place of ritual importance, where the ritual 
training of Spartan youth culminated.51 
In some versions of the myth, after her 
transformation into a golden-horned hind, 
Taygete was eventually placed among the stars 
as one of the Pleiades. On the  
throne of Bathykles, Pausanias described a scene in which Zeus and Poseidon 
elevate Taygete and her sister Alcyone, both Pleiades, to the heavens.52 This 
celestial connection underscores her divine status and adds another layer of 
symbolism to her transformation, linking her story to the broader cosmic order.53  

 
49  Holland 2003, 149. 
50 Callimachus, Hymn 3, 99–114, 2015; Vestrheim 2000, 62–79, 72; Callimachus, The 
Hymns, 100.  
51  Pausanias, Description of Greece, 3.1.2, 1903. 
52  Pausanias, Description of Greece, 3.18.10, 1903. 
53  The main sources discussing Taygete’s celestial placement after her transmutation 
include ancient Greek texts and later mythological references. A point of reference is the 
Latin author Gaius Julius Hyginus. See Hyginus Fabulae, 192 and Hyginus Poetica 
astronomica, 2.21.4, in Hyginus C. J., Poetica astronomica, trans and ed. Grant M., The 
Myths of Hyginus (Lawrence: University of Kansas Publications in Humanistic Studies, 
n. 34, 1960); Condos 1997. In the Bibliotheca, a compendium of Greek myths and heroic 
adventures, Apollodorus includes Taygete among the seven sisters who were 
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 Depictions of Taygete specifically with the golden hind are rare, as this myth is 
not as commonly represented in art as other Greek myths. However, marble or 
bronze sculptures that depict Artemis-Diana with an antlered hind can be 
connected to Taygete’s story. This is exemplified by the celebrated "Diana of 
Versailles,”54 a Roman marble copy (1st or 2nd century CE) of a lost Greek bronze 
attributed to Leochares of Athens, dating back to around 325 BCE.55 The figure 
was found at Gabii in Latium Vetus (Italy).56  
In the "Diana of Versailles" composition, Diana, the Roman equivalent of 
Artemis, is depicted in a dynamic pose, hastening forward as if in pursuit of 
game. She looks to the right and raises her right arm to draw an arrow from her 
quiver. The goddess of the hunt is accompanied by a small antlered hind,57  an 
integral part of the composition that adds depth to the statue's interpretation, 

 
transformed into the Pleiades stars by Zeus, but does not detail her transformation into a 
hind (Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 3.10.1). In his Metamorphoses and Fasti, Publius 
Ovidius Naso does not provide a detailed account of Taygete's transformation into a hind. 
However, he includes her as one of the Pleiades, reflecting the general tradition of their 
apotheosis. See Ovidius, Metamorphoses, 1.668, 6.165, 1618 in Ovidius, 
Metamorphoses (Antwerp: apud heredes Martini Nutii, 1618); Ovidius Fasti, 5.455, 5.80, 
5.663, in Ovidius, Fasti, 2 vols, ed. Bömer F. (Heidelberg: Teubner, 1957); Ovidius, 
Fasti, ed. Alton E. H., Wormell D. E. W., Courtney E. (Heidelberg: Teubner, 1978). In 
his epic poem Silvae, Statius alludes to the Pleiades and their transformation into stars, 
including Taygete (Statius, Silvae 1.6.20, 3.2.70, in Statius, Silvae, Statius' Silvae, ed. 
Shackleton-Bailey D. R. (Cambridge: CUP, 2003).  
Nevertheless, in ancient narratives women are continually punished for being the victims 
of rape and their suicide is a common response to violence. See the stories of Leucothoe, 
Psamathe, Alope, Arne, Danae, Aura, and Pelopeia. According to a version narrated by 
Pseudo-Plutarch, Taygete hanged herself, in grief and shame after being raped by Zeus, 
on the heights of Mount Amyklaios, thereafter called Taygete. Pausanias, Description of 
Greece, 3.18.10 (cf. 3.1.2); Pseudo-Plutarch, De fluviis, 17.3, in Pseudo-Plutarch, De 
fluviis, trans. Banchich T. M. (Buffalo, New York: Canisius College, 2010); 
Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, 3.10.3; Hyginus, Fabulae, 155.3; Hyginus, Poetica 
astronomica 2, 21. 
54  The statue is also known as Diana à la Biche (Artemis and the Hind), Diane 
Chasseresse ("Diana Huntress"), and Artémis de la Chasse (Artemis of the Chase). It was 
installed in the Grande Galerie of Versailles by Louis XIV. It is now held in the Musée 
du Louvre, Paris. Comparable Roman replicas of the same model have been found 
at Leptis Magna (Libya) and at Antalya (Turkey). 
55  Brunn et al., Brunn E., Brunn H., Bruckmann F., Denkmäler griechischer und 
römischer Sculptur (Munich: Bruckmann, 1888), pl. 420; Fitzwilliam Museum, 
Waldstein C. Sir, Catalogue of Casts in the Museum of Classical Archaeology 
(Cambridge: Macmillan and Company, 1889), 104, no. 553; Charbonneaux J., Catalogue 
sommaire des marbres antiques (Paris: Musée national du Louvre, 1922), 36; Lippold 
G., Die Griechische Plastik (Munich: HdArch 3,1, 1950), 270 (n.4), pl. 98.2. 
56  Gauthier M., The Louvre: Sculpture, Ceramics, Objets d’Art (New York: Appleton-
Century, 1964), 86. 
57  The sculpted deer does not have a visible male organ. 
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potentially alluding to the goddess’s role in saving the titaness-nymph by 
transforming her into a golden-horned doe.  
The hind is sculpted in a state of alertness, closely positioned by Diana’s side, 
slightly behind her, as if following her lead. Her body is lean and graceful, with 
a smooth, naturalistic form that conveys agility and attentiveness. The deer’s 
head is turned slightly upward towards Diana, with the goddess’s hand resting 
gently on her antler, emphasizing the bond between the goddess and her animal 
companion, and reflecting her role as a protector of wild creatures and a nurturing 
guardian of wildlife.58 The statue might subtly reference this aspect of Diana's 
mythology, as seen in her intervention to save Taygete. It highlights her role as 
a guardian who protects those under her care by transforming them. The 
ambiguity surrounding the gender of the deer, emphasized by the antlers on a 
seemingly feminine form and without the depiction of any male sexual organ, is 
noteworthy. The hind is the female of the species, but here with antlers usually 
reserved for males, this emphasizes Taygete's dual nature as both a nymph and a 
deer, blending the feminine and the divine. The small scale of the deer in relation 
to Diana suggests her status as both a companion and a symbol of Diana’s power 
over the natural world.  
In conclusion, Taygete’s metamorphosis into a golden-horned hind, her eventual 
return to human form, and her dedication of the antlers to Artemis signify a 
complex interplay of transformation, divine intervention, and sacred symbolism. 
This myth highlights the intricate relationship between mortals and gods in 

Greek mythology, where the 
boundaries between human and 
divine, as well as between human and 
animal, are fluid and subject to the 
will of the gods. The representation of 
Taygete as a golden-horned hind, an 
unusual and potent symbol, evokes 
the ambiguity of the divine 
metamorphosis: the sanctity of the 
new creature, but also the punitive 
nature of the transformation. It served 
as a powerful reminder of Artemis’s 
dominion over nature and her role as 
a protector of chastity, while also 
reinforcing the cultural and religious 
significance of this myth in ancient 

Greek society, particularly within the Spartan context. 
As previously noted, the knowledgeable mythographer Pindar suggested that the 
mythic doe with golden antlers, into which Taygete was metamorphosed, 
continued to exist even after being slain and offered to Artemis, only to be hunted 

 
58  Haskell 1981, 196. 

 
Image 6. Herakles & Cerynitian Hind 
Louvre. 
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once again by Herakles as the Ceryneian Hind—one of his labors.59 Although 
these depictions do not directly feature Taygete, artworks illustrating Herakles 
capturing the Ceryneian Hind are indirectly related to her myth. 
 
One of these depictions can be seen on the previously examined bronze fibula 
from Boeotia, dating back to the early 7th millennium BCE, depicting Herakles 
meeting the Ceryneian Hind and 
her fawn. The topic action of the 
hunt, when the hero leaps upon the 
animal, pushes down her 
hindquarters to the ground with 
his left knee while seizing one of 
her antlers with both hands and 
pulling the animal’s head back, is 
illustrated on an Attic Red Figure 
Kylix attributed to the Antiphon 
Painter (ca. 480 BCE).60 
 Images specifically featuring 
Taygete with the golden hind are 
rare, even in the revival of 
classical myths during the Renaissance and Baroque periods. However, the oil 
painting Artemis and Taygete by the British artist Thomas Matthews Rooke 
(1842–1942), who was associated with the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, offers a 
notable exception. This lesser-known work, created in 1893, exemplifies 

 
59  Robbins 1982, 295-305. 
60 The masterpiece is housed in the Musée du Louvre, Paris, with the inventory number 
Louvre G263. The same action and posture of the hero have been successfully depicted 
for at least a millennium. This is evidenced on the fifth metope of the West Pediment of 
the Temple of Zeus in Delphi (ca. 513–500 BCE), now in the Delphi Archaeological 
Museum; on a carnelian scarab of Etruscan-Italic art (ca. 325–200 BCE) held in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; in a bronze fountain from Pompeii (House of 
Sallustio, VI 2, 4), likely a copy from Lysippus (1st century BCE), now in the Regional 
Archaeological Museum in Palermo; on a mosaic depicting the Labors of Herakles (3rd 
century CE) in the Archaeological Museum of Paros; in a bronze statuette from the Orsi 
di Scifo wreck (ca. 310 CE); and on a marble relief slab of Constantinopolitan origin, 
probably part of the decoration of the "Basilica Herculis" (6th century CE), preserved in 
the National Museum of Ravenna. Of particular interest is the sculptural group depicting 
Heracles and Apollo from the Sanctuary of Portonaccio in Veio, now preserved in the 
National Etruscan Museum of Villa Giulia, Rome. In this composition, Heracles has just 
captured the golden-horned doe, crushing it to the ground with his knee while holding 
her horns tightly. Apollo advances with his left arm menacingly stretched forward, the 
other lowered, possibly holding a bow, as he prepares to confront Heracles in an attempt 
to free the doe, which is sacred to his sister. This sculptural group is an example of 
Etruscan-Italic art, dated to around 510 BCE. 

 
Image 7. Thomas Matthews Rooke 
Artemis and Taygete. 
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Rooke’s mastery of narrative and symbolism, drawing on classical mythology 
for its subject matter.61 
The octagonal composition captures the conclusive moment when Taygete, after 
the rape and childbirth, is under Artemis’s protection. The ending of the story is 
marked by the celestial antlered hind moving away beyond the horizon, while a 
newborn baby is cradled in the nymph’s arms. With her other hand, Taygete 
reaches for the hand of the goddess.  
The figures are depicted in a serene landscape, with Artemis shown in a 
protective pose towards Taygete. The goddess holds Taygete’s hand, 
symbolizing the protection and compassion she offers. Taygete’s posture is 
gentle and reserved, with an expression that conveys a mix of gratitude and 
resignation.62 Her face shows a blend of tranquility and subtle melancholy, 
reflecting her plight in the myth. This depiction can be interpreted as a 
commentary on the roles and fates of women in mythology, who are often subject 
to the whims of gods.63 However, the nymph’s gaze is fixed on the observer, who 
is called to witness the positive resolution of her tragic story, symbolized by the 
simultaneous presence of the future hero in her arms and the departing deer. 
The mystical antlered hind is a significant element of the composition, 
representing Taygete after her transformation by Artemis and embodying the 
divine intervention and protection bestowed by the goddess. The animal is 
depicted with elegant legs and a delicate yet strong body, with the added majesty 
of antlers typically associated with stags. These antlers are long, elegantly 
curved, branching out symmetrically, giving the creature an almost regal 
appearance. They highlight the otherworldly intervention of Artemis, 
symbolizing her divine power and the protection she offers. The hind’s coat is 
rendered in a soft color between light brown and a golden hue, further 
emphasizing the divine nature of the intervention and the purity associated with 
the goddess.64 The position of the hind’s ears, slightly tilted backward, suggests 

 
61  The masterpiece, 35 by 45cm., was recently restored and auctioned. It is now kept in 
a private collection. 
62  Taygete’s body is slightly turned towards Artemis, seeking protection or solace. One 
hand reaches out to Artemis, symbolizing the bond between them and her plea for help. 
The nymph is portrayed with the grace and beauty characteristic of Pre-Raphaelite 
depictions of mythological figures. The artist renders her as a youthful and delicate figure 
with classical features, embodying the ideals of purity and innocence associated with her 
story, despite holding an infant in her arms who plays with her necklace with one hand.  
Taygete’s hair is depicted as flowing and loose, long and falling in shades of golden and 
coppery brown, enhancing her ethereal and nymph-like quality. Her attire is likely a 
classical, flowing garment, a pale, diaphanous gown that clings lightly to her form. The 
fabric is almost translucent, emphasizing her vulnerability and purity. 
63  This reflects the Pre-Raphaelite interest in intimate, often melancholic interpretations 
of mythological and literary subjects from classical antiquity.  
64  At the same time, a subtle shading gives the animal fur a lifelike texture, reflecting 
the naturalistic approach of the Pre-Raphaelites. Rooke paid close attention to the texture 
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attentiveness, as if the animal is acutely aware of its surroundings—qualities 
associated with Artemis as the goddess of the hunt. 
 
4.2 Titanis (Cos), the daughter of King Merops, metamorphosed into a hind 
with golden horns 
The fascinating myth of Titanis (Cos), daughter of King Merops, who was 
transformed into a hind with golden horns, is less commonly discussed in 
classical literature than other myths involving transformations, such as those of 
Daphne or Actaeon. However, this motif aligns with themes of metamorphosis 
in Greek mythology. 
King Merops is often depicted as an early ruler of the island of Cos, in the Aegean 
Sea. His entertaining with the goddess Rhea suggests a time when gods and men 
dined together. In various myths, Merops is associated with his kingdom, his 
rule, and his family. His wife, the nymph Echemeia (Ethemea), was killed by 
Artemis for daring to compare herself to the goddess and for neglecting to 
worship her.65 In Euripides' tragedy Helen, a tale is mentioned about the king’s 
beautiful daughter, Titanis (Cos), which is similar to that of Taygete.66  The 
virgin was turned into a golden-horned doe by Artemis.67 This divine punishment 
was reserved for Titanis because of her beauty. Subsequently, she was expelled 
from the group of Artemis's companions. 
The brief passage in Helen is ambiguous, leading to various interpretations by 
scholars. Is Titanis the name of Merope's daughter or does it designate her as a 
titaness without giving her a proper name?68 The ambiguity of the name Titanis 
could imply a connection to the Titans, suggesting a possible divine lineage or 
status, though this is not explicitly clarified in the text. Moreover, the reason for 
Artemis' anger is unclear. It is not explicit what Euripides meant when he wrote 
that Artemis expelled her on account of her beauty. It could be that Titanis 
boasted of being more beautiful than Artemis, or that she sought to escape the 
advances of Zeus who was attracted to her beauty, or that her beauty aroused 
Artemis' jealousy.69 What we seem to have here is a motif similar to the story of 
Callisto, in which Artemis expels a companion for being seduced by Zeus.70 
However, the golden horns of the hind are symbols of the divine and the sacred, 
signifying both the animal's elevated status and the divine punishment involved. 

 
and sheen of the coat, rendering it with a lifelike quality that adds to the realism of the 
scene. 
65 Etymologicum Magnum, 507.56, in Etymologicon Magnum, ed. Gaisford T. 
(Amsterdam: Adolf M. Hakkert, 1848); Hyginus, Poetica astronomica, 2.16 1960; Smith 
1870; Forbes Irving 1990, 123. 
66 Euripides, Helen, 381–383, 1938; Kerenyi 1959, 146; Fontenrose 1981, 131–132; 
Holland Goldthwaite 2023, 157, table 3. 
67 Euripides, Helen, 381 ff., 1938. 
68 Fontenrose 1981, 131. 
69 Fontenrose 1981, 131. 
70 Forbes Irving, 219. 
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In any case, the transformation of Titanis is referenced by Euripides as a vivid 
example of how the gods interact with mortals and the natural world, aligning 
with the play’s exploration of identity and change. Consistently, in the Orphic 
Hymns, Titanis appears as an epithet of Artemis herself.71 

While ancient art includes many representations of Artemis and transformations 
involving deer or hinds, there are no well-documented artworks specifically 
illustrating the myth of Titanis. This myth, mentioned in Euripides’ Helen, 
appears to be less represented in the visual arts of ancient Greece and Rome. 
This lack of representation may be due to fact that the myth of Titanis (Cos) is 
one of the more obscure tales in Greek mythology, and there is limited 
information available about her and her metamorphosis. However, her 
transformation into a hind with golden horns is part of a larger pattern in Greek 
mythology where humans are transformed into animals as a form of divine 
punishment, protection, or escape. This theme is prominent in myths involving 
figures like Callisto, Actaeon, and Daphne. In Titanis’s case, her transformation 
by Artemis involves the metamorphosis into an animal revered for its sacredness 
and connection to the goddess herself. This feature was expressed by the golden 
antlers.  
 
4.3 A crowned doe as Iphigenia’s sacrificial substitute, The Pompeian 
interpretation of a 4th Century BCE Greek masterpiece  
The depiction of Iphigenia’s sacrifice was frequently reproduced in classical 
Greek and Roman art, because this myth is rich in symbolic meaning and reflects 
themes of fate, struggle between duty and personal desire, philia (family 
affection and loyalty), ultimate obedience to the father's wishes, self-sacrifice, 
and divine intervention. Iphigenia "is doomed to perish by that relentless power 
which has linked her destiny with crimes and contests, in which she has no part 
but as a sufferer”.72 In the standard version of the tale, she does so, thereby 
appeasing the goddess and enabling the Greek armada to sail on to Troy. It is the 
seminal version in Aeschylus' Agamemnon. 
However, in some masterpieces of Roman art, based on Euripides' version, the 
ending is different, and the hind is depicted with antlers. An example is a mural 

 
71 Orphic Hymn 36 to Artemis line 2; The Orphic Hymns, 1977; Id., 2013. Scholars 
debate whether Titanis is truly a distinct character or whether her myth was conflated 
with other similar stories, like that of Taygete or Callisto. Several scholars identify 
Titanis with Taygete, and the transformation into a golden-horned hind makes this 
identification plausible. Otherwise, we must suppose that there were two nymphs whom 
Artemis transformed in this way (Fontenrose 1981, 132).  Others have questioned the 
identification, noting that even if one considers Titanis a description rather than a name, 
her father is Merops, not Atlas, and that she was expelled from Artemis’s band as 
punishment (Fontenrose, 1981, 132; Forbes Irving, 1990, 219). This debate reflects the 
fluid nature of mythological narratives, where characters and stories often overlap or 
evolve over time. 
72 Jameson 1832, 208-209. 
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painting in the Fourth Style from the House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii (VI, 
8, 3.5).73 This fresco, dating back to the mid-1st century CE, is now preserved at 
the National Archaeological Museum of Naples.74  
According to the myth, as narrated in Euripides' Iphigenia Aulidensis (ca. 406 
BCE)75 and Iphigenia in Tauris (ca. 413 BCE),76 the Achaean ships bound for 
the expedition against Troy were stranded in the port of Aulis due to unfavorable 
winds. The seer Kalchas identified the cause as the anger of Artemis, provoked 
by Agamemnon, king of Mycenae and leader of the Greek armies. Most sources 
suggest that this anger was due to Agamemnon having killed a deer sacred to the 
goddess during a hunting trip. According to other authors, having killed a doe 
while hunting, he claimed to be a hunter superior to Artemis.77  
Kalchas determined that the only way to resolve the stalemate and allow the 
Greek fleet to sail to Troy was to appease Artemis by sacrificing the king's eldest 
daughter, Iphigenia. 
Iphigenia arrived in Aulis under the false promise of a marriage to the hero 
Achilles. However, her true union was destined to be with Hades, the god of the 
underworld. The proteleia - the preliminary rites to the wedding - were, in reality, 
rites of death. Understanding the inevitability of her fate, Iphigenia willingly 
offered herself for sacrifice, thereby prefiguring the glory she would attain for 
securing Greece's salvation and victory.78 
However, at the moment of her immolation on the sacrificial altar, the goddess 
Artemis replaced the maiden with a hind and then brought Iphigenia to the 
distant, wild land of Tauris (modern-day Crimea),79 where she became a 
venerated and untouchable priestess, presiding over human sacrifices of 
foreigners in honor of the goddess80 - a rite attested by archaeological evidence 

 
73 Helbig 1868, n. 1304; Mau 1907; Janovic-Osers 1996, 98-101; Wood 1996; Coarelli 
2002, 288 ff; Allison 2004; Dobbins-Foss 2007; Mattusch 2008; Beard 2008; Poehler et 
alii 2011. 
74 Inventory number 9112. 
75 Fr. 857. See also in Aelian, De natura animalium, 7.39. 
76 Euripides, Iphigenia in Tauris in Euripides, Iphigenia in Tauris, ed. Cropp M. J. 
(Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 2000); Dowden 1989, 158-170; Kyriakou 2006. 
77 Hyginus, Fabulae, 98. 
78 Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 147-55, 184-247 in Aeschylus, Agamemnon, ed. Lloyd-
Jones H. (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1970); Euripides, Iphigenia in 
Aulis, in Euripides Iphigenia in Aulis, ed. Grene D., Lattimore R., trans. Walker C. R., 
Euripides IV: Rhesus, The Suppliant Women, Orestes, Iphigenia in Aulis (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1958); Pausania, Description of Greece, 9, 13, 5. 
79 The earliest mentioning of the not-sacrifice of Iphigenia is in the 7th century Kypria by 
Stasinos. In the Kypria after Agamemnon killed a deer, Artemis got angry and demanded 
a virgin sacrifice. Artemis substituted a hind for Iphigenia and subsequently made the 
girl immortal and transported her to the land of the Taurians. See Bernabé 1987, 41; 
Bernabé 1982, 81-87; 
80  Euripides, Iphigenia in Tauris, 28-30, 1462-67; Puliga-Panichi 2012, 88. 
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from Minoan-Mycenaean Greece.81 The myth of Iphigenia thus forms the 
foundation of another crucial rite of passage under the dominion of Artemis: the 
female initiatory ritual. Iphigenia embodies the paradigmatic role of the 
parthenos, whose symbolic sacrifice, often replaced by an animal, represents the 
death of her former life as she transitions into sexual maturity.82 
Aelian quotes a now-lost line of Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis in which Artemis 
declares that she will substitute an antlered hind for the girl.83 However, this myth 
was depicted in various ways in Greco-Roman art, showing the hind both with 
and without antlers. Greco-Roman sacrificial practice suggests that in artistic 
representations of the Iphigenia’s myth even antlered cervids with no visible 
genitalia should be identified as female. A general -but not absolute - norm in 
sacrificial practice was that victims should share the same gender as the deity to 
whom they were sacrificed. This would be even more crucial in the case of a 
substitution sacrifice, since offering a male victim in place of a female, or vice 
versa, could alter the nature of the rite and call into question its acceptability to 
the deity.84 It is more plausible to posit that all these depictions represent female 
deer, sometimes with and sometimes without antlers. 

The sacrifices of Iphigenia and 
Polyxena are included in the Trojan 
saga, respectively at the opening and 
closing of the war. Artistic 
representations of the Iphigenia myth 
had prominence in Roman culture.85 
The moment when Iphigenia is about 
to be sacrificed on the altar in Aulis, 
as painted on the rear wall of the 
peristyle of the House of the Tragic 
Poet in Pompeii, is notable for its 
dramatic and detailed portrayal of the 
mythological narrative. This domus 
was  
 excavated in the early 19th century 
and has provided a wealth of insights 
into Roman domestic life and art.86 It 

 
81  Hughes 1991; Holland 2023, 149. 
82  Bettini 2021. 
83  Gantz 1993, 587. 
84  Holland 2023, 129. Actaeon was transformed and sacrificed as a stag and not as a doe. 
Only girls played the she-bear, not boys in the primary rite of Artemis cult at Brauron. 
See Hangard 1996, 645a; Perlman 1989, 111-133; Blundell 1998, 33. 
85  Anderson 2001, 243-266. 
86  McKay 1975; Wallace-Hadrill 1988, 43-97; de Caro 1990; Coarelli 2002, 188, 288 ff. 
It is a notable residence ultimately inhabited by a family of extremely wealthy freedmen 
(Zanker 1998), 179). 

 
Image 8. Sacrifice of Iphigenia, 
Pompeii. 
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is famed for its elaborate floor mosaics and frescoes depicting Greek 
mythological subjects and theatrical scenes. It was at the same time a real villa 
and an art gallery, as persuasively described by K. Schefold.87 The exposed 
artworks collectively underscore the cultural importance of Greek mythology 
and drama in Roman society88 and reflect the cultural and intellectual aspirations 
of the house's owner and his desire to showcase his education, cultural 
sophistication, and moral values.89 
The mural depicting the sacrifice of Iphigenia, as well as the other frescoes and 
mosaics in the house, is executed in the Fourth Style, which is characterized by 
a combination of architectural elements, framed mythological panels, and 
intricate decorative motifs. This style was prevalent from c. 50 CE to c. 79 CE.90 
The wall painting under analysis is one of the most notable frescoes in this 
house.91 It captures the dramatic climax of the myth, just before Artemis 
intervenes to save Iphigenia. The first character to be analyzed is the desperate 
father of Iphigenia, king Agamemnon, because he is central to the decision to 
sacrifice his daughter.92 Agamemnon sits on the left side of the panel, physically 
separated from the other characters and facing away from the group by his pose 
and his head enveloped in the folds of his mantle. By hiding Agamemnon's face, 
the painter allows the viewer to imagine a pain more profound than any that could 
be conveyed through facial expression.93 This positioning and gesture emphasize 
his emotional isolation and despair over the impending sacrifice of his daughter. 
They convey his inner turmoil and reluctance to witness the sacrifice, 
highlighting the tragic nature of his role as both a father and a leader, chief agent 
and chief sufferer.94  
An archaic statue of Artemis, with a modium hat on her head, stands on a pillar 
on which the king leans. The goddess is surrounded by two of her antlered hinds.  
Iphigenia is depicted at the center of the composition, underscoring her role as 
the focal point of the narrative. She is shown nude, wrapped in a cloth that drapes 
over her back and sides, resembling a pure animal ready for sacrifice while the 
officiants prepare the altar. However, the girl is depicted neither in a state of 
resignation or terror, nor with one of serene acceptance of the inevitability of 
fate, but rather with an expression of hope. She has arms stretched outwards, a 
gesture that suggest not surrender or fear, but a request for protection towards 
the goddess and at the same time a sign of understanding of her destiny through 

 
87  Schefold 1952, 32 ff.; Schefold 1972, 50 ff. See also Jucker 1950, 29, 35 ff. 
88  Guzzo 2003. 
89  Anderson 2001, 243-266. 
90  Clarke 1991; Ling 1991; Parise 1993, 527-603; Richardson 2000; Coarelli 2002. 
91  Borda 1961, 39; Reinach, 1970, 169; de Vos 1982, 223; Baldassarre et alii 2002, 160-
164; Bragantini 2009, 332. However, according to Susan Woodford. “There is little to 
move the heart in this insensitive picture” See Woodford 1993, 37. 
92  Anderson, 2001, 243-266. 
93  Woodford 1993, 37-38. 
94  Woodford 1993, 37; Anderson 2001, 243-266. 
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the ongoing intervention. Her gaze is directed towards the miracle occurring in 
heaven. She has suddenly realized that her philia, or self-sacrificing family love, 
has been repaid, and that the impossible salvation is, in fact, coming true. 
An elderly bearded man dressed in exomis (Ulysses) and a beardless young man 
in chlamys (Diomede or Achilles), depicted as burly muscular characters, have 
Iphigenia in their grasp and are about to place her on the altar as a sacrificial 
offering to the goddess Artemis-Diana. Nevertheless, their expressions convey 
the tension and uncertainty of the moment. One is watching with terror at what 
is happening in the sky, while the other observes with perplexity the indecision 
of the sacrificing priest. 
Indeed, Kalchas is hesitating to carry out the sacrifice. His over-large figure 
stands near the altar, crowned with laurel and dressed in a long chiton. He turns 
away his head looking up. At the same time, he holds his hand and the unsheathed 
sacrificial knife to cover his mouth to indicate the moment of divine epiphany 
taking place.95 Kalchas recognizes the presence of Artemis and the imposed 
substitution of the hind for Iphigenia. 
In fact, Artemis-Diana is depicted above the scene in a light cloud, intervening 
at the last moment. The goddess has a showy diadem, chiton and mantle and hods 
a bow with her left hand. She launches herself into the sky depicted in the upper 
right area of the tableau, while ordering one of her nymphs to bring her one of 
her consecrated hinds, which she accepts as a substitute for the girl.96 In response 
to her command, in the upper left area of the scene, a nymph emerges from a 
cloud. She rides a doe grabbing 
her horns.97 
It is the climax of the drama, the 
moment immediately before 
Artemis's substitution, that the 
mural in the House of the 
Tragic Poet depicts. As Charles 
Walker notes, Euripides has 
changed Iphigenia's character 
"from an unwilling victim to a 
true saint,”98 a martyr who 
offered herself, but was freed 
by the divinity from this task. 
She was completely at the 

 
95 AA.VV 1911. 
96 While here the doe is antlered, in the fresco depicting the sacrifice of Iphigenia in the 
frieze of the triclinium of the House of the Vettii it is without horns (Coarelli 2002). 
97 Gell 1837, Ch 8, T. XXXV; Helbig 1868, 283-284; Mau 1907,  318; Bergmann 1994, 
225–256; Poppiti 2018, 1-100. 
98 Euripides, Iphigenia in Aulis, 210. 

 
Image 9. Sacrifice of Iphigenia, Pompeii. 
Detail. 
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mercy of the men in her life,99 but was finally freed from this fate of submission 
by her consecration to the female divinity. 
The fresco in the House of the Tragic Poet is a crucial piece for studying the 
intersection of Roman art and Greek mythology, because it reflects this cultural 
blend and the Roman fascination with Greek drama, paralleled in Ovid's 
Metamorphoses.100 The themes depicted in the fresco are not only artistic but 
also literary, drawing from the works of Greek tragedians like Euripides and 
Aeschylus, as well as later Roman adaptations by poets such as Ovid. Greek 
tragedies, particularly those by playwrights such as Euripides involving 
Iphigenia, influenced Roman wall paintings and the importance of visual 
representations in conveying complex narratives and emotions, similar to those 
found in the original Greek plays. The Roman elite audience, familiar with Greek 
culture, would have fully understood and savored the references and emotional 
depth in such depictions. 
The scene is portrayed with intense emotional detail to emphasize the tragic 
elements of ancient Greek mythology, incorporating them into the context of 
domestic art. The fresco focuses on realistic human expressions and dramatic 

poses. The use of color, light, and shadow 
enhances the emotional and spectacular 
impact of the scene. It was probably copied 
to some degree from a famous painting by 
Timanthes of Cythnus, a celebrated ancient 
Greek painter of the 4th century BCE, whose 
masterpiece, the Sacrifice of Iphigenia, still 
existed in Rome during the time of Augustus 
highlighting the long-lasting influence of 
Greek art on Roman aesthetics.101 The two 
celestial upper figures, however, are 
probably additions by the copyist.102  
 Timanthes was known for his ability to 
convey complex emotions, a trait that seems 
to have been emulated in the Pompeian 
fresco, which showcases the dramatic 

interpretation of ancient Greek mythology in the context of Roman domestic life 
of the elite, indicating a sophisticated understanding of Greek tragedy and its 
themes and the status of the homeowner as a patron of the arts or even an eminent 
poet.103  

 
99 Hokom 2015. 
100 The sacrifice of Iphigenia is narrated in book XIII, verses 27-38. 
101 His masterpiece was mentioned by Cicerone (The Orator), Quintilianus (Institutio 
oratoria), and Pliny the Elder (Naturalis istoria). 
102 AA.VV., Guida illustrata, 1911. 
103 Bergmann 1994, 225–256. 

 
Image 10. Ifigenia Pompeii 
Theatrum Mundi 2022.     
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4.4 Artemis-Diana intervenes to save Iphigenia leading a consecrated antlered 
doe: a Roman mosaic from Empúries, Spain 
Empúries, also known as Emporiae, is the most significant Greco-Roman 
archaeological site in Catalonia, Spain. It includes both Greek and Roman layers, 
providing a unique blend of cultures. The broader excavation efforts at Empúries 
began in earnest in 1846.104 
An exquisite mosaic from ancient Roman Empúries illustrates the dramatic 
moment preceding the scene represented in the Pompeii mosaic. In this tableau, 
Iphigenia is portrayed being dragged to the altar like an animal for sacrifice. 
However, Artemis-Diana is intervening to rescue her, leading an antlered doe as 
a substitute.  

 This emblema was discovered in 
1849, in a yet-to-be-excavated 1st 
century CE domus in this ancient 
city,105 which highlights the wealth 
and cultural sophistication of the 
Roman inhabitants of Empúries. The 
mythological theme of Iphigenia's 
near-sacrifice is represented in a 
square measuring half a meter on 
each side.106 The mosaic was placed 
in one of the triclinia, where it could 
be admired by guests during 
banquets. This setting underscores 
the role of this mosaic as both status 
symbols and conversation pieces, 
reflecting the homeowner's 
education, cultural affiliations, and 
wealth. 

In the foreground, a stone altar is surrounded by branches. A torch, a bucranium 
(ox skull), and a small image of an ithyphallic herm are positioned around the 
sacrificial place. At the center of the mosaic, Iphigenia is shown in the dramatic 
moment of being led to the altar. She is typically depicted with an expression of 
resigned sadness, emphasizing the emotional weight of the scene. Her attire is 
that of a young noblewoman, draped in flowing garments intricately detailed 

 
104 Casellas 1908; Buscató-Pons Pujol 2012. 
105 Barral 1990; Buscató-Pons Pujol 2002, 195-209; Bendala 2003; Oliveras 2008, 12-
16, 12.  
106 The mosaic is now held in the Museu Arqueològic de Catalunya deu d'Empúries 
(L'Escala, Catalunya, Espanya). The museum's collection provides a broader context for 
the mosaic, including other artifacts from the Greco-Roman city, which help to illustrate 
the daily life, art, and culture of the time. 

 
Image 11. Sacrifici d'Ifigènia 
(Empúries). 
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with tesserae to suggest the folds and textures of the rich fabric.107 They are white 
in color, the color of purity and elevation. 
Iphigenia’s central placement and portrayal draw attention to her willingness to 
sacrifice herself, which is considered a key element of the scene's dramatic 
tension. Therefore, the mosaic would illustrate when the princess herself 
emphasizes the pivotal role of her virgin sacrifice in the destruction of Troy and 
makes the connection between the salvation of the civilized world, Greece, and 
the barbarian, Troy, with her body offered to the goddess.108 Consistently, her 
portrayal in this masterpiece reflects her transformation from a passive victim to 
a figure of active self-sacrifice.109 After much thought, she agreed to obey her 
father and sacrifice herself for the victory of his army. However, her left hand is 
held firmly by Ulysses, identifiable by his pileus, a conical felt cap. The hero is 
dressed in brown robes and brandishes a spear.  
Ulysses directs his merciless gaze towards Agamemnon, who stands on the left 
of the altar. The king is partially covering his face with his right hand to express 
determination in spite of his anguish. His clothing and posture convey his royal 
status and inner turmoil over the necessity of sacrificing his daughter, alongside 
an awareness of its inevitability.  
The seer and sacrificial priest Kalchas stands to the right. Dressed in white with 
a ribbon on his head and holding a raised knife in his right hand, he is ready to 
carry out the human sacrifice. To the far right, Menelaus is depicted holding a 
long scepter. In front of him, there is a naked child of noble class, assisting the 
officiants. 
Above a column, statues of Athena and Apollo dominate the scene, with a shield 
that reproduces the image of Artemis resting at the foot of the pillar. In the 
background, a group of young people attending the sacrificial act can be 
glimpsed.110 The priest, attendants, and witnesses are all preparing for the 
sacrifice, contributing to the solemnity and ritualistic atmosphere of the scene.  
In the distant background, tall cypress trees stand and, in the upper right corner, 
the goddess Artemis-Diana is seen watching over the scene, leading the antlered 
deer destined to replace Iphigenia as the sacrificial victim at the last moment. In 
her other hand the goddess holds a lit torch.111 Iphigenia’s fate hangs in the 

 
107 Buscató-Pons Pujol 2002, 195-202.  
108  The fresco would have masterly illustrate understanding that without her sacrifice, 
the Trojan War would not have come about, as she herself contends, “Bring me away; 
the sacker of Ilium and the Phrygians” (Euripides Iphigenia in Aulis, 1475-1476) and the 
Greek civilization would not have conquered the barbarian: “Make the sacrifice! 
Eradicate Troy! For a long time to come that will be my monument, my children, my 
marriage, my fame” (Euripides, Iphigenia in Aulis, 1398-1399). 
109  Anderson 2001, 243-266. 
110 They are five young men without weapons (four under a tent and one behind the 
column) and a soldier partially covered by a tree, possibly Achilles or Ajax. A female 
figure is shown behind Ulysses' shoulders.  
111 Mangieri 2017, 57. 
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balance. As the drama reaches its climax, Artemis-Diana has not yet revealed 
herself to the humans, nor has she converted the sacrifice from human to (sacred) 
animal. Observing the mosaic, the owner of the luxurious villa and his guests 
likely recited in their minds the liberating verses from Euripides' Iphigenia in 
Tauris: “By the craft of Ulysses, they took me from my mother, pretending a 
marriage with Achilles. I came to Aulis; held up high over the altar, I, the 
unhappy one, was about to die by the sword; but Artemis gave the Achaeans a 
deer in exchange for me and stole me from them”.112  
The mosaic from Empúries is an excellent example of opus vermiculatum113 that 
can be compared to other famous mosaics of the period, such as the Alexander 
Mosaic from Pompeii, in terms of its intricate detail and narrative content.114 The 
fine detailing of facial expressions, clothing textures, and anatomical features 
showcases the skill of the mosaicists.115 
The mosaic was created by artists from a workshop in the eastern 
Mediterranean.116 It possibly copied a Hellenistic painting from the 4th century 
BCE,117 as the Hellenistic tradition expressed a similar theatrical pathos, utilized 
a similar rich palette of colors and explored effects of light and optics from 
associated colors.118 However, the not perfect technical precision, with the 
juxtaposition of colors not providing a gradual range of hues, the absence of 
aerial perspective effects and the static rendering of the characters mostly 
suggests that this masterwork was executed in the last third of the 1st century CE. 

 
112 Euripides, Iphigenia in Tauris. 
113 The opus vermiculatum is a technique characterized by the use of tiny tesserae cut in 
the direction required by the figuration to create highly detailed and intricate images. The 
numerous very small, colored, natural stone tesserae are meticulously arranged to create 
a vivid and intricate image and to obtain a pictorial quality. This technique was typically 
reserved for the most prestigious mosaics, often found in the most important rooms of 
Roman homes. In Empúries, Iphigenia’s myth is represented within a polychrome 
square-shaped frame, typical of Roman floor mosaics, and forms the heart of a larger 
decorative scheme that would have adorned the floors of this luxurious villa. Reds, blues, 
greens, and whites of semi-precious stones and glass paste are used to bring the 
characters and the scene to life, with shading to suggest depth and volume. 
114 Barral 1986, 94-99. 
115 Santos 2003, 150-151; Rodà 2016, 69-77, 72.  
116 The relationship with Asia Minor was shaped by the Greek origins of the Municipium 
Emporiae. The Roman city coexisted with the pre-existing Palaiapolis, founded by 
settlers from the island of Phocaea in 575 BCE and known as Emporion. During the reign 
of Augustus, the Phocaeans were granted Roman citizenship, leading to the physical 
unification of the Greek and Roman cores of the city. 
117 Some stylistic details, such as the semicircle of figures placed around the altar, the 
hanging cloths, and the columns, along with the theatricality of the scene, suggest the 
existence of a Greek pictorial original that was used as a model for the creation of the 
mosaic. 
118 Devambez 1972, 333-334. 
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Like the fresco in the House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii, the mosaic from 
Empúries served not only as a decorative element, but also as a symbolic tool, 
reflecting the cultural and intellectual koine of Roman society. It indicates how 
Greek tragedies were interpreted and adapted into Roman visual culture within 
a domestic setting. The choice of a critical and well-known episode from Greek 
mythology demonstrates the Romans' appreciation for Greek culture and their 
desire to align themselves with its prestigious traditions.119 This mosaic is a 
striking example of how Greek tragedy was not only valued as literature but also 
as a source of visual and emotional impact 
in Roman art. Moreover, the depiction of 
such a poignant mythological event 
underscores themes of fate, duty, sacrifice, 
tragedy, and the role of the gods in human 
affairs, resonating with Roman moral 
values, religious thought, and their 
interpretation of heroic narratives. 
 
4.5 A Hellenistic colored hind with horns 
from the Horti Sallustiani, Rome 
 A notable example of a masterpiece with 
an antlered hind is the elegant statue group 
of Artemis and Iphigenia discovered in 
Rome within the area of the Horti 
Sallustiani.120 The Horti Sallustiani was a 
luxurious garden complex in Rome, 
originally developed by the Roman historian Sallust. The complex became 
imperial property and was further embellished under subsequent emperors, 
particularly Hadrian.  
This composition was originally intended to adorn a nymphaeum facing the 
palace in the Horti Sallustiani,121 bearing many similarities to Hadrian’s villa in 
Tivoli.122  The presence of such a statue group in this setting highlights the elite 
status of the area and the importance of mythological themes in Roman art and 
architecture. Its dramatic narrative would have resonated with Roman audiences 
familiar with the myth's moral and religious implications. 

 
119 Cortadella 2009, 153-262. 
120 Poulsen 1951, 83, cat. nr. 83-83a; Nielsen-Østergaard 1997, cat. no. 12.  
121 Moltesen 2006, 193-218, 208, 209, fig. 11. 
122 Cima-La Rocca 1998, 180-181. 

 
Image 12. Reconstructed 
antlered hind Ny Carlsberg 
Glyptotek, Copenhagen. 
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The group is now housed in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen.123 Its 
dating has been debated, with suggestions ranging from the late fourth century 
BCE to the Roman imperial period.124 Some scholars argue that the group is 
either a late classical or a mid to late Hellenistic original.125 Others believe it to 
be a Roman copy of a lost bronze composition, possibly created between the late 

fourth and mid-first century BCE.126 In any 
case, the statue group exemplifies the 
Hellenistic style, characterized by dramatic 
expression and dynamic composition. It was 
established that the marble originates from 
Asia Minor, raising the possibility that the 
Artemis-Iphigenia-hind group was initially 
exhibited in that region and later transported 
to Rome during the Roman Empire.127 
The remains of the group, reconstructed in 
the early twentieth century by Franz 
Studniczka, consist of the torsos of the two 
women and the fragmentary head of a hind, 
held together by numerous struts.128 
The group captures the emotionally charged 
climax of the myth,129 when Artemis rescues 
the young Iphigenia by snatching her from 

the altar where her father, Agamemnon, is about to sacrifice her, offering an 
antlered hind in her place.130 This scene is considered “typically Hellenistic” due 
to its focus on the most dramatic moment of the episode, when the characters are 
at the peak of physical and psychological tension.131 
 
Originally, the statue of Artemis was partially covered in gold leaf, while 
Iphigenia’s dress was painted in vivid colors.132 Contrary to the white marble 

 
123 Inv. no. IN 481-482a. 
124 Sargent-Therkildsen 2010, 11-26, 14; Anguissola 2018; Anguissola 2018a, 579-612. 
125 According to Frederik Poulsen and Anne Marie Nielsen, the group dates to the third 
to 1st centuries BCE. See Poulsen 1951; Nielsen-Østergaard 1997, 38–9, no. 12; Cima-
La Rocca 1998, 180-181; Sargent-Therkildsen 2010, 14; D'Angelo 2022, 52. Conversely, 
Erika Simon considers it to be a product of the first-century BCE ‘classicising’ taste. See 
Simon 1984, 363-446, 837–8 no. 337. 
126 Ridgway 1990, 283; Smith 1991, 120, fig. 139; Moreno 1994, vol. II, 584–585. 
127 Poulsen 1951. 
128 Studniczka et alii 1926; Cain 2009, 6, fig. 1. 
129 The emphasis on capturing a critical moment is a hallmark of Hellenistic art. 
130 Poulsen 1951; Nielsen-Østergaard 1997, 208, 209, fig. 11. 
131 Nielsen-Østergaard 1997, 38. 
132 Sargent-Therkildsen 2010; Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Statue group of Artemis and 
Iphigenia, Tracking Colour, 2021. https://www.trackingcolour.com/objects/22#. 

 
Image 13. Artemis 
saving Iphigenia Ny Carlsberg 
Glyptotek. 
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look commonly associated with ancient statues today, many were originally 
painted in vibrant colors. The hind's head, recognized by L. Pollak in Jandolo’s 
shop on Via del Babuino in Rome, was eventually purchased in 1902.133 The 
head preserves traces of red paint on her mouth, fur, and antlers, contributing to 
the polychrome palette.134 In their reconstruction, Sargent and Therkildsen 
positioned the animal's head tilted downward with her antlers outstretched. They 
reattached the antlers to the head, added plaster pieces to the surviving fragments 
of the palmate antlers, and connected the antlers with bar supports.135 
 
4.6 Silver skyphos depicting Artemis soaring across the sky, holding a lit torch 
and the antlers of a horned hind  
A significant Roman silver skyphos (deep drinking cup), dating to the late 1st 
century BCE or early 1st century CE, 
features an intricate relief centered 
around the myth of the interrupted 
sacrifice of Iphigenia. This scene, 
possibly inspired by a now-lost wall 
painting, exemplifies the finest Roman 
craftsmanship. The pivotal mythological 
event is masterfully rendered on the 
highly polished silver surface, which 
accentuates the intricate detailing and 
vividly brings the scene to life. 
The moment captured is one of 
suspended time, akin to the mosaic at Empúries, depicting the critical instant at 
the beginning of the human sacrifice. Artemis is seen soaring across the sky 
behind the seer and sacrificer Kalchas, holding the antlers of a hind in her right 
hand and a lit torch in her left. Her dramatic entrance signals that the goddess is 
about to descend to rescue Iphigenia by substituting the maiden with the 
animal.136 However, Kalchas, intent on the preparation of the sacrificial ritual, 
remains unaware of the goddess’s impending intervention. He grips a lock of 
Iphigenia’s hair in one hand and the sacrificial knife in the other, poised to sever 
her hair before delivering the fatal blow. 
Iphigenia, the intended victim, stands in a state of vulnerability with her head 
bowed before Kalchas. Her posture conveys the gravity of her impending doom. 
The scene includes an altar adorned with ritualistic items, further emphasizing 
the sacrificial context and the tension of the narrative moment.  

 
133 Guldan 1988, 134-137;  Cima-La Rocca 1998, 180-181. 
134 Sargent-Therkildsen 2010; Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Statue group. 
135 Sargent-Therkildsen 2010. 
136 Mangieri, Virgin Sacrifice, 56, IPH 50, Color Plate 5. 

 
Image 14. Skyphos, iphigenia 1st 
century BC - 1st century AD 
(silver). 
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Artemis is portrayed dynamically in flight, embodying urgency and divine 
power. Her posture suggests rapid movement, underscoring the question of 
whether she will arrive in time to prevent the sacrifice.  
In Roman culture, rich in storytelling, skyphoi were often used during festivities 
and dinners, where the depicted literary scenes, inspired by the great Greek 
tragedians, served as an elegant stimulus for conversation. The illuminating torch 
held by Artemis encapsulates multifaceted symbolism.  
As a traditional symbol of transition, the lit torch plays a crucial role in the myth, 
signifying both Artemis's divine authority and mercy. The torch's light 
symbolizes the revelation of the goddess's will, her power to alter the course of 
events she herself has determined, and her intervention at the moment of 
Iphigenia's intended sacrifice. Artemis, a protector of the young—particularly 
young women like Iphigenia—and closely associated with the moon, is often 
described as the goddess of the moon's light. She illuminates the night sky, 
mirroring her celestial duties. The torch on the skyphos signifies her watchful 
presence even in the darkest moments, guiding and protecting Iphigenia and 
granting her a new purpose.  
Within this framework, the torch also iconographically illustrates Artemis’s dual 
nature as both a nurturing and destructive force, embodying her control over life 
and death. While Iphigenia stands on the brink of death, Artemis’s torch, 
representing the power to navigate the space between life and death, guides her 
through this dramatic transition—not to the afterlife, but to a new life as a 
priestess who gives ritual death. The torch thus symbolizes the passage from one 
state of being to another, emphasizing Artemis's role as a guardian of critical 
human thresholds.  
Torches were commonly used in ancient Greek rituals and festivals, especially 
those dedicated to Artemis. By holding a torch, Artemis highlights the sacredness 
of the sacrificial act, ensuring that it aligns with her divine will and order. 
Specifically, in ancient rituals, torches were often employed in purification 
ceremonies. In the context of Iphigenia’s myth, Artemis’s torch symbolizes the 
purification of the Greek fleet through the intended sacrifice.  
 
4.7 A rython with the antlered head of Iphigenia symbolizing the substitution 
of the hind 
A terracotta head rhyton from the necropolis of Camposanto at Timmari (Matera 
County, Basilicata)137 portrays a female human head adorned with a pair of 
antlers. This artifact, dating to approximately 340 BCE, is notable for its complex 
iconography and the high level of craftsmanship. It is associated with the work 
of the Darius Painter or the Underworld Painter.138  

 
137 It was found in the male tomb 12-1911. Lo Porto 1991, 40 ff. 
138 The masterpiece is held in the Museo archeologico nazionale Domenico Ridola, 
Matera. Inventory number 11013. Lattanzi, E., Il Museo Nazionale "Domenico Ridola" 
di Matera (Matera: Soprintendenza Archeologica Basilicata, 1976), 123, pl. 42, 1. The 
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According to Arthur Dale  and Alexander Cambitoglou, the head depicted on this 
Apulian vase represents Iphigenia, with the antlers symbolizing the hind that was 
substituted at the last moment in Aulis, a pivotal element in her myth.139 The 
antlers on the vase thus represent the hind that 
Artemis provided in Iphigenia's place.140 Their 
presence on this head vase emphasizes the 
moment of divine intervention and underscores 
Iphigenia’s connection to Artemis, reinforcing 
her association with the goddess and the themes 
of sacrifice, protection of the innocent, and 
salvation.141 
Above the antlered head, the neck of the rhyton, 
rendered in red-figure technique, depicts a 
woman surrounded by flowers. She is seated, 
offering a sacrifice of ivy leaves with a patera in 
her hand, and wearing luxurious sandals. This 
figure could be an Amazon,142 but more likely 
represents Iphigenia herself after becoming a 
priestess consecrated to Artemis among the 
faraway Taurians. 
Ivy, a plant that thrives in wild, wooded areas, carries symbolic meanings such 
as eternal life, fidelity, and resilience due to its evergreen nature. In ancient 
Greek culture, this quality made ivy a symbol of immortality through the cycle 
of life, death, and rebirth. Then, it was used in funerary practices to symbolize 
the idea of life continuing after death. Its ability to cling and grow even on the 
most inhospitable surfaces also symbolized the soul's resilience and continuation 
after physical death. In the context of the iconography of the rhyton from 
Timmari, ivy is associated with Artemis's dominion over wild, untamed nature 
and resilience, symbolically aligning her with the themes of birth, growth, death, 
and rebirth. As a protector of women during childbirth, Artemis played a crucial 
role in a moment viewed as a liminal space between life and death. The 
symbolism of a sacrifice with ivy leaves thus complements the representation of 

 
Darius Painter is the conventional name assigned to an Apulian ceramist (active 340 - 
320 BCE). He is the most eminent representative of the late Ornate Style in red-figure 
vase painting in Magna Graecia. The Underworld Painter (active about 340 - 310 BCE) 
is the principal successor of the Darius Painter. 
139 Cambitoglou 1978, Late Apulia, Vol II, 616.92. 
140 Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, 13 - LIMC 13 (Zurich and Munich: 
Artemis Verlag, 1981–1999). 
141 According to a different interpretation, the vase depicts the unfortunate hunter 
Actaeon during his transformation into a stag (Frisone-De Cristofaro 2011, 582-604; 
Bottini-Lecce 2016, 46, tav. 54. However, the facial features are feminine. 
142 Trendall-Cambitoglou 1978, Vol II, 616.92. 

 
Image 15. Timmari 
Iphigeneia with the 
antlers. 
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Artemis as a goddess who oversees natural transitions, including those related to 
life and death. 
The rhyton was found in the tomb of a male individual of high social status, 
notable for the rich array of grave goods, which included valuable ceramics such 
as pelikes, cup-skyphoi, skyphoi, amphoras, and bell kraters. The terracotta head 
rhyton depicting Iphigenia stands out as one of the most significant pieces in the 
tomb's assemblage. The deceased was buried according to funerary customs 
associated with elite drinking rituals. The imagery on the rhyton creates a clear 
parallel between the salvific transformation of Iphigenia, the symbolism of a 
sacrifice with ivy leaves, and the continuity of life for the deceased in the 
afterlife. This artifact thus provides valuable insight into the syncretism between 
Greek and indigenous Italic cultures in southern Italy, particularly regarding 
funerary practices during the Hellenistic period, and highlights the importance 
of ritual and symbolism in the afterlife beliefs of the time.  
 
4.8 The success of the Iphigenia myth in Renaissance and Baroque art: the 
horned hind replacement 
The theme of Iphigenia being saved by Artemis-Diana, who replaces her with an 
antlered hind at the moment of sacrifice, achieved significant success in art 
during the Renaissance and Baroque periods. Although we cannot explore this 
topic in depth here, it is essential to mention a few prominent artworks that 
highlight this narrative. Most of these works interpret Euripides' version through 
the lens of Ovid's Metamorphoses. We will briefly describe three of these 
masterpieces, following the narrative sequence that leads to the non-sacrifice of 
Iphigenia, akin to capturing sequential scenes from a suspenseful horror movie.  
Domenichino 
(Domenico Zampieri) 
was a prominent figure 
of the Baroque period, 
known for his classical 
approach and emphasis 
on clarity and harmony. 
The Sacrifice of 
Iphigenia, dated 1609, is 
a quintessential Baroque 
masterpiece that pays 
homage to an ancient 
civilization, leaving the observer in suspense.143 It was one of several scenes 

 
143 The painting is located in the “Camerino di Diana” in Palazzo Giustiniani-Odescalchi 
in Bassano Romano. 

 

Image 16. Domenichino Iphigenia Sacrifice 1609. 
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depicting various mythological subjects created by Domenichino for the 
Cappella Herrera in the Church of San Giacomo degli Spagnoli in Rome.144 
In the painting, everything is prepared for the sacrifice.145 Iphigenia is led to the 
altar with her hands tied, unlike the Greco-Roman version, where the priest grips 
her head with his left hand and raises an ax with his right. The royal girl, with 
her irresistible tenderness, sorrowful sweetness, and virginal innocence, appears 
destined to perish.146 The participants in the ritual kneel, waving their arms and 
screaming in anguish.147  
Artemis-Diana descends from the heavens, bringing with her a long-horned hind. 

However, nothing in the painting 
assures the viewer that she will arrive 
in time to change the course of this 
dramatic narrative, heightening the 
emotional impact on the viewer. In 
this painting Domenichino expresses 
at his best the dramatic and emotional 
tension between the impending 
violence and the potential for mercy, 
which is a hallmark of Baroque art.  
In Giambattista Tiepolo’s Sacrifice of 
Iphigenia (ca. 1760), housed in the 
Schlossmuseum in Weimar 
(Germany), the depiction of the 
antlered deer holds significant 
symbolic meaning, contributing to the 
painting's narrative and emotional 
impact.148 Our horror movie has 
moved to the next sequence: the 
animal has just descended from the 

sky and is ready to replace the human virgin.  
 It is depicted with lifelike accuracy: her body gracefully poised, her musculature 
well-defined, and her stance naturalistic. This precision in rendering the animal's 

 
144 The original frescoes in the chapel were later removed and transferred to canvas in 
the 19th century. Some were damaged or lost during this process, but The Sacrifice of 
Iphigenia has survived. 
145 Spear 1982. 
146 Jameson 1832, 208-209. 
147 In a nod to the ancient Greek painter Timanthes of Cythnus veiled Agamemnon's face 
to avoid depicting the king’s overwhelming grief. See Spampinato 1996, 224-231, 231; 
Alberti L. B., De pictura (Basel: Bartholomäus Westheimer, 1540), § 42). Domenichino 
places an army chief on the left edge of the fresco. This figure is about to cover his face 
with a cloak, but still gazes out at the viewer, as if to say, “Look, I am doing what 
Timanthes of Cythnus did not dare” (Strunck 2003), 147-192, 177). 
148 Alpers-Baxandall 1994; Pedrocco 2002; Calasso 2006.  

 
Image 17. Tiepolo Giovanni Battista, 
Sacrifice of Iphigenia, 1760, Weimar. 
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anatomy showcases Tiepolo's skill as a prominent Italian painter of the late 
Baroque period, while also underscoring the pivotal role of this goddess’s 
companion in the myth’s narrative. 
Tiepolo uses light to emphasize the deer, creating a luminous effect that reveals 
her celestial origin and consecrated status. The deer’s fur, painted with rich 
texture in shades of brown and white, emanates a glow that enhances her 
numinous presence. The garland draped elegantly around the deer's neck is a 
significant detail that deepens the painting’s narrative and symbolic depth. Her 
bright golden color stands out against the natural tones of the deer's fur, 
signifying the cervid's divine origin, its association with the goddess Artemis-
Diana, and its role as a sacred substitute for Iphigenia. The decorative nature and 
visual richness of the garland also reinforce the deer's symbolism of purity and 
the sanctity of the sacrificial act. This transformation from a mere animal into a 
sacred offering underscores the theme of divine intervention. 
The deer interacts directly with Iphigenia. This act symbolizes innocence and 
purity that mirrors the virgin's own attributes and identifies the animal as the 
divine savior. Iphigenia returns the hind's gaze, her expression and body 
language conveying a mix of fear and acceptance, highlighting her tragic fate. 
The deer's role as a divine substitute in the sacrifice is also expressed through its 
calm demeanor and almost ethereal expression, resonating with Iphigenia’s calm 
resignation but contrasting sharply with the tension and sorrow experienced by 
the human participants in the ceremony. This contrast heightens the emotional 
impact of the scene, emphasizing the dramatic turning point in the story. The 
deer is depicted as fully aware of representing the intervention of the goddess 
Artemis-Diana, consciously embodying an act of divine mercy that saves 
Iphigenia and transforms the narrative from one of tragedy to one of divine 
salvation.  
In the Genoese Baroque oil 
on canvas The Sacrifice of 
Iphigenia by Giovanni 
Andrea Carlone (1639–
1697),149 the sacrifice has 
now been theatrically 
consummated, and divine 
intervention is recognized. 
Strong contrasts between 
light and dark, as well as the 
emotional expressions of the 
figures, heighten the tension 
and drama of the scene. The 
horned doe burns on the macaw and the delicate shape of her long antlers stand 
out against a smoky sky, while Artemis-Diana carries Iphigenia away to serve 

 
149 The artwork is held in a private collection. 

 
Image 18. Carlone Giovanni Andrea The 
Sacrifice of Iphigenia. 
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her at her sanctuary among the far-away Taurians. Sacrificed animal and 
sacrificing priest stare at each other, to seal the perfection of the rite. King 
Agamemnon looks gratefully at the goddess. 
 
5.  Goddesses and semi-goddesses crowned with antlers 
 
5.1 Deer-women hybrids and shamanic collapse of boundaries 
Portrayals of women characterized by the seeming paradox of significance in 
their depiction—female heads sprouting red-deer antlers—appear in several 
ancient cultures. These images twist both gender and species realities, serving as 
"memory capacitors" for extremely archaic layers of consciousness, each with 
its own unique meanings and nuances. They narrate ancestral mythical times 
when dominant women, antlered like harts, were more than life-sized figures 
capable of transforming into deer—or vice versa, deer could transform into these 
women.150 According to this totemic saga, these supernatural women were 
initiated into the Deer-Mother cult, ruled the world, and appeared as stags: 
covered in hair and with enormous branching antlers on their heads.151  They 
represented the theriomorphic form of a great goddess, the mother and owner of 
the land.152  Remnants of this myth can be found in Central Asian Kyrgyz 
traditions153 and Caucasian mythology.154 Notably, in iconography, antlers are 
usually the key zoomorphic feature on these deer-women hybrids; the face and 
body are generally human.155 

An intriguing Late Bronze Age Minoan seal 
from the palace of Zakros (Crete), known as the 
elafokefalos (deer-head man), portrays a 
probable stag dancer with a head resembling that 
of a red deer, complete with large antlers bearing 
six points indicating he was at the edge of the 
height of maturity (around 3-4 years old). The 
figure has upraised arms and pronounced 
breasts, possibly representing a deer priestess 
performing in ceremonial attire. The artifact 
likely depicts a scene from Minoan ritual 
practices conducted by restricted elites, 
showcasing a stag dancer engaged in a perilous 

athletic display: a contorted pose with massive antlers branching upward from 
above the ears and arms raised high.156 This hybrid image effectively conveys 

 
150 Gimbutas 1989, 113. 
151 Anisimov 1959, 28, 49 ff; Rybakov 1965, 2, 35; Gimbutas 1974, 171. 
152  Merlini 2021, 18. 
153  Abramzon 1971, 281-283. 
154   Virsaladze 1976, 34; Mykhailova 2017, 64. 
155  Aldhouse-Green 2001, 80–93, 2001a; Aldhouse-Green 2001a, 203–232. 
156 Gimbutas 1989, 115. 

 
Image 19. Minoan seal 
stag dancer Zakros. 
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the shamanic collapse of boundaries between human and animal. The shaman-
woman is depicted in the liminal stage of transformation between human and 
animal forms, illustrating the inner experience of metamorphosis brought on by 
an intense state of trance and spirit possession during a masked and costumed 
performance.157  Consequently, the seal may also represent a supernatural being, 
an "imaginary creature," or a "monster" that emerged from the ritual and 
communicated with the religious practitioner.158 
John G. McKay describes a totemic ritual in which a deer-priestess donned her 
vestments, a deer hide with antlers and hooves attached.159 In pre-Celtic England 
and Germany, the tradition of stag dances around the New Year also persisted, 
with men dressed as women wearing antler head-dresses. These stag dances were 
performed to promote regeneration and secure happiness for the coming year.160 
This was a time "when man himself was in the hunting stage of development."161 
The tradition of stag dances can be traced back to much earlier times. At Star 
Carr, a Mesolithic camp in Yorkshire dating from around 8000-7500 BCE, stag 
skulls were hacked into head-dresses with the antlers still in place. The interiors 
of the crania were smoothed, and the temples were punctured to allow thongs to 
pass through.162  A similar practice occurred eight thousand years later in Roman 
Britain, where a similarly modified pair of red deer antlers was found in a pit at 
Hook’s Cross in Hertfordshire, associated with pottery dating to the 2nd century 
CE. 163 
Dancers wearing stag masks are also found in ancient Aegean art. Notable 
examples include terracotta figurines from Cyprus, one of which depicts a figure 
removing his stag mask, while another, clad in a rough skin garment, holds his 
mask in his hand.164  
 
5.2 A Boeotian antlered goddess flanked by fierce lionesses 
A valuable Boeotian vase from around 800 BCE features a simple, rounded body 
that narrows into a slender neck with two handles. The artwork depicts highly 
stylized figures and patterns painted in dark tones against a lighter background, 
typical of the early geometric style in Greek pottery.165 
The main body of the vase presents a frieze centered on the tall, standing figure 
of an antlered and crowned woman, her arms raised. Her fantastic antlers, 
sprouting from the crown, are likely inspired by those of a red deer. 

 
157 Tully-Crooks 2015, 129-158, 144, 145, fig. 19. 
158 Hogarth 1902; Weingarten 2009, 139–150. It has been suggested that the artist 
responsible for this image may have suffered from schizophrenia (Gill 1981, 83–90). 
159 McKay 1932, 144–174, 156. 
160 Gimbutas 1991, 294. 
161 McKay 1932, 144. 
162 Burl 1981, 33; Smith 1992, fig. 7.4. 
163 Aldhouse-Green 2001, 85, 87, fig. 7.9. 
164 Lawler 1964, 69. 
165 Hoernes 1915, 65, fig. 4; Golan 1991, 50, fig. 60.2. 
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Characterized by their large, branching structure, these antlers were a 
recognizable and symbolic choice to represent power and divinity. Both the 
antlers and crown—symbols of 
authority—are combined here to 
underscore her godly status. Her 
raised arms suggest a gesture of 
blessing, offering protection, or 
demonstrating power. The figure 
wears a long, flowing robe, a typical 
marker of status and importance in 
ancient Greek art. 
Two smaller women side the 
chimerical central figure, possibly 
representing priestesses or 
worshippers engaged in a ritual. They are depicted in gestures of reverence, 
reinforcing the divine nature and significance of the primary figure.  
The antlered deity is symmetrically flanked by two rampant lionesses with open 
mouths, closely resembling those depicted atop the Lion Gate at the citadel of 
Mycenae, dating to around 1250 BCE. In Mycenaean culture, lionesses 
symbolized dominance, regal authority, and divine protection. They guarded a 
strategic site such as this iconic gate of the citadel, and at the same time 
symbolized the power of the citadel and its rulers.166 The heraldic placement of 
the lionesses above the gate emphasized that Mycenaean rulers were backed by 
both divine and earthly power. In this context, the lionesses flanked a central 
column, symbolizing a deity or sacred space, further enhancing the religious 
significance of the gate. This has led to interpretations that the fierce felines not 
only symbolized royal power, but also served as protectors of the principal deity 
of Mycenae or the associated templar space.167 
The lionesses on the vase under examination carry similar connotations, with 
their iconography tracing back to Mycenaean symbolism and, even earlier, to the 
Near East, particularly Mesopotamian and Hittite art, which influenced early 
Greek ceramic design. Positioned on either side of the antlered goddess, they 
embody strength, courage, and guardianship, further emphasizing the goddess’s 
authority and protective nature. 
In ancient Boeotian art, lionesses depicted in a rampant pose, with open mouths 
and tongues exposed, signify readiness to defend or attack, emphasizing their 
fierce and combative nature. On the vase, their dynamic posture and elevated 
stance convey an impression of potency and alertness, ready to strike or defend. 
This protective posture may also symbolize nurturing, as lionesses are known for 
their fierce protection of their young. By placing lionesses with these 
characteristics beside the antlered goddess, the artist underscores their role as her 

 
166 Aström-Blomé 1964, 159-191; Bloedow 1996, 1159-1166; Blakolmer 2010, 49–66. 
167 Golan 2003. 

 
Image 20. Antlered goddess beotian 
vase. 
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guardians, reinforcing themes of both the sense of security provided by her 
power, but also the potential danger that surrounds her presence. 
At the base of the vase, walking female deer are depicted in close association 
with the antlered deity. In red deer social structure, hinds are typically led by a 
dominant female. The scene on the vase reinforces the connection of the group 
of hinds with the dominant woman crowned as a red deer stag, who is positioned 
at the highest point of the composition, highlighting her authoritative presence. 
This imagery may reflect the belief that mythologized antlered hinds, when 
appearing in nature as potent, otherworldly versions of a familiar species, 
assumed leadership over the does, who had been part of the alpha stag’s harem. 
The antlered deity thus evokes an ancestral era dominated by women who 
embodied the power of the horned hinds. This imagery collectively underscores 
themes of power and protection aligned with the natural order. 
As previously analyzed, in ancient Greek mythology and art, hinds often 
symbolize fertility, nature, and the nurturing aspects of the divine. One of the 
hinds, in the center of the scene and perfectly aligned vertically with the goddess, 
is depicted giving birth. By including a procession of hinds, the artist emphasizes 
the role of the crowned, antlered woman as an initiator, nurturer, and protector 
of the natural cycles of birth and life.  
In conclusion, the symmetrical and balanced composition of this vase describes 
a ritual scene that stages a mythological event related to fertility and the natural 
cycles of life. At its core is an antlered goddess, whose authority and protective 
nature dominate the tableau. This half-animal, half-human deity is possibly 
linked to a totemic myth about the origin of humans and animals from a common 
giant ancestor: a mythic, dominant antlered female cervid who appeared in the 
Stone Age, whose otherworldly powers were absorbed by the ancient Greek 
goddess.   
 
5.3 Cernunna: the Celtic and Gallo-Roman goddess sprouting red-deer antlers 
In ancient Greek and Roman art, the hybrid motif of women sporting stag antlers 
was not part of the mainstream artistic canon. The Iphigeneia from Timmari is a 
very rare instance. When we broaden our perspective to include ancient Celtic 
and Gallo-Roman religion, we find a goddess wearing antlers, a feature usually 
reserved for male divinities.168 We can call her Cernunna,169 because she was the 

 
168  Merlini 2021, 20. 
169 Some scholars assimilate her with the Goddess Fortuna (Boucher 1976, 174, 177. A 
100-200 CE inscription engraved on a marble votive column discovered Slovenija was 
dedicated to the goddess Carvonia, whose name literally means ‘Doe’: Ca]rvoniae / 
Aug(ustae) sacr(um) / pro salute / C[n(aei) ] Atili / Iuliani. It implies that the goddess 
was worshipped in the shape of a deer. The consecration for Carvonia was secondarily 
installed at Sempeter v Savinjski dolini - Dobrtesa vas (Zalec,) and is now held in the 
store room of the Celje - Pokrajinski Muzej. See Scherrer, Der Kult der namentlich 
bezeugten Gottheiten, 121, n. 27; Šašel Kos, Roman Divinities, 137-138, 137; Visocnik 
2017, 402 no. 410; de Bernardo Stempel – Hainzmann 2020. The case of the dedication 
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female equivalent and partner of the stag-god Cernunnos, the Horned One,170 
who is often portrayed as the Lord of the animals with the feature of the majestic 
antlers of the Supernatural Deer, as evidenced by the 1st century BCE Gundestrup 
Cauldron.171  
The identities of Cernunnos and Cernunna can be traced back to the shared Indo-
European religious and mythical archetype of the antlered or horned couple of 
gods. This model appears in various forms across different Indo-European 
cultures, as confirmed by iconography, linguistics, and inscriptions. For 
example, iconographically similar Stag Divinities exist in the Anatolian 
pantheon.172 Lycian linguistic data173 and 8th century BCE Hieroglyphic Luvian 
inscriptions found in southeastern Anatolia (Cilicia) also provide evidence of this 
archetype.  
Calvert Watkins refers to a cult scene in relief on the silver Schimmel rhyton 
(also known as the stag rhyton), which dates to the 14th-13th centuries BCE.174 
Here, the tutelary god standing on a stag is labeled in gold with the hieroglyph 
for ‘antler’ (CERVUS2). This god, mentioned in several myths, is known in 
Hieroglyphic Luvian as (DEUS) CERVUS, (DEUS) CERVUS2.175 According to 
Fred C. and other scholars, the stag represents the tutelary deity of the stag-
god.176  Another figure on the rhyton is pouring a libation, identified as the 
goddess Ala, the consort of the stag-god.177   
In the religious tradition of the Indus Valley Civilization (circa 7000–600 BCE), 
the horned god Pashupati (Lord of Animals) bears a striking resemblance to 

 
to Carvonia is problematic. Unlike Cernunnos, there is no link between this theonym and 
an iconographic source. 
170  The beardless stag god Cernunnos was a divinity of the forest and wild animals. He 
was also revered as a god of wealth, fertility, and male power. See Ross 1967, 176-197. 
171  The large Celtic ‘Cauldrons of Plenty’ often feature stag motifs amongst their ornate 
decoration. The magnificent silver Gundestrup Cauldron, a richly decorated silver vessel 
from Denmark, shows an antlered man who sits on the ground in cross-legged posture 
alongside a male deer and other wildlife. He holds a torc and a ram-headed snake, a 
typical Celtic mythological animal. The figure, closed eyes and open mouth, appears to 
be singing (Gimbutas 1999, 181). Totally dominating the scene are the two pairs of divine 
and animal antlers, with those of Cernunnos identical to those of the stag on his right. 
However, the animal has one more antler tine than the god, to indicate it is the mythical 
deer incarnated by Cernunnos that connected Earth and Heaven. See Clark 1954, 169; 
Ross 1967. 
172 Watkins 1998, 15. 
173 Neumann 2007, 165. 
174 Taracha 1996, 71 – 77, 72. 
175 Watkins 1998,15, see pp. 16-7 for further iconographic representations of the deity 
on the seal of Kurunta and the stag god (in human form) at the rock sanctuary of 
Yazilikaya. 
176 Woudhuizen 2013, 333-344. 
177 Hawkins 2004, 355-369, 366. 
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Cernunnos.178 This "proto-Shiva" god is depicted as a seated figure surrounded 
by animals, emphasizing his role as a protector of life-giving forces in the 
wilderness and dominus over the cycle of life and death.179  
Similarities can also be seen in ancient Greek and Roman mythology. For 
instance, the Greek god Pan and the Roman god Faunus, both associated with 
nature, fertility, and rustic life, share features with Cernunnos. Pan is depicted 
with goat horns, and both deities are considered protectors of forests and animals.  
The connections between Cernunnos and Cernunna and similar deities across the 
Indo-European koine suggest they were part of a broader, ancient religious 
tradition. The antlers of these deities indicate power and authority, representing 
their dominion over the natural world and their role as protectors of both animals 
and humans. The occurrence of antlers on a goddess’ head symbolizes her ability 
to change her human form and transfer the fertile aspects of deer to herself. A 
parallel motif is found in the representations of deities with bird wings, which 
grant the ability to fly.180 
Archaeological evidence, such as small bronze seated figurines, indicates that 
the antlered Celtic and Gallo-Roman goddess, the partner of Cernunnos, was 
worshiped across Europe from the Bronze Age through the Medieval period.181 
This continuity suggests a deep and lasting reverence for her among populations 
with Celtic roots. Even as Christianity spread across Central and Northern 
Europe, elements of Cernunna's worship were absorbed into local practices and 
folklore, contributing to the survival of certain pagan traditions. John G. McKay 
informs us of the antlered goddess in early Irish mythology, who owned the flock 
and milked the animals, deer included.182 Her worship was brought from Gaul to 
the British Islands by soldiers and traders. Flidhais was a goddess or a woman of 
the Otherworld associated with the forest and wild animals, especially deer. She 
was represented as a deerherd, treating the wild animals as if they were domestic 
cattle. In some tales, she is said to have the ability to command deer and ride a 
chariot drawn by stags. She is even referred to as "the woman of the deer" (Bé 
Fiannaigecht). Flidhais appears to have been both a herder and hunter of deer 
and other wild creatures, embodying the personification of raw nature, with 
imagery that encompassed both sexuality/fertility and destruction.183  
The Christianized Celts in Britain and Ireland preserved this goddess with 
ambivalent symbolism: as keeper of the forest and the animals, but sometimes 

 
178 A seal depicting this pre-Vedic god was discovered in during the excavation of the 
Mohenjo-daro archaeological site (2600–1900 BCE). 
179 Thomas 1961, fig. 5, 9; Ross 1967,182.  
180 Green 1989, 27.  
181 Lambrechts 1942, 25, n. 31; Alcock 1963, 118-123; Piggott 1963, 116-118; Boucher 
1976, 174, 342, pl. 66, fig. 317; Scherrer 1984, 121, n. 27; Deyts 1992, 40; Šašel Kos 
1999, 137-138, photo p. 137; Gimbutas 1999. 
182 McKay 1932, 144–174. 
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also as an epiphany of the female version of Satan or the Anti-Christ, rather than 
representing an overt effort to perpetuate a still-potent cult.184  
 
5.4 The few figurines portraying Cernunna 
The figurines describing the antler-bearing Cernunna were created for domestic 
worship between the 1st and 3rd centuries CE. Although rare, they have been 
found in an extended area from France to Germany, to the British Isles, reflecting 
a widespread cult. In Gaul (modern-day France), some examples from the 
Romano-Celtic pantheon have been discovered in Puy-de-Dôme (Arverni, in the 
Massif Central) and others in Besançon and Broye-lès-Pesmes (department of 
Haute-Saône).185 Horned (not antlered) goddesses are depicted on a fragment of 
pottery from Richborough (Kent), on a stone from Ribchester (Lancashire), and 
at Icklingham (Suffolk).186 

The bronze statuettes depicting Cernunna share 
common features. The figure is middle-aged and 
sitting cross-legged, a common pose for Cernunnos. 
Her branching antlers, resembling those of an alpha-
stag, sprout directly from the top  
 of her head, indicating that she is the counterpart of 
the horned Celtic deity Cernunnos. She holds 
symbols of divine wealth: in her right hand, she 
carries an offering patera, and in the crook of her left 
arm, a long, narrow horn filled with fruit and other 
foods, known as the cornucopia or horn of plenty.187 
These images might also depict not goddesses, but 
women wearing antler headdresses. Dressing as deer 
was a tradition among officiants at certain shamanic 
religious ceremonies, as documented in the Minoan 
seal from Zakros analyzed earlier. Close scrutiny of 

the antlered figure described on the Gundestrup cauldron suggests that he may 
be wearing an animal headdress, rather than being a true hybrid creature.188 In 
this case, the Gallo-Roman female figurines would represent priestesses dressed 

 
184 Ross 1967, 190.  
185 Gassies 1907, 184-185; Lambrechts 1942, 25, n. 30; Deyts 1992, 42-43. Georges 
Gassies mentions also a very mutilated statuette discovered in 1861 and preserved at the 
Melun Museuma, where it is considered a goddess of the hunt, very much in her place in 
a locality situated between two of the great forests of Gaul. 
186 Ross 1967; Boucher 1976; Deyts 1992.  
187 Lambrechts 1942, 25, n. 31; Boucher 1967, 174, 342, pl. 66, fig. 317, 318; Deyts 
1992, 40. 
188 Aldhouse-Green 2018. 
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as stags, rather than "genuine" hybrid beings. However, the statuettes themselves 
provide no indication that artificial antlers were strapped on.189 
The small bronze figurine portraying Cernunna from Puy-de-Dôme is held in the 
Musée Bargoin in Clermont-Ferrand. It was discovered before 1885 near the 
Jonas caves in the municipality of Saint-Pierre-Colamine (Puy-de-Dôme). The 
archaeological context of the discovery is unidentified; all we know is that it was 
found alongside a second statuette representing the Goddess Fortune. Cernunna 
is illustrated with stag horns emerging from abundant curly hair. Her right hand 
once held an object that has since disappeared, while the lower part of a horn of 

plenty is still visible in her left hand.190 She is 
seated cross-legged in what was described as a 
"Buddhist attitude" in the late 19th century in the 
Revue d'Auvergne.191 
 A very similar statuette combining the attributes 
of Cernunnos and the mother goddesses was 
unprovenanced in Gaul and is now lost.192 It was 
once housed in the former Jesuit Collection in 
Besançon, which was known for its variety of 
artifacts, artworks, and historical items collected 
by the order.193 The goddess is dressed in draped 
clothing. According to Georges Gassies, the 
figurine is dressed, like the mother goddesses 
with the tunic forming a fold under her breasts 
and holds a fruit in one of the hands.194 

 
189 Aldhouse-Green 2004, 177. Phyllis Pray Bober lists a female head from Compiègne 
with slots for the top for antlers or wings, but it is missing. See Bober 1951. A Gallo-
Roman bronze figurine of a seated man with removable antlers was found in Savigny, 
Burgundy (Aldhouse-Green 2004, 157, fig. 6.6). The tricephalos from Condat 
(Dordogne) has two holes in the crown for the insertion of antlers (Fox 1958, pl. 80 no. 
23; Ross 1967, 182, fig. 29). The detachable antlers possibly were been intended to 
represent the stag’s annual cycle of antler-growth and -shedding, perhaps to tie into 
different seasonal festivals (Aldhouse-Green 2018). 
190 Reinach S., National Antiquities. Reasoned description of the Saint-Germain-en-Laye 
Museum, II, Figurative bronzes of Roman Gaul (Paris: F. Didot, 1894), 198, 199, n. 179; 
Id., Catalogue illustré du Musée des Antiquités Nationales au Chateau de Saint-Germain-
en-Laye II (Paris: Musées Nationaux Palais du Louvre, 1921), 165; Maître 1899, 142-
153, 148; Lambrechts 1942, 25, n. 30, 31; Bober 1951, 45, fig. 6; Boucher 1967, 174, 
342, pl. 66, fig. 318; Deyts 1992; Provost 1994, 310. 
191 Revue d'Auvergne (Clermont-Ferrand: Société des amis de l'Université de Clermont; 
Société d'émulation de l'Auvergne, 1884). 
192 Martin 1727, 184-185, fig. 35; Gassies 1905, 372-374, 373, n. 2. 
193 Alcock 1963, 118-123; Piggott 1963, 116-118; Aldhouse-Green 2001a, 203–232; 
Bober 1951, 13 s. 45, n. 4;  1964, fig. 45. 
194 Gassies 1906, 53-58, 54. It is a globe of the Fortune Invincible, according to Martin 
1727, 185. 
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Furthermore, she is adorned with an impressive set of stag antlers branching into 
four points (typical of a 2-3-year-old animal). Dom Jacques Martin calls her a 
sylvan, forest, rustic, or pastoral goddess of Gauls, and he associates her with the 
Divine mothers.195 
 Another representation of the goddess Cernunna, in the form of a bronze 
statuette with a very large pair of red-deer antlers, was found in Broye-lès-
Pesmes before 1710 and is now kept in the 
British Museum, London.196 In this 
specimen, the goddess is also seated cross-
legged, holding a patera and a horn of 
plenty.197 Miranda Jane  published a 
drawing of this figure by Anne Leaver.198 
The scholar, perhaps underestimating the 
mythological and spiritual significance of 
the deliberate gender-twist and the blend of 
human and animal forms of this divine 
creature, comments that “the image may 
depict a ‘genuinely’ monstrous hybrid 
creature, or it may alternatively be read as a 
cross-dressing female, wearing the motif of 
a male animal… by transvestism.”199 
There are a few representations from Britain 
related to the cult of an antlered goddess. 
The most significant comes from 
Richborough (Rutupiae, Kent). It is 
depicted on a small fragment of gray coarse 
pottery of local ware, dating to around the 2nd century CE. The features are crude, 
describing a horned female bust in low relief, with the breasts demarcated by 
blobs of clay. A knob-horned male head was found at the same site. 200 
One of the two goddesses portrayed on the Ribchester stone (Bremetennacum, 
Lancashire) has projections from her head that may represent horns or a horned 
headdress, suggesting the figure as a native equivalent of the hunter goddess 
Diana.201 However, the damaged nature of the stone makes such precise 
interpretation hazardous. While the goddess appears to wear something on her 
head, the object could just as well be a lunar crescent or a mural crown. The 

 
195 Martin 1727, 185. 
196 Inventory number 1975,0309.1. Ross 1967, fig. 103. According to Boucher, it could 
be the missing statuette from Besançon (Boucher 1967, 174). 
197 Walter 1976, 197-284, 211-216; Duval 1957, 45, fig. 16; Bober 1951, 45, fig. 6; 
Boucher 1967, 174, 342, pl. 66, fig. 317. 
198 Aldhouse-Green 2004, 79, fig. 3.12. 
199 Aldhouse-Green 2004, 79. 
200 Ross 1967, 190, 279, 295, fig. 103.  
201 Ross 1967, 276-277, 295, 463, fig. 144.  
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stone, dedicated to the northern god Maponus, originally featured four figures in 
relief.  
According to Georges Gassies, the figurines representing the female counterpart 
of the god Cernunnos provide evidence of an indigenous Gaulish cult devoted to 
Mother Earth and a nurturing goddess.202 Image-making is a historically complex 
process. The antlered goddess Cernunna was revered as a symbol of the survival 
of ancestral beliefs, particularly those associated with the above-mentioned pre-
agricultural giant female deer sporting antlers, which were considered mothers 
of the Earth. These divine hinds represented a balance between gentleness and 
strength. They roamed mystical forests, guiding seekers toward hidden truths. 
Over time, the image of the totemic mother-ancestress evolved to incorporate 
more human features. Cernunna's anthropomorphic shape along with the huge 
branching deer antlers on her head expressed her powerful heritage from the 
totemic Stag Goddess who ruled the world. Her crown of stag horns, which 
serves as natural weapons of defense in the animal kingdom, indicated her role 
as a guardian of the natural world of the forest and its creatures. Similar to 
Cernunnos, Cernunna’s antlers were also believed to symbolize fertility and 
abundance. Their annual shedding and regrowth were interpreted as a metaphor 
for the cycles of life and the earth's regenerative powers, governed by the 
goddess.  
The association of male deer, the exclusive possessors of antlers, with the sun, 
and female deer with the moon, was a common theme in many ancient traditions. 
The cyclical hormonal processes of antler growth and loss provided an accurate 
calendar of the seasons, being controlled by the annual cycle of the Sun. Antler 
growth and the entire stag reproductive timing are biologically triggered and 
governed by the increasing hours of sunlight in the spring. Antlers grow larger 
with the waxing summer sun. As a result, each deer antler can be seen as a natural 
record representing one solar year.203 The females are impregnated under the 
light of the moon and seven months later give birth to the new generation.204 This 
suggests that the antlered hinds and goddesses as well as the women who wore 
antler headdresses were symbolically and ritually linked to the sun's cycles and 
timing. 
 
5.5 Revival and reinterpretation of goddesses wearing stag antlers in 
contemporary art  
In contemporary Pagan and Celtic-inspired spirituality, there is a tendency to 
reimagine and reinterpret ancient goddesses with new symbols, creating an 
evolving narrative about the divine feminine. The enduring figure of Cernunna 
has been reinterpreted in neo-Pagan and Wiccan spirituality as a continuation 
and revision of the ancient Celtic and Gallo-Roman goddess. Although largely a 
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modern construct, she is venerated as a powerful and multifaceted deity 
embodying the harmonious balance between the nurturing and protective essence 
of the natural world and its wild features, as well as the balance between life-
giving and destructive forces, gentleness, and strength. Consequently, she holds 
special reverence among practitioners who follow nature-based spiritual paths 
and seek a deeper connection with the Earth and its mysteries. 
In some interpretations, Cernunna is also associated with themes of gender 
fluidity and balance. As the feminine counterpart to the traditionally male 
Cernunnos, she represents the blending of masculine and feminine energies, 
underscoring the importance of harmony within both nature and oneself.  
Cernunna is typically depicted highlighting her majestic antlers, and her imagery 
often includes elements such as stag headdresses, cornucopias, and symbols 
representing the seasons, reflecting her influence over growth and renewal. 
Rituals dedicated to Cernunna typically involve offerings of natural items such 
as flowers, fruits, antlers symbols, and deer figurines, aligning with her role as a 
protector and life-sustainer of the natural world. Participants engage in dance, 
chanting, or meditative practices to connect with her energy and seek her 
blessings for fertility, protection, and harmony with nature. Cernunna is also 
associated with the cycles of the moon and the changing seasons, making her a 
central figure in seasonal celebrations such as Beltaine (which now corresponds 
to May-Day) and Samhain (November 1st, which celebrates the end of summer 
and the return to cold and darkness), where her influence is invoked to honor the 
cycles of the earth. Devotees often seek her wisdom in matters of personal 
growth, ecological stewardship, and maintaining balance between the material 
and spiritual aspects of life. 
This reinterpretative mechanism of Cernunna is similar to that applied to the 
above-mentioned Flidhais, a figure in early Irish mythology. While Flidhais is 
closely linked to deer, there is no specific mention in the original sources of her 
having antlers. However, in some contemporary spiritual interpretations and 
artistic representations, she is sometimes portrayed with antlers as a symbolic 
extension of her role as a goddess deeply connected to deer and the forest  
The contemporary neo-pagan cult of Elen of the Ways, a Deer Goddess often 
bearing stag's antlers, mixes the characteristics of the Elen of the Hosts (The 
legendary Welsh patroness of Roman road-building) with those of Saint Helen 
of the Cross (mother of the Emperor Constantine).205  
In contemporary art inspired by Pagan and Celtic spirituality, representations of 
goddesses with branching stag antlers have reemerged as powerful symbols of 
transformation and connection to nature. Some prominent artists convey emotion 
and symbolism in ways that challenge our understanding of human cultural 
identity by portraying women crowned with antlers. The worship of Cernunna 
and Flidhais reflects the adaptability and enduring relevance of ancient 
mythological archetypes within the context of contemporary spiritual practices, 
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and these characteristics are often mirrored in the artistic depictions of these 
deities.  
Brian Froud, a well-known British fantasy illustrator, often blends nature-
inspired folklore and mythology with imaginative element. He has created 
numerous works featuring mystical creatures and women with animal attributes, 
including deer horns. This creates a narrative quality, inviting viewers to imagine 
the transformative story behind the hybrid image.  
 Josephine Wall is a British artist renowned for her fantasy art, which is rich in 
mysticism and femininity. She has created several pieces where women are 
portrayed with elements of nature, including antlers and flowers in their hair, 
merging human and animal forms to symbolize a connection of humans with the 
natural world. Her artwork Autumn Splendor is an excellent example of how 
contemporary artists like Wall continue to explore and reinterpret ancient and 
mythological themes in visually stunning ways. This ethereal, fantasy-inspired 
painting celebrates the beauty of nature during the changing seasons. The focus 
is on the arrival of autumn, as evident from the rich, warm colors and the imagery 
of foliage, flowers, mushrooms, and the antlers on the head of the woman who 

personifies this transitional season. The antlers, 
glowing among her leaf-like hair, indicate a deep 
connection to the wild and untamed aspects of 
nature, evoking a sense of otherworldly beauty 
and harmony with the natural environment.  
environment. 
Sylvia Ji is a contemporary artist known for her 
striking and evocative paintings, which often 
feature women adorned with symbolic and 
cultural elements such as femininity, death, and 
nature. Ji’s work frequently explores themes of 
identity, particularly female identity, through 
stylized and symbolic portraiture. In some of her 
La Catrina series, she depicts women with deer 

antlers, blending Mexican cultural motifs with natural elements.  
Her painting Red Caribou, created in acrylic and mixed media on wood panel, 
showcases her signature style, merging realism and surrealism through a vibrant 
color palette and intricate details inspired by ancient cultural motifs. In this piece, 
the woman is adorned with deer antlers on her head, feathers in her hair, and 
geometric traditional patterns, evoking themes of indigenous culture, nature, and 
hybridization. The prominent antlers contribute to the intensity and emotional 
impact of the portrait. They symbolize strength, wilderness, and a connection to 
nature—qualities of an animal as the deer associated with spiritual intuition and 
guidance in the Native American and Mesoamerican cultures that Ji explores. 
The symbolism of the feathers complements that of the antlers, particularly those 
arranged in her hair and hanging from the horned crown, representing 
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communication with the spirit world, freedom, and ascension. The red face paint 
adds an element of ritual or ceremonial significance.  
 The subject in Red Caribou is portrayed with a strong, serene expression, 
suggesting a sense of power and self-awareness. Ji brings her to life by 
combining realistic portraiture with symbolic, almost dreamlike elements. The 
antlers, feathers, deep reds, and earthy tones, commonly used in her work, 
communicate strength, beauty, and a deep 
connection to the spiritual core of the natural 
world. The vivid, almost otherworldly 
atmosphere created in this piece gives it both 
an ancient and contemporary feel. Red 
Caribou stands out as a compelling example 
of how modern art can draw on ancient 
symbols and themes to create something that 
resonates across time and culture.  
In neo-pagan and Wiccan art, the imagery of 
women with antlers is widespread, often 
symbolizing the mystical connection between 
the feminine and the untamed natural world. 
This imagery appears in various forms, 
including paintings, illustrations, and ritual objects, as part of a larger narrative 
exploring identity, nature, and transformation.  
Frida Kahlo is widely regarded as the progenitor of artistic representations of 
women with deer antlers on their heads. The Mexican artist frequently 
incorporated symbolic elements into her self-portraits, and her use of antlers is a 
powerful example of this practice. The most notable instance is her surreal oil 
painting The Wounded Deer (1946), where she portrays herself with the body of 
a young deer, complete with nine-point antlers emerging from her hair.206 Antlers 
are often seen as symbols of power and masculinity. By adopting them, Kahlo 
challenged traditional gender roles, expressing her own strength, resilience, and 
defiance in the face of adversity.207 Kahlo's decision to depict herself with both 
female and male features (the male genitalia are prominent) also reflects her 
bisexuality.208 
However, the antlers, traditionally associated with strength and vitality, are 
paradoxically depicted as part of a creature fatally wounded by nine arrows. The 
background, featuring a desolate forest with nine dead trees on the left side of 
the painting and broken branches, evokes feelings of fear and desperation. This 
juxtaposition of the animal-human and female-male hybrid highlights Kahlo’s 
ongoing struggle with physical suffering, as well as emotional sadness and 

 
206 In the Aztec calendar, Frida Kahlo was born on day nine, symbolizing earthly 
elements, as well as the underworld. 
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208 Delgado 2010. 
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frustration. A bus accident left her with severe injuries and lifelong health issues. 
In the year she created this self-portrait, Kahlo had undergone spinal surgery in 
New York, hoping it would relieve her severe back pain, but the operation 
failed.209 Additionally, she was emotionally tormented by her tumultuous 
relationship with the artist Diego Rivera.210 
 Despite the wounds on the body of the mythical deer, Kahlo's depiction remains 
one of strength. The antlers crown her head, and the body is that of a strong, 
supple stag. Kahlo does not paint a face of anguish but rather one of strength. 

Her neck and head are upright and 
alert, and her steady gaze is fixed on 
the viewer.211 Antlers are a symbol 
of vitality, often associated with 
nature, growth, and regeneration, as 
deer shed and regrow them 
annually. They might symbolize a 
cycle of suffering and healing in 
Kahlo's life. In various mythologies, 
the stag or deer is a sacred animal 
representing the soul or spirit, which 
might suggest Kahlo's exploration 
of her own identity and inner life in 

pursuit of healing and regeneration. 
In conclusion, the chain of assertions and denials embodied in the self-portrait 
The Wounded Deer, with its depiction of antlers on Kahlo's head, creates a 
multifaceted symbol that represents the complexity of her sense of identity, her 
suffering, and her healing. In the lower part of the picture, Kahlo wrote the word 
“Carma” (“fate”), emphasizing that the main theme of The Wounded Deer is her 
destiny. Kahlo gave The Wounded Deer as a wedding gift to her close friends 
Arcady and Lina Boytler.212 
 
Conclusions 
 
The phenomenon of a hind crowned as a stag—a rarity in nature, as only male 
red deer typically possess antlers—holds a distinctive place in mythology and 
folklore. Among cervids, only female reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) bear antlers. 
Reindeer were widespread across Europe during the extremely cold Upper 
Paleolithic and served as a vital resource for both Homo sapiens and 
Neanderthals. The ancestral memory of antlered female reindeer from the 
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Aurignacian period may have influenced later depictions of otherworldly female 
red deer with antlers in post-Paleolithic art.213 This myth left a legacy in ancient 
Greek, Roman, and Celtic cultures, expressed through various visual, oral and 
written traditions and exhibiting a remarkable capacity for cross-cultural 
transmission, as attested by archaeological records. This article explored diverse 
ancient interpretations of the hind sprouting antlers, particularly in relation to 
themes of fertility, divine intervention, and feminine power. This fabulous 
imagery persisted until just a few centuries ago in Eurasian cultural, religious, 
and folkloric traditions.  
Rare natural occurrences of antlered hinds lent a sense of verification to their 
myth, reflecting a broader cultural and psychological desire to encounter 
supernatural beings in reality.  
This phenomenon parallels how colossal fossilized bones of mammoths, 
rhinoceroses, giant giraffes, cave bears, and dinosaurs led ancient peoples to 
believe in heroes like Achilles and Ajax, mythical creatures such as the Cyclopes 
and giants, and legendary animals like griffins and chimeras.214  
Putting in synergy archaeological evidence and mythological narratives, the 
article introduces several accounts in which antlered hinds breastfeed orphaned 
or abandoned children. One remarkable example is the legend of the hero 
Telephus, one of the Greco-Roman myths in which a discarded newborn, facing 
near-certain death, is miraculously rescued and nourished by wild animals. 
Parallels between young virgins and horned hinds are deeply rooted in ancient 
pre-Greek and Greek myths, particularly those involving metamorphoses 
arranged by the goddess Artemis-Diana. Notable instances discussed include the 
transformations of Taygete and Titanis (Cos) into golden-horned hinds. In 
several versions of the Iphigenia myth, Artemis-Diana provides a horned hind as 
a substitute for the princess in the sacrificial ritual. The memory of a powerful 
high priestess, symbolized by a female deer developing branching antlers, 
became legendary and was preserved in oral traditions across regions associated 
with the cult of Artemis, from Boeotia to Crete and Crimea.  
This enduring motif, persisting into the Roman Empire, suggests that Artemis-
Diana’s association with masculine strength was positively related to young 
girls. Antlers, traditionally symbols of power and virility in male deer, when 

 
213 Merlini 2003a; Merlini 2024b, fig.1; Merlini 2024c. 
214 Several scholars documented fossil antlers of an extinct deer from a Minoan shrine at 
Knossos, on Crete. See Bate 1918, 209–222, 221; Rothenberg 1988, 267; Reese 1995; 
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attributed to a female figure, served as an appropriate iconographic 
representation of the balance between masculine and feminine energies, strength 
in nurturing. 
The article further explored the theme of divine hybridization between a woman 
and an antlered hind, introducing figures like Cernunna, Flidhais, and other 
Celtic and Gallo-Roman goddesses. The identities of these deities are traced back 
to the Indo-European religious and mythological beliefs about the antlered 
female partner of the stag god. In turn, this Indo-European construct originated 
from the pre-agricultural archetype of supernatural female creatures who ruled 
the world appearing as stags with majestic antlers. Contemporary Pagan and 
Celtic-inspired spiritual movements are reinterpreting these ancient goddesses 
with new symbols, creating an evolving narrative about the divine feminine. 
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