
The Goddess Sulis

Unfortunately not much is known about the Goddess Sulis. Most scholarly accounts agree that she was a Celtic Goddess, although reference to her has only been found at the the English city of Bath. As you may know, peoples from the Celtic period didn't write much down, and so most of what we know of her comes from Roman sources. However, it is believed that the Celts worshipped Sulis before the arrival of the Romans. Coins from the Iron Age have been found at the site which could indicate that Sulis has been worshipped here since before the Romans - however, there aren't enough of them to draw a solid conclusion on that front. What I find interesting is that when the Romans came, many of the water Goddesses were demoted to the status of 'nymph'. However, Sulis was one of the only deities of this type that got to retain their Goddess status and was then conflated with a Roman Goddess, becoming Sulis-Minerva. This gives the impression that her cult must have already been quite large and influential before the Roman invasion. It is also interesting to note that the majority of Latin inscriptions found refer solely to British deities as opposed to Roman deities - 169 out of 246 to be more specific. It is clear that the Romans understood the power of the Celtic deities, and so rather than them playing second fiddle to Roman deities, the Romans found ways of adopting those Celtic deities into their own mythos.
It is also worth bearing in mind that the Celts and Romans had different structures when it came to their pantheons. The Romans very much had a 'one pantheon for all', hierarchical sort of approach, whereas the Celts had many deities that were specific to a geographical locale. The importance of local deities over hierarchical deities that were worshipped by all, such as Mercury, would have played a large part in how the Romans adopted different British deities into their own system. Many British deities were given a Roman suffix, such as Sulis-Minerva or Lenus-Mars.

So what historical evidence do we have for Sulis and the city of Bath?
The city of bath was called 'Aquae Sulis', which literally translates as 'water Sulis' and became an important town in Romano-British culture. However, even in Roman sources it is only named once, so there is a huge gap of knowledge around Sulis and her cult. Unfortunately with Bath still being a major city in the UK there is very little opportunity to do further excavations to see what else remains from the Roman period that may help uncover more about this Goddess. However, she is most known for her healing baths which are a core feature of the city of Bath, and it is pretty much only from this temple that we have any insight into who Sulis was and how she was worshipped.
Bath itself was a large religious complex during the Roman era. The Romans' had three types of 'towns' as it were; coloniae, municipia, and civitates. Coloniae were often built on conquered territory for military veterans, municipia were primarily for those such as ex-magistrates, and civitates were the chief towns of distinct groups of people. These were often defined by ethnicity and location, and these smaller towns often served one particular function. For example, one town might have been dedicated to creating pottery, another could be a religious centre, and so on. Despite its importance, it is most likely that Bath was considered a civitate, and one which was dedicated to religious worship - specifically that of Sulis, or Sulis-Minerva. All of the roads in Roman Britain led to the temple, again emphasising its importance.
Despite being a small town, the temple to Sulis was unusually grand in its design for Roman Britain. It may have been a small town, but Bath was also a wealthy one. As it grew in popularity, the temple and baths themselves were made larger, and required the work of the bath house manager, his staff, temple proests, doctors, scribes, builders, servants, and slaves to maintain the baths. The temple held several altars to hold offerings to Sulis, a place where rituals would have taken place, and an outdoor altar and courtyard where people could gather to watch public animal sacrifices.


So Who Was Sulis?
Again, due to the lack of archeological evidence, it is difficult to say for certain exactly who Sulis was and what her functions were. However, we can make some pretty strong assumptions based on what we do know.

Goddess of Healing Waters:
The waters that flow beneath bath were reputed to have healing powers, and Romans would come from miles around to visit the springs to help heal various ailments. It was these waters that Sulis was associated with, and so one of her most important aspects was that of healing. Specifically, of these healing waters, and so she could be seen as a water Goddess as well as one of healing. Wells and springs were often seen as places of healing by the Celts, so this is hardly surprising. There are three natural springs in the heart of the city, and their waters rise to the surface at a constant temperature of at least 45C, which is quite unique in the UK, and helps us understand why these waters were held with such importance. Legend has it that Prince Bladed discovered these springs - The Kings spring, the Hetling, and the Cross spring -  when he was cured of leprosy after bathing in hot, muddy waters when he visited the area and then founded the city of Bath in 863 BC around these springs. Bladed become the 9th King of Briton, and is also said to be the father of King Lear.
As well as bathing in it, the water was also drunk and came to be recognised as helping various ailments. These include rhumes, lethargies, apoplexies, the scratch, inflammation of the fits, hectic flushes, pockes, deafness, forgetfulness, shaking, and the weakness of any member. And so, we can see how through her association with these waters, one of the main attributes of Sulis was that of the healing waters.


Solar Goddess:
Sulis was also believed to be a solar deity based on iconography from her temple and her name itself. However, there is some argument as to whether her name comes from the proto-celtic root suil, related to various Indo-European words for 'Sun', or whether it comes from either the old Irish word for eye or sight. There was also found a pewter vessel dedicated to Sulis with a sun engraved on it, although this was the only offering found with such imagery. The heat of the springs and that being an important factor in their healing can also help us see how Sulis might be connected with the sun through that association, and the sun is often associated with healing energies in general. But the truth is, whilst Sulis is often referred to as a solar Goddess, again there isn't much tangible evidence to back this up. I will say, based on my own experience at the temple - and I do go into a bit of detail at the end about my personal experience - I absolutely felt a solar association through Sulis. But again, that is just UPG, or 'unsubstantiated personal gnosis' rather than anything supported by historical evidence.


Goddess Of Justice:
One of the interesting things about the bath temple was the number of curse tablets they found there. Roughly 130 of these curse tablets - also known by the latin defixiones - were found dating to the Roman period. All but one of them call on Sulis-Minerva, with the other one referring to 'Sulis' alone. These were small metal sheets inscribed with curses and then thrown into the spring.
Now, these weren't cureses in the 'traditional' sense, but more calls for retribution. The majority of them were in relation to theft, and follow the same formulae; the stolen property is transferred to the deity, in this case Sulis, so it then becomes the deity's loss. The culprit is named and sometimes the victim, and then the victim asks the deity to inflict the curse upon them if they don't return the stolen item. Although sometimes, they were just outright curses! Not all of them are able to be translated completely, but below are some examples as to what has been deciphered from these curse tablets:

"To the goddess Sulis... whether slave or free, <if> whoever he shall be, you are not to
permit him eyes or health unless blindness and childlessness so long as he shall live,
unless - and then it's indecipherable - these to the temple."

"I have given to the goddess Sulis the six silver coins  which I have lost. It is for the goddess to exact [them] from the names  written below”

"...so long as someone, whether slave or free, keeps silent or knows anything about it, he may be accursed in (his) blood, and eyes and every limb and even have all (his) intestines quite eaten away if he has stolen the ring or been privy (to the theft)."

Sulis could be seen as the shining light of justice, one who would grant retribution to those who had been wronged. This seems in polar opposite to her role as a healing Goddess, and shows the dual nature of this Goddess. And whilst it may seem difficult to reconcile the two, in my experience with Sulis, it just...works. Despite some of the graphic nature of the requests made to her, hers is not vengeance but justice which she delivers in a measured and balanced way.


Association With Minerva:
With the rise of the Roman empire came Sulis-Minerva. So who was the Roman Goddess Minerva?
Minerva was one of the most important Roman Goddesses and she had many associations. She was seen as the Goddess of strategic warfare, victory, poetry and the arts, medicine and commerce. Whilst these are not attributes shared with Sulis as far as we know, she did also have some that make her a suitable pairing with Sulis. Minerva was also the Goddess of justice and law, and whilst she was also a Goddess of strategic warfare she was not a deity of violence as, say, Mars was. She was seen as a deity that fought in defence only, which makes me think of Sulis and how her retribution was more in pursuit of justice rather than violence. As far as we can tell from her temple, Sulis didn't take on any of Minerva's additional associations, such as that of crafts, although it is difficult to know exactly how Sulis was seen before Roman rule. But it is safe to assume based on the historical evidence that despite her link with Minerva she was primarily a Goddess of healing and justice.



Can you work with Sulis even if you don't live in Bath? Yes, you can! I definitely feel her presence more strongly when I am in bath itself, but you can still work with her wherever you are.
Below is a ritual to help create healing waters empowered by Sulis - you will need to wait for a sunny day to do this!! Alternatively, if you are lucky enough to get to go and visit the Roman Baths in bath, you can buy a bottle of the spring water in the gift shop which you could use. However, regular water will do. If you are using the spring water, it is not recommended you drink it so make sure you only use it externally. It's a very simple ritual which primarily focuses on your connection with Sulis as opposed to needing lots of fancy tools, and then beneath the ritual instructions are ideas and ways in which you could use this water when working with Sulis.


Creating Sulis Healing Water:
You will need to wait for a sunny day, and somewhere you can activel sit in the sun!
All you will need for this is a bowl of water and your own mind. You may wish to add more items to help you focus; some meditation music, any symbols of Sulis you wish to use to help you connect with her, maybe even a picture of the bath in her tample to aid you in your visualisation.
Close your eyes and go into meditation however you usually would. See yourself at the temple; you are sitting at the edge of the waters with your bowl in your hand. Take a moment to see the temple around you; the tall, stone columns, the statues that line the upper level, and the waters in front of you.
Take a moment to connect with the energy of Sulis. How does this feel to you? Place your hands in the water in front of you; it is warm, filled with healing energies that vibrates through your hands. Sulis is here, watching over her temple, watching over you; Goddess of the sun, bright and powerful, her energy calming and restorative. Take another moment to just connect with this energy and feel yourself under the watchful eye of Sulis.
Pick up your bowl and place it into the pool, and fill it with the water, and as you do this pick up the physical bowl of water you have in front of you. Hold it between your hands, the warmth from the water seeping through the bowl and into your hands. Feel its healing energies, contained within this bowl, the power of Sulis for you to use however you choose.

Chant:
"Hail Sulis,
At you temple I honour you,
At your temple I revere you,
At your temple I connect with you.
Empower these waters with your healing energy
To remove all illness and restore one to full health.
Yours is the power of the sun
And the power of the waters
And I call unto you to bless this water
With your brilliant healing light.
So mote it be."

As you stare at the waters of the temple in front of you, a figure begins to emerge from the water itself.  It is Sulis herself, her hair braided, her robes yellow and red flowing about her. She walks towards you  - or rather glides, the waters barely moving as she does, until she is standing in front of you. Her whole body radiates with the light of the sun, healing energies flowing from her that make you feel warm and safe, any worries or negative feelings you have slipping away.
She smiles and leans down, reaching out an arm and gently, with just the tip of a finger, touches the water in your bowl. It immediately begins to glow, a soft, white light - the healing energies of Sulis filling the bowl.
She removes her finger, and as she does the glowing light begins to fade. But as it does, know that her energy will always be present in this water, healing all that it touches.
You nod, and thank Sulis. She nods back at you, an acknowledgement of your thanks, and she turns and heads back into the waters.
Sit here with your bowl of water for as long as you want, connecting with its energy. When you feel ready, return from meditation however you usually would.
Store your empowered water in a glass bottle.


How You Can Use This Water:
·	To water plants with or the earth to help it heal and grow
·	To add to healing teas and potions
·	To add to healing ritual baths
·	To use as an offering to Sulis herself
·	To pour into ponds/rivers/lakes/etc., as a general offering to the water element (by offering it healing)
·	To anoint yourself with or wash areas which need healing
·	In rituals dedicated to Sulis
·	To cleanse other tools associated with healing (i.e., crystals or talismans)
·	In any ritual or spell associated with healing


