Critically discuss whether Boudicca was just a literary invention. Does a critical analysis of ancient literary and archaeological sources allow us to demonstrate her existence and her alleged activities without any doubt?

“..That deceitful lioness, who put to death the rulers they (the Romans) had left in Britain..”[footnoteRef:1] as quoted by Gildas,[footnoteRef:2] describes the vengeful queen of the Iceni, not bowing to the Romans and instead leading her peoples to fight for their freedom.[footnoteRef:3] However, how much of such an idealized portrayal of the warrior queen might have been true, with the potential that she might have not even existed at all, will be the focus of this discussion. First, the main ancient literary sources will be critically evaluated, identifying bias and motives of the ancient authors, followed by a brief mentioning of the true meaning of Boudicca’name. Finally, any archaeological evidence that might prove or disprove her existence will be analysed.  [1:  Dudley and Webster 1962: 113]  [2:  Dudley and Webster 1962: 113]  [3:  Archaeology magazine 2017: Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni] 


[image: boudicca-iceni]fig.1, alleged look-alike of Bouddica[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Archaeology magazine 2017: Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni] 





Interestingly, many modern scholars seem not to question Bouddica’s existence and readily associate her with the events of the British revolt of A.D. 60/61[footnoteRef:5]. However, only two ancient literary sources seem to mention her name directly, such being Tacitus( A.D. 98-c.120 )  in his Annales, book 14,[footnoteRef:6]  and Cassius Dio,[footnoteRef:7]  in his Roman History, book 62.[footnoteRef:8] while Suetonius Tranquillus only mentions a woman without a name associated with the revolt in his Lives of the twelve Caesars.[footnoteRef:9] [5:  Salway 1993: 85 and Mattingly 2007: 97]  [6:  Mattingly 2007: 26]  [7:  Tac.Ann.14 and Cass.Dio.Hist.62.]  [8:  Mattingly 2007: 26]  [9:  Suet.Tranq.Nero.39] 

Tacitus was a Roman senator and consul who wrote his Annales just 50 years after the revolt.[footnoteRef:10]He allegedly had access to the Imperial archives and direct contact to Gnaeus Iulius Agricola,[footnoteRef:11] his father-in law and Governor of Britain in A.D 78, who could possibly have provided him with an eyewitness-account of events, making Tacitus our source closest to the real events,[footnoteRef:12]however, one should not abstain from criticising his motifs. From his writings it can be deduced that Tacitus had his biases and was especially critical about those he deemed bad emperors.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Webster 1978:15]  [11:  Webster 1978: 15]  [12:  Webster 1978: 16]  [13:  Mattingly 2007: 26] 

Boudicca is first mentioned in The Annales book 14.31, as the victim of Roman governance, crying out for vengeance,[footnoteRef:14] while interestingly all of the affected noblemen of the Iceni collectively were described to have been the driving force behind the resistance, rather than Boudicca alone initiating the rebellion.[footnoteRef:15] In Chapter 32, Boudicca is again, not named as leader, with the  invasion of Camulodunum being portrait as a rather collective effort by the rebels, while on the opposing side, the commanders are clearly named by Tacitus to have been Suetonius, not present at Camulodunum at the time, and Petilius Cerialis, commander of the ninth legion.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Tac.Ann.14.31]  [15:  Tac.Ann.14.31]  [16:  Tac.Ann.14.32] 

Chapter 35 is all about Boudicca and her speech of vengeance being driven by emotion, dominated by the themes of personal loss and the resistance to her people’s loss of liberty.[footnoteRef:17] Further, Boudicca mentions that the British people were costumed to be under female leadership, but usually not when fighting in the cause of vengeance.[footnoteRef:18] Making the case that her peoples are led by a woman into battle look advantageous and honourable.[footnoteRef:19] There have been various records of British queens during the Roman occupation that would confirm Tacitus’ claim, such as of Cartimandua who did not join Boudicca in the rebellion but stayed faithful to Rome.[footnoteRef:20]  According to Bulst, chosing queens as local ruler was a particularly British phenomena among the European celtic speaking peoples, with only Ireland following a similar pattern later, making the existence of Boudicca more likely.[footnoteRef:21] [17:  Tac.Ann.14.35]  [18:  Tac.Ann.14.35]  [19:  Tac.Ann.14.35]  [20:  Webster 1978: 102]  [21:  Bulst 1961: 499] 

Chapter 34  and 36 present an interesting concept which Tacitus seems to follow, in which he presents the Roman forces as organized, disciplined and trained, while Boudicca and her forces are described as being the complete opposite, rather chaotic and emotional.[footnoteRef:22] Boudicca not being mentioned in some of Tacitus’ chapters seems to have been substituted with the presence of women in some kind, such as their fury in battle,[footnoteRef:23] or with a collective term for all of the rebels, such a ‘the enemy’,[footnoteRef:24] therefore associating the female with the enemies side. Roberts argues that Tacitues pursuded the aim of showing Romes methods of suppression and their obsession of a moral crusade opposing the so called saevae superstitiones.[footnoteRef:25] Tacitus presents the Roman forces as the defenders of civilization, opposing any disorganization and unreasonable superstition.[footnoteRef:26] Suetonius speech to his troops in chapter 36 clearly uses the presence of women in the opposing forces as a booster of the Roman strength, feminizing the British and therefore weakening their forces in Roman terms.[footnoteRef:27] [22:  Tac.Ann.14.34,36 and Roberts 1988: 122-123]  [23:  Tac.Ann.14.32]  [24:  Tac.Ann.14. 33]  [25:  Roberts 1988: 121]  [26:  Roberts 1988: 122]  [27:  Tac.Ann.14.36 and Roberts 1988: 122-123] 

Roman virtue is victorious in battle, comparative to the representation in Republican days, conveyed through Tacitus’ words in his 37th chapter.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Roberts 1988: 125] 

After having lost the battle, Boudicca kills herself with Poison.[footnoteRef:29]This represents itself as an interesting choice of death, as Tacitus must have been familiar with the famous death of Queen Cleopatra through the means of poison[footnoteRef:30] and in any case that he would have invented the character of Boudicca, might have been influenced by the familiar story of this other warrior queen.[footnoteRef:31] Many parallels can be seen between these two strong queens, as a quote allegedly coming from Cleopatra herself conveyed through Livy states: “ I will not be triumphed over!”.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  Tac.Ann.14.37]  [30:  Jones 2006: 133]  [31:  Jones 2006: 133]  [32:  Livy Ab Urbe Condita.133.54] 

From the Chapters 31-39 of the Annales, her name is mentioned only in three chapters out of ten concerning the rebellion, while the main leader of the opposing Roman forces, Suetonius Paulinus[footnoteRef:33] was named in five of the ten chapters, perhaps merely the indication for the fact that Tacitus must have been more familiar with the Roman site, as he was a Roman himself with direct linkage to Agricola.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Tac.Ann.14.29]  [34:  Tac.Ann.14.30-39 and Webster 1978: 15] 

Overall it still seems that Tacitus’ is sympathizing with the victims of Imperial oppression[footnoteRef:35], perhaps a hidden critique aimed at Nero specifically, as Boudicca is equating the latin vir  with servire, appearing also in a larger context in Neronian Rome, strengthening the perception that Tacitus’ seeks to carefully critique Nero, making him somewhat biased in his accounts, as him choosing a woman opposing the Roman forces under Emperor Nero could have merely been a try into ridiculing Nero.[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  Roberts 1988: 128]  [36:  Roberts 1988: 127-129] 




Cassius Dio on the other hand was a Greek historian who chose his sources rather uncritically, aiming to write enjoyable stories to be red to the aristocracy in between the courses of meals, a factor which would probably have removed his accounts further from historical accuracy.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Webster 1978: 16-17] 

In book 62 of Cassius Dio’s Histories, Boudicca is not mentioned, while there is only a mentioning of an unnamed woman being responsible for the loss of Britain as a province to Rome, before being  brought back into control.[footnoteRef:38] Not having spoken favourable about Nero  in previous chapters of book 61 either, Cassius Dio indicates that such a loss of land at the hands of a woman were a great shame for Rome, at the time being ruled by Nero.[footnoteRef:39]However, Boudicca, spelled Buduica in his accounts, is mentioned in Chapter two as having been of great intelligence, noble ancestry and assuming the leadership of the revolt, even her looks and voice were described, making her appear more real to the reader. [footnoteRef:40]  [38:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.1.]  [39:  Cass.Dio.Hist.61-62.1]  [40:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.2] 

Her speech in Chapter three appears to be much longer and elaborate than that recorded by Tacitus, and primarily focused on the issue of liberty and taxation.[footnoteRef:41] Such speeches would have been unrealistic before battle, where information had to be conveyed shortly and effectively, creating the feeling that Dio might have simply elaborated on the element of her speech in order to fit a set reading between courses.[footnoteRef:42]   [41:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.3 and Tac.Ann.14.35]  [42:  Webster 1978: 17] 

Chapter six sees Boudicca engaging in a ritual and addressing a native deity, however it seems courious that she should have been familiar with Egyptian and Assyrian culture, or even aware of their existence.[footnoteRef:43]  [43: Cass.Dio.Hist.62.6] 

Dio could have been influenced by Tacitus’ records, as he lived much later than Tacitus[footnoteRef:44]  with both records displaying a certain similarity, making Tacitus record somewhat more accurate.[footnoteRef:45] [44:  Mattingly 2007: 26]  [45:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.1-8 and Tac.Ann.14.30-39] 

As Boudicca is female, the deity she speaks to also appears to be female, as well as a so called Domitia-Nero, who she said was reigning over the Romans[footnoteRef:46], perhaps Dio sought to effeminate Nero, making him not even seem womenly enough in Boudicca’s eyes, therefore suggesting Cassius Dio could have also been tempted to boost the existence of a Boudicca in order to critique Nero. [footnoteRef:47] Chapters seven and eight see Boudicca as the leader in Battle, giving the order to fight and, common to Tacitus, riding a chariot.[footnoteRef:48] [46:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.6]  [47:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.6]  [48: Cass.Dio.Hist.62.7-8] 

Chapter twelve sees her fall sick, not because she was defeated, but rather with the British defeat immediately following her death, portraying her presence to be crucial for the rebellion.[footnoteRef:49] Boudicca then received a lavish burial, with any possible archaeological evidence regarding such addressed in the archaeological section of the essay.[footnoteRef:50] [49:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.12]  [50:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.12] 

Being the descendent of a previous ruler, even if claimed, was a significant attribute of a native British ruler to have,[footnoteRef:51]and given that Prasutagus named his two daughters besides Nero as his heirs, who according to Tacitus were no children anymore,[footnoteRef:52] while not mentioning Boudicca in his will,[footnoteRef:53] makes one wonder if the Iceni would have truly accepted Boudicca as their righteous ruler. [51:  Todd 2007: 14]  [52:  Bulst 1961: 498]  [53:  Tac.Ann.14.31] 

Further, her name itself can shed light on the matter of her existence, as Boudicca[footnoteRef:54] or Buduica[footnoteRef:55] might be the latin version for the celtic word ‘Buddig’, translating as ‘the victorious’, representing an attribute, rather than a real name, even perhaps just a title. [footnoteRef:56] [54:  Tac.Ann.14.35 ]  [55: Cass.Dio.Hist.62.2]  [56:  Williams 2009:46] 

Concerning the archaeological evidence, there has been much uncovered to prove that a rebellion indeed  has taken place and that places such as Colchester, London and St.Albans were destroyed in the process, [footnoteRef:57] with the movement of Roman forces being tracked down via archaeology.[footnoteRef:58] However, when trying to find evidence for the existence of Boudicca in connection with the revolt, a burial, inscription with her name or coin would be required evidence.  [57:  Webster 1978: 20]  [58:  Webster 1978:19] 

Icenian coinage was distinctive in that it often had a boar-like, sometimes horse-like looking animal as motif[footnoteRef:59] sometimes with the imprint of ECENI , with the abbreviations of kings being known on Icenian coinage as well.[footnoteRef:60] Evidence exists of one coin minted likely during Prasutagus’ reign, as a possible misspelling of presto changed into ppasto, with the coin reading svbIppasto as a result.[footnoteRef:61] If we can assume this to be a misspelling, the text would have translates as ‘ under Prasutagus’, an exciting find that could prove at least the existence of Prasutagus.[footnoteRef:62] Given that Tacitus knew of Prasutagus,[footnoteRef:63] he could have well known of the kings wife, if indeed she would have been such an interesting persona. [59:  Webster 1978: 47]  [60:  Webster 1978. 48]  [61:  Webster 1978: 48]  [62:  Webster 1978: 48]  [63:  Tac.Ann.14.31] 

When describing Boudicca, Cassius Dio also mentioned her wearing a large necklace of gold,[footnoteRef:64] perhaps similar to a torc found in Norfolk, Snettisham.[footnoteRef:65] However, this torc shown in figure 2.has been found to date to 150-50 B.C.[footnoteRef:66] [64:  Cass.Dio.Hist.62.2]  [65:  Bulst 1961: 499]  [66:  British Museum 2017: ref no.1951,0402.2] 

[image: Image result for snettisham torc]figure 2.[footnoteRef:67] [67:  British Museum 2017: ref no.1951,0402.2] 

Regarding Boudicca’s remains, it would have been very likely according to Hingley, that if she died in battle, her remains would have been cleared away like the rest of the dead.[footnoteRef:68] Even if that would not have been the case and she received a queen’s burial, it would be difficult for modern day archaeology to identify her with certainty.[footnoteRef:69] [68:  Archaeology magazine 2017: Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni]  [69:  Archaeology magazine 2017: Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni] 

However, as archaeological publications are often lagging behind the carried out fieldwork, so called grey literature of yet unpublished excavations,[footnoteRef:70] might or might not provide further evidence for Boudicca’s existence in the near future. [70:  Mattingly 2007: 44] 


Conclusively it can be said that only two of our ancient literary sources mention Boudicca at all,[footnoteRef:71] with Tacitus having been  closest to the events,[footnoteRef:72] allegedly being biased against the Emperor Nero.[footnoteRef:73] Examples of other British queens during the Roman period exist, such as Cartimandua,[footnoteRef:74]with the phenomen of celtic queens being closely associated with Britain,[footnoteRef:75]however Tacitus motif at criticizing Nero could have easily led to him inventing Boudicca as a female opposition,[footnoteRef:76]possibly drawing his inspiration for her character from Cleopatra.[footnoteRef:77]Cassius Dio was similarly biased against Nero,[footnoteRef:78]and archaeological evidence does not confirm her existence,[footnoteRef:79] with her name merely representing a title or attribute. [footnoteRef:80] [71:  Tac.Ann.14 and Cass.Dio.Hist.62]  [72:  Webster1978:16]  [73:  Mattingly 2007: 26]  [74:  Webster 1978:102]  [75:  Bulst1961:499]  [76:  Roberts 1988: 121-125]  [77:  Jones 2006: 133]  [78:  Webster 1978:16-17]  [79:  Webster 1978:48 ]  [80:  Williams 2009: 46] 
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