What was the cause of Boudicca’s Rebellion?

Introduction:
In 43CE the Romans, under the emperor Claudius, invaded Britain, eventually making it a province of Rome. Three British tribes allied themselves with Rome in order to form better political advantage. Cogidubnus of the Atrebates, Cartimandua of the Brigantes and Prasutagus of the Iceni.[footnoteRef:1] Whilst these tribes and the others who followed this course did prosper, the Romans continued their conquest of Britain, subjugating the populace wherever uprisings occurred. This quelling included a revolt of the Iceni in 48CE over being commanded to disarm following a previous uprising of unnamed tribes, both incidents were crushed by Publius Ostorius Scapula, the second governor of Britain.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Nic Fields, Boudicca’s Rebellion AD60-61 The Britons Rise Up Against Rome, (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2011), p. 40.]  [2:  Ibid., p. 41-42.] 


Primary Sources:
Little is known of this period beyond the writings of two historians, Publius Cornelius Tacitus (hereafter, Tacitus) and Lucius Cassius Dio (hereafter, Cassius Dio). The Britons wrote nothing down, preferring word-of-mouth to pass on knowledge, so it is mostly the work of archaeologists that tells us of life at that time and the books of Tacitus and Cassius Dio that form the primary knowledge source for Boudicca’s rebellion. 
Tacitus was a Roman politician and historian and also the son-in-law of Gnaeus Julius Agricola, (hereafter, Agricola), who was a tribune serving under the fifth governor of Britain for the Romans, Suetonius Paulinus, and was stationed in Britain at the time of Boudicca’s Rebellion.[footnoteRef:3] Tacitus likely had direct access to Agricola and possibly even Suetonius Paulinus when writing his books in around 100CE, this does strengthen the validity of his work. Cassius Dio was a Roman historian and senator of Rome. He wrote his works some 170 years after Boudicca’s rebellion but did spend 22 years researching and writing 80 books on Roman history, a significant period.  [3:  Tacitus, Agricola and Germanica, (London: Penguin Group, 2009), p. 5.] 


Uprising:
In 60CE, Suetonius Paulinus decided to assault the small island of Mona, which was suspected to be a haven for refugees.[footnoteRef:4] It was whilst he was engrossed in this campaign that he received news of an uprising in the east of the province, preventing him from being directly involved immediately. Both Tacitus and Cassius Dio agree that the uprising is started by the Iceni following the death of Prasutagus, the point that they do not agree upon is the precise cause of the uprising.  [4:  Tacitus, The Annals of Imperial Rome, (London: Penguin Group, 1996), p.327.] 


Tacitus writes that:
Prasutagus, king of the Iceni, after a life of long and renowned prosperity, had made the emperor co-heir with his own two daughters. Prasutagus hoped by this submissiveness to preserve his kingdom and household from attack. But it turned out otherwise. Kingdom and household alike were plundered like prizes of war, the one by Roman officers, the other by Roman slaves. As a beginning, his widow Boudicca was flogged and their daughters raped. The Icenian chiefs were deprived of their hereditary estates as if the Romans had been given the whole country. The king’s own relatives were treated like slaves.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid., p. 328.] 

Tacitus equates that these actions directly led to the uprising that Boudicca commanded, for he then goes on to say that the Iceni ‘feared still worse’[footnoteRef:6] and as such, rebelled along with the Trinovantes and other tribes not yet content to be under Roman rule. [6:  Ibid., p. 328.] 

Cassius Dio writes thus:
An excuse for war was found in the confiscation of the sums of money that Claudius had given to the foremost Britons; for these sums, as Decianus Catus, the procurator of the island, maintained, were to be paid back. This was one reason for the uprising; another was found in the fact that Seneca[footnoteRef:7], in the hope of receiving a good rate of interest, had lent 40,000,000 sesterces that they did not want, and had afterwards called in this loan all at once and had resorted to severe measures in exacting it. But, the person who was chiefly instrumental in rousing the natives and persuading them to fight the Romans, the person who was thought worthy to be their leader and who directed the conduct of the entire war, was Buduica[footnoteRef:8], a Briton woman of the royal family and possessed of greater intelligence than often belongs to a woman.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Seneca was ‘Lucius Annaeus Seneca the Younger’ and was one of Nero’s advisors in Rome.]  [8:  This is an alternate spelling of Boudicca used by Cassius Dio.]  [9:  Cassius Dio, Roman History Books 61-70, translated by Earnest Cary, ed. by Jeffrey Henderson, (London: Harvard University Press, 1925), p 83-84.] 

As can be seen in the text, whilst Cassius Dio puts the leadership of the rebellion on Boudicca, he places the cause as one of financial concern. Interestingly, he makes no mention of the violence towards Boudicca or her daughters, nor the sacking of Iceni lands. Could this be because Tacitus wrote of Agricola’s memories of the campaign and Cassius Dio is writing based on official records, which may have omitted this violence?
Writing many centuries later Peter Beresford Ellis (hereafter, Ellis), says that after Claudius died in 54CE and his adopted son Nero became emperor, Roman policy changed and client kingship[footnoteRef:10], which the Iceni enjoyed, was discouraged in favour of direct rulership.[footnoteRef:11] Ellis further suggests that Prasutagus knew (possibly having had advice from those versed in Roman law) that upon his death, Rome would likely take his lands by force, so, despite this not being the proper course for Celtic rule (Celtic in this instance referring to the British people), in order to avoid this action he made a Roman will, bequeathing his wealth and land to his daughters and Nero in equal share.  [10:  A ‘client kingship’ was a peaceful relationship between the native region and Rome. Client kingdoms were required to meet the demands of Rome but were not required to pay taxes and left to rule as the ‘client king’ saw fit. Rome would also ensure that client kings went unmolested by any local threat.]  [11:  Peter Beresford Ellis, Celtic Women, (London: Constable and Company Ltd, 1995), p. 86.] 

Whilst the Iceni benefited from the client kingship deal with Claudius, other tribes did not. The new Roman policy was enforced by Catus Decianus who was the procurator of Rome’s interests in Briton. At the time of Prasutagus’ death, Decianus was already seizing the land of the Trinovantes, a fact that the Iceni would have been well aware given the tribes close proximity. With this action in mind, it stands to reason that the Romans would likely honour a previous agreement with a client king, but upon his death, a new policy would be introduced/negotiated; much like in modern times when one contract ends, another is formed, often requiring renegotiation of content. However, as described by Tacitus and Cassius Dio, it would seem that rather than negotiate, strict policy was enforced by Decianus and following the death of Prasutagus, men were sent to seize Iceni lands and its wealth.
Another factor in the cause of the uprising that Ellis comments upon is Boudicca herself,  ‘under Celtic law[footnoteRef:12] Boudicca had no legal right of succession unless she, in her own right, was a candidate for office.’[footnoteRef:13] Ellis further speculates that Boudicca may have been elected by the Iceni following her husband’s death, in which case she may have been cousin to Prasutagus as he states that ‘rulers were usually elected from the same family.’[footnoteRef:14] Whatever the reason, Boudicca was the leader of the Iceni in this uprising and became the commander of all forces against the Romans. Cassius Dio gives a description of her as follows:  [12:  Celtic Law is a very broad term and not one Ellis expands on however, Caesar in his The Gallic War book makes comment on the succession of kings by way of voting, familial or seizure which in different areas may have been a form of law.]  [13:  Ellis, Celtic Women, p. 87.]  [14:  Ibid., p. 87.] 

In stature she was very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips; and around her neck was a large golden necklace; and she wore a tunic of divers colours over which a think mantle was fastened with a brooch.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Dio, Roman History Books 61-70, p. 85.] 

This description portrays a very powerful image, one of a woman who could likely gain the attention of her peers, especially given her status in the Iceni tribe. Ellis further promotes a capable woman in his book, stating that her name means ‘Victorius’ and that the Iceni were a rich people under Prasutagus, even having their own coinage from 10BCE.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Ellis, Celtic Women, p.85.] 


Conclusion:
To give a direct cause to the rebellion one must consider several points. Tacitus was writing about his father-in-law, Agricola, who was present for this event. Whilst he would not likely paint Agricola in an unfavourable light, neither does he show the Romans in a favourable one. With information he likely gleaned from Agricola himself, he puts the blame for the revolt squarely on Rome’s shoulders and quite brutally too. Cassius Dio states that monies lent by Rome were to be taken back from the Britons, which does allude to the new policy of direct rulership from Rome, over a client kingship. He too, does not really paint Rome in a favourable light, especially his view on Seneca. Both however mention Boudicca as being the instigator of the rebellion.
Ellis’ discussion of Boudicca presents her as a strong woman who was very wealthy, this strength is further backed up by Cassius Dio. Whilst she had no right under law, it seems she found a way to become the leader of both the Iceni and the rebellion, a significant achievement for a woman of that era. 
Ultimately it can be shown with the information presented, that the likely cause for the rebellion was two-fold. Following Prasutagus’ death, Rome instigated their new policy taking back the money lent and more, by force. This in-turn led to the violating of Boudicca’s daughters, the flogging of Boudicca herself and sacking of Iceni lands thus creating an inspiring leader with a vendetta that went beyond just the financial loss that the Iceni suffered. Neighbouring tribes who have been shown to have suffered a similar fate were also recruited to this cause. The combination of these events led to an uprising that the Romans were not prepared for and one which very nearly caused them the loss of the island of Britain.
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