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How reliable are Tacitus’ works as a source on Britain between AD43 and AD120? What inconsistencies and biases can you detect? Do you have any complementary literary, epigraphic and archaeological support to verify Tacitus’ accounts?

The debates around the representations of Roman Britain are many. We have archaeological and literary evidence that create and shape our understanding of Britain during its time under Roman occupation as a province. The basis of many of these representations is the histories and narratives written by the authors of ancient Rome. Specifically, this question focusses on the observations of Britain by Tacitus, during the second half of the first century AD to the early second century AD. The problem is not an assessment of the rights and wrongs of Tacitus, but how reliable is he as a source for Britain between AD 43 and AD 120. The question also asks us if there are any biases or inconsistencies. Key themes to be analysed: the image of Britain created by Tacitus, the invasion, the government of the province, and discrepancies over topics such as the use of the chariot in Britain as well of the people of Britain themselves. Literary evidence, mainly the Agricola, and archaeological evidence will be used. 
Within his narrative the Agricola, Tacitus attempts to create a representation of what Britain was like while he was writing his interpretation. The image formed by him states that Britain was abundant in resources, which were obtainable in the south, "Britain bears gold, silver, and other metals which are the prize of conquest."[footnoteRef:1]. Through an admission made in the Agricola, Tacitus explains that he has inferred from other writers before him[footnoteRef:2]. Julius Caesar in Gallic Wars written in the first century BC gives a similar account to what Tacitus tells us about the resources of Britain, "Tin is produced in the midland regions; in the maritime, iron; but the quantity of it is small: they employ brass, which is imported."[footnoteRef:3]. Tacitus through the narrative also talks of agrarian resources, "With the exception of the olive and vine, and plants which usually grow in warmer climates, the soil will yield”[footnoteRef:4]. Strabo specifically highlights the production of Grain, but also minerals, “It produces corn, cattle, gold, silver, and iron."[footnoteRef:5]. With similar descriptions of the resources of Britain from Strabo and Caesar, and with reference from Tacitus that he has referred to other writers, we can see that has used other sources to verify his representation.  [1:  Tac. Ag. 12]  [2:  Tac. Ag. 10]  [3:  Caes. Gal. 5.12]  [4:  Tac. Ag. 12]  [5:  Strab. 4.5.2] 

Within modern scholarship the image of bountiful Britain is divisive. Katherine Clarke[footnoteRef:6] argues that the idea Tacitus' presents regarding resources, has been embellished for politics. She reminds us that the Agricola is an autobiography of Cneaus Julius Agricola, a governor of Britain but also Tacitus' father in law[footnoteRef:7]. She argues that Tacitus is trying to create an image of Britain that is bountiful, and how under the governorship of Agricola it became the basis for the success of Agricola during his tenure[footnoteRef:8]. Lavan[footnoteRef:9] also recognizes this in his work. He recognizes that the Agricola is Tacitus' testament to his father-in-law, who suffered at the hands of Domitian, and Tacitus' object of ridicule in the narrative[footnoteRef:10]. By projecting the bountiful nature of Britain resources, Tacitus reminds the people of Rome who successfully maintained control of this province, Agricola keeping his reputation. [6:  Clarke 2001:110]  [7:  Clarke 2001.:110]  [8:  Clarke 2001:110]  [9:  Lavan 2011:304]  [10:  Lavan 2011: 305] 

However, who were the people of this land? Tacitus tries to portray what he considers to be the actual image of a first century ethnic Briton. He describes the Caledonians as "The red hair and large limbs of the inhabitants of Caledonia point clearly to a German origin."[footnoteRef:11] There is then a brief description of the Silures of Southern Wales, "The dark complexion of the Silures, their usually curly hair, and the fact that Spain is the opposite shore to them, are evidence that Iberians of a former date crossed over and occupied these parts."[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Tac. Ag. 11]  [12:  Tac. Ag. 11] 

In both, there is an allusion to possible continental origins. The Caledonians were having a resemblance to the tribes of the German regions, while at his suggestion are descended of a possible colony from an Iberian tribe from the Iberian Peninsula. Is Tacitus suggesting that some tribes in Britain may have emigrated from the continent and settled on the Island? Caesar in Gallic Wars refers to the same concept, referring to these tribes, “who had passed over from the country of the Belgae for the purpose of plunder and making war"[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Caes. Gal. 5.12] 

As Tacitus gives his description of the tribes; he does make one admission which questions the veracity of this image. The text infers us that the idea that the tribes immigrated from Iberia and Germania is not true[footnoteRef:14]. Rather he claims he can provide a more accurate account now that the Island had been subdued rather than the embellished views of previous writers[footnoteRef:15]. There is a proposition for a different scenario, which these tribes originated from Gaul, and crossed over to emigrate from their homeland, "On a general survey, however, it appears probable that the Gauls originally took possession of the neighbouring coast."[footnoteRef:16]. While this does not entirely disprove the argument for immigration, Tacitus is suggesting the tribes merely crossed over from Gaul, rather than originating from the Iberian Peninsula and Germania.  [14:  Tac. Ag. 10  ]  [15:  Tac. Ag. 10  ]  [16:  Tac. Ag. 11] 

Strabo attempts to make clear some differences between the Britons and the Celts, the Roman term for the Gallic peoples of Gaul used by Strabo[footnoteRef:17]. Writing before Tacitus, first century BC, he refers to some differences, such as the height and physical characteristics of the Britons and how they are blonder and taller compared to the Celts[footnoteRef:18]. Strabo, however, refers to the cultural and spiritual commonalities that both the Celts and Britons shared, "Their customs are in some respects like those of the Celts, in other respects simpler and more barbaric."[footnoteRef:19] In other words, they have similarities with the Gallic or more appropriately the Celtic tribes, but very much their people. It does, however, grant more credence to Tacitus' reference that the tribes of the first century were merely descendants of immigrants from Gaul.  Sleeman[footnoteRef:20] argues that Tacitus has made the right assumption when it comes to Tribal immigration. He recognises that immigration began in the 7th century BC, with two distinctive waves[footnoteRef:21]. There is also reference to two Celtic Dialects[footnoteRef:22].  [17:  Strab. 4.5.2]  [18:  Strab. 4.5.2]  [19:  Strab. 4.5.2]  [20:  Work 1954:257]  [21:  Work 1954:257]  [22:  Work 1954:257] 

Through the narratives of Tacitus, he begins to inform us of the Claudian invasion in AD 43. He describes the force that Claudius amassed for the attack and relates to us that accumulated were several legions followed by auxiliaries, "conveyed over into the island some legions and auxiliaries, choosing Vespasian to share with him the campaign."[footnoteRef:23] Modern scholars believe that the legions mentioned by Tacitus were; the second, the ninth and the fourteenth legions[footnoteRef:24]. It gives us an indication of human resources used for the invasion. Each legion has 6000 men, and so the legions alone would comprise of 18,000 men plus the attending auxiliaries[footnoteRef:25]. Cassius Dio mentions the transport of these troops across the sea to land in Britain, "They made the crossing in three divisions so as not to be hampered in landing, as a single force might be."[footnoteRef:26] However, his narrative is more concerned with a mutiny within the invasion force and does not mention specific troops[footnoteRef:27]. The revolt, on the other hand, is not mentioned by Tacitus in any of his narratives as a precursor to the invasion. [23:  Tac. Ag. 13 ]  [24:  De la Bédoyère, 2006.  ]  [25:  De la Bédoyère, 2006.  ]  [26:  Stanley 1986:48]  [27:  Stanley 1986:47-48] 

Bédoyère[footnoteRef:28] proposes a similar view to Tacitus but slightly different regarding the forces employed during the invasion; he roughly estimates that the Roman Invasion force would have numbered forty thousand men including the legions but also auxiliaries. Instead, he proposes that the legions deployed in vexillations, small detachments of smaller units serving away from their parent legion[footnoteRef:29]. Bédoyère[footnoteRef:30] surmised that four legions took part in the battle including the second Augusta under the command of Vespasian which is confirmed by Tacitus.  [28:  De la Bédoyère, 2006.  ]  [29:  De la Bédoyère, 2006.  ]  [30:  De la Bédoyère, 2006.  ] 

Bédoyère[footnoteRef:31] also provides evidence for his concept with archaeological evidence which suggests that other vexillations from other legions were present.  The grave of Gaius Gavius Silvanus of the eighth legion indicates his legion took part in the initial invasion of 43 BC, so it is possible that the forces involved deployed as vexillations, not in their entirety as legions[footnoteRef:32].  We must also consider that we have very little on the invasion force itself. Cassius Dio[footnoteRef:33] mentions it briefly. Suetonius[footnoteRef:34] refers to the invasion but only that Claudius crossed the sea. Neither the Annals or Histories also by Tacitus refer to the Invasion. They mention Britain but not the invasion.   [31:  De la Bédoyère, 2006.  ]  [32:  De la Bédoyère, 2006.  ]  [33:  Ireland 1986: 48  ]  [34:  Suet. Cl. 17] 

After the invasion, the Romans began to install a Roman government in the province. Tacitus as a source informs of how Rome did not handle the administration of Britain directly, but by local elites under a Roman governor. From the Agricola, we can see one such transaction of locals given power, ". Some of the states were given to king Cogidumnus, who lived down to our day a most faithful ally."[footnoteRef:35] Later in the passage, Tacitus explains, "This was done agreeably to the ancient and long-established practice of the Romans, to make even kings the instruments of servitude."[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Tac. Ag. 14]  [36:  Tac. Ag. 14] 

[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Instead of imposing their hierarchy in Britain, they integrated the existing Briton hierarchy into the provincial government. Millet[footnoteRef:37] addresses this, calling it the use of civitates. These where districts within the province of Britannia based on the Roman constitution[footnoteRef:38]. Decurions ruled a civitate and beneath them magistrates and council members to run Roman institutions[footnoteRef:39]. Positions such as the decurions were given to the local elite. Millet[footnoteRef:40] argues that this was the creation of a de facto hereditary monarchy. It allowed the nobility to maintain the rulership over their former dominion within the Roman system of government[footnoteRef:41].  [37:  Millet 1990:66]  [38:  Millet 1990:66]  [39:  Millet 1990:66]  [40:  Millet 1990:66]  [41:  Millet 1990:66 ] 

Certain parts of narrative from Tacitus’ works, however, provide an alternative side to the role of the government. He describes Governor Agricola’s use of what the Roman world had to offer to seduce the local aristocracy into servitude[footnoteRef:42]. Rather than glorify the greatness of Rome, Tacitus[footnoteRef:43] rather uses this as an assessment of the underhanded yet darker side of what the Roman had to offer to the Britons. There is great acclaim of Agricola building temples, courthouses and other symbols of the Roman Constitution. When it comes to the vices of the toga and the baths, Tacitus[footnoteRef:44] is much more critical. It comes across as if he is deliberately portraying Rome has become weak as it has had to subjugate the tribes through luxuries rather than force of arms. We must remember that Tacitus was firm in his belief in the old Republican tradition and quite possibly he is protesting the values of the vice of the Empire which goes against the Republican traditions[footnoteRef:45].      [42:  Tac. Ag. 21]  [43:  Tac. Ag. 21]  [44:  Tac. Ag. 21]  [45:  Clarke 2001:111] 

From the establishment of government after the invasion began the consolidation of conquered territory. At the same time the effort of the Roman forces to crush resistance to them. The ancient sources describe the tactics used by the native tribes, but none more divisive than the use of the chariot. Tacitus illustrates the method of chariots in battle, mostly used by those of the noble class, “Some tribes also fight with the chariot. The higher in rank is the charioteer; the dependants fight”[footnoteRef:46]. It is Julius Caesar[footnoteRef:47] who provides us with the most detailed description of how a chariot functioned. As he writes his account almost a century before Tacitus, he relates that the chariot was widely used in tribal society until the first century AD[footnoteRef:48]. Strabo who writes after Caesar and is the closest to Tacitus regarding time span, circa late first century BC to first Century AD also refers to chariots albeit briefly, “In war they mostly use chariots like some of the Celts."[footnoteRef:49] Much like with his observation of the tribes, he compares the use of the chariot by the Britons to the Celts. Supported by two other writers, we would assume that Tacitus is implying that most of the tribes used chariots. [46:  Tac. Ag. 12]  [47:  Caes. Gal. 4.33]  [48:  Caes. Gal. 4.33 ]  [49:  Strab. 4.5.2] 

The problem with the chariot though, from what archaeological evidence we have, presents a somewhat slightly different perspective.  From the archaeological evidence, we can track the use of the chariot to the Arras Culture from the first Millenia to the early Century AD[footnoteRef:50]. What is important is that evidence for the culture is specific to East Yorkshire, Archaeologists have found little outside of East Yorkshire[footnoteRef:51]. Most of the evidence comes from Wetwang Slack. Chariots have been discovered upturned covering other bodies as a part of inhumation rituals[footnoteRef:52]. Inhumation is referring to the burial of the dead. Other archaeologists argue that there are similar trends on the European continent that tie in with the La Tène culture[footnoteRef:53]. This would support Strabo in his description of chariots in Britain, as he does mention that their usage was like the Celts. The chariot at Wetwang Slack was used in a burial of what is thought to be of some status. This would support Tacitus, that it was members of societies who had high station who only used the chariots. However, it remains that there is very little other evidence outside of East Yorkshire. It challenges the image of Tacitus that chariots were widely used, by the local tribes.    [50:  Dent 1983:36]  [51:  Dent 1983:36]  [52:  Dent 1983:37]  [53:  Dent 1983:37] 

To conclude this exploration of Tacitus, we must now consider the issues that have been presented. First the portrayal of the resources that were abundant in Britain. Tacitus tells us that resources such as minerals and Grain could be sourced from the Ireland. Both Ceaser and Strabo concurred with the view that such resources could be located in Britain. Modern Scholarship agrees with the consensus, however, reiterate the political context of Agricola. As the text was a homage to Agricola Tacitus was trying to protect his reputation which had suffered under Domitian.  Next was the debate on the local inhabitants. Tacitus explored possible emigration from Iberia and Germania. However, he debunked the theory instead of advocating that they simply emigrated from Gaul and settled after making war. Strabo promotes some differences between the Celts and the Britons but does also inform us that the people also shared common customs. It makes Tacitus’ proposal that they were descendants of immigrants seem more plausible. Modern scholarship does agree with him and disproves any notion of immigration from Iberia or Germania. Then comes the invasion. Both Tacitus’ works the Annals and Histories do not mention it. The Agricola only mentions the force involved as legions and auxiliaries. Similar descriptions are presented by Suetonius and Dio. Bédoyère certainly agrees with Tacitus but does propose that the legions served in smaller detachments, Vexillations. We also have epigraphic evidence to support Bédoyère, but it does not necessarily mean Tacitus is wrong as there is no conclusive evidence to propose other points. In terms of governance, Tacitus informed us that allies of Rome were given land to control, and local elites assimilated into the Roman system of governance within the province. Millet proposes the use of the Civitates. However, like with resources, Tacitus makes it political, saying how assimilation was used to subjugate, which went against his Republican ideals. The chariots in Ceaser, Tacitus and Strabo promote and image mass usage. However, evidence tells us that this was confined to East Yorkshire. The image of Britain that is projected by Tacitus seems to be indeed genuine however due to lack of evidence, modern scholarship, and possible politicisation; I cannot be sure if the image projected is indeed true in fact.   
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