The Vanishing of Cartimandua 
Women are tragically underrepresented throughout much of the historical record; in an interview with English Heritage, historian Bettany Hughes states that women make up only 0.5% of recorded history.[footnoteRef:1] The Celtic peoples of Iron Age Britain shared their histories orally, and so they too are lacking in recorded history. The life of Cartimandua, queen of Brigantia, like that of many powerful women before and after her, is shrouded with mystery. This essay is both an attempt to integrate the known facts about Cartimandua into a cohesive history, and a critique of the classical view of her.   [1:  English Heritage, Why Were Women Written out of History? An Interview with Bettany Hughes (2016) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/inspire-me/blog/blog-posts/why-were-women-written-out-of-history-an-interview-with-bettany-hughes/> [accessed 13 December 2023].] 

Cartimandua, Queen of Brigantia
[image: A map of the united kingdom

Description automatically generated]Cartimandua was ruler of the Brigantes tribe, whose territory, Brigantia, covered most of the north of England. Figure 1 shows a map of the approximate territories of Iron Age Britain in 43 AD.[footnoteRef:2] Brigantia was the largest kingdom in Iron Age Britain and may have encompassed not just the Brigantes, but several smaller ‘sub-tribes’ of peoples as well.[footnoteRef:3] There is no consensus on when exactly Cartimandua came into power, but some scholars believe she was likely already queen by the time of the Roman invasion in 43 AD.[footnoteRef:4] Cartimandua likely inherited her power; in Histories, Roman historian Tacitus describes Cartimandua as being ‘of high birth’.[footnoteRef:5] She maintained a friendly relationship with Rome, being a ‘client queen’. There is debate around whether she was one of the eleven tribal rulers who submitted to Claudius in 43 AD.[footnoteRef:6] As the Iron Age peoples of Celtic Britain did not leave written records, there is no direct archaeological evidence for the life of Cartimandua, leaving only the writings of Tacitus for study and analysis.  [2:  P. L. Kessler, Map of the British Isles in AD 43. (2012) <https://www.worldhistory.org/image/742/map-of-the-british-isles-in-ad-43/> [accessed 15 December 2023].]  [3:  I. A. Richmond, ‘Queen Cartimandua’, The Journal of Roman Studies, 44 (1954), 43–52, (p. 44) <https://doi.org/10.2307/297554>.]  [4:  Richmond, 'Queen Cartimandua', p. 47. ]  [5:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Clifford H. Moore (Loeb Classical Library 111. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1925), p. 403. ]  [6:  University of Warwick, Cartimandua and the Brigantes <https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/classics/warwickclassicsnetwork/romancoventry/resources/interactions/civitates/cartimandua/> [accessed 17 December 2023].] 
Figure 1 Map of the British Isles, AD 43.

The Capture of Caratacus
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Description automatically generated]Cartimandua is best known for capturing the British resistance fighter Caratacus, who came to her for sanctuary, and handing him to Rome in chains in 52 AD. This was interpreted by Tacitus as an act of treachery.[footnoteRef:7] However, it could be argued that Cartimandua was doing exactly what she should have done, as an ally to Rome. It is easy to imagine that, had she honoured the plea of Caratacus and provided him with sanctuary, she would have made herself and her people an enemy of Rome. The capture of Caratacus was an important triumph for Rome, with Tacitus writing ‘even in Rome, the name of Caratacus was not without honour’.[footnoteRef:8] Figure 2 shows Francesco Bartolozzi’s print of William Hamilton’s ‘Caractacus, King of the Silures, deliver'd up to Ostorius, the Roman General, by Cartismandua, Queen of the Brigantes’.[footnoteRef:9] This is a 1788 etching depicting the scene, according to the Neoclassical style that was popular at the time; note the clothing of Cartimandua, who is depicted wearing highly stylised versions of a stola and palla.  [7:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Moore, p. 403. ]  [8:  Tacitus, Annals: Book 12, trans. by John Jackson (Loeb Classical Library 312. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1937) p. 365. ]  [9:  Francesco Bartolozzi, after William Hamilton, Caractacus, King of the Silures, deliver'd up to Ostorius, the Roman General, by Cartismandua, Queen of the Brigantes [print, etching] <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1868-0808-2826> [accessed 18 December 2023].] 
Figure 2: Caractacus, King of the Silures, deliver'd up to Ostorius, the Roman General, by Cartismandua, Queen of the Brigantes

Tacitus appears to have held Caratacus in higher regard than he did Cartimandua, though the former was an enemy of Rome. This feeling of fondness was mirrored by the emperor himself, as Caratacus was allowed to live in Rome with his family after his capture, despite his previous activities against the Empire.[footnoteRef:10] Cartimandua was rewarded for her efforts, however Tacitus writes that from these rewards ‘came her wealth and the wanton spirit which success breeds’.[footnoteRef:11] Tacitus, and Rome in general, were unused to women having any kind of political power and this may explain his derisory comments. Tacitus is likely to be biased and perhaps felt challenged by the fact that a woman was able to deliver to them a notorious enemy. Journalist Jill Armitage writes: ‘Because she was a staunch Roman ally, he couldn’t criticise her as a ruler, so he concentrated on her faults as a woman.’[footnoteRef:12] It is fair to say that Tacitus held some contempt for Cartimandua, despite her alignment with Rome. This echoes the general views of women held by Rome, and leads one to question how much of Cartimandua’s life and history could have been rejected or ignored by Tacitus.  [10:  Tacitus, Annals: Book 12, trans. by Jackson, p. 367. ]  [11:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Moore, p. 403. ]  [12:  Jill Armitage, Celtic Queen: The World of Cartimandua (Gloucestershire: Amberley Publishing, 2020), p. 13.] 

Divorce and War with Venutius
Cartimandua was married to Venutius.[footnoteRef:13] He may have ruled Brigantia alongside Cartimandua. During the reign of Didius Gallus (52-57 AD), some time after the deliverance of Caratacus, Cartimandua divorced Venutius, taking his armour-bearer, Vellocatus, as her romantic partner instead and inviting him to share the throne with her.[footnoteRef:14] Some scholars believe Venutius may have disapproved of Cartimandua’s decision to deliver Caratacus to Rome.[footnoteRef:15] In Rome, a woman’s status was entirely dependent on her male connections, that of her family or husband; for a woman to have status in her own right was almost entirely unheard of in the Roman world.[footnoteRef:16] Cartimandua’s agency may have been extremely difficult for a Roman to accept. In Annals, Tacitus writes that it was shameful for Venutius to have been rejected by Cartimandua for someone of lower rank, that he was ‘smarting at the ignominious prospect of submitting to the sway of a woman’.[footnoteRef:17] He goes on to write that Venutius waged war against Cartimandua immediately after being divorced, and by extension, against Rome. Tacitus suggests that Cartimandua was not hugely popular with her people owing to what he calls in Annals, her ‘scandalous act’.[footnoteRef:18] However, there could also reasonably have been pockets of anti-Roman sentiment among the Brigantes, given what a large tribe they were.[footnoteRef:19] Venutius was able to capitalise on the scandal to procure an army for his vendetta against his ex-wife. Thanks to her clientage, Cartimandua was able to request aid from Rome, who, after a series of inconsequential battles with Venutius’ army, sent legionaries, who succeeded in defeating him and ensuring victory for Cartimandua.[footnoteRef:20] It seems that from here, there were some years of relative peace.  [13:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Moore, p. 403. ]  [14:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. Moore, p. 403. ]  [15:  James J. Stewart, ‘Venutius’ Role in Romano-British Affairs, AD 43-75’, Latomus, 60.2 (2001), 380–86 (p. 383).]  [16:  Mark Cartwright, The Role of Women in the Roman World (2014) <https://www.worldhistory.org/article/659/the-role-of-women-in-the-roman-world/> [accessed 6 December 2023].]  [17:  Tacitus, Annals: Book 12, trans. by Jackson, p. 371. ]  [18:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Moore, p. 403. ]  [19:  W. S Hanson and D. B. Campbell, ‘The Brigantes: From Clientage to Conquest’, Britannia, 17 (1986), 73–89 (pp. 73-74) <https://doi.org/10.2307/526541>.]  [20:  Tacitus, Annals: Book 12, trans. by Jackson, p. 371. ] 


The Vanishing
Venutius did not let go of his vendetta after the defeat, and instead bided his time before making war against Cartimandua again.[footnoteRef:21] This was the year 69 AD, the ‘year of the four emperors’. Rome’s hold over Britain was unstable at this point due to more pressing conflicts elsewhere. In Annals, Tacitus describes how Cartimandua ‘adroitly’ captured Venutius’ relatives as leverage, but in the end, requested aid from Rome again.[footnoteRef:22] Due to their own political struggles, Rome was only able to send auxiliary forces to assist Cartimandua, which were not enough to defeat Venutius. Cartimandua was able to escape with her life thanks to the forces Rome sent, but Venutius took over as king of the Brigantes; as Tacitus put it, ‘the throne was left to Venutius; the war, to us.’.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Moore, p. 403. ]  [22:  Tacitus, Annals: Book 12, trans. by Jackson, p. 371. ]  [23:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Moore, p. 403. ] 

There is a frustrating lack of consensus on Cartimandua, and the existing evidence is often fragmentary.[footnoteRef:24] From the writings of Tactitus, it is known that Cartimandua was a queen and of noble birth, but her heritage and family history go unmentioned. She escaped the wrath of Venutius, but nobody knows where she went or what became of her; though some scholars suggest she fled to Chester, there is no evidence to substantiate this.[footnoteRef:25] There are several archaeological sites that have been claimed to be the capital of the Brigantes, but no conclusive evidence; Hanson and Campbell write extensively about the various possible sites, stating that the most compelling evidence is found in Stanwick, in the form of Roman roof-tiles, pottery and the remains of wine amphorae.[footnoteRef:26] Previously, Stanwick had been seen as the hold of Venutius by some due to his being king of Brigantia, forgetting he was the consort of queen Cartimandua.[footnoteRef:27] While there is a more persuasive argument for Stanwick being the home of Cartimandua, there is no way of confirming this. Thus, as far as the archaeological and historical record go, she simply vanished.  [24:  Hanson and Campbell, 'The Brigantes: From Clientage to Conquest' (pp. 74-82).]  [25:  David Braund, ‘Observations on Cartimandua’, Britannia, 15 (1984), 1–6 (pp. 5-6) <https://doi.org/10.2307/526580>.]  [26:  Hanson and Campbell, 'The Brigantes: From Clientage to Conquest', p. 75.]  [27:  Ibid. p. 78.] 

Cartimandua’s story is problematic, partly due to the difficulty in interpreting Tacitus.[footnoteRef:28] He is the only surviving source on the life and actions of Cartimandua, but he was writing from a Roman perspective, for a Roman audience. His works often read as vitriolic and contemptuous of Cartimandua, describing her as ‘wanton’, ‘treacherous’, ‘savage’.[footnoteRef:29] This could have been a way to ‘other’ her and other Celtic women with power, and show the dichotomy between civilised, orderly Rome and chaotic, savage Britain. Women having independence and power was an alien concept to a Roman audience; classicist Marshall writes that Tacitus’ idea of the ‘good woman’ is a woman who protects and stands by her husband or relative, no matter what; a woman who is ‘feminine’, and stays away from ‘masculine’ pursuits like politics and war.[footnoteRef:30] Marshall writes that Tacitus saw women who were independent, ambitious, or who used their femininity or sexuality to their advantage, as ‘bad women’.[footnoteRef:31]Bottom of Form It seems likely that Tacitus saw Cartimandua, who had agency and power in her own right, as a ‘bad woman’. Archaeologists Pope and Ralston address the impact of preconception from the archaeological perspective, writing:  [28:  Braund, 'Observations on Cartimandua', pp. 1-5.]  [29:  Tacitus, Histories: Book 3, trans. by Moore, p. 403. ]  [30:  Anthony J. Marshall, ‘Ladies in Waiting: The Role of Women in Tacitus’ Histories’, Ancient Society, 15.17 (1984), 167–84 (pp. 171-173).]  [31:  Ibid. pp. 171-173. ] 

[…] Approaches to Iron Age gender centred on archaeological and osteological evidence remain under-developed; with a tendency instead to focus on the few classical testimonies and to gender prehistory by formal analogy.[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  Rachel Pope and Ian Ralston, ‘Approaching Sex and Status in Iron Age Britain with Reference to the Nearer Continent’, in Atlantic Europe in the First Millennium BC: Crossing the Divide, ed. by Tom Moore and Xosê-Lois Armada (Oxford University Press, 2012), <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:osobl/9780199567959.003.0017>.] 

It appears that the biased views of ancient scholars continue to impact and impede research today. It is saddening to see how pervasive the issue of bias against women holding independent power is, especially in a field where women are so often poorly represented in the historical record. With more critical analysis and education on these matters, there is hope that women in history will more readily be recognised as people, and not accessories to powerful men.  
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