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How reliable are Tacitus’ works as a source on Britain between AD 43 and AD 120? What inconsistencies and biases can you detect? Do you have any complementary literary, epigraphic and archaeological support to verify Tacitus’ accounts?

Between the Claudian invasion of AD 43 and the early reign of Hadrian in AD 120 there was profound change on the island of Britain. Between these years most of the island was transformed from an island ruled by independent tribes into an imperial province of the Roman Empire. Unfortunately, besides archaeological, and epigraphic evidence not much literary evidence about this period survives to this day. However, out of the few literacy sources that do survive are the works of Publius Cornelius Tacitus. Works which provides us with a comprehensive history of this period. His Agricola, Annals, and Histories, give us details on events such as the rebellion of Boudicca, Agricola’s Campaigns in Scotland, and the organisation of the province. However, even though this information proves useful in learning about the history of Britain during this period, questions must be asked as to how reliable Tacitus’ record is. Do his histories tell us what really happened during occupation, or does he write a history based on assumptions or with a personal bias instead of objective fact? This essay shall be an attempt to answer these questions. This shall be done by looking at literary sources, archaeological evidence, and epigraphic sources with the aim to test the reliability of Tacitus’ work within the context of Roman Britain between AD 43 and AD 120. 

[bookmark: _Hlk496303031]One of the main events that is covered in Tacitus’ writings about the period is Boudicca’s rebellion.[footnoteRef:1] In AD 60, Queen Boudicca of the Iceni rebelled against the Romans.[footnoteRef:2] In his Annals Tacitus describes how Boudicca came to rebel against the Romans.[footnoteRef:3] He states that after the death of her husband, who had left his kingdom to the Romans, Boudicca and her daughters were raped.[footnoteRef:4] Whilst the tribal nobility was stripped of their fiefs and the king’s family treated as slaves.[footnoteRef:5] He then also states that Boudicca went on to sack Camulodunum, Londinium, and Verulamium.[footnoteRef:6] In can be safely assumed that Tacitus’ writings can be considered reliable in this instance since the archaeological record supports the idea that these cities were sacked.[footnoteRef:7] For example, in 2000 an excavation team found evidence that the city of Camulodunum, known today as Colchester, had been deliberately destroyed.[footnoteRef:8] The lead archaeologist Philip Crummy believed that the buildings could not have easily been demolished leading him to believe that the buildings were deliberately demolished as part of an organised attack.[footnoteRef:9] There is also the fact that the historian Cassisus Dio also mentions the attacks.[footnoteRef:10] With this evidence it can be shown that Tacitus’ account of Boudicca’s rebellion may be very reliable. However, there is also evidence to suggest that Tacitus’s writings may not be as accurate as they seem.  [1:  Tac. Ann. 14.30. ]  [2:  McNab 2010: 177 ]  [3:  Tac. Ann. 14.31  ]  [4:  Tac. Ann. 14. 31 ]  [5:  Tac. Ann. 14. 31 ]  [6:  Tac. Ann. 14. 31-32]  [7:  Burke 2009 ]  [8:  Burke 2009]  [9:  Burke 2009]  [10:  Cass. Dio. 62.1-2    ] 


As mentioned above, Tacitus writes about how the rebellion came about. Whilst this is useful as source of historical events it may not be reliable. This is because the historian Cassius Dio puts forward an alternative reason as to why Boudicca rebelled.[footnoteRef:11] He claims the procurator of the province, Decianus Catus, confiscated money that had been given to the Britons by Emperor Claudius.[footnoteRef:12] He further adds that a man called Seneca, who had lent the Britons ten million drachmas, had also called in their debts if Cassius Dio’s account is to be believed.[footnoteRef:13] The reason Boudicca rebelled was not because of the Roman’s treatment of herself or her tribe. Instead it was the fact that Catus and Seneca had called in over fifty million drachma worth of debts.[footnoteRef:14] This makes it possible to doubt the reliability of Tacitus’ as a historical source, as Cassius Dios contradicts Tacitus as to why the rebellion began. On the other hand, Cassius Dio does add a small amount of reliability to Tacitus as both say that Boudicca’s army killed eighty thousand people.[footnoteRef:15] However, this is double edged sword as there is no evidence to suggest that this figure is correct.[footnoteRef:16] Thus far no remains have been found, with experts suggesting that the casualties were placed in mass graves or returned home by the Romans.[footnoteRef:17] In all there seems to be no doubt in the reliability of Tacitus’ writings in the sense that Boudicca’s actually happened. Yet a lot of the details he gives us either have no evidence to support them or he is contradicted by Cassius Dio.    [11:  Cass. Dio. 62.1-2 ]  [12:  Cass. Dio. 62.1-2 ]  [13:  Cass. Dio. 62.1-2 ]  [14:  Cass. Dio. 62.1-2 ]  [15:  Cass. Dio. 62.1 ]  [16:  Burke 2009 ]  [17:  Burke 2009 ] 


Another area of the period that is covered by Tacitus is the governorship of Gnaeus Julius Agricola who was governor of Britannia between AD 77 and AD 85.[footnoteRef:18] Tacitus’ Agricola seems to paint a very positive picture of how Agricola governed the province, stating that within the first year of taking office that he brought discipline into his own household, appointed centurions and soldiers based on who he could trust instead of personal recommendations as well as reforming the grain levy so that the many benefitted.[footnoteRef:19] Tacitus’ also provides a favourable narrative of Agricola as a general. For example, he refers to when Agricola conquered the Isle of Mona that he used auxiliaries with special skills who could swim whilst in control of a horse and arms to cross the fords suggesting that Agricola was a skilled tactician.[footnoteRef:20] More importantly however Tacitus also documents how Agricola made war against the Caledonians and extended Roman control up to the Firth of Forth as well as ordering an expedition to circumnavigate the tip of Scotland to confirm wether Britain was indeed an island.[footnoteRef:21]   [18:  Ireland 2008: 2 ]  [19:  Tac. Agri. 19 ]  [20:  Tac. Agri. 18 ]  [21:  Tac. Agri. 25-28 ] 


In terms of reliability, there exists a debate over how reliable the Agricola really is. In terms of the campaigns into Scotland there is archaeological evidence suggest that they really did happen.[footnoteRef:22] However, this evidence also shows that Tacitus’ account is not that reliable. He writes that Agricola campaigned “beyond the Bodotria”.[footnoteRef:23] This is believed to mean beyond the Firth of Forth, but the lack geographical information makes it difficult to say how far he advanced beyond this point.[footnoteRef:24] A.G Woodhead though believes that Agricola may have advanced up to the Moray Firth as archaeologists have discovered several Roman camps in the area.[footnoteRef:25] This would suggest Tacitus’ writings are reliable since the Romans did advance further than the Firth of Forth. However, it is debatable as to wether it was Agricola who built them. For the Flavian elements could have been built by his successor after Agricola returned to Rome.[footnoteRef:26] At Inchtuthil there is a legionary fort that seems to have been abandoned by the Romans.[footnoteRef:27] It has been attributed to Agricola however the archaeological record seems to also put this in doubt. The fort was never completed so it is believed to have been abandoned around AD 87, which is after Agricola’s return to Rome at the orders of Domitian.[footnoteRef:28] This causes problems for the reliability of Tacitus’ writings since if the forts and the legionary barracks were built after Agricola left Britain it cannot be proven if he did indeed cross the Firth of Forth which provides further damage to the reliability of Tacitus’ works as his description of Agricola’s campaigns cannot be proven to be correct.  [22:  Woodhead 1948: 45-55]  [23:  Tac. Agri.25 ]  [24:  Woodhead 1948: 53 ]  [25:  Woodhead 1948: 45-55 ]  [26:  Woodhead 1948: 53-54 ]  [27:  Ireland 2008: 92  ]  [28:  Woodhead 1948: 53 ] 


An additional aspect that must be considered when determining the reliability of Tacitus’ work are the sources from which Tacitus retrieved his information. Like other historians Tacitus would have needed to use sources to obtain evidence so that he could write his histories. In principle, if sources that were written before Tacitus’ own writings complement his narratives about Roman Britain it could be said that they are reliable as he has used past sources to support what he writes. For example, in both the Agricola and Annals Tacitus describes how the Britons used chariots in warfare.[footnoteRef:29] This is supported by the fact that about a hundred years before Tacitus was born another author also wrote about how the Britons used chariots in warfare.[footnoteRef:30] Julius Caesar wrote about his campaigns in Britain in his Gallic War  where he describes how the Britons during his first invasion used chariots in response to the initial landing of his army.[footnoteRef:31] Of course, it cannot be confirmed if Tacitus did use Caesar’s writings as a source of information. Considering Caesar only wrote his works about a hundred years before Tacitus’ writings and the considerable influence he had on Rome it could be assumed that he most likely will have used Caesar’s work as a basis for his own.   [29:  Tac. Agri. 12; Tac. Ann. 14.35 ]  [30:  Caes. Gal. 4.24  ]  [31:  Caes. Gal. 4.24   ] 


Since the Gallic Wars supports Tacitus on chariots being used in Britain it can be assumed that Tacitus’ writings are reliable if a potential source that predates him confirms what he has written. Although this may be the case a complication does exist that overshadows this perceived reliability. Archaeologists can confirm that chariots did exist amongst the peoples of Britain as they have been found near Wetwang in East Yorkshire in an Iron Age cemetery.[footnoteRef:32] The complication however is that the evidence suggests that the chariots were used in funerary rituals instead of warfare.[footnoteRef:33] This casts doubt on both Julius Caesar’s and Tacitus’ reliability about the chariots in warfare since the evidence does not support their narratives. If Caesar’s narrative is unreliable then it is logical to conclude that Tacitus’ portrayal of the chariots may be unreliable as well if Caesar’s Bellum Gallicum was used as a source.  Another problem is that the chariots have only been found in East Yorkshire and nowhere else within Britain, further denting the reliability of Tacitus’ work as he also has Boudicca riding a chariot during the Iceni rebellion, most probably an inaccurate portrayal as the Iceni where in the South East of Britain were no chariots have been found.[footnoteRef:34] Tacitus may have therefore been writing with an assumption that many of the Britons may have used chariots in warfare, an assumption that now seems false when considering the available evidence. This does not make Tacitus a bad historian especially since he was using historical sources to write his histories, even if these sources now seem unreliable.  [32:  Dent 1984: 115 ]  [33:  Dent 1984: 120]  [34:  Dent 1984: 121] 


Chariots are not the only inconsistencies that exist in Tacitus’ works. In the Agricola he mentions the kings of the different British peoples.[footnoteRef:35] There seems to be however a significant contradiction, as in the Agricola he says two completely different things on the matter of the kings. In the Agricola he suggests that the kings no longer ruled the tribes and that tribal elites now ruled them.[footnoteRef:36] On the other hand, he also says that some states, known as Civitates, were given to kings citing the example of a man called King Togidumnus.[footnoteRef:37] This inconsistency is perplexing as Tacitus does not explain how some came to be ruled by tribal elites and others by kings. This may seem to show Tacitus’s writings as being unreliable as he seems to contradict himself, however, this inconsistency may not actually be an inconsistency. The historian Martin Millet in his book The Romanisation of Britain, suggests that after the Romans conquered Britain they separated the tribes into Civitates which according to Millet were ruled by a council of decurions made up of the land-owning classes.[footnoteRef:38]  This may be what Tacitus was referring to by saying that tribal elites now ruled the tribes, though this does not account as to why he says that King Togidumnus ruled up until his time.[footnoteRef:39] Millet also explains that when Rome conquered Britain the tribes signed separate peace treaties to each other and that  terms of these treaties were dependent upon how the tribes reacted to the Roman invasion.[footnoteRef:40] It is likely that those tribes who resisted had their kings removed, with control being placed with elites whilst the others who either surrendered or allied with Rome retained their kings or had kings, like Togidumnus, who were put into power by the Romans. [35:  Tacitus. Agri. 12; Tacitus. Agri. 14]  [36:  Tacitus. Agri. 12 ]  [37:  Tacitus. Agri. 14 ]  [38:  Millet 1990: 65-66 ]  [39:  Tac. Agri. 14]  [40:  Millet 1990: 65-66 ] 


Millet’s view seems to show that Tacitus’ writings on the kings is not inaccurate or unreliable. Both archaeological and epigraphic evidence supports this view such as an inscription from the ruins of Wroxeter in England.[footnoteRef:41] The inscription says that it was dedicated to Emperor Hadrian by the Civitat of the Cornovii confirming the idea that the tribes had been organised in such a manner.[footnoteRef:42] Another inscription from Caerwent also confirms the existence of the civitates but dates from the governorship of Paulinus who was governor of Britannia from AD 58 until Boudicca’s rebellion.[footnoteRef:43] The inscription was addressed to him by the Ordo of the Civitat of the Silures again suggesting that Tacitus’ writings are accurate since the Ordo, or senate, that governed the Silures consisted of landowners who were also the tribal elites.[footnoteRef:44] At the same time as this there is evidence that suggests Tacitus’ writings are also reliable since we have evidence for the existence of King Togidumnus. There is an inscription in Chichester which is part of an altar dedicated to Neptune and Minerva which seems to Togidumnus as the “Great King of Britain”.[footnoteRef:45] Again, this adds reliability to Tacitus’ work as we have an inscription confirming the existence of Togidumnus and that he existed after the Roman invasion of 43 AD. In all this means that we have evidence that King Togidumnus was reigning as a king at the same time as tribal elites controlling their own tribes or Civitates showing that instead of an inconsistency within Tacitus’ works. The evidence shows that Tacitus’ writings in this instance are incredibly reliable especially since we have written evidence in the shape of inscriptions that support and complement his historical narrative.  [41:  Ireland 2008: 205]  [42:  Ireland 2008: 205 ]  [43:  Tac. Ann. 14.39 ]  [44:  Ireland 2008: 206-207 ]  [45:  Ireland 2008: 212 ] 


After completing this evaluation of Tacitus’ writings about Roman Britain between AD 43 and AD 120. I believe that it is possible to say that Tacitus’ writings are quite reliable, but only to a point. For example, after considering the evidence we know Tacitus was correct about there being chariots in Roman Britain, the existence of King Togidumnus, and that Boudicca’s rebellion may have been as destructive as it was described. This shows that Tacitus’ writings are reliable as we can prove his narration is correct in a number of instances. There again, the reason his works are not completely reliable is that historians and classicists cannot substantiate many of the events that Tacitus writes about. Thus far no evidence has been found to suggest that eighty thousand people were killed by Boudicca’s army or if Agricola did reach the Moray Firth when it also could well have been his successors. Due to this doubt I believe that Tacitus’ writings on Roman Britain are a fairly reliable source on Roman Britain but they must largely still be taken with a grain of salt. I believe that this should until further evidence is found that corroborates Tacitus’ works which in turn could make Tacitus’ writings a truly reliable source about Roman Britain, but only when it can all be substantiated. 
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