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?

Boudicca was the alleged queen of the Iceni tribe located in modern day Norfolk in the British isles. She is said to have led an open revolt against the Roman governor Gaius Suetonius Paulinus and the Roman Empire between the years 61 and 62 AD[footnoteRef:0]. However, historians and scholars are not all in accordance with the belief of her existence[footnoteRef:1]. The two main sources that we have detailing Boudicca and her revolt against the Romans are secondary accounts by the authors and statesmen Publius Tacitus and Dio Cassius[footnoteRef:2], but neither of these authors are contemporary to the events at hand, and both have discrepancies within their own writings, with Tacitus writing around thirty years after the revolt and Dio Cassius writing around one hundred and forty years after. This will obviously causes discrepancies when trying to determine how much of what they wrote historically happened and how much for simply fictionalised for the audience. There are archaeological and historical records of certain Roman towns being assaulted and burned down such as Camulodonum, Verilamium and Londinium[footnoteRef:3]. These records correlate with the accounts of both authors Tacitus and Dio Cassius, despite this, the differences in their accounts regarding Boudicca and her revolt are too many, the discrepancies combined with the lapse in time from the event to its recording put both of their works into question. This leads us to ask, are the works of Tacitus more reliable and accurate than those of Dio Cassius. [0:  Carroll. 1979]  [1:  Niblett. 2006]  [2:  Niblett. 2006]  [3:  Howatson. 2011] 



Dio Cassius is one of the two main sources we have detailing the life and rebellion of the Iceni  Queen Boudicca[footnoteRef:4]. Dio Cassius was writing in the early third century AD in Bithynia, modern day Turkey[footnoteRef:5], this would have placed him writing roughly one hundred and forty years after the Iceni rebellion under Boudicca. In the first two lines of his Roman histories, Dio states that only two cities were sacked by Boudicca during the revolt[footnoteRef:6]. However, the archaeological evidence reveals to us that there were at least three cities sacked and destroyed during the rebellion at the time[footnoteRef:7]. The archaeological evidence shows us that the Roman cities of Camulodonum, Londinium and Verilamium were sacked, but compared to the accounts given to us by Tacitus earlier, Dio Cassius either forgot to mention the third city, or he did not do his due diligence. [4:  Dio 62. 1-12 (trans Cary)]  [5:  Hornblower, Spawforth, Eidinow. 2014]  [6:  Dio 62. 1-12 (trans Cary)]  [7:  Dando-Collins. 2010] 

Dio’s over use of pathetic fallacy cast a shadow of doubt over the reliability of his work, the vocabulary he uses to describe the colour of the English Channel is very emotive and highly fictionalised. Dio describes the channel as.

“and the ocean between the island and Gaul once grew blood-red at flood tide[footnoteRef:8]” [8:  Dio 62. 1-12 (trans Cary)] 


This is clearly a narrative tool employed by Dio to hold the readers attention, but this opens the resat of his work up to question. The description he gives us of the English channel almost has an element of the fantastic to it. Unlike Tacitus and The Annals, Dio Cassius clearly labels Boudicca as the woman who was responsible for the rallying and leadership of the Iceni rebels against the Romans.

“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:9][footnoteRef:10]” [9:  Tac. 15 (Bryant)]  [10:  Dio 62. 1-12 (trans Cary)
] 


Dio Cassius also claims that Boudicca was a “Briton woman of the royal family.” This is contrary to what Tacitus writes in The Annals. Over his two works detailing Boudicca, Tacitus refers to her as both royal and not royal[footnoteRef:11]. Dio Cassius on the other hand, only refers to her as nobility in his works, this would improve his reliability. The speech that is given by Boudicca prior to the battle of Watling street more than likely did not sound anything like the one Dio gives us. Firstly, she would not have spoken Latin, so Adler points out, it would not have been been a real representation of it[footnoteRef:12]. Rich comments that Dio Cassius’s writing style is very heavily influenced by the ancient writers, primarily the Athenian Thucydides[footnoteRef:13]. However, despite his accurateness, Thucydides admitted to fictionalising the majority of the speeches in his texts[footnoteRef:14]. This would have led Dio to do the same. Meaning, the whole speech can be disregarded. [11:  Tac. 14.31-38 (Church)]  [12:  Adler. 2008]  [13:  Hornblower, Spawforth, Eidinow. 2014]  [14:  Hornblower, Spawforth, Eidinow. 2014] 


Dio and Tacitus seem to disagree in their accounts of Boudicca’s death and The way Dio describes the death and burial of Boudicca is also questionable. 

“ Buduica fell sick and died. The Britons mourned her deeply and gave her a costly burial[footnoteRef:15]” [15:  Dio 62. 1-12 (trans Cary)] 


This account varies to that of Tacitus in two ways, firstly, Tacitus tells us that “Boudicea put an end to her life by poison”[footnoteRef:16], this does give us a cause for Boudicca’s death, unlike the vague ambiguity of Dio’s account. The second variation Tacitus does not mention. Dio states that Boudicca received a “costly burial[footnoteRef:17]”. The fact the Romans allowed the Iceni to take her body and give her a burial is questionable. Had the Romans truly allowed her this costly burial, they would have created a martyr out of her, which would have been the last thing an occupying would have wanted. The end of Dio’s account also differs to that of Tacitus, as it is lacking. Tacitus goes on to write about the Emperor sending more men to support the Romans in Britain[footnoteRef:18]. This outcome is more than probable. However Dio’s account ends with “So much for the affairs in Britain[footnoteRef:19]” this is a very weak ending to the account. This ending supports the claim she dud not exist, as it is a very ‘happily ever after’ ending to the ‘story’. Due to this and other factors laid out, it is more than likely she was fictionalised. [16:  Tac. 15 (Bryant)]  [17:  Dio 62. 1-12 (trans Cary)]  [18:  Tac. 14.31-38 (Church)]  [19:  Dio 62. 1-12 (trans Cary)] 


Boudicca’s so called revolt against the Roman empire led to the destructions and looting of the towns, Camulodonum, Verilamium and Londinium. Colchester, St Albans and London respectively[footnoteRef:20]. Tacitus, writing in his Annals tells us in relatively good detail that the rebel British force fell on these towns during the revolt.  [20:  Dando-Collins. 2010] 


“Like ruin fell on the town of Verilamium, for the barbarians, who delighted in plunder and were indifferent to all else, passed by the fortresses with military garrisons, and attacked whatever offered most wealth to the spoiler.[footnoteRef:21]” [21:  Tac .14.31-38 (Church)] 


This shows us that according to Tacitus’ Annals the Iceni rebel force led the raids against these few select Roman cities, however, at no point in The Annals at all does he actually mention that Boudicca was the one instigating or in fact leading these three assaults. However Scott seems to imply that Boudicca did in fact have a personal part to play in these attacks, Scott refers to the rebel force as “Boudicca’s army”[footnoteRef:22]. On the other hand, Scott may have learned this from reading Tacitus’s later text, The Agricola. The Agricola is Tacitus’s account of his father in law’s life[footnoteRef:23] , Gnaeus Julius Agricola, who was a Roman military commander, statesman and the governor of Britain from AD 77 to 78 AD and from 83 to 84 AD[footnoteRef:24].  [22:  Scott. 2003]  [23:  Darvill. 2008]  [24:  Darvill. 2008] 



Writing in The Agricola Tacitus Is very direct by labelling Boudicca as the chief instigator of gathering the Iceni rebels in support of the revolt against the Roman rule.

“Rousing each other by this and like language, under the leadership of Boudicea, a woman of kingly descent [footnoteRef:25]” [25:  Tac. 15 (Bryant)] 


This line form The Agricola contradicts his writing on Boudicca in The Annals twice. He labels Boudicca as the leader of the Iceni rebels, which she is never mentioned as before hand, he also claims she is “A woman of kingly decent”[footnoteRef:26]” When Tacitus is retelling Boudicca's speech at the battle of Watling street in his Annals, he opens with the line.  [26:  Tac. 15 (Bryant)] 


“But now," she said, "it is not as a woman descended from noble ancestry.[footnoteRef:27]” [27:  Tac. 14.31-38 (Church)] 


Tacitus was clearly not present at the battle of Watling street as he was only 5 or six at the time,[footnoteRef:28] so “Boudicca’s” speech is more than likely fictional and possibly never happened. Similar to Dio Cassius, Adler also concludes that the speech given by Tacitus was not an “accurate reflection[footnoteRef:29]” of what Boudicca ‘said’. By giving the reader an awe inspiring speech, he keeps the readers attention, this may help to explain the contradictions in his work. At the time, Boudicca would not have spoken Greek or Latin[footnoteRef:30], Adler comments that it was “highly unlikely” that Tacitus would have had “adequate information on her speeches[footnoteRef:31]”. Tacitus’s own personal biases may have also had an influence on the wording of his prose. Agricola was his father in law[footnoteRef:32], and he would have wanted to put him in the best possible light he could. If the people of Rome read about Agricola’s life and the hand he gave in defeating the powerful and dangerous Iceni queen who led a revolt against the Empire, it would bring more honour to their household. Opposed to simply fighting against an unnamed Iceni leader and crushing the rebel British band which caused serious problem[footnoteRef:33], which would have brought not as much honour.  [28:  Hornblower, Spawforth. 2003]  [29:  Adler. 2008]  [30:  Adler. 2008]  [31:  Adler. 2008]  [32:  Darvill. 2008]  [33:  Dando-Collins. 2010] 


The Agricola was written in 98 AD[footnoteRef:34] five years after the death of Agricola. The Annals were written in either 105 AD or 106AD[footnoteRef:35]. The Annals were more focused on the Romans in Britain as a whole, not just Agricola and his affairs. Tacitus also used The Annals as a weapon against the emperor Nero.[footnoteRef:36] The fact that Boudicca, who caused so much trouble for the Empire was a woman, and not descended from noble ancestry[footnoteRef:37] showed the Romans that Nero was no fit leader as he couldn’t effectively halt the warpath of an Iceni Queen. [34:  Hornblower, Spawforth. 2003]  [35:  Hornblower, Spawforth. 2003]  [36:  O'Gorman. 2000]  [37:  Tac. 14.31-38 (Church)] 



Hornblower, when writing about Tacitus in the Who's who in the classical world[footnoteRef:38] states that. [38:  Hornblower, Spawforth. 2003] 


“Tacitus did not write according to the canons of modern historiography. His aim is to provide a narrative that will hold the reader's attention[footnoteRef:39]”  [39:  Hornblower, Spawforth. 2003] 


This opinion from Hornblower straight away casts a shadow over the reliability of Tacitus's works, by claiming he only wrote with a narrative to hold the readers attention, shows us Tacitus may not have written with the truth of what actually happened in the front of his mind. Aldhouse-Green agreeing with Hornblower’s interpretation of Tacitus’s work comments

“The story of Boudicca gifts any author with a plot-line rich in narrative causality”[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Aldhouse-Green. 2006. ] 


Aldhouse-Green then goes on to compare the works regarding Boudicca to a nineteenth century tragedy, this leads us even further to doubt 

“together with a set of characters and themes straight from a Jacobean tragedy”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Aldhouse-Green. 2006. ] 


This implies that Aldhouse-Green is not fully convinced on the idea that Boudicca was a genuine historical figure, but in fact a literary character created to suit a purpose. With the amount of discrepancies in his work, it is quite likely Tacitus did not fully know if Boudicca as we knew her ever existed. Modern scholarship agrees that Tacitus's works have been perverted from the absolute truth to suit a certain style of readership. Adler commented that our understanding of Tacitus is shaky due to the disagreements of the major details. It is likely that a Boudicca-esque figure existed, and did lead a rebellion against the British, however, from Tacitus’s work, there is not enough proof that she existed as we know her.


As laid out in previous points, the difference of time between the rebellion of the Iceni under Boudicca and authorship of Dio’s work is quite significant. This lapse in time and the lack of ancient sources used that we are aware of cast a shadow of doubt over Dio’s work.

Adler, writing in the journal entry Boudica's Speeches in Tacitus and Dio[footnoteRef:42], comments about the discrepancies between the two sources and the effect of this. [42:  Adler. 2008] 


“Tacitus and Dio do not agree on details pertaining to the revolt, which renders our understanding of it shaky[footnoteRef:43]” [43:  Adler. 2008] 


As Dio Cassius was writing a good deal of time after Tacitus, it is likely he used Tacitus as a source for his own works. The distinct deferences in their works may come down to an external source. It is possible and likely that Dio may have had other sources to write from that are now lost to us. The amount of discrepancies between the accounts of Tacitus and Dio are too many[footnoteRef:44]. This in addition to the the discrepancies in Tacitus’s work lead to the doubtful conclusion of Boudicca’s existence. Despite the literary works of these non contemporary sources, the archaeological evidence is there to support the fact there were riots and cities were sacked.[footnoteRef:45] However the evidence of burned cities does not tell us without doubt that Boudicca was the one who had instigated or even led the assaults on the cities. Therefore, due to the lack of archaeological evidence to support her combined with the unreliable and questionable accounts, it is more than reasonable to believe she was a literary invention. [44:  Adler. 2008]  [45:  Dando-Collins. 2010] 
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