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This essay examines the debate surrounding the existence of druids on the island of Ynys Môn, known at the time as the Island of Mona. Were the druids indeed a presence during the first Roman invasion of this island or merely an addition added by the Roman scholar Tacitus for propaganda purposes? 

The Roman Historian Tacitus
                                                                                                                                            
Publius Cornelius Tacitus is known for being one of the most prominent Roman historians both of his time and is still regarded as such today. The annals and histories Tacitus wrote grant us key insight into the ancient Roman world. It should be mentioned however that Tacitus was also a politician and as such some of his writings are both politically charged towards his rivals and propaganda is prominent throughout.
The annals Tacitus produced are a collection of books recording the history of the Roman Empire from the reign of Emperors Tiberius to Nero in the time period of 14-68 AD. The completed manuscript being produced in 105 AD (Tacitus, Annals tr C Damon, 2012). Another source relevant to this essay is the Agricola, part biography, part funeral oration honouring the legacy of Tacitus’ Father-in-Law.
The Siege of Mona in the Annals

As to why the Romans attacked the island, Tacitus describes how the newly appointed Governor of Britian, Suetonius Paulinus sought to expand his influence by bringing the “refuge for fugitives” under Roman occupation after his rival Domitius Corbulo challenged his political power by seeking to bring Armenia back under Roman rule (Tacitus, Annals tr C Damon, 2012).
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Figure 1 Roman Attack on Anglesey by John Harris Valda, Meisterdrucke
                                                 
After writing about how the Romans crossed the Menai Strait. Tactius makes his only reference to druids being present on Mona with this quote of what the Romans saw as their forces approached the shore:  
On the shore stood the opposing army with its dense array of armed warriors, while between the ranks dashed women, in black attire like the Furies, with hair dishevelled, waving brands. All around, the Druids, lifting up their hands to heaven, and pouring forth dreadful imprecations, scared our soldiers by the unfamiliar sight, so that, as if their limbs were paralysed, they stood motionless, and exposed to wounds.
How Tacitus managed to describe this vivid scene in this detail when he was not present at this battle and only being four years old at the time it took place can perhaps be answered by having it told to him by a first-hand account. Namely his father-in-law, Gnaeus Julius Agricola the military tribune serving under Governor Suetonius (Tacitus, Agricola tr H Mattingly, 2009).
  
Tacitus’ claims in the Annals and the Agricola

The Romans invaded Mona twice over the course of seventeen years however, the presence of druids was only mentioned by Tacitus during the first invasion. This raises the question on whether the Romans wiped them out? Were they forcibly relocated? Or were they never present to begin with. 
In the Agricola, Tacitus does not make any mention of druids being on Mona or the Romans ever facing them there. He writes in the entry of Suetonius’ tenor as Governor: 
Suetonius Paulinus enjoyed two years of success, conquering tribes and establishing strong forts. Emboldened thereby to attack the island of Mona, he exposed himself to attack. 
The appearance of druids in Tacitus’s works only occurs much later when he recounts this event yet again in the Annals. The absence of any further mention of druids in Tacitus’s work regarding Britian raises the question behind this debate.
In her lecture, Archaeology verses Tacitus’ Agricola, Birgitta Hoffmann mentions how an over reliance on taking the Agricola specifically but any of Tacitus’ work at face value without other supporting evidence has created an incomplete and at worse incorrect view on this time period (Hoffman, 2001). In this case we do have some archaeological evidence supporting a potential presence of druids on Mona.

The Llyn Cerrig Bach Horde
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Figure 2 Spearhead Recovered from Llyn Cerrig Bach, 
Amgueddfa Cymru, 2022

The strongest evidence supporting Tactius’ claim of druids being present on Mona comes from the discovery of the Llyn Cerrig Bach horde. This collection of artifacts was discovered in the Cors yr Ynys bog, which is located on the southern end of Llyn Cerrig Bach during the second world war when the lake was being used for extraction of peat to build a new RAF runway (Artefacts from Llyn Cerrig Bach | National Museum Wales, 2010)
   Over 180 artifacts have been discovered from the site with Sir Cyril Fox, former keeper of archaeology at the National Museum of Wales, believing them to be offerings of a religious nature which would support the claim of druids (Leeds, 1945), however this is just a theory and we can not fully say for sure if this is correct. The artifacts discovered have been dated to show that they have been regularly placed in Llyn Cerrig Bach from the middle of the second century BC to the time of the first century AD before the practice of offering them into the lake stopped (Artefacts from Llyn Cerrig Bach | National Museum Wales, 2010). Given the estimated dates showing the offerings stopped being placed in the bog around the time of the Roman invasion, this can perhaps be used as evidence for Tactius’ claim of Druids as they could have been the group offering the artifacts in a kind of religious ceremony.
Conclusion

Whilst the discovery and dating of the Llyn Cerrig Bach horde gives weight to Tacitus’ claim of druids being present of Mona it is difficult to fully say if this is enough evidence to fully settle the debate. Experts today only speculate that the artifacts were used as offerings and even if they were used for that purpose, we still can not definitively say if it was indeed druids behind this practice or another religious group present on the island. 
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