With the BBC's new series Ancient Britain airing this
month, David Musgrove talks to Richard Bradley =
about when and why henges and stone circles were bullt
across Britain

, TONEHENGE IS, for many of us,
* the one place that represents
Britain’s prehistory. The celebrated
stone circle standing proud on

= Salisbury Plain with its trademark
lintel-topped sarsens has been an
enduring source of fascination for millennia.
The first monwment there, a circular ditch
and bank, was dug in 2900 BC, and a timber
or stone circle erected inside it. Then, much
later, in c2400 BC, the first monoliths of
local rock were brought in. Over the course
of the next several hundred years, stones
were put up, taken down, moved around,
added to, and then finally re-erected to the
shape we see today.

Stonehenge is undeniably a stone circle, but
it’s not a henge, even though it has lent its
name to the group of monuments that go
under that title. The concept of the ‘henge’ was
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introduced by a man called Thomas Kendrick
in 1932 and technically, a henge is a circular
earthen bank with a ditch inside it and one or
more entrances through the bank. At
Stonehenge, there is a circular bank, but it is
inside a ditch, so these elements are the wrong
way round. Nevertheless, stone circles and
henges do appear to be connected parts of a
tradition that developed in Britain from
around 3000 to 2000 BC —in other words,
during the later Neolithic period (when
agriculture began here) and moving into the
earlier Bronze Age (when we see the first use of
metals, from about 2400 BC).

Stone circles are often positioned within
henges, sometimes in replacement for earlier
timber circles, so there is a link between the
two types of monument, though it’s notan
absolutely clear one, as Richard Bradley explains:
“Henges and stone circles are separate things
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that often coalesce. You've got plenty of stone
circles that don’t have henges, and plenty of
henges that don’t have stone circles. They
each can pursue an independent existence but
they are both different expressions of a more
basic idea that special places ought to be
circular, which seems quite natural to us, but
large parts of Europe don’t have circular
monuments in prehistory”

I¢’s possible that the tradition has its origins
in northern Britain, perhaps in Orkney, and
spread south from there. Stone circles number
1,000 across the country, while there are
around 120 henges known. Given the large size
of some of these places, the construction of
these monuments would have required a
considerable number of people to build them.
They indicate a “massive control of labout”
in the view of Richard Bradley, and what’s
particularly odd is that we don’t know where
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these labourers lived. Their monuments
survive, but their houses (rare exceptions
aside, particularly in Orkney) are lost to us, so
in the later Neolithic and earlier Bronze Age,
these henges and stones circles seem to have
been the prime concerns of the people who
built them.

What we do know is people were coming
from a distance to these places. Settlements
are not always found in their immediate
vicinity. Combined with finds of exotic objects
in and around the circles, the evidence from
isotope analysis of the bones of animals eaten
at these sites points to the fact that people were
travelling to get to them. “I think we can start
to talk about pilgrimage,” says Richard Bradley.
What were they coming to do? Well, eating
seems to have been a big thing. Feasting,
particularly on pork, is attested by excavated
remains of animal bones,
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Similarly, archaeological finds indicate
that burial and commemoration of the dead
also appears to have been going on. There
was the deliberate deposition of unusual
objects in the ground. Also, the observation of
basic astronomical events would appear to
have been practised, as many of the
monuments have alignments that lend
themselves to the solstices.

Those are the main things that we can talk
about with any sense of certainty, but of course
that hasn’t stopped archaeologists and others
from coming up with a multitude of theories
about the purpose of these places.

What’s interesting is that their role seems to
shift over time, notes Richard Bradley: “There’s
a gradual change from public buildings — big
houses I call them — where we see wooden
structures with a lot of animal bone and a lot
of debris, to stone settings usually with
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cremation burials. Then there’s a very last
phase of use at stone circles which is perhaps
more northern than southern, They were
used all over again in the late Bronze Age
(1200~800 BC) as cremation cemeteries and
cremation pyres.”

So these circular monuments have
had a long life and no doubt have meant
different things to different people. That’s
an attribute they maintain to this day, as
anyone passing Stonehenge on a solstice
will be able to confirm.

Richard Bradley is professor of archaeology
at Reading University and author of

The Prehistory of Britain and Ireland
(Cambridge UP, 2007)

» Turn the page to discover nine places that tell
the story of the prehistoric passion for the circle
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Where you can see how stone circles sat within ritual landscapes

ONE OF THE interesting points about henges and
stone circles is that they don't exist in isolation.
They are often surrounded by burial mounds, to
create wider ritual landscapes. At The Hurlers,
on Bodmin Moor in Cornwall, there are three
well-preserved stone circles arranged over open
ground in a line, a grouping which is unusual in
itself. As with many of these sites, we don't have
definite dates for their construction, but they are

assumed to be late Neolithic or early Bronze Age..

Not far away at Rillaton was an early Bronze Age
burial mound, which was dug into in the

19th century. it turned out to be one of the
richest early Bronze Age burials discovered.

A skeleton was found along with a fabulous gold
cup, the Rillaton Cup, and numerous other
objects. Curiously this cup found its way into the
royal household where it was used to store the
collar studs of King George V, before it was
passed on to the British Museum, where it can
still be seen today.

¥ www.english-heritage.org.uk/daysout/
properties/hurlers-stone-circles/

3 The Ring of Brodgar
~ and the Stones of Stenness ORKNEY

- Whe:e the‘trad;txon of h‘eng'e bulld_lng may‘have begun

ORKNEY IS A paradisé for \
Neolithi¢ enthusiasts; so -

-much 5o that a large part of it:.

has been designated as a.

- World Heritage Site. Aside;

- from the astomshmgly

- well- preserved Neolithic

~village at Skara Brae and the
magnificently atmospheric

“eharmbered tomb of Maes

Howe; there's d stunhing pair
of stone circles = the Ring of

Brodgar and the Stores of

Stehness = opposing each other:-:

across anisthmius, The sharp;.

: sometimes triangular, standing:

stones are set in breathtaking.
scenery and are Worth VISItIng for
that alone,

Their significance in this story
isgreat. The radiocarbon dates:

"“from excavated material at the -

Stones of Stenness suggest that

-it's towards the beginnings of both -

the henge and stoné circle

.- traditions: The site is also-:
assotiatédwith a style of pottery >

: grooved ware - that seemis to

originate in Orkney and travet south

. with henges dnd stone circles. As

e Rlchard Bradley notes: The odds; -

: are that the henge idea orlgmates
in thi norFth and the west,”

“ Even moreinteresting however

*isthatthese héhiges and circles lie

within a much larger Neolithic
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Where stones replaced timber ci

INAND AROUND this small - -
vitlage south of Bristol, there

~are three stone circles

grouped together, along with
a three-stone cove [a cove
being a horseshoe-shaped
arrangement of stones}ina
pub garden, plus some bits of
avenues of paired stones
leading into the circles,

itadds up to one of the largest
collections of prehistoric
standing stones in the country.

monurments hdthg:fact'_that‘the :
nce Orkney adds -
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There toesn’t seeim to have

been a'substantial earthwork
here, but geophysical survey
has suggested thatthe stones
replaced timber structures,

one of which is probably the -
biggest timber setting that we-
know of from the Neolithic. The
process of replacing timber with
stone s repeated elsewhere
across the country and might be

associated with the idea of moving

away from the use of public

" places linked with the living to

more private sites of the dead.
Interestingly, the stones used

" *here come from a number of

different local sources, so it
may be that different groups of
people were contributing
labour and materials.

b www.english-heritage.org.uk/
daysout/properties/stanton-
drew-circles-and-cove/

4 Avebury wursure

Where you can considerhowa
henge might have altered reality :

s

ONE OF THE largest, and most famous, henge
and stone circles in Britain, Avebury has one
major circle, with a horseshoe-shaped cove
setting inside it, and two further circles as .
well. There is also likely evidence of a timber
circle. It had two avenues of paired stones, one
of which leads to another stone circle known :
as The Sanctuary. The dating is not good but
the site was probably created around 2400 BC.

The henge is a very substantial earthwork
and there’s a great day to be had wandering
around the place, being towered over by
the great lumpen stones in their settings.

It's an excellent place to consider just

how much tabour the creation of some of
these sites would have consumed, and of :
course to ponder why they were built. The
huge size of the henge earthworks here
might get you thinking about one of Richard .
Bradley's theories:

“These earthworks of henges are great
screens: they make a completely excluded
space, you can't see in if you're not a
participant and you can't see out ifyou are a
participant. One of the things that's very odd
with henges is the internal ditch. One
argument is that it's a defence in reverse to
stop something powerful escaping. Another is
thatin most societies, in social anthropology,
rites of passage involve a phase of seclusion
where the norms of normal existence are
explicitly reversed, and | do wonder if we're
talking about something like that,”

The village of Avebury is not an inversion
of reality ~ though it is partly encompassed by
the stone circle - and there you'll find the
Alexander Keiller Museum, which displays
finds from excavations at this World
Heritage Site.

= 01672539250
» www.nationaltrust.org.uk/main/w-avebury

Xt




RS

2

W

SRR

4

S R e

g
&

»

AR

7

50

84

5 Arbor Low
DERBYSHIRE

Where the prehistoric
builders seem to be leading
you on a journey

THIS IS A large henge monument boasting a
substantial bank and ditch with two entrances,
inside which is a circle of some 50 white
limestone slabs, now lying on their sides, and
a central horseshoe-shaped cove. The setting
is in the high moorland of the Peak District,
and Richard Bradley describes how Arbor Low
might be designed with the power of the Peaks
in mind: “It has one narrow entrance and one
wide one. If you go in through the narrow
entrance, you enter from a fairly
undifferentiated landscape; then if you go
across the monument you get to the wide
entrance on the other side which affords you a
spectacular view of a large part of the Peak
District.” Whether that's a journey the
prehistoric builders wanted you to take, we
cannot know, but it's interesting to speculate
on the mental voyage that might have lain
behind this apparently leading layout.

The henge is, in the view of Richard
Bradley, later than the stone circle, and he
suspects that the recumbent position of the
stones is due to later Christian iconoclasm
rather than incompetence on the part of the
prehistoric builders in setting them originally.

» www.english-heritage.org.uk/daysout/
properties/arbor-low-stone-circle-and-gib-hill-
barrow/

Where the circular landscape perhaps

inspired the builders

THIS IS Avery well-preserved
stone circle, probably of an earty
date, with a peculiar inner
enclosure that has never been
convincingly explained, and no
surrounding henge. It occupies
a spectacular location,
completely surrounded by a
circular landscape of Lake
District hills. Richard Bradley
thinks this is significant:
“Henges and early stone
circles tend to be located in
basins so that you have the
optical illusion thatyou've got a
circle which is built within a
circle taken from nature.”
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Castlerigg stands at one of the
entrances to the uplands of the
Lake District and it's noteworthy
this area was the biggest
supplier of stone axes in
Neolithic Britain, which, along
with the circular landscape
theory, might go some way to
explaining the location of this
stone circle. It certainly makes it
one of the most photogenic of
monuments to visit today.

» www.english-heritage.org.uk/
daysoul/properties/castlerigg-

! ‘ The stones at Castlerigg
stone-circle/

sitin a natural basin




ALAMY/JIM KNOWLES [GROUP ARCHAEOLOGIST], WEST LOTHIAN ARCHAEOLOGY GROUP

L R R S T B I I

L TP D I R I P A P

9 Tomnaverie

ABERDEENSHIRE

Where a stone circle has been
raised up once more

THISIS A stone circle that Richard Bradley
excavated, and it's one of the rare places
where we have a good date. It's a rubble
platform on a low hilltop, which was enclosed
by a stone circle about 2300 BC. There is no
henge and it's got a tremendous all-round
view, with an illusion of an entrance on the
south-west side. It's illusory as it is blocked
by a huge stone. This false entrance is atigned
exactly on a mountaintop some 20 miles away.
The circle was reused in the late Bronze Age
as a cremation site.

Inthe early part of the 20th century, the
site was threatened by quarrying. Alexander
Keiller, who went on to dig at Avebury, stopped
its destruction, but not before the quarry :
workers had taken most of the stones out of

their sockets and laid them flat. Following
Richard Bradley's excavations, the stones were
refitted back into their sockets. Apparently it

was quite obvious which hole each stone :
should go in as they had a very snug fit.
= 01667 460 232 :

» www.historic-scotland.gov.uk

i AHistory of Ancient Britain,
presented by Neil Oliver, is on
BBC Two this month (see page 75/

Hagazins
& For more on identifying and understanding
our prehistoric landscapes, see the January
issue of Countryfile Magazine, on sale until
11 January

On the podoas
David Musgrove discovers Avebury’'s past in the
January podcast {online from 7 Jan) B www.
bbchistorymagazine,com/podcast-page

% Toread more from our Where History
= Happened series go to
P www.bhchistorymagazine.com
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: . CALGACUS .
At the battle of Mons Graupius, AD 83 or 84

‘portray rebels such as Boudicain a surprisingly
| positive light. Charlotte Higgins seeksto
explain this curious tum of events

| Despite the brutal 'suppression of British revolts e
against Roman rule, the empire’s writers soughtto -

LEFT: A detail from a
second-century AD relief
depicting a barbarian fighting a Roman
legionary. The historian Tacitus made a point
of lionising British rebel commanders’
. exploits as a means of highlighting Rome’s
moral and political deficiencies

BRIDGEMAN ART LIBRARY
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A bronze head of Ei’nperor Claudius, who
was won over by Caratacus’s chutzpah

Caratacus was the son of King Cunobelinus,
a potentate in what is now south-east
England. He is associated by Roman
historians with aggressive expansionism in
Britain that threatened to unsettle the status
quo in northern Gaul and thus prompted the

¥ n AD 43, Aulus Plautius, general
under the emperor Claudius,
prepared to invade Britain. But,
according to the second to third-
century Roman historian, Cassius
Dio, things nearly went badly wrong
before they had even left the coast of

emetiben Gaul. The troops virtually mutinied,
refusing to venture “outside the known
world”, Dio wrote. Finally, Claudius’s
powerful henchman Narcissus, a freedman,
harangued them. Coming from a civilian and
a former slave, this was too much for the
troops, who were shamed into action. The
Romans made short work of south-east
Britain. Two of the main leaders of the British,
the brothers Togodumnus and Caratacus,
were defeated in separate battles.
Togodumnus perished; Caratacus went on the
run. Meantime, Aulus Plautius summoned
the emperor who arrived with, says Cassius
Dio, a contingent of war elephants, to take the
great British stronghold of Camulodunum,
the site of modern Colchester. A triumphal
arch in Rome records that Claudius received
the surrender of 11 British kings.

And yet the subjection of Britain was far
from as clean and decisive as Claudius’s boast
in Rome would have us believe. Although
some of the peoples of Britain were {riendly to
the Romans and did not resist their advance,

To Claudius in Rome, AD 50

Roman invasion of AD 43. Defeated in battle
by the invading forces, he eluded capture
and fled to Wales and, at length, to the
territory of the Brigantes in what is now
Yorkshire. There, the queen of the Brigantes,
Cartimandua, handed him over to the

the slog of conquering and peacekeeping went
on. It was not until nearly 40 years later that
the Romans, under the governor Agricola,
could claim to have defeated the whole island
—in a great battle in north-east Scotland. But
even then it was a hollow victory, since the
Romans withdrew quickly and the Highlands
of Scotland were never fully conquered. In
fact, Britain has been called “Rome’s
Afghanistan” by classical historian Mary
Beard. Conquest was patchy, the terrain
difficult, and the Britons, with their guerrilla
tactics and frustrating habit of melting into
marshes, forests and mountains, hit the
Roman legions, who were virtually unbeat-
able in pitched battle, at their weak spot.

So what became of Caratacus, the British
military leader and son of the great king
Cunobelinus (later transformed by
Shakespeare into his Cymbeline)?

Thanks to the first to second-century AD
Roman historian Tacitus, the main source on
the invasion of Britain and the 40 years or so
following, we next hear of him seven years
later, leading the Britons in south and then
north Wales. Here, no doubt, the hilly,
inaccessible territory helped him and his men
as they slipped from wood to cave to moun-
tain. But Caratacus was finally brought to
ground by the relentless Roman war machine,
and defeated in battle at a hillfort, somewhere

Romans. Caratacus was transported to
Rome in AD 50, where, according to Tacit
he had become afamous name. Paraded
through the streets with the otheér captive
he confronted the emperodr, Claudius, whe
spared his life.

in the territory of the Ordovices tribe in nc
Wales. Caratacus himself escaped from the
melee and sought protection in northern
England with the Brigantes tribe — but thei
queen, Cartimandua, handed him over to 1
Romans. As Tacitus has it, in the years that
had elapsed since Claudius claimed Britain
Camulodunum, Caratacus had become a
famous name in Italy. And so the capture o
this elusive guerrilla leader, “whose name v
not without a certain glory”, offered the
opportunity for a spectacular public relatic
exercise in Rome. “There was huge curiosit
to see the man who for so many years had
spurned our power,” wrote Tacitus.

And so Claudius laid on a show, carefully
stage-managed to make the capture reflect .
gloriously as possible on himself. A parade
was organised, with Caratacus’s splendid g
torcs and war booty carried aloft, and his
companions, wife and children forced to
follow. Finally came Caratacus himself whc
according to Tacitus, was the only prisoner
war who walked with his head held high.
Approaching the tribunal on which Claudit
sat, he boldly addressed the emperor on equ
terms, saying that under different circum-
stances he might have been welcomed to
Rome as a friend, rather than dragged there
a captive. He added: “I had horses, men, arn
riches: is it any wonder that I should lose the

BBC History Magaz
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unwillingly? If you wish to rule the world,
does it follow that everybody else should
accept slavery? If  had been dragged before
you having surrendered immediately, nobody
would have heard of either my defeat or your
victory: if you punish me everybody will
forget this moment. But if you save me, I shall
be an everlasting memorial to your mercy,”

Besting the emperor

Claudius was convinced by this shrewd appeal
to his reputation, and pardoned the Briton
and his family. Nothing is heard of them
again. Tacitus’s description of these events

is remarkable: the historian has the Briton
employing the quintessentially Roman skill
of rhetoric and using it to best the emperor
himself, Not for the first or last time, a Roman
writer was using the figure of a defeated
enemy — one who is shown to possess true
Roman virtues —in order to launch a bitter
critique of the imperial project.

Caratacus is one of a trio of figures from the
British resistance given surprising promi-
nence by Tacitus — the others being Boudica
and the now less well-known Caledonian
general Calgacus, to whom we shall return.
What is intriguing about them is the extent to

A coin of Boudica’s husband, Prasutagus,
whose death sparked bloody insurrection

Boudica was the wife of King Prasutagus,
ruler of the Iceni, in what is now East Anglia,
a tribe friendly to Rome. On Prasutagus’s
death he made the emperor Nero co-heir to
his kingdom with his daughters, but imperial

BBC History Magazine

which - alongside their qualities as savage,
frightening and barbaric figures — they are
also given voices and certain virtues by the
historian. In turn, it is these noble qualities -
that have enabled the figures to be regarded in
later British history and culture as early native
heroes; indeed, they are the first named
characters in British history who have more
than just a name attached to them, and
anything approaching a ‘story’. In fact, it is
only through characterisation by Tacitus and,
later, Cassius Dio, that we know them at all.
There is no direct archaeological evidence
that they existed, beyond a few coins that have
been found bearing the legend CARA, which
may or may not refer to Caratacus.

Boudica is the most famous of the three,
not least because of Thomas Thornycroft’s
magnificent sculpture of her in her war
chariot, pounding along Westminster Bridge
towards the houses of parliament in London.
Under the rule of her husband, Prasutagus,
the Iceni had been a Roman ally. But when
Prasutagus died, leaving his kingdom and
property equally divided between Claudius’s
successor — the emperor Nero —and his own
daughters, things went badly wrong.

The Roman military, according to Tacitus,

officials maltreated his family. Boudica
fomented an uprising in AD 60/61 while the
governor, Suetonijus Paulinus, was occupied
in the west. Her forces took and burned
Camulodunum (Colchester), Verulamium

seized Iceni property, flogged the queen and
raped her daughters. The flagrant abuses and
grotesque humiliations were too much. With
the brunt of the Roman forces far away,
tackling a Druid stronghold on Anglesey,
Boudica and the Iceni seized their chance.
They rampaged through the south-east, and
took on Camulodunum, where the behaviour
of the Roman colonists — driving Britons
from their land, treating them like slaves —
had sparked outrage. Those who could, took
refuge in the temple of the deified Claudius,
which itself had become a hated symbol of
foreign rule.

The Romans appealed to the newly
established town of Londinium for help, but
the procurator (or chief financial officer) sent
only 200 ill-equipped troops. The town was
otherwise undefended. The temple held out
for two days before the town was captured
and burnt, the inhabitants massacred. Finally,
the 9th Legion arrived, but the rebels defeated
it, slaughtering its entire infantry and forcing
its commander, Petilius Cerealis, and the

 cavalry to ignominious flight. The procurator,

too, fled to Gaul from his base in London.
Finally, the Roman general Suetonius
Paulinus marched back to the south-east

Before her last stand near London, AD 60or 61

(St Albans) and Londinium (London),
massacring the inhabitants. The returning -
Suetonius Paulinus, however, routed her
troops in pitched battle somewhere near
London. Defeated, Boudica took poison.
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from Anglesey and, despite the appeals of the
inhabitants, decided to sacrifice London for
the sake of the province as a whole. Everyone
from the city who could not follow in his
baggage train — the old, the sick, children —
were left to be slaughtered. Verulamium, the
Roman town beside modern St Albans, met
the same fate. In London, a layer of burnt
material in the archaeological remains marks
what is thought to be the sacking of the young
city by Boudica.

Finally, Suetonius Paulinus engaged the
rebels on a battlefield of his own choosing,
somewhere near London. As with Caratacus,
Tacitus puts into Boudica’s mouth an
extraordinary speech, delivered to her troops
before the battle, though there is virtually no
chance that Tacitus was drawing on knowl-
edge of what, if anything, Boudica said to her
troops. Nor would she, it hardly needs saying,
have used Latin. She is not, she says, speaking
as the scion of a great royal house, but as an
ordinary woman avenging her lost freedom
and her violated daughters. They had already
destroyed a legion, and they could do it again
— or die trying.

Suetonius Paulinus’s own speech is not
obviously given any stronger a claim to the
reader’s sympathy than the Briton’s, except
perhaps by way of an appeal to the military

discipline of his army as against Boudica’s
rabble, more women in the ranks than men.

Whose side are we supposed to be on at this
moment? Ultimately, for certain, the
Romans’, But in the thick of the moment —as
Boudica cries revenge for her raped girls and
death or glory for her troops — it is hard to tell.
At any rate, Suetonius Paulinus’s victory was
total. Fleeing Britons were trapped by their
wagons, which ringed the battlefield. Women
were not spared. Eighty thousand Britons (or
so wrote Tacitus) were slaughtered. Boudica
took poison and killed herself.

Perhaps the most revealing of the three
encounters between British resistance
leaders and Roman troops is the least well
known today: that between the Caledonian
leader Calgacus and the Roman governor of
Britain, Agricola. For Tacitus, this encounter
was close to the bone: Agricola was his
father-in-law and the historian thus had
direct access to first-hand accounts of the
governor’s career. And his project throughout
his biography (known today as ‘the
Agricola’) was to lionise his illustrious
connection. But he also had a broader project:
a critique of the times in which he was then
living, following the reign of the repressive
emperor Domitian, and a lament for a more
glorious age of Roman history, when its great

men were unblemished by the vices ¢
luxury and greed.

According to Tacitus, after several s
of difficult campaigns in Scotland, the
Romans reached Mons Graupius (in A
84). Here, says Tacitus, over 30,000 me
rallied to fight them. In Tacitus’ accou
Calgacus gives a great speech to his trc
before the battle — one of the historian
moving acts of rhetorical ventriloquis
“Today will be the birth of liberty for ]
he declares. “We will fight well becaus
free. Here in the remote north, far awa
the grasp of tyranny, have been born t]
of men. The Romans are [‘raptores orb
pillagers of the world. Neither east nor
has sated them. To theft, murder and r
they give the false name of power. The
adesert, and call it peace.”

The speech is both a bitter critique o
moral vacuum at the heart of the impe
project, and an expression of a deep an
about its potential for collapse. But per
the idea of such disasters could be safel
entertained precisely because they did
come about. The battle was a rout. The
Caledonians scattered to the forests, w]
they were pursued by the relentless Ror
Bodies and limbs lay on the blood-soal
earth. The day after the battle, an unse

BBC History Ma




Calgacus stands tall among the leading
figures in Scottish history in a huge frieze
at the Scottish National Portrait Gallery
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§ %
S -;s

MURDER AND
RAPING THEY GIVE
THE FALSE NAME.

At the battle ofMo;is .&faupius, AD83

Calgacus was a leader of the Caledonians,
who were defeated by Julius Agricola in a,

"great battle in AD 83 or 84. He figures in

Tacitus’s biography of Agricola, purely in
order to deliver one of the historian’s

“greatest set-piece speeches. Nothing else is

known of him. However, as the first named
character in Scottish history, Calgacus

This tubular torc (neck ring) from
Snettisham in Norfolk may have been
worn by an lron Age aristocrat

Is Bou’dica stationed at
King’s Cross? Probably not
Along tradition puts the site of Boudica’s
final battle with Suetonius Paulinusat
King's Cross, formerly known as Battle
Bridge. There is alas no evidence for this
theory, nor for the enjoyable notion that
Boudicais buned beneath platform eight
in ng’s Cross station.

BBC History Magazine

'any signofan Iron Age British predeces-.:

sor.Nonetheless;itisan interesting any

: evocatwe site to visit. Nearby Norwich

Casﬂe Museum hasafine collection of

‘Iceni and Roman artefacts mcludlng
: magmﬁcent gold torcs and other Iron
- Age artefacts from Snettlsham ‘

Looking for Mons Graupius
The location of the battlefield of Mons
Graupius has never been satisfactorily
identified, though there are reasonable
grounds for suggesting that it may have -
beenMount Bennachie, north-west of
Aberdeen. It's not far from here thata
large Roman marching camp was
discovered in the1970s.

features in the great frieze that runs around
the entrance hall of the Scottish National
Portrait Gallery. Created by William Hole

in the 1890s, this mural operates as a parade
of great Scottish figures such as David
Livingstone, James Watt, Robert Burns,
Adam Smith, David Hume and Mary,

Queen of Scots.

silence hung in the air: the hills were deserted;
torched buildings smoked in the distance.

What Tacitus does by vocalising the enemy
so powerfully is to give Agricola a worthy
enemy. Britain, by virtue of its distance from
the corruption and decadence of Rome,
provides his father-in-law a kind of stage set
on which he can be a true Roman in the old
style. But in the end, the important thing is
that despite these enemies having powerful
voices and a gift for Roman-style rhetoric,
they are the losers. In the end, the Roman war
machine conquers all. @

Charlotte Higgins is chief arts writer of

The Guardian. Her latest book, Under Another
Sky: Journeys in Roman Britain, has just been
published by Jonathan Cape
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BOOKS

» Agricola and Germania by Tacitus,

trans by Harold Mattingly (Penguin, 2009)

» Boudica: [ron Age Warrior Queen

by Richard Hingley and Christina Unwin
(Hambledon Continuum, 2006)

RADIO '

» To listen to Melvyn Bragg and guests
discuss Boudica on the Radio 4 show In Our

Time, go to www.bbc.co.uk/ DoE 0

programmes/b00r7Ir9
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TO CELEBRATE THE CENTENARY OF
THE ROMAN SOCIETY THIS YEAR
AND THE 1,600TH ANNIVERSARY OF
THE END OF ROMAN BRITAIN,
HISTORIANS, ARCHAEOLOGISTS AND

HISTORICAL NOVELISTS NOMINATE KEY
MOMENTS IN THE STORY OF BRITANNIA

CAESAR
COMES, SEES, AND
GOES AWAY AGAIN

§5BC

JULIUS CAESAR invaded Britain twice, first in
the summer of 55 BC, and then again a year later.
Both were brief affairs, affecting only the very
south-east corner of the island. They lasted
between one and two months, and were among
the least successful and poorly planned
campaigns in Caesar’s career. They had little
impact on the relationship between Britain and
Rome, which developed more significantly
through trade in the following century.

Yet the incursions were of undoubted
significance. This was because they
brought Britain to the Roman people’s
attention. In the first century BC, Britain
was thought to lie outside the known
world, and to be peopled only by savages
and druids. When news of Caesar’s efforts
reached Rome, therefore, the public response was
rapturous. Military successes — even if they had
been exaggerated — were always welcome. The
period of thanksgiving voted by the Senate
proved this. At 20 days, it was longer than that
granted for the conquest of Gaul, a more
noteworthy, and difficult, military campaign.

While Caesar never revisited Britain, it was
not forgotten. Its alien, exotic lure remained.

‘What had been achieved once could be repeated.
Subsequently, no new Roman ruler could fail to
ignore the far-off isle as a possible area of
conquest. Augustus, Caesar’s successor,
considered invading it on at least two occasions,
For various reasons, Britain then fell out of
focus for nearly 50 years, However, it did not go
away entirely. The idea of vanquishing Britain
~which Julius Caesar had failed to do — appealed
immensely to the impulsive young emperor
Gaius (Caligula). While his plans never came to

“Britain was thought to lie outside the
knoewn world, and to be peopled only by
savages and druids”

fruition, the notion was also attractive to his
successor, Claudius, a man who badly needed the
prestige of military success, a man whose legions,
in AD 43, successfully invaded Britain, changing
its history forever.

Ben Kane s a historical novelist. The last book in his
Forgotten Legion trilogy, The Road to Rome, has just
been published by Preface
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Statue of the
emperor Claudius
inasuitably
victorious pose

OUR ONLY reliable source for the
Claudian iivasionof Britain in
AD 43 s Dio Cassius, writing well
over a-cefitury after the even

Di¢’s work is treated as'a standard:
descri 1ptlon ofa rnlhtalymvasmn, a:

D-Day in reverse,but it is possible to.

interpret’his text in'a variety of ways.
The big problem with the account is

. thatitisacking inany kind of -

geographical informatiori; so we -
have'noidea where Roman troops
initially landed. .

- An obvio ch01ce ~ifyas seems’
likely, the emperor Claudius was
supportingthe recently deposed
British king, Verica ~ would be to

‘ land close to: Verlca S homelan i

Roman Britain

THE EMPEROR ’LAUDIUS
MOUNTS A SUCCESSFUL INVASION

What ye@ple fm"gei as
that ihe mvasmn @i‘
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Boudica shown riding into
battle on a wall plate above
a shopfront in Colchester

AD 60/61

THE ROMAN colonisation of
Britain was a slow process that didn’t
really take off until after the failure
of the Boudican revolt. Following
the Claudian invasion of AD 43, the
Romans secured a toehold in the
south-east and clung on through

20 years of vicious resistance. They
were then faced with a major

“The warriors of Britain came
tantalisingly close to throwing  iegions while they marched

out the occupying army”

rebellion in AD 60/61,led by
Boudica, war leader of the Eceni, a
British tribe based in East Anglia.

Under Boudica, the warriors of
Britain came tantalisingly close to
throwing out the occupying army.
They attacked the IXth legion and
slaughtered all but a small company.
They burned three major towns (o
the ground and besieged the IInd
legion in the south-west. Meanwhile
another tribe, the Silures ~ aided by
their allies in Wales — cut apart the
X1lIth and the XIVith legions. The
Jegions were so badly mauled that
when the Roman governor,

tre BRITISH REVOLT
AGAINST THE ROMANS

Suetonius Paulinus, marched them
back, he was probably leading no
more than 5,000 men.

Boudica’s guerrilla tactics were
successful, but when she led her
tribesmen into pitched battle against
the Romans, the Britons were very
soundly beaten. Boudica escaped but
died soon after, and the rebellion was
finished. Had Boudica’s
forces continued their
strategy of attacking the

between camps, the history
not only of Britain, but of
the world, would be different.

The Romans brought straight
roads, central heating and baths.
Yet they also brought the concept of
marriage in which a woman was
owned by her father and then her
husband. They introduced
slavery, a schism between the
people and their land, and they
imposed Christianity.

[ —
Manda Scott is a historical
novelist. Her latest

book Rome: The
Emperor’s Spyis
published by Bantam

A scene from a Roman mosaic: Togas and hanquets
became a feature of life in Britain, for some
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HADRIAN BUILDS HIS
ENDURING WALL
AD 122

HADRIAN’S DECISION to have a wall constructed across
the Tyne-Solway isthmus during his visit to Britain in AD 122
was of major significance not just for Britain but for Hadrian
himself and for his vision of what the Roman empire should
be: no mere conglomeration of conquered territories but a
commonwealth of provinces. Although commonly viewed as
a defensive barrier, his actual motive was religious, as pithily
expressed in an insctiption broken up for building stone in
the construction of the famous Anglo-Saxon church at
Jarrow and now in the Museum of the North at Newcastle. It
tells us that “after the necessity to limit the size of the empire
had been imposed on him by Divine Precept he built an
80-mile frontier line between both shores of ocean”.
Doubtless the wall was useful both against marauding

tribes and in keeping

the troops occupied,  “The wall guarded

bulike the much- - o0oir ot the forces of
visited temple near .

Cadiz, whichmarked  €ha@os which threatened
thewesternedgeof  the gods as well as men”

the empire, the wall
frontier ~ its temples as much as its forts — guarded against
the forces of chaos, which threatened the gods as well as men.
Indeed the now well-known enamelled vessels like the Rudge
cup from Wiltshire (now in Alnwick Castle) and the more
recently discovered Staffordshire Moorlands (lam) pan
—both of which carry inscriptions listing the wall forts — are
actually items used in cult. Visitors from the south went to the
wall to see a sacred barrier and to worship.

Inlocal terms, Britain was now a fully Roman province.
It seems to me highly likely that Hadrian landed and departed
at the great but long-demolished arch at Richborough, Kent
~the gateway to Britain. He did so not as a conqueror but
as the organiser of a fully functioning province, now and
forever part of the oikoumene, the ‘civilised world’ Hadrian’s
Wall and the Richborough Arch should be viewed among the
most significant buildings of the reign, alongside the
Pantheon in Rome, the Library in Athens and the emperor’s
-own palatial residence at Tivoli,

Roman Britain

BRITANNIA TAKES CENTRE STAGE

IN THE EMPIRE
AD 197

MY KEY MOMENT in the history
of Roman Britain, the battle of
Lugdunum in early AD 197, didn’t
actually happen in the province of
Britannia, but in neighbouring Gaul.
By late 196, the Roman general
Septimius Severus was already
established as emperor, having dealt
with two other contenders for the
throne, Seeking to cement his power
in Rome, he influenced the senate to
declare his fellow African and former
ally, Clodius Albinus, governor of
Britannia, an enemy of the state,
Goaded by this declaration of
wat, or possibly having waited for
the power struggle to play out in the
hope of confronting a single
weakened rival, Albinus took an
estimated 40,000 men - pretty much
every legionary and auxiliary soldier
in Britannia — and marched south
with the aim: of capturing Rome.
Denied passage across the Alps, he
pitched his legions against Severus’s
forces at Lugdunum, modern Lyons.
The battle that resulted was a
titanic affair fought over two days,
a rarity in an age when a few hours
was usually enough to bring about
either an outcome or an exhausted
stalemate. At the battle’s climax, with
Clodius’s legions apparently holding
the whip hand and already chanting
their victory hymn, Severus’s
superior cavalry took the day. By this

hair’s breadth victory the Severan
dynasty’s future was assured, and

a fresh, if not ultimately fruitful
chapter in the history of the Roman
empire opened.

Lugdunum may have been fought
in Gaul, but it should nevertheless be
seen as a watershed in Britannia’s
history, since it had never before
exerted such a pivotal influence in
imperial affairs,

Anthony Riches is a historical novelist,
whose books Arrows of Fury and
Wounds of Honour are published by
Hodder & Stoughton

Abustof Septimius Severus in c200AD, .
when Britain exerted a pivotal influence

Marblebustof
Hadrian, the man
behind the wall

Romantimes:.




CONSTANTINE coMES TO POWER

IN YORK
AD 306

COMING UP in a couple of years,
in 2012, is an anniversary of huge
significance for the world, because in
AD 312 Constantine I defeated one of
his rivals for power, Maxentius, at the
battle of the Milvian Bridge in Rome
and took the city. This was a crucial
point on Constantine’s path to taking
control of the entire empire, a crucial
point on Christianity’s path to
becoming the official religion of
the Roman empire and, ultimately,
a crucial point on the religion’s ascent
to becoming the global faith that it
is today.

It was before the battle of the
Milvian Bridge that Constantine

“The army in Britain had
arecord of ‘independent
thinking” when it came
o imperial politics”

ordered soldiers to put Christian
symbols on their shields. Constantine’s
biographer Eusebius later claimed that,
before the battle, the emperor had seen
a viston of a cross with the words:
“Through this, win”. But Constantine’s
path to power really started right here
in Britain. His father, the emperor
Constantius I, had been campaigning in
Britain when he fell ill and died at York

on 25 July 306.
Under the system
of imperial
government

in force at

that time,
Constantine was
not automatically
due to inherit his
father’s position.
However, Britain and
the army in Britain had
something of a record of

‘independent thinking’ when it came to
imperial politics and this occasion was
no exception. The army acclaimed
Constantine as a replacement for his
father, and the rest, as they say, is
history, Others were to follow the
example of Constantine’s bid for
imperial power from a British base.
Magnus Maximus was acclaimed
emperor here in 383 and

Constantine I1I followed suit in 407.

A Christian
monogram painted
onawallof the
Roman villa at
Lullingstone, Kent

Stuart Laycock is author of Britannia: -
The Failed State [The History Press, 2008)
and co-author of UnRoman Britain

(The History Press, 2010)

,«BRITAIN

FEEDS THE
ROMAN ARMY
" TOKEEPTHE

| AT BAY

: been drzven outof C Gaul; most of the

cities had been recovered anda’
complete fleet-of many sths had

. arrived from Britain: I had ot
‘together a fleet of 600 ships; 400 of

- graiaries with niew ones, 5o ‘that they

 could House the corwhich was' - ¢
- ‘tegularly shipped from Britain” ,
' (Ammianus Marcellinus in AD 359 B

- thanfast galleys, which he sent fo:
‘ (Zosnnus in AD 358

-~ historians and archaeologxsts have
- pondered over why the Romans: i
“invaded and ruled Britain for almost .
*‘four centuries; The above quotatmns :
-~ frontancient duthors, although
B generally con31gned to footnotes i

i clea1 md1cat10n that 1he‘ provmce

BARBARIANS

ALL THE BARBARIANS had

which had been built in less tharn ten - :
months, bringing them all together

v into the Rhine.(The empelor ]uhan
- writing to the Senate of' Athens m:
 AD358-9.)

i) Julian] also replaced burntout 5

Sulian built 800 vessels; latger.

Britain.to brzng backgra

“For over'a hundred years -

‘Astatue of Constantine’




| ‘was ten'years before the

e M'DIXON;AAACOLLECTION [&p)

naval escorts, two emper ors,‘ dl _' f i
and Aﬂectus, were able to ;

legitimate rulers were able to.
break the blockade of shrps
anid retake Britain. -

Britannia’s agrlcultural Imva
clearly stated ina speech by Bugenius;

delivered tothe emperor Constantius I,
who: regamed Britain in.296; “Wlthout .
doubt Britain was'a land the state could ’

ill afford to lose; so plentrful areits.

harvests; so numerous the pasture lands' _

in which it rejoices.” : i}
In'the late 350, there weresimilar

bar baridi i mvasrons across the: Rhme

Again, Britain’s importanceaga

bread- basket became paramount Thrs ":v.

time the emper ot Julian was for ced fo ;
build many extia ships to maintain the |

- supply-of grain from Britain to the .

German troops on the Rhme‘

" Recent researc mamly emanatmg
from a study of Roman ¢oin fid i

recorded wrth the Portable Antiquities :
Scheme, suggests that this gram was

- Northamptonshire and Lincolnshire;

down to land around the Fens. Here -
we can’ cnvrsage food béing ¢ transpor ted :

upthe major rivers; stich as the Trent”
and.the Ouse, to the Humber and the:

BBC H!story Magazme S

‘wasa regular @c«:urreneea andit
: probabiy starteﬁ on an mdustruat

' large convoys of vessels plyingt the

procluced across two tegions in Britain, =
Thefirst stretchied frora EastYorkshlre, v
through parts of Nottrnghamshrre, Tl

: Rom > (British Museum Press ‘2010]

transported down the Thames fo
London, and down rrvers to the

X :', "-subsequent transport It appeats thaL
. the Roman atithorities even built
- fortified centres, such ds at Cunetro

on the river Kennet in Wiltshire, to

' provide a'secuure base for the'tax -
- officials and their military support,: -

Given the tiurmoilin the western -

: }Roman emprre in the late fourth

century, it is no surprise that Rome:
tried to hang onto Britain, It is also -
probably no surprise that the Britons
grew more rebellious as they were -
increasingly exploited by a regime. - : -
only concerned with maintaining its .
power on the continent. What is .
clear is thiat we have to. imagine:.

Roman Britain

ANANTI-PAGAN
EDICT BRINGS BRITONS
AND SAXONS TOGETHER
AD 391

“PAGAN WORSHIP outlawed! Christians jubilant.
Opponents warn of disaffection from the empire.”

We can imagine the headlines from AD 391.
Emperor Theodosius had just forbade pagan worship,
making Christianity the only legal religion within the
empire. Christianity was of course becoming popular,
patronised by the imperial court. It was fashionable to
be Christian, and could bring advancement in imperial
service. But there were still many pagans in the
aristocracy of the empire.

This was dangerous for Britain, In 391, no one could
foresee the events of 410 whereby Britain would
become independent of Rome. By the 420s, Britain had
to hire Germanic soldiers to defend itself against Irish,
Pictish and Saxon raiders, and also against Rome.
There are enough hints in the sources to suggest pro-
and anti-Roman factions in Britain. We can add to
these the soldiers brought over from Germany who
were of course heathens. The ruling class of Britain will
have been youths in 391. Some will have been pagans at
the time, and there is evidence that pagan practices
continued in parts of southern England, either side of
the Thames, well into the fifth century.

Religion is strongly linked with identity and
political allegiance, Could some Britons have
welcomed a heathen Saxon identity as counterbalance
against intolerant Christianity? A fused British-Saxon
identity is what we see in the material culture and early
history of an area centred on the mid-Thames,
where early Saxon settlement has long been hard to
explain. This was the core of Anglo-Saxon Wessex, the
kingdom that created England. An emperor’s edict in
391 could have been the spark that would lead Britons
and Saxons to merge and Britannia to be replaced
ultimately by England.

Don Henson is the head of education for the Council
for British Archaeology
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THE FIRST PEASANTS REVOLT?

AD 409

"DID ROMAN BRI I‘AIN end with the First Peqsants Revolt?v,

Was the Roman way
of life, as pictured in
this relief, ended

by revolt?

: lgnor, ceased to

30

Three strands of evidence support thisidea. "
First, archaeology reveals an extra01d1na1ycollapse of
Romanised aristocratic life. The towns arid villas; the | mosalc o
and fresco workshops, the mass-production: .
. potteries, the flood of luxury imports;.~
everything that sustained Roman luxtria
disappeared in a generation a
Who marched on the chateaux to brmg '
them down?-
- Second, there s that famous extract from:”
Zosimus; an early sixth-
. century Greek historian, who- °
talks about “the inhabitants of ..
Britain throwing off Roman -
rule and living indépendently. -
withotit further submission
to Roman laws”. He goes on to say that Brlttany
‘and other parts of France “followed the British_
- example and freed themselves in the same way; ..

nd-AD OO-

tumna dssappe&md”

- Gildas. Heé was a veritable people ] pnest, penning in his
- Ruin of Biitain a devastatmg critique of the cortup
- of warlords, rétainers; and clerical toadies who ruled the
" emerging Bitish kingdoms ofhisown day.: 5 .,

POST-ROMAN BRITAIN REAPPEARS

AD 1968

IN 1968 THE ARCHAEOLOGIST
Leslie Alcock found traces of
sixth-century timber in the earth ata
hillfort at South Cadbuxy. This may
seern a dull statement of fact. But
here is actually the Howard Carter
moment of British archaeology: the
rainy island equivalent of the
Egyptologist looking back out of the
tomb of Tutankhamen and saying:
“] see wonderful things.” After the
fall of Rome, we must remember, the
lights go out in Britain. Not only our
written sources but also our
archaeological sources go down the
plughole. What Alcock and his team
had done was to reach back into the
darkest of the Dark Ages. He had
found evidence, albeit rotting timber
evidence, of a palace built by the
survivors of Rome on a Celtic
hillfort —a palace with Roman
features no less. Roman Britain had
died, but the Romano-British were
struggling on.

South Cadbury also reminds us
of something else important about
Roman Britain, Alcock found in his
digs that this Iron Age hillfort —
commuonly called ‘Cadbury Castle’ ~
had been occupied for almost 4,000
years: the Roman occupation was

just an interlude. At the beginning of

the Roman period it was the site of a

massacre, likely when the legionaries
arrived with their pax.

Yet habitation nevertheless
continued through the Roman
centuries. In fact, in the west of
Britain, here and elsewhere, tribal
Jife survived the Roman occupation
and lived on beside it. And so the
‘Romano-Britons’ that we referred
to in the last paragraph were actually
tribal Romano-Britons. In the first
century, the Romans had humiliated
them at Cadbury Castleand ona
hundred other battlefields. But their
‘primitive, savage’ society proved
more resilient than Rome’s.

Put that in your pipe and smoke
it Claudius!

Simon Young is a historian. His most
recent book is The Celtic Revolution
(Gibson Square, 2009)

Cadbury Castiefromthe alr
Britons occupied the site

for almost 4,000 years

* he made around
AD 400 in Bntam

10 explam it? The v1talh lue' isa vefer

hat tells us th

w01k of an early sixth-century! Brmsh mionk ca

Why did he hate them so much? Gildas seems to-

bbelong to a radical Celtic ChLIlCh tradition inspired by

a moreegalitarian social order His bitterness at social

. injustice stemed from his sénse that the world was:
- changing for the worse. He was; pelhaps, the red monk

of the lost peasants revolt...

Dr Nell Faulkner is a research fellowat Brlsto[ Umversny

- He is author of The Decling and Fall of Roman Biitain (NPI; 2004}:::.

The fee for this feature has gone to the o
Ro‘man Soctety to helpf T dits new o

enthusmsm for Roman Bntam toa new
: 'generatlon 13 wwwromansoc:ely org s

Fiction

B Read the short story by Manda Scott
The Last Roman in Britain, based on the
Boudican revolt, on our website
www.bbchistorymagazine.com/boudica

Conference

# Over the weekend of 30-31 October a
major conference to explore the history
and archaeology of western Britain from
350-500 AD will be held at Cardiff
University. Organised by the 410
committee. wwwi.4 10.0rg.uk/confs.htm

TV
Look out for a BBC season on
classical history this autumn

On the podcast

Miles Russell talks about the key
milestones in the story of Roman Britain
on this month'’s podcast (online from

24 Sept] B www.bbchistorymagazine,
com/poticast-page ;
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With the BBC's family drama Merlin on our screens over the last few
months, weve seen another new take on the Arthur story Simon Young
considers what we really know abo"

LEFT: A detail of a floor mosaic

in Santa Maria Annunciata
Cathedral, Apulia, Italy portraying
Arthur on horseback. The
tegendary warrior king has been
linked with sites across Europe,
including Glastonbury {shown

in the background photographl,
where his grave was purportedly
discoveredin 1191

-
0
X
is}
o>
y
L
i
N
<<
(v
1]
t=]
2
S
T
o
m
i
a
x
Z
)
W
4
k4
]
]
©
<
=
@
3
7
[
Z
@
wn
w
pu]
x
Q
o
ui

BBC History Magazine




34

S emelged out of the darkness as the leader or a leader of the f
" ative British Celts ﬁghtmg these Germamc mvaders sometnne T
- betweenAD450—550 SERE Asarcophagusrelief i

King Arthur addresses his knights in a 12th-century
Arthurian manuscript now held in Rennes, France

A miniature showing King Arthur,
taken from the Flores Historiarum,

a Latin chronicle dealing with English
history, ¢1250-52

Supportérs of Arthur the Watlord pomt out that later ' z:;‘::’;z:go;g:" :

Ly

Bl‘ltlsh Celtic documents situate him in this period. And they . captared sarmatians, Arthur’s kmght . And there have even been attempts, in‘a book
also rernind us that our ignorance about these hundred years - c170AD 5 “with  the wonderful title From Scythia To Carmelot, 0.
is s0 vast that there is ample room for a great iy ; . find . Sarmatian . material " in - carly"
man to govern an island, win battles and . , Arthurian legend.. N
woo the British-Celtic imagination while The third candidate, A1tur the Gael :
not being noticed in our very few : also had the fortune of having the right-
contemporary documents — all Arthurian name. In the sixth century thére were a

references come in later centuries. As to - series.of Gaelic or Irish settlements on the
where this warlord lived, different partisans western coast of what is today Scotland,

push for Wales, Cornwall, the Scottish-. especially in the inner Hebrides and

Lowlands, the Pennines and almost every Argyll. And one of the sons of sixth-

other part of what was, in the sixth century, century Aidan Mac Gabrain, the most

British-Celtic Britain, famous of all the early kings of the Gaelic

settlements there, was a certain Artur.

:Supporters of the Gaelic Artur point out

‘that this Hebridean prince is the only

~well-attested individual in Dark Age

Britain with a name like Arthur’s. And,

as a Gaelic warlord, he may have fought

‘in battles that earned him a place in

Jater legend.

The Roman candidate

In the case of the second candidate, Artorius
the Roman, we do not have to worry about
disputed locations because we are speaking
about a concrete, well-situated historical
personality. Lucius Artorius Castus was a Jate
second-century Roman commander. Based

BBC History Magazine
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" sxcavations allowed us, for the first time, to peer mto the yea

450550 at a British-Celtic stronghold such as one that 2
Warlord Arthur might have used. But in 2008 we have two
contenders who lived as many as two hundred years before or
after the Warlord (respectively Artorius and Artur). Given this,
it is reasonable to ask whether we have made any progress at all,
By admitting three so very different figures to the canon of
Arthurian possibilities, aren’t we confessing our total and
embarrassing ignorance of Arthur’s true identity?

Knowing what we don’t know

In fact, we know more about Arthur today than ever. The
trouble is, that knowledge — and this is admittedly paradoxical
—is about how very little we know.

The single greatest step in Arthurian studies, a step that has

opened the way to these three so very.different candidates, is
the understanding of how unreliable our earliest Arthurian
sources are, In the 1960s, it was believed that the earliest
references to Arthur appeared in certain British-Celtic poems
that dated to c600, chiefly the Gododdin. It is now accepted
though that while these poems might be early, they might
equally be from 700, 800, 900 or perhaps even later. That means
that our earliest certain source is the Historia Brittonum,
written in 829 or 830 in northern Wales. This source used to be
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Butthe truthi 1s that even these thre candl‘dates arelimitin

approximates to a Christie
murder mystery. There is a body
in the library and we have to
choose which of three members
of a dinner party ‘did it’ But early
medieval history is nota murder
mystery with a limited number
of suspects, where the butler
conveniently locked the doors before the killing.

If we had access to a digest of what had happened in every
year in the Roman centuries and the Dark Ages we would find
that there would be up to two hundred credible candidates. It
is a product of our execrably poor records that we can name
only two individuals and a generality (a warlord from
c450-550). Take occurrences of ‘Artorius) likely the name from
which the British-Celtic ‘Arthur’ derives. Artorius is not a
particularly rare Latin name. It is found in most provinces of
the Empire, If the population of Roman Britain was, say, a
million strong: in any generation there were probably a
thousand British-based Artoriuses. And in each of those
thousand Artoriuses we would doubtless find details that could
be construed as being ‘Arthurian’ So if Artorius the Roman is

“We have written so far as if the

In the Slxtles we appeared search for the historical Arthur
to have firm historical
evidence about the
original Arthur. This has
now passed into the
realms of folklore
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reckoned to be Arthur because his Sarmatian cavalry were
‘knights, what is to stop us saying, when archaeologists
tomorrow dig up the gravestone of a Cornish Artorius who
happened to have a wife with the British-Celtic name
Gwenhwyfar (Guinevere), that he was not the true Arthur?
The ‘sensible’ answer would be that the Arthur of British-
Celtic legend, and later of European legend, was such an
enormous figure that he must have been a great man, he
must have done something that was outstanding. But in
legend — and I am tempted to write especially in Irish and
British-Celtic legend — historical figures take on a life of
their own independent of their original deeds. An
individual is remembered and is then celebrated on the
basis of how important his children became or how
important the tribe or monastery he is associated with
make themselves in later generations. So, to give an
ecclesiastical example, saints in Ireland and Britain are often
spoken of not because they were particularly well-known,
but because their foundations became famous after their
deaths and history was changed to take this into account. In
fact, a good rule for the Irish and the British-Celts is that their
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C The Caledonian Forest
[pictured at Glen Affic). Did
Arthur go into battle here?

antiquarianism in the early Middle Ages tells the present not
the past. It embodies contemporary realities; it is not the study
of years gone by.
Reality and legend in British-Celtic culture often then have
nothing to do with each other. And so Arthur could indeed
have been a mighty fifth-century warlord who turned the
tide in the battles for Britain. Yet he could equally have
“been, say, a third-century cross-dressing gladiator who
+ scandalised a provincial British town, but who was then
elevated from memory (“do you remember when

This portrait of Arthur
was sculptedin
 Nuremberg, Germany
inthe 14th century

magnates in the region,

Wouldn’t we though then have details about
gladiatorial fights in his legend? Wouldn’t something of
his life survive? Parallel examples suggest otherwise. We
have already seen how general Ambrosius Aurelianus
from southern Britain became a demon’s bastard and a
dragon hunter in Wales. If we had only the legendary
ninth-century Historia Brittonum to recreate his historical
* fifth-century acts our search for the truth would fail miserably.
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“Arthur...”) to myth (“once upon a time, Arthur...”) ;
because his sons and grandchildren became important
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*The ahbey on lona. Theisland
is, it's claimed, the resting
place of Artur, the Gaetic hero

Given this extraordinary lack of good historical material for
Arthur it is not surprising that a fourth candidate has emerged
in recent years, pushing Artur, Artorius and the Warlord to the
side: a mythological Arthur, an Arthur that never existed
outside of the British-Celtic imagination. Proponents of the
Mythic Arthur point out that everything that our hero does in
British-Celtic writings can be paralleled in the works and lives
of other mythological heroes from the British-Celtic and
closely-related Irish pantheons. Arthur like the Irish Fionn and
Dagda or the British-Celtic Bran and Gwynn ap Nudd is,
Mythic Arthurians insist, a figure passed down from the Celtic
Iron Age, when he and his supernatural colleagues stood as the
guardians and gods of their people.

This though is almost certainly going too far. True, Arthur
might as well not have existed, There is no reason at all for
thinking that his personality or achievermnents have survived in
the accounts we have, and good reasons for thinking that
they do not. But nor is there any need to submit Arthur to the
final indignity of non-existence, ripping off the last fig leaf
of history. For there is one suggestive proof that he did once
walk and breathe. And that proof is his name —a name that, as
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‘Rémains of baths at Ribchestér
“Roman fort; where Lucius
Artorius Cag s Was ba:

Arthur could have been a third-century
cross-dressing gladiator who scandalised
a provincial British town

we have seen, very likely derives from the Latin ‘Artorius’
If ‘Arthur’ derives from that Latin word then something
hard and real must be shining at the bottom of the well
because the British Celts would not have created a hero or

a god from a Latin name without a
historical original.

The legendary Arthur must then have
grown out of someone who lived in
Britain between the Roman conquest in
AD 43, when Latin arrived, and the time
of better historical records ¢700. The
harsh reality, however, is that save a
miracle ~ a tomb, a forgotten Byzantine
manuscript, or an engraving — we will
never know the whos or hows or whens
of this Arthur’s life. Il
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s

in.the Ang 0-Saxon period

saw a rare a ray of light shine
into the Dark Ages, and made
people realise that the Anglo-
Saxon period did not deserve
that gloomy moniker. In 1938, Edith Pretty, owner of Sutton
Hoo House in Suffolk, had commissioned a local archaeologist,
‘Basil Brown, to investigate the huge tumulus on her land.
" Brown did not do as he was asked. On examining it he saw that
atrench had been dug into its centre, assumed it to have been
robbed and moved on to the smaller surrounding tumuli.
Having found next to nothing, in the following year he
returned his- attention to his original subject. He quickly
unearthed rivets in rows, and as the outline of a boat slowly
~emerged it became apparent that the earlier grave robbers had
" ceased their digging just inches short of a burial hoard of
unexampled beauty.

While the wood of the ship and the flesh of the man had
*dissolved in the acidic Suffolk soil, the gold, silver and iron of
-his wealth remained. For the first time, indeed for the only
time, historians had a chance to see the sort of objects that a
great man of the seventh century had in his hall. From a range
of ornate war gear — a sword, an axe-hammer, a huge circular
shield decorated with wild animals, a coat of mail, a collection
of spears — to auspicious displays of wealth —a silver dish three-
quarters of a metre in diameter, a complex buckle wrought
from pure gold, fine shoulder clasps — to feasting equipment
—a cauldron, drinking horns, a lyre ~ the man had all he needed
to live in eternity as he had on earth. His boat was pointing
west and in his purse were 40 gold pieces, one for each of the
ghostly oarsmen who would row him to the other place.

The work of Scandinavians

The burial shows us that this corner of Suffolk was
extraordinarily well connected to the world around it. Much of
the craftsmanship, particularly the helmet and buckle, was
clearly influenced or accomplished by Scandinavian work. The
silver dish was made in Byzantium ¢500. The gold coins, which
allow us to date the burial to the 620s or soon after, are Frankish.
One of the bowls appears to be from Egypt. After looking at
Sutton Hoo it is impossible to think of early Anglo-Saxon
society as being cut off from the rest of the world, impossible
- to think of their leaders as little Englanders, but rather we are
; forced to consider them as self-consciously part of a wider
European society stretching from the Mediterranean to
“‘the North Sea.
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Here are just some of the artefacts responsible for

transforming our understanding of Anglo-Saxon England \ '**“‘:ﬁ"‘ %

Seeing the funerary magnificence of Sutton Hoo not only
revealed to historians the exotic tastes of early medieval
bigwigs, it also served as a reminder of how they should observe
the period. To assume that seventh-century Anglo-Saxons
were ‘primitive’ is to assume that an absence of evidence is
evidence of absence.

Thinking in these terms raises great questions about the
grave, The assumption has long been that the inhabitant of the
mound was a king of East Anglia, probably Redwald, who
converted to Christianity before lapsing into paganism. Who
else but a king would be buried with such finery?

But as Professor James Campbell of Oxford has argued, to

* assume we have aroyal burial is to ignore the fact that the tomb

is almost entirely without context. It is something of a minor
miracle that the spoils of Sutton Hoo remained undisturbed
until the 1930s. The largest burial mounds must always have
been the most alluring for entrepreneurial grave robbers and,
consequently, we should expect that these obvious, unguarded
burials were interfered with at some point in the intervening
centuries. The Anglo-Saxons themselves were not innocent of
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< The helmet A Coins

Based on tate Roman and Swedish
models, the Sutton Hoo helmet is littered
withimagery. A tong snake perhaps
representing Jérmungandr, the serpent
who circled the Earth, reaches down to
touch the beak of a bird whose wings form
the eyebrows and whose tait depicts the
moustache of the warrior’s face. Hidden
among the rust are images of horned-
helmeted and mounted warriors.

the crime — in Beowulf; the dragon who kills the eponymous

"hero is disturbed from his tumulus by a thief, Thisis to say that

we cannot know exactly how prevalent burials like Sutton Hoo
once were. It may be that there was a time when they were not
that unusual.

We do not know, and have no way of knowing, how much
treasure there was in seventh-century England. There may
have been a great many men who had become rich from
conquest and protection racketeering. There may even have
been many who had access to examples of such craftsmanship
(whoever made the exquisite shoulder-clasps and belt was
evidently not doing it for the first time). And so Sutton Hoo
also acts as a reminder of how much we do not know about
Anglo-Saxon history, about how we must think before we
make even the shallowest assumptive leap.

If the grave’s precise status is in doubt, its uniqueness is not,
and the treasure is a much needed feast for the eyes in a period
starved of visual aids. While the Anglo-Saxons have left us
some manuscripts, some coins, the occasional church that
survived the great Norman renovations, a post-Conquest

1t's thanks to these 40 coins and two
smallingots that we are able todate
thetreasures of Sutton Hoo so
accurately. The latest coin dates to
¢625 AD, so the burial probably took
place only a few years later, Minted
by the Merovingian Franks, the coins
were possibly teft inthe burial to pay
themenwhowouldrowthedead
dignitary’s ship to the ‘otherworld’.
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< Purse lid

The purse that contained the coins was
presumably made of leather, which has
fong since rotted away. Its remarkably
ornate lid remains ~ composed of gold
and cellwork plagues - and bears
what appears to be images relating
to lost legend.
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< Shoulder '@Eagg;gs A

So beautifully preserved that visitors to the British
Museum often assume them to be reproductions, these
shoulder clasps are one of the most stunning dress items
to have survived from Anglo-Saxon England. Note the
intricately interwoven boars ateach end.

tapestry, and the clutter of archaeology, compared to all
subsequent eras, there is not much to see. Consequently, the
splendour of Sutton Hoo was immediately destined for iconic
status and publishers have been consistently keen (as we have
here) to use the helmet as a cover illustration.

This one relic from Anglo-Saxon England has, in some
ways, come to define the whole period. As a reminder of the
centrality of militarism to the age this is fitting but it has,

The treasure is a much needed feast for
the eyes in a period starved of visual aids

BBC History Magazine

perhaps, also done something to harden in the public
imagination the idea that the Anglo-Saxons were nothing
more than noble warriors. This is unfortunate because we now
understand a great deal about the complexities and
sophistication of late Anglo-Saxon government and know that,
by the eighth century at the very latest, they were much more
than barbarian champions of military households. We know

this largely because of the work of archaeologists, Over the past
50 years our understanding of the Anglo-Saxon economy has
accelerated beyond all expectation and, as it has, we have
become vastly more aware of the government machinery
which exploited and regulated it. Huge numbers of coins have
been exhumed by metal detectorists showing how standardised
royal coinage was circulating in Britain by the late eighth
century, and how, by the mid-tenth century, there was a
currency of perhaps several million coins, regularly recalled
and recoined — presumably to tax, and assure quality.

This was very much a national system. During the reign of
King Edgar (ruled 959 to 975) it seems few parts of England
were further than 15 miles from a royal mint. Such clues show
us how capable these kings were of centralised government,
how good they were at imposing uniform standards over wide
areas, and why we might describe their kingdom as a ‘state’
Thus archaeologists have unearthed a society’s progression
from a world of plunder and tribute, to one of toll and tax.

But despite such rich academic discoveries, popular
appreciation of the Anglo-Saxons since the Second World War
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has, if anything, been on the wane. The Victorians were
fascinated by the origins of England and its government and so

had a fondness and fascination for the state-building of Alfred
the Great and his heirs. But there has been little room for the
Anglo-Saxons in the modern British mindset, Whereas 19th-
century scholars revelled in their Teutonic past, by the mid-

Whereas 19th-century scholars
revelled in their Teutonic past,
by the mid-20th century, England’s

German heritage evinced little pride

20th century, England’s German heritage evinced little pride,

and the very concept of volk had been sullied by history’s most
monstrous crimes. This intellectual backdrop meant that as
Britain became a modern nation of many peoples, so Anglo-
Saxon history came to be seen as insular, primitive, misogynistic
and irrelevant to the point where the word ‘medieval’ has
become a term of abuse deployed by those who know nothing

of the medieval world.

Indeed, in recent times, our pre-Conguest predecessors
have been co-opted by the far right (along with the cross of
St George), and turned into symbols of a ‘pure England’, This

manipulation is wrong, for the Anglo-
Saxons were no more ‘ethnically pure’
than the English of today. Recognising this
reveals just how dangerous and unhelpful
the rejection of parts of our history can be:
dangerous because, discarded, they can be
poached by the ignorant; and unhelpful
because the internationalism of their time
actually mirrors ours.

Because Anglo-Saxon culture lurks
behind our laws and rights, behind our
system of government, behind our towns
and behind the words that one in five
people on Earth can understand, it is
neither nationalistic nor insular to say that
we should take an interest in it.

There ought to be no room for
nationalistic pride in the study and
appreciation of history. We did not do
these things; we were not yet born. For
many of us, these were not even the
deeds of our ancestors. But they are,
nonetheless, a large part of our cultural
inheritance and, to a certain extent, that of
the world. To ignore Anglo-Saxon culture
is to needlessly rebury our treasure in
the mound and leave it to the mercy
of robbers.

Alex Burghartis one of the authors of the
Prosopography of Anglo-Saxon England
{wwwpase.ac.uk], a database of known people
from the period - at King's College London.
He is writing a history of Mercia
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-The‘holyistand’of . "
Lindisfarne just off the
coast of Northumbertand.
Asavage raid onthe
island’s monasteryin 793 -
heralded the start of
-England’s Viking era
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Lindisfarne turned out to be the
start of a wave of similar attacks on
monasteries in northern Britain.
Alcuin, with his local knowledge,
warned the religious communities at
nearby Wearmouth and Jarrow to be on
their guard: “You live by the sea from
whence this plagué first came”™

In 794, Vikings “ravaged in
Northumbria, and plundered Ecgfrith’s
monastery at Donemuthan” The
12th-century historian Symeon of
Durham identified this as the
monastery at Jarrow, and reported that
its protector, St Cuthbert, had not let
the heathens go unpunished, “for their
chief was killed by the English... And
these things befell them rightly, for they
had gravely injured those who had not
injured them.”

Shetland and Orkney were probably
overrun during this first wave of

In 782, Charlemagne’s army
forcibly baptised and then
executed 4,500 Saxons

violence and the indigenous population
of Picts wiped out so swiftly that local
place names and the names of natural
phenomena such as rivers and
mountains vanished, to be replaced by
Scandinavian names.

Ireland and the Western Isles of
Scotland suffered too. The Annals of
Ulster report the burning in 795 of the
monastery at Rechru, and the Isle of
Skye “overwhelmed and laid waste”.
Iona was attacked for a first time in 795
and again in 802. In a third raid in 806
the monastery was torched and the
community of 68 wiped out. Work
started the following year on a safe .

A 14th-century manuscript showing Abd ar-Rahman I, who helped make
Istam a force to be reckoned with in Europe in the eighth century

refuge for the revived community
at Kells in Ireland.

In 799 theisland monastery of
Noirmoutier off the north-west coast of
France was attacked for the first time.
By 836 it had been raided so often that
its monks also abandoned the site and
sought refuge in a safer location. It soon
become clear, however, that there was
no such thing as a safe refuge.

Why such hatred, and
why 793, rather than 743, or
843? We need to examine the
political situation in
northern Europe at the time
to look for a triggering event.

At the commencement of
the Viking age, the major
political powers in the
world were Byzantium in
the east; the Muslims,
whose expansion had
taken them eastward as far as
Turkistan and Asia Minor to create an
Islamic barrier between the northern
and southern hemispheres; and the

Acninthto
tenth-century bronze
of Charlemagne

Franks, who had become the dominant
tribe among the successor states

after the fall of the Roman empire

in the west.

Charlemagne became sole ruler of
the Franks in 771. He took seriously the
missionary obligations imposed on him
by his position as the most powerful
ruler in western Christendom and
expended a huge amount of energy on
the subjugation of the heathen Saxons
on his north-east border. In 772, his
forces crossed into Saxon territory and
destroyed Irminsul, the sacred tree that
was their most holy totem. In 779,
Widukind, the Saxon leader, was :
defeated in battle at Bocholt and Saxony
taken over and divided into missionary
districts. Charlemagne himself presided
over a number of mass baptisms.

In 782, his armies forcibly baptised
and then executed 4,500 Saxon captives
at Verden, on the banks of the river
Aller. Campaigns of enforced
resettlement followed, but resistance
continued until a final insurrection
was put down in 804. By this time
Charlemagne had already been
rewarded for his missionary
activities by Pope Leo Il who
in 800 crowned him

imperator in Rome,
emperor notofa
geographical area nor
even of a collection of :
peoples but of the g
abstract conceptionof ]
Christendomasasingle &
community. g
With their physical g
subjugation complete, g
the cultural subjugation &
of the Saxons followed: 2
Death was the penalty for %
eating meat during Lent; > %

ae The rald on Lmdlsfarne is the ﬂrst inaseries :
- 'of teFrorist attacks on. soft Christian targets o
o ln the north of Britain.

851 .

: For the flrst tlme smc
raldmg beganon.:
“mainland England,
5 aVlkmg armydoesn
“return home after th
: summ‘ér but spend
; the wmter camped
: at Thanet '

BBC History Magazine



Adetail fro. the Osebe;g; burial mound showing 1kin§s figh!
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878 . G
The Wessex king Alfred
formally recognises the :
. Viking chieftain Guthiumas
.|’ King of East Anglia. Guthrum
- agrees to baptisin, takingand
using the Christianand :
- Anglo-Saxon name Athelstan,

865

" The ‘Great Heathan Ariny’
{ands in Egland. Withir

15 years; much of eastern .- .
England is undef the rule of :
its leaders: Scandinavian. -
political organisation and .
law-todes are introduced.

Awooden post
featuringa
carved animal
head, made in
ninth-century
Norway

Act 390 veltum shows Harald | Fairhair greeting Guthrum
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