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ROMAN
BRITAIN
I

n AD 43, the fate of Britain was changed 
forever. After crossing the Channel, 
thousands of Roman soldiers landed on 
the southern coast and made their way 
inland. Before long, a huge portion of the 

island had been conquered, with the province 
of Britannia absorbed into the Romans’ already 
sprawling empire. 

With them, the invaders brought ingenious 
technology, exotic foods and even a new language 
– but not everyone welcomed them with open 
arms. As soon as the Romans arrived, tribes of 
native Britons rose up and attempted to fight 
back. Within a few decades, however, much  

of this dissent had been crushed, and Roman 
rule would prevail for generations to come.

In this month’s Essential Guide, we’ll be going 
on a journey through Roman Britain, delving into 
the experiences of the settlers who came to live in 
this strange, foreign land, and examining the fates 
of those they conquered. Guided along the way by 
Dr Miles Russell, we’ll also be exploring stories of 
rebellion, religion and wall-building, while also 
attempting to understand why – after nearly 400 
years of rule – Roman authority disintegrated. 

We begin, however, with an overview of the 
key dates and events you need to know. Turn the 
page to get started...



the Rise and fall 
Of rOmaN britaiN

In the first century AD, the Romans founded a new 
province at the very edge of their empire: Britannia.  
We look back at the key events in its storied history...
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS
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Gnaeus  
Julius Agricola, 

a celebrated 
Roman general 
who conquers 
large swathes 

of northern and 
western Britain, is 

appointed governor 
and consul of the 
nascent province.

The ‘Great 
Barbarian 

Conspiracy’ sees 
the Romans face 

near-simultaneous 
attacks by the 

Picts, Scots and 
Attacotti (native 
peoples from the 
British Isles), as 

well as the Franks 
and Saxons, who 
invade from the 

continent.

Fierce fighting 
breaks out along 
Hadrian’s Wall, 

and sees the tribes 
of Caledonia 
breaching the 

Romans’ defences 
to carry out raids 

further south. 
Regular clashes will 
continue over the 

coming years. 

G The civic centre of Verulamium is 
completed. With a forum, temples and 
assembly, it grows into one of Roman 
Britain’s largest and wealthiest towns.

The barbarians 
are eventually 

pushed out, but 
by now, three 

new non-Roman 
kingdoms have 

been established 
north of Hadrian’s 
Wall. Any further 
attempts to gain 
control of what is 
now Scotland are 

abandoned.

H Roman troops  
are gradually 

withdrawn to fight 
elsewhere in the 

empire. The Britons 
begin managing 
their own affairs.

E Emperor 
Honorius (right)
tells the Britons 
that they should 

“look to their own 
defences” after 

they request help 
against attacks 
from the Picts 

and the Saxons. 
Unable to sustain 
the province any 

longer, direct 
Roman rule comes 

to an end. d

Partly in response 
to pressures 

elsewhere in the 
empire, the Romans 
decide to halt the 
conquest of the 

northernmost parts 
of Britain, leaving 

it to the native 
tribes. The fortress 

at Inchtuthil (in 
present-day Perth 

and Kinross), is 
abandoned.

H Work begins on Hadrian’s Wall – a  
73-mile-long fortification that will serve 
as the empire’s northern frontier. Today, 
its ruins span almost the entire width of 

England, between Newcastle and Carlisle.

The Romans begin 
construction on  

a new fortification 
across northern 
Britain, between 

the Clyde and 
the Forth. Known 

today as the 
Antonine Wall 
(after Emperor 

Antoninus Pius), 
it remains in use 
for less than two 
decades before  

being abandoned.

G The Romans 
manage to defeat 
a confederacy of 
Caledonian tribes  

at the battle of  
Mons Graupius.

H  The conquest of 
what is now Wales 

is completed. 
This includes the 
island of Mona 

(Anglesey), 
Britain’s last major 
centre of druidism.

E The ‘Year of the 
Five Emperors’ 

sees a quintet of 
rivals – including 

Britain’s governor, 
Clodius Albinus 
(right) – embark 
on a battle for 
the imperial 

throne. Albinus 
is proclaimed 

emperor by his 
troops, only to  
be defeated by  
a rival in AD 197.

The settlement 
of Londinium 
(London) is 

founded. By the 
end of the century, 
it is established as 
the new capital of 

Roman Britain.  
By its height, in  

c120 AD, it will be 
home to around 

45,000 people (the 
population will not 

swell to this size 
again until the  
13th century).

H Caratacus, a king 
of the Catuvellauni 
tribe in southern 
Britain, is taken 

captive after years 
of resistance to the 

Roman invaders.

E Boudica, 
queen of the 

Iceni, launches 
an uprising 

that devastates 
Camulodunum, 
Londinium and 

Verulamium  
(St Albans). She 

is finally defeated 
at the battle of 
Watling Street.

Major legionary 
fortresses are 

established at the 
fringes of Roman 
Britain: Isca (now 
Caerleon, south 

Wales), Deva 
Victrix (Chester) 
and Eboracum 

(York). Each 
boasts a legion 

of around 4,000–
5,000 soldiers.

H Emperor Claudius 
begins the Roman 

conquest of Britain, 
and in late summer 

triumphantly 
enters the town 

of Camulodunum 
(Colchester).

E The Edict 
of Milan gives 

Christianity legal 
status across the 

entire Roman 
empire. It is now 
tolerated by the 
imperial regime, 
along with other 

religions.

Britain is divided 
once again, but 
this time into 

four provinces: 
Britannia Prima, 

Britannia Secunda, 
Flavia and Maxima 

Caesariensis.

H Constantine 
(below left) is 

declared Roman 
emperor in York. 

Since AD 293, 
the empire has 

been ruled by four 
emperors under 
a system known 

as the ‘Tetrarchy’, 
but by AD 324, 
Constantine will 

have sole control. 

Britain is divided 
into two provinces: 
Britannia Superior 

and Britannia 
Inferior, with 

Londinium and 
Eboracum made 
their respective 

capitals. It is hoped 
that the move will 
make Britain easier 

to govern. 

G Carausius is 
usurped by his 

treasurer, Allectus 
(above). He, in turn, 
is defeated by the 

real Roman emperor, 
Constantius.

Records show  
the first use of 
the word ‘Picts’ 
to describe the 
tribes of what is 

now northern 
Scotland. The 

word likely 
derives from 

the Latin term 
for ‘painted 
people’ – 
it is said 

they practise 
tattooing.

H Julius Caesar leads two invasions  
of Britain, but fails to capture the land.

H Carausius, a naval commander, 
seizes control of the Roman fleet  

and embarks on a period of rule as 
emperor of Britain and northern Gaul.

H Britain becomes part of  
the breakaway Gallic 

empire (founded by 
Postumus, right) 

as a result of the 
Imperial Crisis, 
during which 

numerous 
nobles vie 
for the title 
of emperor. 

Britain is later 
reabsorbed 

into the Roman 
empire in AD 274.

c286 AD

c260 AD

AD 77

AD 367

AD 47 AD 50 AD 43

c250 AD

AD 293 AD 296 AD 306

AD 78 AD 79 

AD 182

AD 369 AD 409 AD 410

AD 60–61 AD 70s

c211 AD

AD 313

AD 87AD 122AD 142AD 193 c83–84 AD

TIMELINE OF ROMAN BRITAIN

55–54 BC

30    HISTORYEXTRA.COM
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ROMAN BRITAIN Q&A

Q: Who was living in Britain
before the occupation, and
what do we know about them?

A: There was a whole collection of 
different tribes, most of which we know 
very little about. What we do know about 
them comes from Roman histories, 
which are quite fragmentary, but they 
do give us the names of certain groups. 
In Dorset, for example, there were the 
Durotriges; in Kent, there were the 
Cantiaci; while Berkshire was home to 
the Atrebates. But although we know 
their names, it’s very difficult to know 
what being part of a tribe actually meant 
at this time – how each was organised, 
the customs they followed, and so on. 
We know there were ruling parties and 
aristocratic elites in Iron Age Britain, 
and that there were probably farmers 
and taxpayers and other individuals who 
were protected by them. But pre-Roman 
Britain was a real patchwork of different 
tribes, clans and groups, with no central 
authority at all. 

The major disadvantage of trying 
to understand Iron Age societies from 
a historical point of view is that they 
didn’t write things down. We’d love to 
get their perspective on things and what 
they really thought about the Romans; 

instead, we just have a very one-sided, 
rather negative view of them, written by 
the Romans who tried to portray Britons 
as painted barbarians with horse urine 
in their hair, who married their sisters. 
This is the kind of information that the 
Romans used to demonise and stigmatise 
their enemies, but it’s not a very objective 
account about everyday life in Britain 
before they arrived. 

Q: What written sources do 
we have from the period, 
and what do they tell us?

A: There are lots of nice big inscriptions, 
of course, but these don’t tell us very 
much; they were created as monumental 
propaganda statements that really just 
tell us the names of particular emperors 
and when something was built. As far 
as the actual population itself goes, 
there is relatively little in the way of 
written sources. Roman administrators 
in Britain would have been literate and 
would have written things down, but the 
circumstances of preservation for that are 
actually quite rare.

There are some unique examples, 
though. Several hundred writing tablets 
– wafer-thin slivers of wood covered 
with ink writing – have been found at 

Vindolanda, just south of Hadrian’s Wall, 
which tell us a great deal about life on the 
northern frontier. Most of them are lists: 
shopping lists and information about 
who was on sentry duty etc. But every so 
often we get more personal information, 
such as an invite from the wife of one 
of the fort commanders to the wife of 
another commander, asking her to come 
to her birthday party. On another tablet, 
a soldier is writing home, asking for 
socks and underpants. These are small 
flashes of light in which we can see the 
real people of Roman Britain; they’re 
amazing, but also very rare. 

In Bath, small sheets of lead or pewter, 
cast into the hot springs to the Roman 
goddess Sulis Minerva, have been found 
– so-called curse tablets on which people 
inscribed their prayers for revenge on 
those who had wronged them. Among 
the many curses is a tablet wishing for 
a stolen bronze vessel to be “filled with 
the blood of the thief”. Another, by an 
individual named Docimedis, hopes that 
the person who has stolen his two gloves 
“lose[s] his mind and his eyes”.

Here, again, we can see real people 
with real hopes, dreams and 

aspirations. But other than 
these rare examples, we 

know very little about what 
ordinary people thought, 
because their writings 
just haven’t survived. 

EVERYTHING YOU  
WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT

rOman britain
Dr Miles Russell answers key questions about  

everyday life in Britain following the invasion of AD 43

Q: Are there any Roman
roads left in Britain?

A: Before the arrival of the motorway, 
most of Britain’s A-roads were based 
on the Roman layout. Roads like Stane 
Street [linking Londinium (London) to 
Noviomagus Reginorum (Chichester)] 
and Ermine Street [linking Londinium to 
Lindum Colonia (Lincoln) and Eboracum 
(York)] were followed in the medieval 
and modern era. It was only with the 
introduction of the motorway, where new 
roads connected up with new towns, that 
the Roman network disappeared. Where 
you see very straight sections of road 
on Ordnance Survey maps, those might 
well be Roman originals that have been 
overlain, but today’s road network really 
isn’t based on the Roman system at all.

Q: Did the Romans bring the
concept of the pub with them?

A: Regarding alcohol consumption, 
we don’t know what people did in 
pre-Roman periods; there’s lots of later 
literature about Celtic societies feasting 
and drinking (which seems to have often 
led to fighting and killing), so there 
does seem to have been quite a lot of 
drinking in pre-Roman Britain. But as 
to the Romans themselves, yes, there is 
evidence that they had bars and small 
drinking establishments in Britain.

Q: Did the Romans plant
grapevines in Britain?

A: In the third century AD, Britain’s 
climate seems to have been quite warm, 
and there is some evidence in a number 
of villages in the south and west to 
suggest viticulture – the planting of 
vines. So yes, it seems that they may have 
produced wine.

The Romans certainly imported a lot 
of wine, however. We see amphorae 
– big wine storage vessels from the 
Mediterranean – coming into Britain 
right the way through the first, second 
and third centuries AD, indicating that 
what they couldn’t produce themselves, 
they had shipped in. If wine was 
being produced in any vast quantities 
here, though, it wouldn’t have been 
particularly great, and certainly wouldn’t 
have been comparable to what was being 
made in the Mediterranean.  

Q: Did the Romano-British
lose their Roman culture?

A: When we look at Britain, the people 
who retained Roman culture are those 
who came from other parts of the Roman 
empire – the business elites, the wealthy, 
and so on. Some Britons certainly bought 
into that system, but that luxury 
economy was breaking down by about 
the AD 360s/370s; suddenly we can see 

“WE KNOW VERY LITTLE
ABOUT WHAT ORDINARYPEOPLE THOUGHT, BECAUSETHEIR WRITINGS JUST

HAVEN’T SURVIVED”

The Romans imported wine from the Mediterranean in huge vessels known as 
amphorae – an example of which can be seen in the centre of this relief image

A tarmac-covered stretch of Roman road near the Old Sarum Iron Age hillfort 
in Wiltshire. Much of the Romans’ original road layout has been lost, however

A birthday invitation 
sent by Claudia Severa, 

the wife of a Roman 
commander, around 
AD 100. The tablet is 
among hundreds to 
have been found at 
Vindolanda Roman 

Fort, Northumberland

BELOW LEFT: Maiden 
Castle, Dorset – one  
of the largest Iron Age 
hillforts in Britain. 
Unfortunately, we 
know very little about 
the lives of the people 
who built it

BELOW: Gold coins 
used by the Atrebates 
tribe, who lived in  
what is now Berkshire. 
Pre-Roman Britain was 
home to multiple 
groups and clans, with 
no central authority

The remains of stone buildings in the 
civil settlement that grew up around 
Vindolanda – now one of the important 
Roman archaeological sites in Britain
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all signs of wealth disappearing.  
So, somewhere between about AD 
360–380, there was a catastrophic 
economic collapse in Britain, and that 
was the period where anyone who was 
holding on to Roman culture probably 
left, or adapted and changed their ways. 
The golden age of Roman Britain, as far as 
culture goes, was the fourth century AD 
– but by the end of that century, it had 
disappeared, almost overnight. 

Q: What would you say was
the most important role for
Roman soldiers in Britain?

A: It depends what period we’re looking 
at. In the beginning, of course, the 
Roman troops were very good at killing; 
that was their primary objective. Having 
done that and conquered Britain, they 
then set about creating the infrastructure.

In the first century AD, roads and 
forts were built, and the Roman army 
made the choice to turn pre-existing 
tribal areas into one functioning 
province. Moving into the second and 
third centuries, that building had been 
completed, and the Roman military’s 
role, essentially, was to protect the new 
frontier: everything from York up to 
Newcastle and Carlisle was controlled by 
the army. In the south, there were villas 
and temples and towns, while the west 
had mining areas, but the north was a 
massive, militarised zone, whose primary 
objective was to protect all of Rome’s 
civilian investments.

Q: How much did the average
Briton know about what
was going on in Italy?

A: I suspect the average person would 
have known very little. They would 
have seen names and faces changing on 
coins every so often; in part of the third 
century AD, there was a new emperor 
every six months to a year, so I think they 
would certainly have been aware that the 
economy was suffering from the power 
struggles taking place in Italy. The Roman 
army in the north would have had a 
better idea as to who their leader was; 
in some cases, they actually contributed 

to changes in command, because, in the 
third and fourth centuries, we see several 
Romano-British leaders actually being 
promoted to the rank of emperor and 
then taking soldiers out to fight. 

But I think the average person in a 
town or a villa in the countryside would 
have had absolutely no idea who was in 
charge of them. They would have been 
aware that there was an emperor, but he 
was a very long way away and of little 
significance day-to-day.

Q: How unusual was it for 
a woman like Boudica to have
held a position of power
in Iron Age Britain?

A: Roman sources do mention the fact 
that, in Britain, men and women held 
equal status, and they viewed that as odd. 
Rome at this time was a very patriarchal 
society, so a female war leader like 
Boudica taking tribes into battle and 
organising military campaigns would 
have seemed very strange to them. The 
Britons, as far as we can see, thought it 
perfectly normal for men and women to 
rule equally, though.

Q: How many people settled
in Britain from elsewhere in
the empire?

A: It’s very hard to say. We have 
tombstone information, of course, and 
we can see from looking at the army at 
the northern frontier that it contained 
Syrians, North Africans, Iraqi boatmen – 
there was a great cultural mix of people 
up there. I suspect in southern Britain, 
the majority of administrators would 
have come from Italy, or the south of 
France or Spain. And probably quite a lot 
of the people living in villas would have 
hailed from other parts of the Roman 
empire. But there are no official records, 
so we ultimately don’t know. 

Where we have tombstone evidence, 
it’s quite surprising to see how far some 
people came. Although there were 

probably not that many people travelling 
from Rome itself, there were quite a lot 
from Italy and Spain and the central 
Mediterranean who came to Britain in 
an official capacity. There were probably 
very few people born in Britain itself who 
benefited from the invasion, or who went 
on to get great administrative posts.

Q: Has work been done to
ascertain the extent to 
which Roman DNA is a part 
of the modern population 
mix in Britain?

A: Work has started, but one of the major 
problems is that, in the first century AD, 
most Roman cemeteries were cremation 
cemeteries, so we don’t have a lot of bone 
data to work with.

Isotope and DNA analysis of people 
from this period is still in its infancy, but 
we are getting some quite interesting 
information, nonetheless. For example, 
when analysed, it’s been determined that 
quite a lot of individuals who we thought 
were Romano-Britons actually came from 
places like Ethiopia or Algeria and Tunis. 
There is a real sense that Roman Britain 
was a great genetic mix, but quite how 
deep that mix was remains to be seen. d

ROMAN BRITAIN Q&A

DR MILES RUSSELL is a senior lecturer 
in prehistoric and Roman archaeology at 
Bournemouth University. He has authored 
more than 15 books and is a regular 
contributor to TV and radio, including 
Digging for Britain and Time Team

“THE AVERAGE PERSON IN

A TOWN OR VILLA IN THE

COUNTRYSIDE WOULD HAVE

HAD NO IDEA WHO WAS IN

CHARGE OF THEM”

A 19th-century image depicts Boudica addressing her fellow Britons in AD 60. 
Before the invasion, native British men and women had enjoyed equal status 

ABOVE: Coins from 
Northumberland’s 
Corbridge Hoard. 
Frequent changes in 
emperors meant that 
the faces shown on 
Roman currency 
wouldn’t have stayed  
the same for long

ABOVE CENTRE: A 
replica gravestone at 
Vindolanda. In reality, 
most people – at least 
in the first century AD 
– were cremated, 
rather than buried

ABOVE LEFT: Evidence 
of Roman lead mining 
activity can still be 
seen at Ubley Warren 
in Somerset

Reenactors ‘man’ the reconstructed 
Arbeia Roman Fort in Tyne and Wear.  

Once they had conquered Britain during 
the first century AD, soldiers turned 

their attentions to the northern frontier
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THE ROMAN INVASION

T
he Roman invasion of Britain 
in AD 43 wasn’t the empire’s 
first foray onto British soil.  
Almost a century earlier, Julius 
Caesar made two expeditions 

to the mysterious, tribal island. The first, 
in 55 BC, couldn’t genuinely be described 
as an invasion. Commanding just two 
legions, Caesar hoped to score a major 
propaganda victory by crossing the 
Channel, even if he painted the expedition 
as a mere act of revenge against the Gaul-
supporting Britons. “In almost all the wars 
with the Gauls,” he would later write, 
“succours had been furnished to our 
enemy from that country.”

After spying the massed forces of 
Britons on the cliffs above Dover, the 
small fleet opted for an open beach 
further along the coastline. However, 
heavy storms forced the Roman 
cavalry reinforcements, sailing 
in the wake of the initial 
party, back to Gaul (a region 
comprising modern-day 
France, parts of Belgium, 
western Germany, and 
northern Italy). Caesar and 
his men soon retreated across 
the Channel, too, regrouping 

in readiness for another assault the 
following year.

The campaign of 54 BC was more 
successful. Caesar learned from his 
mistakes, assembling a much larger 
taskforce, one numbering five legions 
and a 2,000-strong cavalry. Landing 
unopposed, the Romans were too strong 
for the Britons and soon advanced 
across the Thames, after which they 
were approached by the Trinovantes, 
a tribe whose leader had recently 
been overthrown by the warlord 
Cassivellaunus. The Trinovantes offered 
aid and provisions to the invaders, as did 
other tribes. In return, Caesar restored the 
Trinovantes’ exiled leader Mandubracius 
as king and forced Cassivellaunus to 
surrender. Assured by the latter that no 

second coup would occur, Caesar – 
along with every last one of his 

soldiers – left Britain and travelled 
back to Gaul.

Decades of relative harmony 
between Britain and the 
Roman empire followed, 
with a number of new client 
kingdoms set in place. These 

states were ruled by local tribes 
who had aligned with Rome; 

under this system, military occupation  
by Roman legions wasn’t required.

By AD 40, though, the political 
landscape of Britain had become 
significantly more volatile. Led by 
Caratacus, the Catuvellauni tribe had 
overthrown the Trinovantes as the rulers 
of southern England’s most powerful 
kingdom, simultaneously banishing any 
Roman-sympathetic tribes into exile. 
That year, Caligula instructed some of his 
legions to practise military manoeuvres 
on the beaches of Gaul ahead of an 
apparent invasion of Britain, but this most 
unpredictable of emperors never ordered 
the campaign’s commencement. Three 
years later though, Caligula’s successor – 
his uncle Claudius – did just that. 

COMING IN TO LAND 
Not only did Claudius wish to restore, 
and even expand, Roman influence in 
Britain but, suffering from poor public 
opinion in Rome, he also understood 
how a military victory could greatly 
improve his standing. One of Rome’s 
most venerable senators, Aulus Plautius, 
was placed in charge of the invasion, an 
ambitious campaign drawn up on the 
pretext of simply reinstating Verica, the 
exiled Atrebates king. 

There is a difference of opinion among 
historians as to where the invasion forces 

caRviNg Out 
new teRRitOry

Caesar may have laid the foundations for the Roman invasion  
of Britain, but it was Claudius who came, saw and conquered

landed in AD 43. Some reports mention 
Kent’s east coast, while others favour a 
spot close to Noviomagus Reginorum, 
aka latter-day Chichester. (Indeed, to 
this day, an area of Chichester Harbour 
is still known as Roman Landing.) As the 
invaders landed in three divisions, both 
accounts could be correct, of course. 

After offering stiff resistance at the 
two-day battle of the Medway near 
Rochester, the Britons retreated to the 
Thames and further beyond into the 
Essex marshes, pushed back by the 
Romans’ momentum. Plautius, though, 
chose to reduce the intensity while he 
awaited the arrival of Claudius to enjoy 
the triumph soon to come. Once the 
emperor reached Britain, the beleaguered 
Britons, represented by 11 different tribes, 
surrendered without any further loss of 
life. Claudius was gifted the victory and 
returned home to bask in the glory.

His troops, meanwhile, continued into 
the interior, pushing on in both westerly 
and northerly directions. The future 
emperor Vespasian was in command 
of the legions heading west and made 
steady progress as far as Exeter. The story 
was similar for those marching north. 
Within four years of the initial invasion, 
the Romans had total control of the 
southern half of England, from the Bristol 
Channel to the Humber. 

Resistance to Roman incursions both 
further north and into Wales saw minimal 
territorial gains – minimal ambition, 
in actuality – until Nero’s ascendancy 
to the emperorship in AD 54. Under 
the determined new governor Quintus 
Veranius, and his successor Gaius 
Suetonius Paulinus, large swathes of  
Wales fell under Roman control. 

VENTURING NORTH
The resilience of the Boudica-led 
resistance in AD 60–61 may have 
ultimately failed to expel the Romans, 
but the latter’s expansionist ambitions 
were certainly put on hold while they 
dealt with the uprising in the southeast – 
and while they rebuilt their strongholds 
of Camulodunum (Colchester), 
Verulamium (St Albans) and Londinium 
(London), which Boudica’s rebels had 
successfully razed to the ground. 

The conquest of Wales and northern 
England was complete by AD 80, after 
which there were also successful  
Roman incursions into Scotland. These 
were short-term advances, though,  
with legions required to relocate 
overseas to quash rebellions elsewhere  
in the empire. The result of this was  
that Scottish tribes reclaimed their 
territory and that Hadrian’s Wall, on 
which work began in AD 122, would 
represent the northern frontier of 
Roman-held Britain. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

“WITHIN FOUR
YEARS, THE

ROMANS HAD
CONTROL FROM

THE BRISTOL
CHANNEL TO
THE HUMBER”

Julius Caesar had previously attempted to invade Britain during the first century BC (above),  
but it was an effort led by Claudius (right) nearly 100 years later that was ultimately successful

Cassivellaunus, 
chieftain of the 

Catuvellauni tribe, 
made peace with  

Julius Caesar after the 
latter’s invasion of 

Britain in 54 BC

A bust of Vespasian in Bath. The 
future emperor was responsible 
for expanding Roman territory 
into the west of Britain

Cladius’ invasion fleet is said to have landed on a stretch of West Sussex coastline now aptly named Roman Landing

An aerial view of Caerleon, south Wales, where 
the Romans established a fortress around AD 75. 

The circular foundations of an amphitheatre, 
built adjacent to the site, are still clearly visible

PACHYDERM POWERThe Romans are believed to  
have used war elephants while 

consolidating their rule on 
British soil. The smell of the 
animals was known to drive enemy horses mad, rendering the Britons’ chariot-riding skills useless.



Caratacus of the powerful Catuvellauni tribe had 
the time of his life giving the invading Roman army 
a monumental run-around. 

In AD 43 when the emperor Claudius’ troops 
landed in Britain, Caratacus was one of the 
surviving sons of the deceased king Cunobelinus. 
Caratacus and his brother Togodumnus led the 
British resistance from the tribal heartlands directly 
north of the Thames, and fought against the 
Romans in battle – probably on the Medway in Kent 
– which they lost. Soon after, Togodumnus was 
dead, and Caratacus was left on his own.

But Caratacus refused to kowtow to the enemy. 
He spurned the idea of becoming a ‘client king’  
and ruling his tribe for the Romans. Instead, he 
took the war west and headed for the Silures tribe 
in what is now south Wales. 

Caratacus managed the remarkable feat for  
a British tribal leader of organising other tribes 
under his leadership. He pulled back 
further into the impenetrable hills and 
valleys of western Britain and secured  
a stronghold on high ground. However, 
in AD 50, the Romans arrived for battle 
and overwhelmed the Britons with 
their firepower. Caratacus fled north for 
sanctuary with Queen Cartimandua of 
the Brigantes, but she handed him over 
to the enemy. Caratacus was pardoned 
by Claudius and pensioned off in 
ignominious retirement in Rome.

Boudica of the Iceni has always 
been the most famous rebel of 
Roman Britain. Her husband was 
Prasutagus, a tribal ruler who 
agreed to become a client king 
of the Romans and thus hold 
onto his kingdom. But when he 
died in AD 60, Roman officials 
moved in to steal his estate, 
flogging Boudica and raping 
the couple’s daughters. 
Seeking vengeance, Boudica 

went to war, rounding up her tribe 
and the aggrieved neighbouring 
Trinovantes. Catching the Roman 
army and the governor Suetonius 
Paulinus by surprise (he was in 
Mona, now Anglesey, wiping out 
the druids who had organised 
the local resistance to the Roman 
conquest), Boudica burst out 

of East Anglia. She destroyed 
three Roman towns (Colchester, 
London and St Albans) before 
Paulinus eventually caught up and 
defeated her.

The trouble is that we only have 
two Roman accounts of Boudica, 
and they were both written long 
after the events. Neither Tacitus 
nor Dio had ever seen her. They 
wrote her up as the complete 
opposite of the effete and 
decadent emperor Nero, and were 
not even certain how she died 
(either ‘sickness’ or ‘suicide’).

The sad truth is that Boudica 
– no matter how she is depicted 
today – had nothing to offer 
the Britons except disorder and 
starvation. No wonder, then, that 
lowland Britain never rose again.

By the time Pelagius was born 
in Britain or Ireland in the late 
AD 300s, the Roman empire 
was ruled by orthodox Christian 
emperors. The prevailing 
dogma, most enthusiastically 
promoted by Saint Paul and 
Saint Augustine, was that only 
the ‘elect’ would find a place in 
heaven. It did not matter how 
good or religious you were.

Pelagius was a Christian 
theologian, but he was 
infuriated by the injustice 
that one could do nothing 
to improve one’s chances of 
going to heaven. As a Briton 
he was more in tune with the 
pagan tradition of being able 
to intercede with the gods to 
influence one’s destiny.

The central part of Pelagius’ 
teaching was the gift of free 
will: that one could choose 
to do good and earn a place 
in heaven, or not. He started 
teaching this. Augustine was 
apoplectic with rage, resorting 
to hurling bile at Pelagius and 
denouncing him as a wrecker. 

Pelagius would not be 
thwarted, and he set out 
from Britain to spread his 
views across the late Roman 
empire. But the forces of 
orthodoxy were having 
none of it. By AD 418 he had 
been excommunicated and 
denounced as a heretic. He 
disappeared after that, but 
Pelagianism proved resilient  
and clung on for decades. d

Carausius rose from total obscurity through 
the ranks of the Roman army to be given 
command of the Roman fleet in Britain in 
the AD 280s. He was charged with clearing 

the waters of seaborne raiders from 
northern Europe who plagued the 
coasts of Britain and Gaul.

Carausius was an extraordinarily 
complex man. In AD 286 or 287 he 

declared himself emperor in Britain, 
riding a crest of popularity for his success. 
But the legitimate emperors, Diocletian 

and Maximian, believed Carausius 
had simply waited for the raiders 
to attack the settlements, before 
then helping himself to their loot. 
They were simply astounded by 
Carausius’ audacity, and even 

more stunned when he 
claimed to be their 
imperial colleague, 
issuing a coin with 
a portrait of all 
three and the legend 

‘Carausius and  
his Brothers’. 
But Carausius went 

a step further. He issued 

the best-quality silver coins for generations, 
which – in Roman terms – were synonymous 
with legitimacy. And he even had the 
chutzpah to claim that he was in the process 
of restoring the ‘Golden Age of Augustan 
Rome’ (albeit in Britain), quoting from  
Virgil to prove it. 

It couldn’t last, and it didn’t. In AD 293 
he was murdered in a coup and replaced by 
his finance minister, Allectus, who was then 
killed by an imperial army sent over  
the Channel.

When the Romans invaded in AD 43, rulers 
of several British tribes decided that their 
long-term interests would be better served 
with Roman backing. Among these was 
Cartimandua, ruling queen of the Brigantes 
tribe in northern England, and her husband 
and consort, Venutius.

In AD 51, Cartimandua, who had come 
to power around the time of the Roman 
invasion, handed Caratacus, leader of the 
Catuvellauni tribe – who had fled to her 
for refuge – to Emperor Claudius. Venutius 
seems to have been onside, at least until  
this point, but then the couple split.

Bumped up by Roman subsidies, 
Cartimandua became increasingly self-
important and Venutius and his supporters 
took exception to this. But the real insult 
came when the Brigantian queen began 

an affair with her armourer, Vellocatus. 
Cartimandua’s regime went into 
meltdown, while Venutius rounded up 
ever more support from the Brigantes, 
who began to turn against their  
overmighty queen.

Venutius was now a rebel by default, 
and in AD 69 the Roman governor Bolanus 
had to extract Cartimandua from the tribe 
before she was killed; his forces fought 
Venutius several times before they got her 
to safety. But Venutius had only a short 
time to enjoy his success. In AD 71, a new 
governor called Cerealis arrived, and within 
a few years Brigantian territory had been 
absorbed into the Roman province. And 
Venutius? He disappeared without trace,  
as did Cartimandua.
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Thomas Thornycroft’s famous 
monument to Boudica, erected 
in London in 1902. Despite her 
formidable reputation today, 

the tribal queen could not have 
offered the Britons stability

Carausius declared himself emperor in the late  
third century AD and even minted his own coins. In 
reality, he was a naval general, with no claim to rule

Queen Cartimandua (centre) 
infuriated her husband with her acts 
of infidelity – so he rebelled against  

both her and the Roman regime
REBELS OF ROMAN BRITAIN

GUY DE LA BÉDOYÈRE is a 
historian, author and broadcaster.  
His most recent book is Gladius: Living, 
Fighting and Dying in the Roman Army 
(Little, Brown, 2020)

bRitaNNia 
stRikes bacK

Guy de la Bédoyère explores five stories of men and 
women who rebelled against Roman rule in Britain

BOUDICA

CARAUSIUS

PELAGIUS

Pelagius clashed  
with Rome’s religious 
authorities and  
was eventually 
excommunicated

CARATACUS

A modern image depicts Caratacus 

attending a tribunal in Rome, 

having been captured by Claudius’ 

soldiers in Britain. Remarkably, the 

tribal leader was pardoned

VENUTIUS



ROMAN INNOVATIONS

What DID the  
rOmaNs dO fOR bRitain?

Not everyone may have welcomed them with open arms, but  
the Romans certainly left their mark on British culture and society

Where would we be without 
baths, running water and 
toilets? While access to such 

facilities is still sadly lacking in parts 
of the world today, the first drainage 
and sanitation systems in Britain were 
introduced by the ancient Romans.

At the heart of these systems was the 
aqueduct. While not as elaborate as the 
colossal stone structures erected in Rome 
and elsewhere, these wooden channels 
enabled fresh water from streams and 
springs to flow into towns and cities. 
Complementing the aqueducts were 
sewers, which carried away dirty water 
and were hidden beneath the streets. 
‘Flushing’ toilets could also be found, 
too: at Housesteads Roman Fort in 
Northumberland, waste from the latrines 
was washed along a channel by rainwater.

Bathhouses were also important to the 
Romans. As well as a way to keep clean, 
they served as social hubs, where locals 
could catch up with gossip. Typically, a 
session at the baths would start with a trip 
to the tepidarium, a warm pool where the 
bathing ritual began, followed by a stint 
inside the calderium, which was like the 
hot tub of today. Finally, bathers would 
brace themselves for a dip in the chilly 
frigidarium, which closed their freshly 
cleansed pores. To heat the bathhouse, 
each of the rooms was constructed on top 
of a series of brick and tile pillars, which 
enabled hot air from a nearby furnace 
to circulate beneath the floors – an 
innovation known as a hypocaust system.

In some instances, the Romans 
adapted existing facilities used by the 
Britons. In what is now Bath, southwest 
England, locals had been visiting the 
area’s natural hot springs long before the 
Romans arrived, primarily to worship the 
goddess of healing, Sulis. But after the 
invasion, the Romans adopted the springs 
to worship one of their own goddesses 
– Minerva – leading to the birth of the 
hybrid deity Sulis Minerva. The area was 
then named Aquae Sulis, with a temple 
and bathhouse built around the springs.

All roads lead to Rome – or at least 
they did in the continental Roman 
empire. But although the roads 

the Romans built in mainland Britain 
may not have been capable of crossing 
the Channel, they certainly did connect 
disparate parts of the island in new ways.

The impetus for roadbuilding began 
shortly after the invasion, when it became 
apparent that the existing infrastructure 
would not be sufficient for transporting 
large numbers of troops across the 
province. Instead, the invaders set about 
replacing the existing dirt paths with 
solid stone and gravel tracks, measuring 
between five and 10 metres in width. And 
to ensure that the roads were straight and 
therefore as direct as possible, surveyors 
used a tool known as a groma, resembling 
a wooden cross with four arms positioned 
at right angles.

Eventually, Britain came to boast one 
of the world’s most sophisticated road 
networks, stretching from the ports of 
the south coast to Hadrian’s Wall – some 
10,000 miles of infrastructure in total. Of 
these roads, Watling Street was one of the 
most important, linking Portus Dubris 
(Dover) and Londinium (London) with 
Viroconium (Wroxeter). Today, the A5 
follows much of the same route.

Have you ever said “carpe 
diem” (seize the day) to 
somebody? If you have, 

then you have the Romans to 
thank for that. 

Another legacy that the Romans 
have left in Britain is Latin. 
Although it is not spoken today, 
traces of the language still exist 
within modern English, and 
within certain place names. For 
instance, towns and cities ending 

in ‘chester’, ‘caster’ and ‘cester’ can 
trace the origins of their names to 
the Anglo-Saxon word ‘ceaster’, 
which is itself derived from the 
Roman word for fort – castrum.

Although Latin was the official 
language of the Roman empire 
and used across government, trade 
and law, not all native Britons were 
willing to learn it – some people, 
particularly in rural areas, clung 
on to their Celtic tongue.

Many foods that are today 
considered staples of British 
cuisine were actually introduced 

by the Romans – from onions to  
the humble apple. And even though 
the Romans weren’t responsible for 
introducing chickens to Britain, it was 
they who first popularised their meat as  
a form of sustenance. Indeed, the Romans 
brought with them many delicacies and 
flavours from across the empire, livening 
up a native diet that mainly consisted of 
porridge, stews and bread.

In order to help their foods flourish, 
the Romans began to employ agricultural 
methods that they had first perfected 

in the Mediterranean, such as crop 
rotation and land drainage. New farming 
techniques also came in useful when 
it came to setting up vineyards, which 
allowed the Roman arrivals to keep 
their thirst at bay and save money on 
importing wine from home.

Much like today, hosting dinners and 
parties was a popular pastime, and soon 
the Romano-British elite were 
showcasing their wealth with lavish 
banquets that lasted long into the 
night. But one thing that 
wouldn’t last in Britain 
was the Romans’ love 
of eating snails,  

or more specifically a large species 
known as the helix pomatia,  
which were fattened up with a  
diet of milk. Interestingly, 
descendants of these creatures 
can still be found living at 
Chedworth Roman Villa in 
Gloucestershire today.
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PLUMBING AND SANITATION
ROADS

FOOD 

Visitors travelled from across the 
Roman empire to test the reputed 

healing powers of the waters at 
Aquae Sulis (now the city of Bath) 

The communal latrines at 
Housesteads Roman Fort still 
‘flush’ when it rains today

Bathing was as 
much a chance to 
socialise and gossip as it was to wash

ABOVE: Although it was known 
to the Romans as Corinium 
Dobunnorum, the ‘cester’ in 
Cirencester’s modern name 
reflects its history as the site  
of a Roman castrum (fort)

MAIN: A portion of the historic 
Fosse Way near Cirencester. 
Built in the first and second 
centuries AD, the roads 
connected Isca (Exeter) and 
Lindum Colonia (Lincoln)

CAPITAL GAINSThe area that makes up modern-
day central London consisted  
of just a few farms along the 
Thames when the Romans 

arrived. They made it into one  
of the greatest cities of the empire, with a central forum larger than Trafalgar Square.

LATIN



Far from Rome’s imperial centre, 
Britain was in a vulnerable 
position, facing threats from the 

unconquered peoples of northern 
Caledonia (Scotland), the tribes 
of Hibernia (Ireland), and the 
Saxons of northern Europe.

To provide protection,  
a comprehensive 
system of walls, 
fortifications and 
defences was 
constructed. The 
northern frontier, 
for instance, was 
defended by the 
Antonine Wall and 
Hadrian’s Wall  
(see page 49), 
which included forts 

When the Romans first arrived in Britain, the native 
peoples worshipped many different gods and spirits 
tied to natural places like hills and rivers. Although 

they were allowed to keep their beliefs (so long as they also 
worshipped the Romans’ own pantheon of deities), the Roman 
regime certainly demonstrated little tolerance when it invaded 
the island of Mona (Anglesey) in AD 60 and killed large 
numbers of druids (see page 44).

Around the early third century AD, Christianity had made 
its way across the Roman empire to Britain and was eventually 
banned. Many Christians were persecuted – and, in some 
extreme cases, killed. However, by AD 313 the religion had 
become so popular that Emperor Constantine himself had 
adopted the faith, and it was now tolerated. By the time the 
fourth century AD had drawn to a close, Christianity was the 
official religion of the Roman empire.

Before the Roman invasion, Britons 
mainly lived in scattered tribal 
villages and forts – there were 

no big cities. But the new arrivals soon 
changed that, constructing metropolises 
out of bricks and mortar. 

The largest of these were Londinium 
(London), Camulodunum (Colchester) 
and Verulamium (St Albans), which were 
built on a grid system, with each of the 
blocks known as insulae. In the middle 
of the city was an open square known 
as the forum, where markets would be 
held and business transactions could take 
place. Three sides of the forum would be 
lined with shops, with the one remaining 
side reserved for a civic hall or court 
known as the basilica.

To ward off enemy invaders, Roman 
cities would be surrounded by an outer 
wall, while residents would navigate their 
way around the settlement by means 
of crisscrossing streets that connected 
temples, bathhouses and homes.

Although Camulodunum had 
previously been the home of a small 

settlement occupied by the 
Trinovantes tribe, the Romans 

believed that – by creating 
cities – they were ‘civilising’ 

the native Britons. Indeed, 
the word ‘city’ is related 
to civilisation, originally 
stemming from the  
Latin word civitas, 

meaning citizenship.

along their length. These could house 
auxiliary troops, ready to push back any 
enemy attack. 

Meanwhile, Caerleon – located in 
what is now south Wales – was also a 
hugely important military site. Home 
to 5,500 soldiers of Second Augustan 
Legion, it was the location of one of 

only three permanent legionary 
fortresses in Britain (the others 

being in York and Chester). 
As well as barracks to 

house its men, Caerleon 
also boasted a large 

amphitheatre, 
where up to 6,000 
spectators could 
watch gladiatorial 
games and public 
executions. 

It wasn’t all 
about fighting, 

however, with 
Roman-style homes 

also making their way over to Britain, 
too. As farms grew and their owners 
became wealthier, they soon began 
replacing their simple huts with large 
multi-storey mansions known as villas 
(see page 46). Whereas pre-Roman 
dwellings were typically made from 
timber and circular in shape, the new 
homes were usually rectangular and 
constructed from stone. 

One of the Romans’ most impressive 
building projects was the huge palace 
at Fishbourne, West Sussex, which 
was first properly excavated during the 
1960s. The largest Roman residential 
dwelling ever discovered in Britain, it 
was only built around 30 years after the 
conquest – possibly because it was built 
for a local chief who had switched his 
allegiances to the Romans early on. 

Although much of Roman Britain is 
still underground, the invaders certainly 
made a lasting impression. d 
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

ROMAN INNOVATIONS

After conquering Britain, the rule 
of the emperor was enforced by 
the legate – a senior ex-consul 

also in charge of the province’s military. 
Financial matters were handled by a 
figure known as the procurator, while 
each town and city had its own council 
called the curia, which was responsible 
for collecting taxes and dealing with 
disputes. Crucially, members of the local 
aristocracy could be elected to the curia, 
including former tribal chiefs, which had 
the purpose of making native Britons feel 
involved in government and therefore 
reducing the chances of rebellion.

Thankfully for historians, the Romans 
were excellent record-keepers, leaving 
behind a wealth of information about 
their lives. This is particularly true of the 
military, whose prolific note-keeping 
means we even know the names of 
some of the people who were involved in 
building Hadrian’s Wall.
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A 19th-century engraving imagines the people of Roman Britain converting to Christianity

ABOVE: The amphitheatre at Caerleon was capable of accommodating up to 
6,000 spectators, who could enjoy gruesome sporting spectacles

LEFT: Exposed foundations of the Antonine Wall near Glasgow. The defence 
was constructed on the orders of Emperor Antoninus Pius (pictured far left)

Remains of the 
underfloor hypocaust 

heating system at 
Fishbourne Roman 

Palace in West Sussex

LEFT: An artist’s depiction of 
Londinium in around AD 125. The 
forum is visible in the centre of the 
image, while the first London 
Bridge can also be seen to the left

BELOW: Colchester’s Balkerne 
Gate – the largest surviving 
Roman gateway in Britain

TOWN AND CITY PLANNING RELIGION

A selection of ancient Roman 
writing materials. Keeping records 
was especially important in the 
military – whether for making rotas 
or carrying out stock checks

ARCHITECTURE

BUREAUCRACY

WHEELY GOOD FUNRoman Colchester was home 
to Britain’s only known chariot 
racing track. First excavated  
in 2004, the sporting venue, 

known as a circus, is thought 
to have been constructed in the early second century AD.
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RELIGION IN ROMAN BRITAIN

R
oman influence on Britain 
following the invasion in 
AD 43 is often portrayed 
as all-encompassing. 
Bringing Mediterranean-

style towns, innovative indoor heating 
and more, there’s an idea that the 
Romans sought to stamp their ‘civilised’ 
beliefs on subjugated native Britons in 
the imperial outpost, and so changed 
the course of Britain forever. But when 
it came to religion, the Romans didn’t 
seek to conquer or convert. Instead, they 
favoured a tactic known as syncretism, 
a merging of beliefs that saw existing 
pagan gods mingle with Roman deities, 
with temples sitting alongside spiritual 
sites in a multi-faith society.

DRUIDS AND DEITIES 
The picture of religion in pre-Roman 
Britain is a complicated one as Britons 
were spread across a series of distinct 
tribes, and while some were bound by 
common ties of art, custom and religion, 
there were many differences. Further 
ambiguity stems from the fact that 
pre-Roman Britain was essentially non-
literate, so there are few written sources 
from the time. However, archaeological 
discoveries suggest that pre-Christian 
religions in Britain were influenced by 

the natural world and with strong 
ties to the elements.

While there are hardly any 
remains of Iron Age temple buildings 
or places of worship, there is evidence 
of offerings of tools and jewellery on 
hilltops and rivers, showing that beliefs 
were connected to certain features in 
the landscape. It’s believed that these 
offerings were rituals performed to help 
seasonal challenges such as the harvest, 
or to ward off a hard winter. 

Like the Romans who had not yet 
reached their shores, people in Iron Age 
Britain believed in polytheism – the 
idea that as well as general gods, there 
were also local gods or spirits (known 
as genii loci) in every place. Ancient 
Britons believed in the need to honour 
these figures, and high-status Celtic 
metalwork found in rivers, streams and 
bogs suggests that many of their gods 
were associated with water (broadly 
speaking, water deities seem to have been 
female, while figures associated with 
the sky and air on hilltops were usually 

male). In some areas of western Europe, 
these offerings extended to human 
remains (such as the ‘bog bodies’ found 
in the wetlands of Ireland, Denmark and 
elsewhere), and the spiritual practice 
of human sacrifice was particularly 
repugnant to Romans. And so, with 
many accounts of Britons’ religion often 
from classical sources and with further 
detail hard to track down, these religions 
have often historically been dismissed as 
‘primitive’ or ‘barbarian’.

Take the druids, a religious order 
mentioned by at least 30 authors from 
the Greek and Roman world. Slim 
evidence suggests that druids were 
teachers or priest-figures in Celtic 
religion, though Roman sources have 
them as purveyors of soothsaying and 
evil rituals, due to their reported practice 

SPREADING THE 
WOrD OF THE GODS

The Romans were only too happy to share their pantheon of  
deities with the native Britons – and learn a little themselves, too

ADOPTED DEITIES 
Three Celtic figures that turned Roman...

SULIS
Long before the Romans 
arrived and constructed 
a complex of baths, 
the site of the 
city of Bath 
was known by 
Britons for its hot 
springs, which 
they believed 
were the work 
of the deity 
Sulis, the Celtic 
goddess associated 
with medicine, 
fertility and healing. 
Her figure later merged 
with Minerva, the Roman 
goddess of healing, to 
create the super-deity 
‘Sulis Minerva’.

COCIDIUS 
Cocidius was another deity worshipped by the Britons to  
be represented in a dedication near to Hadrian’s Wall. Often 
depicted as a man with a spear and shield and wearing a 
helmet, the Romans equated the figure with Mars, their god 
of war. Similar comparisons were made with other Celtic 
battle gods such as Loucetius and Belatucadrus.

TARANIS
A more universal Celtic 
figure compared to the 
genii loci of hilltops and 
streams, Taranis is thought 
to have been a god of 
thunder, and is often 
depicted with a hammer 
and a wheel. This has led 
some to compare the deity 
to Jupiter, who was both  
a Roman sky god and god  
of thunder and lightning.

of human sacrifice. An account by  
Roman historian Tacitus of the Roman 
invasion of Mona (Anglesey) in AD 57 
describes how the invading force were 
met by a group of naked and chanting 
people led by druids. Terrified by 
what they found, the Roman soldiers 
massacred the group; according to Tacitus 
“they smote all who opposed them to the 
earth and wrapped them in the flames 
they had themselves kindled”. In fact, 
there is no archaeological evidence that 
can be confidently linked to the druids 
in all of Iron Age Britain, though much is 
still made of the Romans’ suppression of 
the druids, and it lives on for some as an 
example of Roman religious persecution 
in Britain.

BORROWING BELIEFS
Druids aside, the Roman approach to 
religion in Britain was generally marked 
by tolerance, and in turn the invaders 
were open to being influenced. The 
Roman pantheon often adopted some of 
the gods of those they had conquered, 
and drew comparisons between Celtic 
gods and their own. Julius Caesar, in 
his account of the first-century BC 
Gallic Wars, De Bello Gallico, equated 
the Celtic god Lugus with Roman deity 
Mercury, as both were believed to bring 
light and enlightenment. Both native 
and Roman traditions believed in 
mother goddesses that could influence 
fertility and protection, and would often 
represent them in groups of three. It 
is often difficult to know which Celtic 
gods pre-date the Romans, and which 
were imported from elsewhere in the 

Roman empire, as beliefs mingled and 
borrowed from one another. Roman 
deities such as Jupiter and Minerva were 
worshipped in forts and temples, while 
archaeological evidence shows that figures 
worshipped by Britons also persevered. 
For instance, there is a surviving ritual 
well and carvings made at Romano-
British site Hadrian’s Wall that 
honour the river goddess 
Coventina. Elsewhere, 
other communities in 
northern Britain and 
Ireland remained 
untouched by any 
Roman influence, 
and so Celtic religious 
practices continued 
unaffected.

This would all change 
with Roman emperor 
Constantine’s conversion to 
Christianity in AD 312. After a 
reported religious vision, he made 
it legal for Christians to practise their 
faith openly, and though its arrival in 
Britain is difficult to date exactly,  
by the fourth century AD Christianity 
had become a much more visible 
presence among Britons. In the late 
fourth century, Emperor Theodosius 
established Christianity as the official 
religion of imperial Rome, and following 
Augustine of Canterbury’s famous 
mission in AD 597 from the Pope to 
King Æthelberht of Kent, to convert the 
Anglo-Saxons, Britain’s religious course 
had moved away from paganism towards 
a Christian future. d
WORDS: ELINOR EVANS

PERSONALITY CULTClaudius, who led the Roman 
conquest of Britain, was deified 

after his death in AD 54. A temple 
in Colchester (Camulodunum) was 

subsequently dedicated to the 
late emperor, part of which still 

survives today within the foundations of the town’s castle.

MAIN: A drawing imagines Roman 
soldiers (far right) stumbling across  

a druid sacrifice. In reality, historians 
remain divided as to whether ancient 

Britons engaged in such practices 

INSET: So-called ‘bog bodies’  
have been used as evidence to 

 suggest that human remains 
 were placed in wetlands as  

offerings to Celtic gods

A piece of Roman wall 
art depicting a genius 
loci – a protective spirit 
for a specific place – in 
the form of a snake

LEFT: Mercury, the winged messenger 
of the gods, appears on a Royal Corps 

of Signals memorial. Julius Caesar 
likened him to the Celtic deity Lugus

BELOW: A tablet bearing the image of 
the Romano-British goddess Coventina
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W
hen it came to their villas, the 
Romans living in Britannia felt 
no need to deviate from the 
architectural style seen around 
the Mediterranean; determined 

to have a familiar piece of home, of civilisation, out 
on the edge of the empire. A significant surviving 
example is at Lullingstone, near Eynsford in 
Kent. First built a few decades after the conquest, 
around 80-100 AD, and abandoned at some point 
during the fifth century AD, its archaeological 
remains can reveal much about Roman Britain.

Lullingstone was a common rural villa, in many 
ways. It had a winged-corridor design – a central 
corridor with two wings with more rooms on 
either side – and boasted ostentatious displays of 
wealth, such as a bathhouse, triclinium (dining 
room), beautiful mosaics and painted plaster walls. 
As the villa changed hands over the centuries it 
changed shape, being enlarged and made more 
luxurious, reaching the height of its grandeur in 
the fourth century AD.  

Villas were not for all Romans, but the estates 
of the wealthy and powerful. They were often 
the centre of a community, although no evidence 
of a farming infrastructure has been found at 
Lullingstone. Instead, two busts that formed part 
of the decor are thought to reveal who lived there 
– one depicting Publius Helvius Pertinax, governor 
of Britain and briefly emperor in AD 193, and 
the other his father. Pertinax may have used the 
building as nothing more than a country retreat.

And while villas commonly had shrines for the 
worship of gods, Lullingstone had an extremely 
unusual feature above its cellar cult room. One 
room was used as a house-church and its walls 
had paintings with overt Christian symbols and 
meaning, including the Chi-Rho 
(the first two Greek letters of 
Christ’s name). Christianity 
was officially tolerated in the 
Roman empire from AD 313, and 
the owners of Lullingstone had 
embraced the religion. 

Find out more by visiting 
english-heritage.org.uk. d

MORE VILLAS TO VISIT
A look at three other fascinating slices of  
the Mediterranean found in Britain...

BIGNOR, WEST SUSSEX
Another villa that underwent a great deal of development, 
the earliest structural remains at Bignor date to c190 AD, 
with further expansion taking place from the mid-third to 
fourth centuries AD. No records of the villa’s occupants 
have survived, but the quality of its mosaics and other finds 
indicate it probably belonged to a Romano-British family of 
considerable wealth. Find out more: bignorromanvilla.co.uk

CHEDWORTH, GLOUCESTERSHIRE
One of the largest and most extensive Roman villas found 
in Britain, Chedworth’s longevity makes it unusual. Built 
in several phases between the second and fifth centuries 
AD, the villa was occupied well beyond the economic 
crash of the late fourth century and the end of Roman rule. 
Radiocarbon dating has shown that a new mosaic was 
laid at the villa later than AD 424 – the first-known fifth-
century example ever discovered in Britain. Find out more: 
nationaltrust.org.uk/chedworth-roman-villa

FISHBOURNE, WEST SUSSEX
The largest-known Roman residence in Britain 

– and boasting the biggest collection of 
mosaics in situ – the palace we see 

today was built at some point in 
the late 70s AD and boasted 

exquisite decor and a luxurious 
bathing suite. The visible 
remains make up just two 
thirds of one wing – the 
rest of the 150 metre 
sq building remains 
buried. Find out more: 
sussexpast.co.uk

We explore the secrets of 
Lullingstone Villa: a classic 
example of a Roman dwelling 
enjoyed by Britannia’s elite

ROMANO-BRITISH LIVING

WATER WORSHIP
The presence of a well in the 
floor of the cellar or cult room, 
in addition to a wall painting of 
three water nymphs (below 
left) indicates that the space 
was dedicated to a water deity.

CHI-RHO
Among the Christian 
wall paintings were 
several images 
featuring the Greek 
letters chi and rho:  
the first two letters  
of Christ’s name, and 
one of the standard 
symbols of Christianity 
at this time.  

CHRISTIANITY COMES
The wall paintings in the house-
church at Lullingstone are some of 
the earliest evidence for Christianity 
in Britain. The figures (above) are 
shown praying with upraised arms 
and outstretched hands – a posture 
still used by Christian priests 
praying in front of a congregation.

CULT ROOM
By the latter half of the second 
century AD, the cellar was most 
likely being used as a cult room 
for pagan worship. It’s unknown 
whether the villa’s occupants 
were ‘hedging their bets’ – 
worshipping the Christian God in 
the house-church located above, 
while still appeasing the old 
gods, or whether, as Christianity 
spread, some members of the 
family held fast to their old 
beliefs. Originally, there were 
several entrances to the cult 
room, including external access.

FAMILIAL PRIDE
At some point during the third 
century AD, the function of the 
cult room may have changed to 
the veneration of ancestors. 
Access was now only possible 
from above, and two marble 
busts were placed near the 
steps: one has been identified 
as Publius Helvius Pertinax,  
a senator and governor of 
Britannia who went on to 
become emperor in AD 193 – 
ruling for just 87 days before his 
murder. The second is his father, 
Publius Helvius Successus.

RIGHT: The remains of the villa’s 
cellar include an elaborate fresco, 
depicting a trio of water nymphs

FAR RIGHT: A mosaic at Lullingstone 
shows the mythological Greek hero 
Bellerophon slaying the Chimera –  
a hideous, fire-breathing monster
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HADRIAN’S WALL

T
he wall that runs across 
northern England in many 
ways represented Roman 
emperor Hadrian’s new 
ideology. Ruling from AD 117 

to 138, Hadrian abandoned continual 
conquest and expansion in favour of 
enclosing the Roman empire within 
clearly marked frontiers. In some 
provinces the frontier consisted of a road 
or a river guarded by forts and towers, 
while in others (such as in Africa and 
Britain) the frontier lines consisted of 
running barriers.

The British frontier was more elaborate 
than the others. In its final version it was 

strongly held by auxiliary soldiers  
in 17 forts along the line of the wall, 
with outposts to the north, along 
the Cumbrian coast, and forts in 
the hinterland as well.

While this has been justly 
labelled overkill, it does seem that 
the northern British tribes were 
troublesome. Wars in Britain are 
mentioned so frequently in literary 
sources that some archaeologists 

ROme’s 
NORtheRn 
frONtieR
Patricia Southern explores the history 
of Hadrian’s Wall – the formidable 
barrier that separated Britannia from 
the unconquered tribes of Caledonia

accuse the ancient authors of 
exaggeration. In truth, the British 

tribes did not readily accept 
Romanisation. They continued to 
farm the land in their old ways, 
and probably fought each other. 

We do not know enough about 
the tribes and their organisation 

to be certain that they were not 
perpetually aggressive, which in 

turn means that the function of 
Hadrian’s Wall can be interpreted 

only from the archaeological 
remains, with no clues as to 

Roman policy in dealing 
with British tribes.

Hadrian, who ruled from  
AD 117 to 138, sought to 
consolidate Rome’s 
vast empire

A surviving section of Hadrian’s Wall. The barrier 
originally spanned the width of northern Britain, 

running from Wallsend (Segedunum) in the east to 
Bowness-on-Solway (Maia) in the west

A Victorian illustration imagines 
Roman soldiers constructing the 
wall in the second century AD
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THREE OTHER ROMAN 
FORTIFICATIONS
Hadrian’s Wall wasn’t the only defensive 
structure the Romans built in Britannia

The frontier system was complex. 
Starting from the north and working 
south, there were outposts beyond the 
wall, three Hadrianic forts in the west, 
and later forts in the east along what is 
now the A68 (a major road running from 
Darlington to Edinburgh). The original 
version of the wall in the west, from the 
River Irthing to the Solway Firth, was 
built of turf.

It could be that the tribes in this 
area were hostile, and the frontier had 
to be built rapidly. On the other hand, 
there could have been a shortage of 
suitable stone, since the locally available 
red sandstone is too friable, or easily 
crumbled. This western section of the 
wall was replaced in better stone in the 
second century AD.

The soldiers in the outposts may have 
undertaken regular patrols to observe the 
tribes, as suggested by the names of some 
of the third-century units, which were 
called exploratores, or ‘scouts’.

Further south there was the wall 
itself. It was protected by a ditch on its 
northern side, designed to prevent close 
approach, and reinforced in some places 
by three rows of pits, probably containing 
stacked thorn branches, which made 
penetration difficult. These features may 
have been established in the flatter areas, 
perhaps not all along the wall.

A STURDY DETERRENT
Then came the wall itself, originally 
around 10 Roman feet (generally shorter 
than standard English feet) thick, later 

BINCHESTER ROMAN FORT, COUNTY DURHAM
Founded in around AD 80 and originally covering about 
70,000 sq metres, Binchester (known to the Romans as 
Vinovia) was, for a time, one of the largest Roman military 
installations in northern Britain. Built to house a Roman 
cavalry unit that included troops from across the empire, 
Binchester commanded the main road that ran from the 
legionary headquarters at York northwards to Hadrian’s 
Wall. Today, it boasts one of Britain’s most intact Roman 
hypocausts (underfloor heating systems, above).

PORTCHESTER CASTLE, HAMPSHIRE
Portchester Castle began life as a Roman shore fort and 
remains one of the best-preserved examples of its kind in 
northern Europe. Now known as one of the ‘Forts of the 
Saxon Shore’, it was constructed during the third century 
AD to protect Britain from Saxon pirates who were raiding 
the south coast. The castle’s Roman defensive circuit still 
survives, with 16 towers and perimeter walls that measure 
six metres tall.

VINDOLANDA, 
NORTHUMBERLAND
Just a mile south of Hadrian’s 
Wall lies one of Roman 
Britain’s most important 
sites – the auxiliary fort of 
Vindolanda. A turf rampart 
was built in around AD 85 to 
protect the nearby road, but 
once the wall had been built, 
the fort was doubled in size, 
with shops and homes added. At its peak, around 1,000 
men were stationed at Vindolanda; the stone remains that 
can be seen today date from the third century AD. 

reduced to eight feet, resulting in a 
frontier of different dimensions. We do 
not know how high it was, and most 
controversially there may or may not 
have been a wall-walk along the top. No 
one can say if the Romans patrolled along 
the wall or confined their lookout posts 
to the forts, fortlets called ‘milecastles’, 
and turrets placed every third of a mile 
between them.

Whether or not there was a wall-walk, 
there was still a lot of dead ground where 
observation would have been impeded. 
However, this probably did not matter, 
as it is unlikely that the wall would have 
been defended like a castle under siege. 
Instead, the most probable function of 
the wall was to prevent anyone from 
getting too close or massing together 
in the distance. Conversely, it has also 

been suggested that 
manning the wall top 
would have served to 
delay hostile tribes, 
while troops were 
assembled.

South of the wall 
there was another, 
larger ditch, labelled the 
vallum by the Venerable 
Bede (although, to the 
Romans, that term 
referred to the whole 
frontier system). On 
either side of this ditch 

there was a mound of earth. The vallum 
is a puzzle, variously interpreted by 
archaeologists. It was clearly important 
to the Romans because – unlike the 
northern ditch – it was continuous, and 
cut through rock where necessary. It is 
possible that the tribes south of the wall 
were prone to raiding. This may be the 
reason why the Romans dug the vallum 
– in order to guard vehicles and animals 
belonging to the forts.

No Roman frontier would have been 
capable of stopping masses of tribesmen 
who were determined to cross it. 
However, the presence of a solid barrier 
backed up with military force provided 
a strong psychological deterrent. It 
is significant that the emperors who 
followed Hadrian did not abandon the 
concept of running barriers. Instead, 
they repaired and rebuilt frontiers. 
For reasons that archaeologists do not 
fully understand, Hadrian’s successor, 
Antoninus Pius, took over Lowland 
Scotland and built a similar frontier of 
turf between the Forth and the Clyde. 
However, it was held for only about 

two decades before Hadrian’s Wall 
was recommissioned and remained 
the northern frontier of Britannia 
(even though military campaigns were 
undertaken to the north of it).

THE FRONTIER FALLS
In the early third century AD, the 
emperor Severus fought a war in what 
is now Scotland, but did not hold 
the territory. He repaired Hadrian’s 
Wall so extensively that 19th-century 
archaeologists believed that he had been 
responsible for building it. In the fourth 
century AD, when Constantius Chlorus 
also campaigned in the north, Hadrian’s 
Wall remained the frontier. No one can 
say for certain why these emperors did 
not annexe the lands they fought over.

What happened to the wall at the end 
of the Roman period is not entirely clear. 
Its function as a frontier may have been 
lost, with people instead trying to make 
a living inside the forts, looking to their 
own protection for as long as they could. 
Parts of the wall were repaired in timber 
or occasionally crude stonework, but 
the infrastructure of the empire had lost 
cohesion. By the end of the sixth century 
AD, much of the frontier had probably 
been abandoned.

The fact that we do not know 
everything there is to know about the 
wall is undoubtedly a large part of its 
fascination. Furthermore, on top of its 
historical interest, the wall also runs 
through some of the most stunning 
scenery in northern England. d

PATRICIA SOUTHERN is the author 
of Hadrian’s Wall: Everyday Life on a 
Roman Frontier (Amberley, 2016)  

HADRIAN’S WALL

The vallum, a ditch dug along the south side of the wall, still remains today.  
It may have been used to protect vehicles and animals belonging to the forts

The remains of a milecastle at Cawfield, 
Northumberland – one of numerous small 

forts constructed along the length of the wall

Modern depictions of the 

wall, like this painting by Alan 

Sorrell, show the structure 

with ‘wall-walks’ along the 

top, but it is not clear whether 

these actually existed

Italian reenactors, dressed as Roman soldiers, clash with a band of ‘Celts’ at 
Hadrian’s Wall in 2015. The structure’s history remains a source of fascination

Hadrian’s successor, Antoninus Pius (left), commissioned another 
defensive barrier, spanning the central belt of Scotland. Built in the 
years after AD 142, it is now known as the Antonine Wall (above)

“NO FRONTIER WOULD HAVE

BEEN CAPABLE OF STOPPING

MASSES OF TRIBESMEN

DETERMINED TO CROSS IT”

Roman soldiers may  
have undertaken regular 

patrols beyond the wall to 
observe hostile tribes

DIVERSE WORKFORCEThe soldiers who served along 
Hadrian’s Wall came from all over 
the Roman empire. At Cilurnum 

Fort in Northumberland, the cavalry 
unit hailed from Asturias in what is 

now northern Spain, while the 
infantry unit at Banna Fort  in Cumbria came from  Dacia, modern-day  Romania.
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THE COLLAPSE OF ROMAN RULE

“T
he barbarians drive us 
to the sea, the sea drives 
us to the barbarians. 
Between these two 
means of death, we are 

either killed or drowned.” From the 
arrival of the Normans in 1066 through 
to the threat of Nazi invasion in 1940, the 
residents of Britain have faced periods 
of intense – and potentially catastrophic 
– change on numerous occasions. Yet as 
the above plea proves – reportedly issued 
by beleaguered Britons to a commander 
in Gaul in the early fifth century AD – 
few episodes can match the collapse of 
Roman Britain for sheer trauma. 

For almost 400 years – since Emperor 
Claudius had ordered his legions across 
the Channel from mainland Europe in 
AD 43 – Britain had been subsumed into 
the mighty Roman empire. Not all of 
Britain was subject to occupation, but 
across much of the island, they used 
Roman coins, ate Roman foods, filled 
their homes with Roman pottery, were 
subject to Roman laws, and ‘enjoyed’ the 
protection of the Roman military. Then 
everything changed. 

The precise year that change occurred 
has traditionally been given as AD 410, 
when the emperor Honorius famously 
told Britain to “look to its own defences”. 

Other historians argue that Britain passed 
into a post-Roman age a year earlier 
when, so the pagan writer Zosimus tells 
us, the pressure of barbarian invaders 
forced the British “to throw off Roman 
rule and live independently”. Either way, 
by the time that the Latin theologian 
Saint Jerome declared that Britain was 
a “land fertile in tyrants” in around AD 
415, the Roman garrison had, it appears, 
largely gone. But why did the soldiers 
leave, and what did Britain look like in 
the wake of their departure? 

During the late fourth century AD, 
a combination of factors including 
incompetent emperors, endemic diseases 
and a huge influx of non-Roman people 
exerted enormous pressures on the 
western Roman empire – pressures that 

THE END  
OF AN ErA
After nearly 400 years in power,  
the Romans abandoned their British 
outpost during the fifth century AD. 
But did their influence truly wane?

were soon causing cracks to 
appear in the apparatus of 
Roman rule in Britain.

We know that there was  
a massive rebellion of Roman 
troops on Hadrian’s Wall in 
AD 367 – an uprising that 
was accompanied by raids of 
‘barbarians’ from Scotland 
and Ireland. Then in AD 
383, as the western empire 
at large was wracked by 
infighting, Magnus Maximus, 
a commander in Britain, was 
proclaimed emperor by his 
troops and reportedly took 
most of his men to fight in 
Gaul. It’s unlikely that they 
ever returned. 

The coup-de-grace 
to Britain’s Roman 
administration may have 
been delivered by Germanic 
tribes, described by the 
sixth-century AD British 
writer Gildas as “Angli” and 
“Saxones”. They may have 
initially been employed by 
the Romans to defend against 
other barbarians – before, so 
it’s been suggested, biting the 
hand that used to feed them. 

Establishing exactly how 
Britain changed in these 
tumultuous few years – as it 
was plunged into a new, post-
Roman reality – has proved a 
formidable task. Here we’re in 
the hands of archaeology and 
the (often highly unreliable) 
accounts of chroniclers, 
sometimes writing decades 
– or even centuries – after 
the events they describe. It’s 
thought that Roman coins and 
mosaics largely disappeared in 
the early fifth century AD, and 
that major pottery industries 
in places such as Oxfordshire 
and Cambridgeshire ceased 

production. Levels of literacy 
dropped, wood replaced stone 
in building work and towns 
went into decline. 

Interestingly, Britain has 
yielded more caches of hidden 
precious metal dating from 
AD 300 to AD 500 than the 
rest of the Roman empire 
combined. Is this evidence 
of widespread chaos and 
bloodletting, of the rich 
seeking to hide their wealth 
from marauding gangs 
capitalising on a breakdown 
of law and order? Maybe. 
Maybe not.

Despite the turmoil, 
elements of the Roman way 
of life did survive. Evidence 
of this has been discovered 
at locales such as Wroxeter 
in Shropshire, which was 
rebuilt in the fifth and 
possibly sixth centuries AD in 
a style influenced by Roman 
architecture. Here were people 
attempting to keep the Roman 
way of life going. There’s 
also Tintagel in Cornwall, 
whose residents imported 
Mediterranean pottery, 
amphorae and glass beyond 
the early fifth century AD.

Finally, let’s not forget 
that most of the inhabitants 
of Britain post-AD 410 were 
themselves descended from 
the residents of Roman 
Britain – ‘barbarians’ couldn’t 
drive them all into the sea. 
And while Germanic tribes 
may have wielded increasing 
influence over the decades 
that followed, these survivors 
dominated much of the 
British Isles long after the 
legions had gone. d
WORDS: SPENCER MIZEN

A coin minted 
during the reign of 
Honorius. In AD 410, 
the emperor is 
famously said to have 
told Britain that it 
should “look to its  
own defences”

Discoveries of buried treasures such 
as the Seaton Down Hoard (above), 
and this ornate bust found in Suffolk 
(right), suggest that items were 
stashed away as order broke down

LEFT: A trio of historical reenactors, dressed as Roman 
soldiers, patrol Hadrian’s Wall at Birdoswald, Cumbria

BELOW: A gang of Caledonian ‘barbarians’ pictured at the 
same event. In real life, frequent raids by northern British 

tribes gradually wore down the Romans’ steely resolve

GET HOOKED
If we’ve whetted your appetite for Roman Britain, why not explore 

the topic further with our pick of books, films and podcasts

BOOKS

ONLINE AND AUDIO

WATCH

UnRoman Britain: 
Exposing the Great 
Myth of Britannia

By Dr Miles Russell and 
Stuart Laycock  

(The History Press, 2010)

Russell and Laycock look 
at the myths of Roman 

Britain, exploring why many 
Britons never fully embraced 

the empire, and how even 
the Roman army in Britain 

became chronically rebellious 
and a source of instability  

that ultimately affected the  
whole regime.

Walking Britain’s Roman Roads 

(streaming on My5) 
 

Bestselling author and historian Dan Jones 
traces the story of Britain’s ancient Roman 

past by following six of their famously 
straight roads – beginning with Watling 

Street and ending with Stane Street.

The Eagle (2011)

(streaming on Amazon Prime, Apple TV  
and Google Play)

Based on Rosemary Sutcliffe’s 1954 novel The 
Eagle of the Ninth, a young centurion tries to 

discover what happened to Rome’s Ninth Legion, 
which disappeared in the second century AD.

Roman Britain: A New 
History 55 BC–AD 450

By Patricia Southern 
 (Amberley, 2011)

Through the works of 
ancient historians, annalists, 

biographers and more, 
Patricia Southern tells the 

story of Roman Britain: 
from first contact through 

to invasion, conquest, 
coexistence and eventual 
decline, incorporating the 

political, social and cultural 
history of ‘Britannia’. 

E You’re Dead To Me: Boudica (BBC Radio 4): Greg Jenner and guests discuss  
the iconic warrior queen. Listen at bbc.co.uk/programmes/p07n8nrg

Defying Rome: The 
Rebels of Roman Britain

By Guy de la Bédoyère 
(The History Press, 2003)

Covering 11 rebellions, Guy 
de la Bédoyère explains why 
Roman Britain was a hotbed 

of dissent – from Boudica and 
Caratacus, who wanted the 
Romans out, to Allectus and 
Carausius, whose rebellions 
were inspired by a lust for 
power within the empire.

E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews  
and more on Roman Britain, visit our website: 
historyextra.com/period/roman


