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Despite its status as a work devoted to a single subject, Tacitus' Life of Agricola has left much unclear
regarding both Flavian policy in Britain and the part played in it by Tacitus' father-in-law, Cnaeus Julius
Agricola. The purpose of the present note is to address two of these difficulties - the initial penetration of
Caledonia and the circumstances of Agricola's recall in AD 83.

Dendrochronological analysis in the 1980s of timbers taken from the southern gateway-complex of the
earliest fort at Carlisle demonstrated that the fort could not have been constructed much later than AD 72 -
that is, during the govemorship of Quintus Petillius Cerialis (Shotter 1997 ,25); this confirmed suspicions that
had first been voiced nearly a century ago by JP Bushe-Fox (1913,295ff). The effect of this realisation,
however, has been to prompt a debate on the course of the Roman conquest of northern Britain in the 70s and
80s, and on the relationship between this and the account which appears to be given (or, at least, implied) by
Cornelius Tacitus inhis Life of Agricola. In particular, an inconsistency appears to exist between a Roman
advance as far as Carlisle and, on the basis of the numismatic evidence, probably also as far as Corbridge
(Bishop and Dore 1988, 143), as early as 72 and the apparent implication of Tacitus that Agricola's
penetration as far north as the river Tay in AD 79 represented a 'first' (Life of Agricola 22, 1).

The pro-Roman (or, at least, neutral) stance of the Brigantes, originally brokered by Claudius, finally
collapsed in AD 69, although it had clearly been losing stability and, thus, usefulness for a considerable time,
as the relationship between the two Brigantian leaders, Cartimandua and Venutius, deteriorated (Tacitus
Annals XII, 31-40; Shotter 1994). Our understanding of the course of this process and of the Roman reaction
to it is limited because of the shortcomings, in details of both location and chronology, of Tacitus' account. It
provides an instance in which the historian seems fully to justify a description of him as 'the most unmilitary
of historians'(Hardy 1910, 123).

However, it does not seem unreasonable to suppose that the large oppidum at Stanwick (on the eastern
entrance to Stainmore) was a centre of the pro-Roman Cartimandua, particularly in view of the considerable
volume of imported pottery found there (Turnbull 198a); for his part, Venutius probably had his chief base
west of the Pennines, perhaps at Clifton Dykes (near Penrith/Brougham; Higham and Jones 1985, 9ff).

It has been established that the breakdown in relationship between Cartimandua and Venutius precipitated
some forward movement on the part of the Romans in the Pennines, and seems also to have led to occasional
'search-and-destroy'missions west of the Pennines. This, at least, appears consistent with the rather vague
descriptions given by Tacitus in the Annals and with the archaeological record. Principal bases for these
operations may have been Little Chester (Strutt's Park, Derby) and Wroxeter for land-based troops
(Carrington 1985), and a'pre-fortress' establishment on the Dee-estuary for troops who were conveyed by
ship to a variety of landfalls on the coast of north-west England (Shotter 2002a).

The final ousting of Cartimandua by Venutius in 69, however, completely changed the situation in northern
Britain: Cartimandua had to be rescued (possibly from Barwick-in-Elmet via the Aire/Ribble corridor) whilst
Venutius had to be caught and dealt with. This part of the process receives a minimum of documentation in
Tacitus' account; indeed, it may have been a painstaking and laborious, as well as a dangerous, process,
particularly if, as has been suggested (Raftery 1994,200-3), some of Venutius' followers escaped across the
Irish Sea to Lambay Island. Yet Tacitus describes the incumbent governor, the Vitellian appointee, Marcus
Vettius Bolanus, as 'too mild a man for a dangerous province' (Ltfe of AgricolaS,l and 16, 5; Shotter 2002b).

Tacitus indicates that Vespasian's victory in Rome's civil war in late-December of 69 led to a new sense of
dynamism in British affairs, writing, as he does, of a period of 'great generals and outstanding armies' (Lfe of
Agricola, 17, l). Prompted by the extraordinary 'Elliptical Building' within the earliest legionary fortress at
Chester, which was begun in the 70s but never completed (Mason 2001,76-84), it has been suggested that it
was Vespasian's'grand design'to conquerthe whole of mainland Britain, and perhaps Ireland as well; the



latter part of this project indeed seems sensible if some of Venutius' anti-Roman supporters had escaped there.

The 'Elliptical building' was perhaps to stand as a showpiece of this 'imperial dream' reborn under the

auspices ofthe Flavian dynasty.

Four governors - Marcus Vettius Bolanus, Quintus Petillius Cerialis, Sextus Julius Frontinus and Cnaeus

Julius Agricola - were to preside over this work. In the particular context of the Life of Agricola, however, it
should occasion no surprise if relatively little is written on the first three of these. As we have seen, Vettius

Bolanus is 'dismissed' by Tacitus as 'too mild a man for a dangerous province': yet, he not only had to handle

the initial 'fall-out' from Venutius' rebellion, but was retained in his post by Vespasian until AD 71. It has

been suggested that Bolanus' role was simply that of a'caretaker' until such time as Cerialis, for whom the

British governorship was being'reserved', was free of his command in the Gallo-Gerrnan rebellion of AD 69-

70. However, Vespasian's elevation of Bolanus to patrician status seems to suggest that, in the eyes of the new

govemment, he was viewed rather more positively. Indeed, that his role was not negative is demonstrated by

the achievements ascribed to him in Papinius Statius' poem of exhortation to the general's son, Vettius

Crispinus, in which Bolanus' deeds are set before his son as providing an example for him to follow (Statius

Silvae v.2,140-9). Although Statius is almost as vague in locational detail as Tacitus, he does place the action

in Caledonia; further, references to the construction of roads, forts and watchtowers, not to mention stripping
a British chieftain of his armour, would appear to amount to rather more than Tacitus implies, particularly if
the chieftain concerned was Venutius himself.

Although presently-available evidence would not permit a date as early as Bolanus' governorship for fort-

construction at Carlisle, it should be borne in mind that the large military site at Cummersdale, some three

miles to the south-west of Carlisle, which was partly explored by the late Professor Barri Jones, has not been

satisfactorily dated, and could conceivably have seen initial usage in the early years ofthe Flavian period.

Further, it has recently been suggested that the reference in Statius to the construction of watchtowers might

apply to the earliest fortifications of the Gask Ridge (Woolliscroft 2002). Many years ago now, the late

Professor Eric Birley ( I 953 I 1ff) argued that it would be unwise to dismiss out-of-hand Statius' association of
Bolanus with campaigning in Caledonia, as these events were still relatively-recent history when Statius wrote

- too recent, perhaps, to have provided scope for complete fabrication.

Petillius Cerialis, a relative, evidently, of Vespasian, succeeded Bolanus in AD 71: as we have seen, his

presence at Carlisle has now been put beyond any reasonable doubt. Tacitus, perhaps rather grudgingly,

admits that Cerialis won victories against the Brigantes and embraced most of their territory in his

campaigning, although the historian could not resist the 'gloss' that it was not uncostly. Numismatic evidence

could support the assertion ofCerialis' penetration ofsouthern Scotland, and perhaps as far north, indeed, as

Strageath (Shotter 2000). That Tacitus - and probably Agricola, too - entertained a rather 'jaundiced' view of
this man was demonstrated many years ago by Professor Anthony Birley (1973, 179-90). Cerialis' successor,

Julius Frontinus, is credited by Tacitus with campaigning against the Silures of south Wales, although it is
hard to believe that the north of Britain was yet sufficiently secure to have been left free of Roman military
activity at this stage.

As Tacitus recounts it, all of this was, however, but the preliminary 'curtain-raiser' to the major push-forward

under Agricola, who arrived as governor very late in the campaigning-season of AD 77. After campaigns

against the Ordovices of north Wales (77), and presumably in the tenitory of the Brigantes (78), Agricola's
third campaign of AD 79 reached, we are informed, as far north as the river Tay; as noted above, Tacitus'

clear implication is that this constituted a major advance on what had already been achieved. Yet, it appears

likely that earlier governors had, in fact, covered most, if not all, of this territory up to the Tay (Woolliscroft

2002); this proposition has, in fact, recently (2003) been strengthened by the discovery at Forteviot ofa copy-

dupondius of Claudius I (Dr DJ Woolliscroft, pers comm).

However, Tacitus may not be quite as misleading as he at first sight might appear to have been: if the Gask

Ridge limes had been put in place during the governorship of Bolanus or Cerialis, for a considerable portion of
that period (that is, AD 70-3), Agricola was present in Britain as legatus (commander) of Legio XX. He may,

indeed, have been the first Roman general to reach the Tay, but in the early 70s rather than in AD 79. In this

case, Tacitus has simply conflated details of two episodes, presumably because he prefened to make the

reaching of the river Tay an achievement of Agricola's own governorship rather than an event which took
place under the superior auspices of another commander - and one for whom neither Agricola nor Tacitus



entertained overrnuch respect.

In general terms, we should not be too surprised at chronological disturbance in Tacitus' accounts; the
meticulous adherence to the annalistic schema of historical presentation, which was a hallmark of the Tiberian
books of the Annals (I-VI), contrasts with a far less structured approach in the British and eastern campaigns
ofNero's reign(Annals XII-XV). In these, the material from a number of campaigns is clearly conflated.

ln the case of the reaching of the Tay, however, Tacitus may have had another motive for placing the
achievement in Agricola's own governorship: as we have seen, Tacitus was not overly impressed by the
generalship of either Bolanus or Cerialis. Further, there may have been an especially-poor relationship
between Cerialis and Agricola, going back to the time of Boudica's rebellion when Cerialis, then a legionary
legatus, was left to'face the music'by a governor (Suetonius Paullinus), who was obsessed by Druids and
who probably patronised the young Agricola as a junior 'staff-officer'. The fall-out from this episode was

clearly bitter, and will almost certainly have found Agricola and Cerialis on opposite sides of the argument;
Cerialis will have been 'standing up' for himself and his legion (IX Hispana), whilst Agricola will have been
effectively'honour-bound' to support his direct'superior'.

It is not likely, either, that Agricola - nor, for that matter, Tacitus - will have related easily to Bolanus as an
appointee of the uncongenial and unrespected Vitellius; Tacitus was rarely a great admirer of those who
switched loyalties, especially in a civil war (eg Histories II, 101). Further, we should remember that the third
pre-Agricolan Flavian governor of Britain, Julius Frontinus, was certainly on a different side of the argument
from Tacitus in the sensitive question of the assessment of the emperor Domitian's own German campaign of
AD 83 (Frontinus Strategemata L l, 8; cfTacitus Germania 37,6).

A further uncomfortable note will have been struck by the fact that it is evident that the Flavian 'grand plan'
for Britain died with Vespasian in AD 79; his sons, Titus (AD 79-81) and Domitian (AD 8l-96), had to
respond to rather different imperatives. Work on the 'Elliptical building' at Chester stopped, and there was
clearly backbiting of a vicious kind amongst military personnel in Britain concerning the future direction of
frontier-policy (Ltfe of Agricola23 and25,3-4); the view of Agricola and Tacitus may, indeed, be discerned
from the sense of 'wistful nostalgia' that seems implicit in Tacitus' description of his father-in-law gazing
across the sea to Ireland in the course of the fifth campaign (Lfe of Agricola 24,3). It seems likely that, in the
wake of the Roman withdrawal from Scotland in AD 87 (Hobley 1989; Jones 1990), Tacitus went out of his
way to dispute what appears to have been Domitian's claim that his reign saw the complete conquest of
Britain (Histories I, 2, l), a claim that was probably registered on the impressive Monument constructed in
Flavian times at Richborough in Kent (NB 46; see Shotter forthcoming).

A further sour note may, however, have been struck by the manner and circumstances of Agricola's removal
from Britain in the wake of his victory over the Caledonians at Mons Graupius in AD 83. It has been surmised
tirat one of the consuls of AD 83, Quintus Petillius Rufus, may in fact have been none other than Petillius
Cerialis, whose complete nomenclature appears to have been Quintus Petillius Cerialis Caesius Rufus. It
would seem natural, if the emperor, in making a decision on so sensitive a matter took into his confidence a

consul who was also a relative. However, more than this, two other former governors of Britain, Vettius
Bolanus and Julius Frontinus, were also alive, well-placed in Flavian counsels and thus available as advisors
to the emperor. This may provide another explanation of Tacitus' somewhat-lukewarm attitude to these
predecessors of his father-in-law; in its tum, this perhaps encouraged the historian in his 'funeral eulogy' of
his father-in-law to provide what he regarded as the justice due to Agricola's achievements - a justice which
he felt strongly that the general had been denied during his lifetime.
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