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Self-Perception in the Construction of the
Other: Case Study of Roman Portrayal of
Viriathus, Boudica and Arminius!

Raben Henrique de Castro

When reading the works of the ancient Greek and Roman authors about their
enemies, one cannot help but notice how much of the construction of the ‘other,
of Rome’s enemies and neighbours, is dominated by self-perception and self-
portrait. We are left with a series of writings on people such as Viriathus, Boudica,
and Arminius, three of the most iconic and memorable of Rome’s enemies, who
occupy in the modern and contemporary collective imagination an in-between
position that mixes history and myth.

In the narratives the ancient Greek and Roman authors left us, we are not
informed of who those historical figures actually were, instead we are given a
somewhat restricted access to how Romans portrayed others and, by doing so, how
they portrayed themselves, their empire’s expansion, and their civilization. Through
a small case study of the portrayals ancient authors provide of Viriathus, Boudica,
and Arminius, we hope to give a better understanding of the political, philosophical,
and narrative elements in the portraits of those figures, hopefully providing a deeper
insight of how self-perception is present in the construction of the ‘other’ in the
Roman world.

While each character in their own right has already received a great deal of
attention,? few if any attempts have been made to offer a comparative analysis of
the three portrayals. This chapter will provide a mini analysis of each of the three
characters, before proceeding to a comparative reading of those portrayals.

Viriathus

The most defining trait ancient historians left us of Viriathus™ portrayal is his

heroization. Such heroization is built upon three axes: his romanitas, constructed
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274 Confronting Identities in the Roman Empire

in opposition to un-roman Roman commanders; his personal excellence; and
his construction as a stoic and cynic hero.

Let us start by analysing Viriathus  heroization and his respective association with
primitive Roman values. There is consistent recognition of Viriathus  achievements,’
presented in a positive light by all authors;* Florus went as far as to call him Hispaniae
Romulus.> The Lusitanian chieftain is given attributes such as intelligence and
cleverness,® with expressions such as ceterum Lusitanos Viriathus erexit, vir calliditatis
acerrimae (the Lusitanians were stirred to revolt by Viriathus, a man of extreme

cunning)’ in Florus, or characterizations such as the following in Cassius Dio.

T0100TOV & AOT® TOD GAOUATOG KOl £K THCEVGEMS KOl €K TG ACKAGEMS VTOG,
TOAD TOiG TG Woyilg GpeTois VIEPEPEPE. TAYVG UEV YO TV TO dEov Emvorjoat
Kol motficon fv 10 Te Yap TPOKTEOVELO EyiyveOoKe, Kol TOV Koupdv adTod
NTGTOTO, SEWOG 08 TA TE EUPAVESTATO GYVOEV Kol TO ApoavésTaTo €10EvaL
npocromcachor.t

And yet, possessed of such a physique, as the result both of nature and training,
he excelled still more in his mental powers. He was swift to plan and accomplish
whatever was needful, for he not only knew what must be done, but also
understood the proper occasion for it; and he was equally clever at feigning
ignorance of the most obvious facts and knowledge of the most hidden secrets.

His skill for oratory is also highlighted.” Viriathus uses it to acquire his army
(App., Hisp. 11.62), to reorganize his fleeing troops (App., Hisp. 12.67), and even
to win Tucca’s allegiance through a famous cynic fable (Diod., 33.7.5). To those
qualities ancient authors add a sense of justice in distributing the spoils,'® which
explains his inclusion in the De Officis by Cicero as a symbol of the importance
of justice, valued even among barbarians and bandits" (Viriathus was repeatedly
portrayed as a latro at the start of his career).”” Also important in ancient
narrative is his courage,” different from the typically barbarian ferocitas, with
prudence and rationality added to the mix."

Viriathus is thus presented as an exceptional general,' capable of detecting
opportunities in the heat of battle,' inspiring troops in the most difficult
moments,'” and willing to put himself at risk for his men,"® something which
earned him unwavering loyalty."” In the paragraph relating to Viriathus’ funeral,
Diodorus Siculus mentions all of these traits (33.21a).

Opposite to this positive portrayal of Viriathus, Romes enemy, was the
negative portrayal of the Roman generals.?* They are often presented, especially
by Greek historians, as cowardly, greedy, untrustworthy, incompetent, even cruel
leaders.”!
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As Griinewald writes: ‘Viriathus was specifically selected as the embodiment
of early Roman virtues, to be contrasted with Roman commanders regarded as
self-seeking and untrustworthy representatives of the decadent senatorial
oligarchy’** Thus, it is clear that there was a process of appropriation of Viriathus
by ancient historiography, establishing him as the ‘héroe ajeno,” a moralizing
role model of traditional Roman virtues* which had been lost by the Roman
elite of his time (the defence of the traditional virtues of Rome in opposition to
the Roman present is a constant in Roman historiography).?

Because of this, all accounts condemned Servilius Scipio’s role in Viriathus’
assassination.”® Valerius Maximus, in his facta et dicta memorabilia, is perhaps
the author who expresses those feelings the best, saying of Scipio’s behaviour that
uictoriamque non meruit, sed emit (he did not deserve, but bought his victory).”

Another impactful element in Viriathus’ literary characterization is his image
as a stoic and cynic hero, in line with the philosophical concept of the ‘good
savage.?® Both stoicism and cynicism had an enormous influence in the Classical
World. Originating from Greece, they expanded to Rome, where stoicism would
become one of the most defining” and dominating philosophical tendencies.®
Cynicism never reached the same level, probably because of its more radical way
of life’! (incompatible with public life** due to the active condemnation of the
nomos and nomisma)> and because of the similarities between stoic ideals and
traditional Roman values.*

The main element of Viriathus’ characterization, fitting both stoic and cynic
beliefs, is his way of life according to nature. Diodorus® and Cassius Dio
(influenced by Posidonius)* are the two authors who reveal his harmony with
the natural world.

Dio’s description of Viriathus’ way of life is one of the best examples of the
cynic nature of his character (22.73.2): a frugal eating regime (also valued, even
if differently, by stoics)’” determined by what he was able to gather from nature;*
and living the life of a homeless nomad* which strengthened his body and spirit,
allowing him to find satisfaction from whatever was at hand* (this state of
contentment and adaptability was also strongly valued by stoics).** All those
elements are to be found in cynicism and, in a more moderate fashion, in
stoicism.*?

Similarly, Viriathus criticized customs and money,” nomos and nomisma,
considered ‘the twin corrupters of nature* by cynics. The thought he offers on
wealth at his wedding is quite close to cynic doctrine* (as indeed the whole
episode is).* Two elements of cynic philosophy are present: his disdain for

wealth and his criticism of its illusory and transitory nature. Alongside this
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contempt of the nomisma typical of cynicism, the occasion of Viriathus wedding
also offers an image of his feeling of disdain for the nomos (that which Liv Yarrow
calls ‘his lack of social graces’).” Not only is his frugality on display in Diodorus,
but also a strong disregard for what was socially expected, abstaining from eating
with guests and from showering (Diod., 33.7.2-3), something common in
cynicism.*® The taking of his wife to the mountains shows also a clear parallel
with the story of Hipparchia and Crates,* as others have stated.”

The typology of his speech is also another important element of his cynic
characterization, with Diodorus (Diod., 33.7.5-7) telling us that his oratory was
direct and natural, unaltered by formal education, and filled with metaphors
(elements of cynic inspiration).”!

While our analysis has attempted to show the closeness of Viriathus’ portrayal
with the cynic doctrine, there are some elements of his characterization that
undermine a full identification with the cynics: he got married; he participated
in religious rites;* and he was a military chieftain.”® All those elements were
condemned by cynic philosophers.® Despite his stoic and, mainly, cynic,
conception, Viriathus™ portrayal was above all else that of the noble savage, a
virtuous, righteous, primitive being uncorrupted by the vices and temptations

stoics and cynics found in their own civilizations.

Boudica

Just like the Viriathus that lives in the pages of his enemies history, Boudica’s
portrayal was also tainted by the cultural, literary, and philosophical conceptions
of the authors who wrote of her. However, the portrayal of Boudica, even if
different in the two main sources, is clearly negative. As Carolyn Williams
highlighted, ‘Dios approach to the character of Boudica is almost entirely
different from Tacitus. Instead of partly presenting her as a wronged
Roman matron (as Tacitus does), Dio stresses Boudica’s monstruous, barbarian
features’®

Unlike that of Viriathus, the characterization of Boudica is determined by the
actions of her army, with no attempt by the ancient sources to differentiate
between the queen and her followers. On the contrary, there is many affirmations
of Boudica’s culpability,® her responsibility for instigating®” and commanding®
the rebellion.

The portrayal that both Cassius Dio and Tacitus (in his Annales and De Vita
Iulii Agricolae) present of the rebellion is negative, invoking the alleged barbarity
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of her army (the use of the word barbarian to classify Britons is a constant
throughout their history).”

Both authors describe regularly and vividly the violence perpetrated by her
army, whom nec ullum in barbaris saevitiae genus omisit ira et victoria (in their
rage and their triumph, they spared no variety of a barbarian’s cruelty).® Those
portrayals go from the generic statement of the destruction caused by the
rebellion - 600 1€ yap norelg EmopbMOncav, Kol puptides Oktod @V e Popaiov
Kol T@VOLUIAY®V adT®V E@Bdpnoav, 1| te vijoog NAAOTPLOON (two cities were
sacked, eighty-thousand of the Romans and of their allies perished, and the
island was lost to Rome)®' - to the specific mention of the terrible mortality
caused by episodes such as the fall of Londinium - neque enim capere aut
venundare aliudve quod belli commercium, sed caedes patibula ignes cruces,
tamquam reddituri supplicium at praerepta interim ultione, festinabant (for it was
not on making prisoners and selling them, or on any of the barter of war, that the
enemy was bent, but on slaughter, on the gibbet, the fire and the cross, like men
soon about to pay the penalty, and meanwhile snatching at instant vengeance).*

Cassius Dio goes as far as to offer a detailed description of the torture inflicted
on massacred civilians, sometimes linking such violence to the performance of
native religious rituals (D.C. 62.7.2-3). So, there is use of native religion
(specifically the practice of human sacrifices) to forge the estrangement between
the reader and the Britons.

The barbarization of Boudica and her rebellion is more visible in Cassius Dio
than in Tacitus.®® Cassius Dio provides a more violent portrayal of the rebellion,
offering details of tortures whose occurrence is merely stated by Tacitus; increasing
the death toll,** and associating the violence of the rebellion with native religion
(while Tacitus limits the reference to human sacrifices to the isle of Nola,* never
a mention in relation to Boudica’s rebellion). But the barbarization of Boudica is
also present in Dio’s physical description of the queen. She was tall and robust, a
common feature of ‘barbarians; striking terror in others just by her looks, with her
ferocious gaze, rough (trachu) voice, and long loose hair (D.C. 62.2.3-4).

It is interesting how Cassius Dio, who comes from a very patriarchal society,
describes Boudica, giving her one trait that suggests a partial masculinization of
her character: her voice. As Carolyn Williams has intelligently pointed out, the
word chosen to characterize her voice, trachu, is usually applied in the
adjectivization of adolescent boys, thus her voice is ‘transgressing the bounds of
proper femininity, yet lacking the legitimate authority of mature manhood’®

There is constant emphasis in our sources of the fact that the rebellion’s

leadership is in the hands of a woman.”” Tacitus regularly mentions the
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irrelevance of gender in the laws of succession of her people.®® Cassius Dio, with
maximum expression of the strangeness of the Roman world to such reality,
writes that dvameicaco, tig te¢ mpootateiog avt®v Gfiwbeico kol TOD
TOAépOLTAVTOG oTpatnyhoaca, Bovdoviko mv, yuvi (possessed of greater
intelligence than often belongs to women),* considering simultaneously that the
shame caused by the temporary success of the defeat was exacerbated by its
female leadership.”

While both authors place considerable emphasis on Boudica being a woman,
they do so in different ways.” Tacitus uses Boudica’s gender as a basis for the
portrayal of the abuses she suffered, promoting, at an early stage of his narrative,
a sympathetic view of her through her partial transformation into a ‘wronged
Roman matron.”® Cassius Dio highlights her gender especially through the
incorporation in her speeches of a series of philosophical elements tending
towards the creation of a dichotomy between the corruptive nature of civilization
and the idealized primitive purity of the Bretton world.”

Boudica’s rebellion is used by both authors for the elaboration of a critical
reflection on Roman expansionism and rule. But they do it in different ways, with
Cassius Dio exploring, philosophically, the dichotomy of the two worlds, and
Tacitus putting its focus on the abuse suffered by the locals at the hands of Rome.

Tacitus’ portrayal is made in two different stages of his literary career (in his
early career with the De Vita Iulli Agricolae and in his late career with the
Annales). Such a time gap allows for small differences in his exploration of the
events.” For example, in the biography of Agricola, Tacitus does not go into
detail on the offences suffered by Boudica (which are to be found in Tac., Ann.
14.31 and 14.35), opting instead for vague allusions to abuses on the life and
property of the Britons.”” But even in that context, he seems to mitigate the
accusations by writing that the Britons conferre iniurias et interpretando
accendere (compared their wrongs, and exaggerated them in the discussion).”
This situation matches the difference of his perspective on Roman rule in the
two works, with the Agricolae (and the Histories, in a certain way) being more
positive, and the Annales offering a negative and critical vision.”

While in the Agricolae the only apparent criticism of Roman rule is the speech
made by Calgacus to its troops, in the Annales Boudica’s rebellion is used to
providea wholly negative view of Roman expansionism. This initially sympathetic
view of the queen and her suffering changes as the violence of the rebellion is
exposed by Tacitus, and the Britons become unhinged barbarians: quod
uberrimum spolianti et defendentibus intutum (who delighted in plunder and

were indifferent to all else).”® Still, both Tacitus and Cassius Dio criticize Roman
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rule,”” with the denunciation of the rapacity that allegedly gave birth to the
empire;* an assertion of the abuses perpetrated by Roman troops;®' of the
cowardliness® and incompetence® of the Romans, with a clear opposition
between the pre-Roman freedom and the oppression of Roman rule®* (which,
according to Cassius Dio’s Boudica, was worse than slavery).* The very speech
of Suetonius Paterculus to his soldiers before the decisive battle seems to prove
Tacitus’ accusation of Roman greed, with the general having to ask his
soldiers to focus on the fight and not on plunder before the enemy was destroyed,
praedae immemores: parta victoria cuncta ipsis cessura (without a thought of
plunder: when once the victory had been won, everything will be in your
power).®

Cassius Dio presents, through Boudicas speeches, an image of the natives
strongly marked by philosophical conceptions like the ones that dominated
Viriathus’ portrayal. In those speeches, Cassius Dio’s Boudica constructs a utopic
portrayal of life before Rome, ‘linked to a vision of pre-Roman Britain as an
idyllic golden age, free from the vicissitudes of “civilized” life*” Tacitus also
contributed to this idealized vision based on stoic and cynic ideals.*

The establishment of a clear link between romanization and the loss of
freedom is present throughout the texts of both authors,* but let us focus on an
excerpt from Tacitus (Ann. 21.3):

inde etiam habitus nostri honor et frequens toga; paulatimque discessum ad
delenimenta vitiorum, porticus et balinea et conviviorum elegantiam. idque

apud imperitos humanitas vocabatur, cum pars servitutis esset.

step by step they were led to things which dispose to vice, the lounge, the bath,
the elegant banquet. All this in their ignorance, they called civilization, when it

was but a part of their servitude).

The text refers to the corruptive nature of civilization (expressed in the words
paulatimque discessum ad delenimenta vitiorum), destructive of virtue, purity,
and freedom, elements which the Roman elite associated with primitive societies.
As we have also seen for Viriathus, classic literature tends to the adoption of
philosophical conceptions that make the civilization a synonym of fragility, not
only moral but also physical.”® Cassius Dio is particularly useful in this regard.
His text from 62.5.2 to 65.5.6 includes in the speech of Boudica a series of
considerations regarding the moral and physical superiority of the Britons,
exactly because of their primitive and uncorrupted state. It is this philosophical
conception that is at the heart of Boudica’s claim which has obvious similarities

with the portrayal of Viriathus.
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o1te diyog, 00 YY0G 0L KODK DITOPEPOVCLY MGTEPTILELS, GAL’ Ol LEV Kol oK1dG
Kol okénng oitov Te pepoypévov kol oivov kaighaiov déovtat, kav dpa T
TOVTOV AOTOVG EMATT dapbeipovtal, Nuiv 8¢ dNmica pev oo kol pila 6itdg
€071, TAG 6€ YVUOG EAatov, TTav 08!

There is also the fact that they cannot bear up under hunger, thirst, cold, or heat,
as we can. They require shade and covering, they require kneaded bread and
wine and oil, and if any of these things fails them, they perish; for us, on the other
hand, any grass or root serves as bread, the juice of any plant as oil, any water as
wine, any tree as a house.

The highlighting of the disparity of wealth between Romans and Britons®
corresponds not only to an attempt to highlight the alleged Roman avarice,” but
also a certain philosophical defence of Boudica’s society, poor but free. It is in
that line of thought that Cassius Dio places Boudica telling her troops that
gyvokate 0¢ 6o Kol mevio 6déomotog mhovTovdovAigdovtog (and you have
come to realize how much better is poverty with no master than wealth with
slavery),”* just like Tacitus had Calgacus mentioning the uselessness of wealth

against strength,” two visions shared by cynical philosophers.

Arminius

If Viriathus' portrayal is positive, despite the accusation of banditry, and if
Boudica’s characterization is mostly negative, that of Arminius is surely a more
complex one. While all other authors offer a clearly negative portrayal, in Tacitus’
Annales, the main source, there is a mixed image, with the progressive growth of
positive aspects of Arminius as the narrative nears its end, with an entirely
negative portrayal during the Battle of Teutoburg Forest evolving to a more
complex image afterwards.

The first mention of the famous massacre of the Teutoburg Forest is made by
Ovid in two of his poems, one written some months after the event,’ the other
after about a year.” At around the same time Marcus Manilius published the
poem Astronomica, which mentions the battle.”® These three compositions mark
the beginning of the negativity which will characterize Roman narratives, with a
criticism of the events, of Germans in general, and of Arminius in particular.”’
German actions are permanently seen as treason by all authors,'™ and the

violence of the battle results in expressions such as fera Germania."! In line with



Self-Perception in the Construction of the Other 281

the feritas and ferocia of Germans (a typically barbarian trait),'”® there is
denouncement of their brutality during the battle itself by Ovid (Tr. 4.2.29-38)
and Manilius (Astr. 1.899-900). The characterization that Ovid gives of Arminius
is illustrative of the negativity that is shown by all authors at this early stage:

ille ferox et adhuc oculis hostilibus ardens
hortator pugnae consiliumque fuit.

perfidus hic nostros inclusit fraude locorum,
squalida promissis qui tegit ora comis

illo, qui sequitur, dicunt mactata ministro

saepe recusanti corpora capta deo.'”®

This fierce fellow with hostile eyes still ablaze was at once the instigator and
planner of the fight. This traitor here trapped our men in a treacherous place - the
one who now conceals his unkempt face with his long hair. That one following him
they say was the priest who sacrificed captives to a god who often refused them.

The two last verses are especially interesting because, just as we verified for
Boudica, they link the native religion to the perceived violence of the natives’
actions, something Tacitus also does.'™

The attempt to create a negative image of Arminius and his followers by
emphasizing their violence is consistent among all authors. Cassius Dio writes
that they provoked great destruction.'” Florus highlights the brutality of the
massacre and the tortures inflicted upon the Romans (2.30.36-37). Velleius
Paterculus mentions the extermination of every Roman captured by the Germans
(Vell. 2.119.2) and details the mangling of Varus™ corpse (Vell. 2.119.5). The
abhorrence in Roman culture of the mutilation of a dead person’s body, and its
religious implications for life after death, make Paterculus’ portrayal of the
German violence quite shocking for his readers. The negative image of the
Germans (the words ‘savage’ and ‘barbarian’ are regularly found in the texts)'® is
very impactful in the narratives of the Battle of Teutoburg Forest, even if Varus
is also a target of criticism, qualified as an incompetent, proud, greedy, and cruel
man.'?’

Upon being introduced to the reader, Arminius is presented as the instigator
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and leader of the rebellion,'® a true turbator Germaniae (troubler of Germany),
and an instigator of the tortures suffered by Romans.'® Thus, he is said to be
clever and treacherous'' (or perfidus, as Ovid calls him)"? - matching the
characterization of his people as ferociously belligerent.'* Tacitus tells us of his

115

insitam violentiam (naturally furious temper)'* and ferocitas,"'> which is also

pointed out by Ovid''® and Velleius Paterculus."” His insitam violentiam leads to
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his ferocity in battle, his violent reaction at the capture of his wife,'"® and his
famous discussion with his brother.!”* Even his physical appearance matches the
appearance of a barbarian in the Roman imagination, with a ferocious gaze and
unkempt long hair (Ov., Tr. 4.2.31-33).

In Tacitus,” and in part in Velleius Paterculus'” there is the progressive
presentation of a positive portrayal of Arminius. So, Arminius can be included in a
certain Roman historiographical tradition where ‘one sees a developing fascination
with paradoxical characters, individuals in whom great virtues and great vices
coexist’’? So, Arminius is seen as the defender of the traditions and ancestral
freedom of his people (Tac., Ann. 2.10), freedom counterposed by the servitude of
the Romans.'” Tacitus inserts the subject of German freedom in Arminius’
speeches to his troops'?* (we are told that Arminius was a gifted speaker)'* and in

the argument with his Roman-loyalist brother;'*¢

and he writes it explicitly: liberator
haud dubiae Germaniae (undoubtedly the liberator of Germany);'¥” Arminium pro
libertate bellantem fauor habebat (Arminius aroused enthusiasm as the champion
of liberty).'® Velleius Paterculus also mentions Arminius ultra barbarum promptus
ingenio (possessing an intelligence quite beyond the ordinary barbarian),'® thus
placing him above his countrymen. Such intelligence, ultra barborum, allowed him,
on certain occasions, to refrain from his insitam violentiam, as is verifiable in his
disagreement with Inguiomerus about the best strategy to adopt against that
portion of the Roman army they had been able to isolate.”** Against Inguiomerus’
proposed full frontal assault, which would eventually lead to the Germans’ defeat,
Arminius offers a cautious and risk-adverse strategy.

Another positive concession to the character of Arminius is the apparent
parallel Tacitus tries to draw between Arminius and Germanicus. Besides the
existence of a similar narrative rhythm," Tacitus, as Rhiannon Ash highlights,'*
associates both characters with the idea of libertas (making them symbols in the
fight ‘against the forces of tyranny’).’** This association with the concept of
libertas™** makes both characters, in a certain measure, anachronistic figures,
representative of ancient Roman virtues. Such reality places them against their
respective families: while Arminius is placed in opposition to Segestes (his
father-in-law),"** Inguiomerus (his uncle),”** and Maroboduus,"”” Germanicus is
placed in opposition to Tiberius, his uncle. But the ‘popular young hero, fighting
wars in an old-fashioned way, is ultimately no match for the older, less attractive,
but very shrewd modern manipulator’.*® And so, they both fall.

The portrayal Tacitus provides of Arminius’ death is the zenith of his positivity
(2.88); if he was introduced as turbator Germaniae, he now departs as a liberator

haud dubiae Germaniae.
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Comparative analysis

Having completed a brief study of each of the portrayals in question, let us now
offer a comparative analysis.

Of all the portrayals, the positivity of Viriathus™ representation stands out.
Thomas Griinewald, however, believes that Viriathus did not fit the category of
respected enemy of Rome, even if he admits the positivity inherent to his
presentation as noble bandit, ‘exemplifying the morally admirable’*® While
excluding Viriathus, Griinewald does include Arminius in the list of the most
respected enemies of Rome.'*” A similar focus on the positive dimensions of the
portrayal of Arminius is offered by Rhiannon Ash,'*! probably because her study
focused solely on the work of Tacitus. The analysis offered in the previous pages
prevents adherence to such conclusions. Thomas Griinewald highlights the
gradual manner in which the positivity of Viriathus’ characterization is built.'*2
He ignores, however, that same representation for the portrayal of Arminius.

Viriathus’ characterization is gifted a stronger and more encompassing
positivity than that of Arminius, and less negativity, restricted to his classification
as a bandit. We should not overstress the positivity of Arminius’ portrayal in
Tacitus to the point of ignoring the negativity of all the other accounts, and even
of Tacitus’ account at the Battle of Teutoburg. While the ‘barbarization’ of
Arminius has as background the massacre of Roman soldiers in Teutoburg,
Viriathus is presented as a noble barbarian, the ideal stoic-cynic man. The
negative dimensions of Viriathus’ characterization are ambiguous and can be
seen as partly positive: his promotion of a guerrilla warfare is presented as
latrocinium (banditry) and simultaneously as a proof of his alleged military
genius. So, we have a positive portrayal of Viriathus, built upon his alleged
personal excellence (true exemplum bonum),' and on his status as a symbol of
traditional Roman virtues and values. This last element, allied to his presentation
as a prototype of stoic and, especially, cynic ideals, consubstantiate in his quasi-
utopian transformation as noble savage and noble bandit.

Boudica is clearly the target of the most negative portrayal, even if her
rebellion is used by Cassius Dio and Tacitus to criticize Roman rule. While the
barbarization of Viriathus is tinted by a positive philosophical construction, and
that of Arminius is partially diminished by the evolution of Tacitus’ narrative,
neither argument can be fully used for Boudica.

We can thus claim that the three analysed portrayals present different degrees
of positivity and/or negativity: Viriathus’ characterization is clearly positive;

Arminius’ portrayal is gifted of a strong complexity and ambiguity, a mixed
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image; and Boudica’s depiction is the one with the clearest negativity, even if
inserted in a narrative that strongly criticizes Roman behaviour towards the
queen and Roman rule.

Despite those differences, there are evident similarities between the portrayals.
All three characters are barbarized; there is in all three characterizations a
dialectic between the enemies of Rome and the Romans themselves, with
a certain presentation of the enemies as representative of primitive Rome and a
criticism of contemporaneous Rome and its leaders; and there is the centrality
and omnipresence of philosophical conceptions of cynic-stoic influence, which
tend to see the state of Roman civilization as corrupt and weak. So, there is in the
studied sources a clear auto-reflection, a colonizing treatment of enemy nations
by classical historiography.'** There is what we may call a dichotomous and self-
centred interpretation of the ‘other’ by Roman historiography, seen in the light of
classical civilization and classical philosophy.

Viriathus’ portrayal is the only one in which his ‘barbarian’ nature (as it was
understood by Romans) is not linked to negative conceptions. The personality
that ancient authors constructed for him is different from the classical
representation of a ‘barbarian’; certain traits such as feritas, ferocitas, auaritia,
cruelty, and irrationality are not ascribed to him. The very presentation of his
barbaritas at the light of the cynic and stoic idealizations of ‘noble savages’ leads
to an almost utopic presentation of Viriathus. Quite the opposite is the
‘barbarization’ of Arminius and Boudica, with an attempt by the ancient sources
to emotionally distance the reader from said characters, except in very specific
moments. For both characters there is not only a clear barbarization of the
peoples they lead (by highlighting their cruelty and its link to their religion), but
also of themselves. The role religion played in both accounts is very interesting.
It is one of the instruments used by classical authors to reinforce the barbarity of
the two nations in question (thus reinforcing the emotional distance between
the reader and the peoples portrayed). This use of religion and human sacrifice
to provide ‘otherness’ to Celtic and Germanic tribes is a common element in
classical historiography, being observable not only for the studied characters, but
also for the peoples of Gaul'* and Hispania'*® (even if, for Hispania, not during
the portrayal of Viriathus’ war).

During our analysis of Boudica, we noted the importance that her gender
assumes. Her gender is used as an exacerbating tool for the cultural disparities
between the worlds of the Romans and the Britons, but it is not limited to the
Iceni queen. Despite the exceptionality of Boudica, there are parallels between

the characterization of Briton, Germanic, and Hispanic women as transgressive
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of the gender boundaries of the historians’ own societies. It is in such light that
we should understand Boudica’s claim that women were as courageous as men.*’
The same courage is attributed by Tacitus to Arminius’ wife, who was capable of
maintaining a stoic attitude after being captured by the Romans.'*

As Tomas Aguilera Duran explained in his study of the pre-Roman barbarian
stereotype, the positive version that is occasionally given by ancient authors of
Rome’s northern enemies ‘deriva de ciertas tendencias filoséficas y politicas que
se valen de la imagen idealizada del primitivo como contrapunto para la critica
de determinadas politicas y personajes romanos (derives from certain
philosophical and political tendencies that use the idealized image of the
primitive as a counterpoint to the criticism of certain Roman policies and
characters).!* Concomitantly with this statement there is, in the analysed
portrayals, the existence of a certain dialectic between the enemies of Rome and
the generals and emperors who fought them, with a critical reflection not only of
certain Roman figures, but also of the moral state of the empire. In the case of
Viriathus there is a demonization of the Roman generals who fought against
him, and a dichotomic presentation of the vices of these Romans against the
moral and personal virtues of the Lusitanian chief. Tacitus and Cassius Dio, as
we have seen, use the narrative of Boudica’s rebellion to elaborate a negative
image of Rome’s rule and its decadence. Also, in the portrayal of the Battle of
Teutoburg Forest, there is strong criticism of Varus and his role in the Roman
defeat.

In addition to the criticism that is made of Rome, there is also a certain
‘romanization’ of the studied characters. This ‘romanization’ did not associate the
three characters with the Rome they were fighting, instead attempting to turn
them into flawed representatives of the traditional values of that lost Urbe of
which Livy writes with wistfulness (Liv., 1.pr.11), in opposition to the morally
degraded Rome of his days (Liv., 1.pr.9).

It is in considering the transversality of the idea of moral decay of the
contemporary Urbe that we must frame the association of some of Rome’s
enemies with a long-lost virtuous archaic Rome."”* As Rhiannon Ash puts it, ‘that
old Rome is to be found in the most remote parts of the Empire, or even beyond
the empire’s bounds’**! It is in such a category of adversaries ‘more Roman than
the Romans’** that characters such as Viriathus must be included. In the case of
Boudica’s portrayal, such characterization is not verifiable beyond the partial
and transitory romanization subjacent to her presentation as ‘wronged Roman
matron’®* by Tacitus. In the case of Arminius, such presentation is more

problematic, even if verifiable. That association with the noble Roman past is
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made, in Arminius’ portrayal, through two elements: by the parallel Tacitus
seems to attempt to build between Arminius and Germanicus, and by a
generational conflict present in the Annales, in which the younger leaders are
representative of an idealized past in opposition to older leaders, better examples
of moral decay.

Regarding the positive traits of the studied figures, it is important to highlight
the recurrent acknowledgment of attributes such as courage, persuasiveness,
defence of freedom, and sagacity. These elements are not only present in the
portrayal of Viriathus and Arminius, but also in the portrayal of Boudica.'**

To understand the levels of positivity and negativity of each character, it is
important to acknowledge the degree of separation between the portrayal of the
studied figures and their respective peoples. Arminius is presented to the reader as
sharing several traits with his people, still, he had the ultra barbarum promptus
ingenio that made him the ideal leader. In contrast, Boudica’s portrayal tends to dilute
her personality into that of her people. For Viriathus we are offered a mixed portrayal
in this regard. Just like his people, he is shown as a primitive and brave bandit. But
unlike the ferocitas of his people,' his courage is linked to his intellect and military
genius, clearly superior to that of his fellow countrymen in several instances.*

The process of association of the studied characters to traditional Roman
values is linked to the subjacency of the noble savage’s conception, glorifier of a
simple and virtuous life, associated by Roman historiography with the beginnings
of Rome. As Liv Yarrow explains, the concept of noble savage provides a way to
glorify a simpler past, with the moral strength of such a way of life being regularly
glorified as the reason for Rome’s rise to power in the Mediterranean.”’ It is in
conformity with such historiographical reality that we must understand the
regular contamination of Roman histories with philosophical conceptions
conducive to an expression of the alleged corruptive character of civilization, in
opposition to a virtuous primitivism in line with the image of noble savage.

Of all the three studied characters, Viriathus is the one who more clearly
expresses that contaminative action of classical authors, presented as a true
prototype of cynic and stoic ideals, a true noble savage whose heroism is
contraposed to the morally corrupted Roman generals. The speeches of Cassius
Dio’s Boudica are an even clearer expression of this opposition between the
physical and moral superiority of primitive nations and the contrasting physical
and moral decay subjacent to the process of romanization. In her speeches it is
not just Boudica who is shown as fitting the concept of the idealized savage, but
her entire people, with the presentation of an unspoiled and utopian image of

the Britons in opposition to a negative Roman image.
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While Arminius’ portrayal does not share the omnipresence of philosophical
conceptions like those of Viriathus and Boudica’s characterizations, his people
play an important role in the construction of such conceptions in classical
historiography, taken as one of the best examples of the fortifying nature of life

in accordance with the natural world. Authors as varied as Julius Caesar,'>*

159 160

Tacitus,' and Cassius Dio'® create a hierarchy of braveness and strength of
several peoples, with Germans occupying a position of primacy. Julius Caesar
compares several times the Gauls, Britons, and Germans, comparisons in
which the Germans are presented as superior due to the greater primitivism of
their societies,'®" with a similar thought process being followed by Tacitus (Tac.,

Ag. 11).

Conclusion

It is important to conclude this analysis by restating the imagistic, thematic, and
conceptual wealth of the portrayal constructed for three of Rome’s biggest
western enemies. It is true that our records of ancient Rome are contaminated in
terms of ‘historical truth’ It is also true that such contamination is nothing but an
opportunity to understand how ancient authors and their societies understood
not only their own world, but that of the ‘other, how they portrayed themselves
and their past when they attempted to portray their enemies. Hopefully, we have
made evident the self-reflective and, in a way, colonizing treatment of foreign
peoples and their leaders by ancient historiography.

We have attempted to understand the similarities and dissimilarities between
the different portrayals, with their respective degrees of positivity and negativity.
Viriathus is presented as the prototype of the noble savage; for Arminius we are
left with a complex, ambiguous image; and Boudica is clearly the portrayal in
which there is a a pre-eminence of negative barbaric elements, even if framed by
a narrative quite critical of Rome’s civilization and Rome’s rule. Despite the
differences highlighted during the short case study of each character, we have
attempted to show the reader how there is evidence, in all portrayals, of the
transversality (even if to different degrees) of narrative, political, literary, and
philosophical elements such as the expression of the barbaric nature of all three
characters; the framing of Boudica in the transgressive nature of ‘gender frontiers’
assumed by ‘barbaric women; and the dialectic built between the studied
characters and the Romans they fought, a relationship which tends to express the

association of certain enemy leaders with an idealized image of archaic Rome, in
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opposition to the corruptive nature of Roman civilization and the consequent

negativity of the present Roman leaders.

Through our small case study, we hope to have contributed to a better

understanding of the similarities and differences between the narrative and

philosophical elements present in each characterization and, by doing so, maybe

we have provided a clearer insight on how self-perception is present in the

construction of the ‘other’ in the Roman world.
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