
Fig. I: the  relief of a trireme from Praeneste. 

New light on the Claudian 
invasign of Britain 

IN THE Vatican Museum there is a relief from the 
Temple of Fortune at Praeneste, which depicts a 
Roman galley with its deck crowded with troops 
and a representation of a crocodile on its prow. 
Because of the crocodile, most commentators have 
ascribed the scene to the Battle of Actium in 31 BC 

when Octavian (later, Augustus) with his admiral, 
Agrippa, gained their famous victory over the 
joint fleets of Anthony and Cleopatra. 

However, Paolino Mingazzini has drawn on as- 
pects of the relief to postulate that the scene 
represents the disembarkation of the Emperor 
Claudius in Britain in AD 431. As this year is the 
1~950th anniversary of the invasion of Britain, it is 
perhaps an apposite time to discuss the relief. 
~'Ladatazione del rilievoda Praeneste alvaticano rappresentante 

una birerne' Atti della Pontificio Acadernia Romana di 
Archeologia - Rendiconti 29 (1956-57) 63-8; 'Lo sbarco di 
Claudio in Britannia' Mitteilungen des archaologischen 

Nicholas Fuentes 
Dating the relief 
Mingazzini has drawn attention to  two pertinent 
facts about the relief (Fig. I). Firstly, the troops on 
the galley's deck are not shown in fighting stances, 
as in other representations of sea battlesz, but 
rather look as though they are preparing to disem- 
bark with two figures standing on the outrigger. 
Secondly, the hairstyle of the female 'figurehead' is 
characteristic of the reigns of Caligula and 
Claudius, or even of the end of the reign of Tib- 
erius. He has also noted that the sole naval event of 
importance during this period was the invasion of 
Britain in AD 4 3  and that the family of Aulus 
Plautius, the general in command of the invading 
army, originated from Praenestef there are some 
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nine Plautian family inscriptions from that area+. 
These various pieces of evidence taken together 
led Mingazzini to the conclusion that the relief 
represented the arrival of Claudius in Britain. 
On first consideration Mingazzini's attribution of 
the galley to the Claudian invasion leaves the 
meaning of the figure of the crocodile in ques- 
tion, but this is not really a problem. Most depic- 
tions of Roman galleys show between the triple- 
pointed embolum (ram) and the curve of the prow, 
a proembolum (projecting beak) which was often 
carved in the shape of an animal: boar, wolf, etcs.; 
the probable purpose of the proembolum was to 
break off the oars of an opposing vessel at their 
ports. In this instance the choice of a crocodile 
may merely be a whim of the ship's designer - 
perhaps at one time he had served in Egypt. 

The female figure in the framed box may have 
been in the form of a bronze plaque and probably 
indicated the name of the galley6. In this case, with 
the Plautian family connection with Praeneste, 
the vessel may even have been named after the 
goddess, Fortuna herself. 
Because there appears to have been no dissenting 
opinion expressed on Mingazzini's dating of the 
relief or on the basic occasion7, his conclusions on 
these matters have been accepted for the purposes 
of discussion in this article. 
The figures on deck 
These figures mav be divided into three discrete 
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groups: a central person in a double row of pterugia 
(leather straplets) with an ornate breastplate tied 
with a ribbon (hereafter called the 'commander' for 
ease of discussionL two soldiers in plain moulded , , 
breastplates and a single row of pterugia standing 
on the outrigger; and seven figures on the main 
deck dressed in tunics which blouse out over 
hidden belts. In addition, there is in front of the 
tower . . the top half of a figure in a tunic, perhaps 
a leadsman. 
The 'commander', who is obviously the raison d'etre 
for the bas-relief, is visually flanked by the two 
soldiers standing in the mode of bodyguards on 
the outrigger, almost as if he is about to step 
between them onto a gangplank. With the posited 
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presence of Claudius in mind, the immediate ques- 
tion to be raised is whether these two soldiers are 
Praetorian or legionary bodyguards; various sources 
attest that non-imperial generals in the field had 
special units of bodyguards, often composed of 
legionariess. 

The left-hand bodyguard has a shield device of a 
thunderbolt with an ornate handgrip surrounded 
by some form of tendril. The thunderbolt with 
lightning flashes, sometimes in association with 
wings, and/or small decorative items such as ro- 
settes is often taken to be the leitmotif for both 
Praetorians and legibnariess. To this rule there are 
occasional exceptions such as the laurel wreath 
device adorning the shields of the legionaries cross- 
ing the bridge of boats in the grand opening scene 
of Trajan's Column, which Rossi has suggested 
belongs to Legio XXX UlpialU. 

There is however a body of evidence which indi- 
cates that the emblem of a scorpion was special to 
the Praetorian Guard, although opinion is divided 
on this matter. Certainly it is depicted on Praeto- 
rian standards on a 2nd century commemorative 
slab and one of the earliest links of the scorpion 
with the Emperor is on the Gemma Augustean. As 
far as the scorpion was used as a decorative device 
on Praetorian shields, the earliest example is de- 
picted in the Palestrina Nilotic mosaic which was 
found adjacent to the temple of Fortuna at Praeneste 
  augusta an)^, while a later one occurs on a coin of 
Gaius (AD 37-41)". The next securely dated represen- 
tation of a Praetorian shield occurs on the Flavian 
(?AD 84) Cancellaria relief where instead of a scor- 
pion, the decoration on the shields comprises thun- 
derbolts, lightning flashes, wings, stars and cres- 
cents14, an elaborate variation of the basic legionary 
pattern. 

Prior to  the civil war of AD 6819 (the 'year of the four 
emperors') Praetorians were recruited on a different 
basis from legionaries, being in the main of Italian 
origin. When in AD 69 Vitellius became Emperor 
for a brief period, he increased the number of 
Praetorian cohorts from nine to 16 and doubled 
their strength, partly through transfers of selected 
legionaries from the Rhine army. 
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Because legionaries had always been unable to trans- 
fer into the Praetorian Guard and so benefit 
from its better pay and conditions, this occasion 
may have prompted a move away from the scor- 
pion device to one closer to the general legionary 
pattern in order to achieve greater solidarity. There 
are however two other occasions which may have 
initiated this move: when Vespasian became Em- 
peror in turn, he reformed the Praetorians into 
nine cohorts again, enlisting the survivors of the 
I'itellian units; and when Domitian added a tenth 
cohort to the Guard thus, in organisation at least, 
making it into a very powerful legion. As a scor- 
pion is also carved on a shield of Flavian date on a 
trophy (although there is no indication of a direct 
connection to the Praetorians), the change in shield 
emblem may have occurred under Domitian13. 

Returning to the shield of the left-hand body- 
guard, the design would appear to indicate that he 
was not a Praetorian in the first half of the 1st 
century AD. Although the device lacks the usual 
lightning flashes of a legionary, this may be a 
minor objection. There are two shields on Trajan's 
Column decorated with a 'scroll' device, which 
Rossi has interpreted as representing a legion de- 
prived of its honours and rights for disgraceful 
behaviour; he suggests that the legion concerned 
was Legio XXI Rapax16. However, flower scroll 
designs occur on shields of Roman soldiers in the 
great Trajanic f rieze17and the so-called 'relief of the 
Praetorians' in the Louvre. 
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This 'Praetorian' relief has been attributed to the 
Arch of Claudius in Rome, which was built to 
celebrate the Emperor's British victory18. It f eatures 
four figures in the foreground, each finely de- 
tailed and each holding a shield, while in the 
background are the heads of an aquilifer (eagle- 
standard bearer) and an ordinary soldier armed 
with a pilum. The three full frontal figures in the 
foreground are all finely attired and therefore 
may be varying ranks of officers. Because the 
emblems on the four shields are all different from 
each other, it must be assumed that they come 
from different units and are therefore not Praeto- 
rians. Three of the shields bear derivatives of the 
thunderbolt/lightning/wings basic emblem, while 
the one on the right has a floral scroll. 

The most obvious interpretation of the relief is 
that each of the four shields represents one of the 
four legions involved in the invasion of Britain: I1 
Augusta, IX Hispana, XIV Gemina and XX Valeria. 
This interpretation is strengthened by the emblem 
on the second shield from the left which finds a 
very close parallel on the tombstone of Gnaeus 
Musius, aquilifer of Legio XIV Gemina19, that is, 
both have a barbed-headed central vertical spine 
(instead of the usual thunderbolt), with a zigzag 
lightning flash and a small wing in each quadrant 
(Fig. 2). The emblem is very close to  Rossi's legion- 
ary device 'D' on Trajan's Columnzo; a vexillation 
(detachment) of Legio XIV probably participated 
in both of Trajan's Dacian warsz1. 

Rome' Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archaeologischen Instituts, 
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(1992) 47. 

ao. Rossi op cit f n 9,109. 
21. F. Lepper & S. Frere Trajan's Column (1988) 293. 

Fig. 2: decorative devices on shields, with only the top left quadrant shown, based on traces of the best examples plus 
details from others and with no allowance for artistic licence or error: (a) relief of the 'Praetorians', (b) tombstone of 
Musius of Legio XIV, (c) relief of the 'Praetorians', (d) Praeneste galley, (e) Praeneste galley, embellished, (f) Arch of 
Orange, (g) Trajan's Column Cich. 138 and 139. 



The emblem on the right-hand shield of the 'Praeto- 
rian' relief has a scroll decoration with three ro- 
settes in each quadrant, which is very similar to 
that of the left-hand bodyguard on the Praeneste 
relief. The former has the rosettes in the same place 
as the latter has only shoots, but the flowers may 
have been painted in. It is tempting to see the scroll 
emblem as that of Legio I1 Augusta because a 
simple 'S' scroll occurs in each quadrant of the shield 
of a soldier featured on the Arch of Orange which 
honoured that legionzz. Arguably, one might see 
the Orange example either as a shorthand version 
of the scroll or an early stage in the development of 
the design. Again, the two shields on Trajan's Col- 
umn bearing a scroll device may perhaps be seen as 
representing a vexillation of Legio I1 Augusta 
despatched to that war (Fig. 2); a vexillation from 
another British legion, Legio XX Valeria Victrix, 
may also have taken partz3. 

The 'Commander' figure 
Mingazzini's identification of the 'commander' as 
the ~mpero r  claudius may be disputed on a number 
of grounds: 
I. The evidence of the shield emblems, as discussed 
above, suggests that the two bodyguards are le- 
gionaries rather than Praetorians. 
2. The 'commander' is depicted as being shorter in 
stature than the surrounding figures, while emper- 
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ors are more often depicted slightly taller than' 
their entourages. 

3. The figure of the 'commander' is unusual in that 
he is holding a spear. The only other instance of an 
emperor depicted holding a spear occurs on Trajan's 
Column, where he is addressing a body of troopsz4 
and may be presenting the award of the hastapura 
to a recipientzj. 

The alternative identification offered is that with 
the Plautian family connection with Praeneste, 
the 'commander' represents the general himself. As 
Plautius had to wait some six weeks for Claudius 
to arrive at his Thames-side base and lead the army 
across the riverz6, then some Roman naval craft 
must certainly have sailed up the Thames and one 
of their number may well have been this vessel. 

Conclusions 
Various oieces of evidence indicate that the Prae- 
neste gafley represents the arrival in Britain of 
Aulus Plautius, rather than the Emperor Claudius. 
The attribution of the Louvre 'Praetorian' relief to 
the Arch of Claudius would imply that the four 
different shield devices shown reoresent the four 
legions which took part in the inGasion of Britain, 
a view reinforced by comparisons with an aquilifed 
tombstone and a shield device on the Praeneste 
relief. 
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Excavations and post-excavation work 
Citv of London. Enauiries to Museum of London Archaeol- 
og;service, Number b e ,  London Wall, London ECZY~EA (071- 
972 9111). 

Kingston, by Kingston upon Thames Archaeological Socieiy. 
Rescue sites in the town centre. Enquiries to Kingston Heritage 
Centre, Fairfield Road, Kingston (081-546 5386). 

Croydon & District, processing and cataloguing of excavated 
and museum collections every Tuesday throughout the year. 
Archaeological reference collection of fabric types, domestic 
animal bones, clay tobacco pipes and glass ware also available 
for comparative work. Enquiries to Mrs MurielShaw, 28 Lismore 
Road, South Croydon, CRZ ~ Q A  (081-688 2720). 

Greater London (except north-east and south-east London), 
by Museum of London Archaeology Service. Excavations and 
processing in all areas. General enquiries to MOLAS, Number One, 
London Wall., London ECZY SEA (071-972 9111). 

Borough of Greenwich. Cataloguing of excavated and other 
archaeological material, the majority from sites in the borough. 
For further information contact Greenwich Borough Mu- 
seum, 232 Plumstead High Street, London SE18 IJT (081-855 3240). 

Hammersmith & Fulham, by Fulham Archaeological Rescue 
Group. Processing of material from Fulham Palace. Tuesdays, 
7.45 p.m.-10 p.m. at Fulham Palace, Bishop's Avenue, Fulham 
Palace Road, sw6. Contact Keith Whitehouse, 86 Clancarty 
Road, sw6 (071-731 4498). 

~ o r t h - e a s t  London, by Passmore Edwards Museum. Enquiries 
to Pat Wilkinson, Passmore Edwards Museum, Romf ord Road, 
EIS 4LW (081-534 4545). 
Surrey, by Surrey County Archaeological Unit. Enquiries to 
Rob Poulton, Archaeological Unit Manager, Planning Depart- 
ment, Pelham Lodge, Kingston, Surrey (081-541 9457). 

Vauxhall Pottery, by Southwark and Lambeth Archaeologi- 
cal Society. Processing of excavated material continues three 
nights a week. Enquiries to S.L.A.S., c/o Cuming Museum, 155 
Walworth Road, s~17 (071-703 3324). 

Individual membership of the Council for British Archaeology 
includesro issuesa year of BritishArchaeolica News as well as the 
supplement CBA Briefing, whichgivesdetailsof conferences, extra- 
mural courses, summer schools, training excavationsand sites where 
volztnteers are needed. The subscription of X15p.a. includes postage, 
and should be sent to C.B.A., Bowes Morrell House, 111 Walmgate, 
York, ror ZUA (0904 671417). 


