Lecture 1                                          Roman Britain

    Britain was an attractive island to its early visitors. It was attractive to the Romans too. The Romans’ first visit was in 55 BC. Their conquest was in 43AD.when Emperor Claudius sent an efficient army. The Romans attacked Britain for three major reasons: 1- To protect their seats in Gaul and prevent the British from helping the resistance there. 2- Britain and France had the same race of people. 3- It was an attractive land for its mild climate and fertile soil suitable for agriculture.

    Agricola was appointed governor in 71 AD. His military achievements lasted from 77 AD. to 84 AD. He defeated the British, subdued Wales and put it under his domination, and then he subdued the North which served as a barrier between New Castle and the Hadrian Wall which was built by Emperor Hadrian in 121 AD to keep the tribes of the North away from England. But Agricola failed to get Scotland under control because of the strong resistance of the Scots.

    The Romans were too few to change the Britons' language and customs as they did in Gaul. They left the villa, Latin for reading, courts, market places, fine towns (like Albany), gardens, beautiful roads, and army bases. Under the Roman rule, the native Britons lost much of their virility and became incompetent in the art of making war because of occupation and repression.

    Emperor Constantus (father of Constantin) died in 306 AD. He checked the Saxons who were raiding the coasts since the middle of the 3rd century. Constantus, his son, was the next emperor for 31 years and he faced the old menace of at least 2 series of barbaric invasions (Saxons, Picts and Scots). The latter are said to have looted and invaded Britain in the 4th century. (367 AD) At that time Britain was under a weak central authority amidst internal violence, civil war in addition to foreign invasions.
     Christianity first came to Britain early in the 4th century (400 AD). As for the Saxon invasion, it started seriously in the 5th century. In 410, Emperor Honorius withdrew his last legions from Britain as Rome itself was being sacked. The British leader (Vortigen) was helpless like his people. He invited two Saxon leaders to repel (push off) the destructive Picts and Scots.
     From then onwards the veil of mystery enveloped the island-from 410 AD to 597 AD-(the dark period).The Roman Britons were either killed, had to flee to Scotland, Ireland, Wales and Brittany or were enslaved

.

     St Patrick was one of the roman missionaries who arrived in Britain in the Dark Ages After staying in a safe Mediterranean monastery, he went to Ireland where he preserved Christianity and safeguarded its cultural heritage. St Patrick was the first bishop in Ireland. (The first Saxons were pagan, had only an oral literature and were completely ignorant of Roman Culture)Then, the activities of St Columba spread from Ireland during the 5th and 6th centuries to Scotland where the first monastery was founded in 550 AD. This concerns early Christianity and the Celtic Church in Britain.

The New Roman Church

      With monasteries as centres of peaceful life, St Benedict (480-543) brought his new rules to make the New Roman Church: obedience, charity and poverty. St Gregory (Pope from 590 to 604) was originally a Benedictan monk. With the ambition to recover the Old Roman Empire under the spiritual leadership of the Papacy, he sent St Augustine to England in 597.So from 597 to 664; there were two Christian churches in England. In 664, at the Synod (assembly) of Whitby, both churches decided to unite. In 668, Theodore of Tarssus, a Greek monk, was sent by the pope to organize the united church. This was the basis of medieval changes for a religious unity. The Roman Catholic Organization was at the source of medieval civilization. Indeed all great statesmen were churchmen in the Middle Ages. To England, the Church offered union, peace and the beginning of learning and art.

Written Records

Gildas the monk lived in the 5th century. His generally unreliable records developed gradually. Bede the Venerable was the first English historian. He wrote his ecclesiastical (religious) history of the English nation in Latin, the first language of the church. Alfred the Great (King of Wessex) started of an Anglo-Saxon chronicle describing early Anglo-Saxon history. Caedmon was the first English poet. He was also a cow head and a scholar.
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