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The flag of legion II Augusta on the Bridgeness
distance slab!

David J Breeze*

ABSTRACT

It is usually considered that the appearance of avexillum (flag) on the Bridgeness distance slab on
the Antonine Wall, the main text of which records the legion at full strength, was in some way erroneous.
It is argued here that the vexillum may have been one of each legion’s normal standards and was
therefore correctly used on the stone.

INTRODUCTION

The Bridgeness distance slab, the largest such stone ever to have been found on the Antonine
Wall, was unearthed in 1868 (RIB 2139; CSIR 1, iv, 68). It has generally been presumed to have been
the eastern terminus slab of the Wall being erected about aAp 142. Recent excavations, however, have
failed to locate the eastern end of the Antonine Wall at Bridgeness and it has been argued that the
reports of early antiquarians, who ended the Wall further east at Carriden, may be correct (Bailey &
Devereux 1987). This problem does not affect the present discussion.

The inscription recording the construction of 4652 paces of the Antonine Wall by soldiers of
legion IT Augusta is flanked, left, by a scene of a Roman cavalryman riding down four barbarians and,
right, by a depiction of the souvetaurilia, the ritual cleansing of the legion (illus 1 & 2). One of the
figures behind the priest and the altar is holding a vexillum bearing the inscription LEG II AUG.

There have been several studies of the stone, one of the most recent detailed treatments
appearing in this journal (Philips 1974; useful bibliographies relating to the stone appear in the
apparatus in RIB and CSIR). Most discussions have been concerned either with the main inscription
and its implications, or the sculpture; most have ignored the problem of the vexillum. This problem is
simply expressed: according to conventional wisdom a vexillum should not appear on the stone as the
flag was the standard of a detachment of a legion, and this particular legion was present building on
the Antonine Wall at full strength, as all the relevant inscriptions confirm. My aim is to argue that it is
possible that the flag was correctly placed on the stone.

LEGIONS ON THE ANTONINE WALL

All three British legions are recorded building on the Antonine Wall. Legion VI Victrix appears
on all its distance slabs as a vexillation (detachment), and legion XX Valeria Victrix as a vexillation on
all but one (presumably a mistake or an omission owing to lack of space on a cramped stone), but
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ItLus 1 The Bridgeness distance slab. Reproduced by kind permission of the National Museums of Scotland

legion II Augusta is not described as a vexillation on any of its distance slabs (respectively, RIB 2185,
2194, 2196, 2200 and 2205; RIB 2173,2197,2198,2199,2206, 2208 and Britannia, 1(1970), 309-10, no
19; RIB 2184 is the legion XX stone without vexillation on it; R/B 2139, 2186, 2193, 2203 and 2204).
All three legions, where comparison is possible, are recorded as building the same length of Wall (eg
3666 ¥2 paces; 3000 ft, 4141 ft}. It might thus be argued that legion II was present on the Antonine Wall
at the same strength as its sister legions, but, for one reason or another, preferred to refer to itself as
legio rather than vexillatio, the vexillum indicating that in reality only a detachment of the legion was
serving on the Wall. Reference to detachments as legions and not vexillations seems to occur from the
time of Marcus (161-80), but is not attested as early as the reign of Antoninus Pius (RE 12.1.1305-6).
Further, it has been suggested that one group of soldiers from legion II Augusta similar in size to the
detachments of the other two legions constructed the rampart and ditch, thus accounting for the
identical building lengths, while the remainder of the legion operated elsewhere, building for
example the fort at Balmuildy, which has produced a legion II building stone (RIB 2191; Breeze &
Dobson 1987, 110). Finally, it might be expected that all three legions would use the same termi-
nological rules. Thus, the most straightforward assumption is that legion Il was not represented on
the Antonine Wall by a detachment, but was present at full, or nearly full, strength.

EARLIER COMMENTARIES

The problem was noted by earlier commentators. Gibb (1901, 23) stated:

from this [the appearance of the standard] we infer that the legion had not brought with it the eagle as
its standard, and that therefore the whole legion was not present, but only a detachment or
vexillation.

Haverfield a few years later considered the problem at greater length (1912, 128-30). He
argued that only a vexillation of legion IT was present on the Antonine Wall. He pointed out that some
-inscriptions from the Wall did record a vexillation of legion IT Augusta, though it ‘is possible and,
indeed, in view of the events of Ap 158-162, not absolutely impossible’ that these ‘were set up on a
campaign different in time from that devoted to the building of the Wall’. He also pointed out that

it is difficult to see what happened to the second legion’s fortress at Caerleon if the whole force were
drafted off to Scotland, and not merely two or three thousand men. It seems best, therefore, to
conclude that the use of the plain title LEG II AUG was a habit of the stone-cutters attached to that
corps, and does not imply that the legion was present as a whole at the building of the Wall.
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The only subsequent comment which I have been able to discover is by Professor J C Mann,
who has recently suggested that the appearance of the vexillum on the stone ‘is merely artistic licence
— or ignorance’ (Mann 1986, 192, n 2).

THE VEXILLUM

The vexillum was a flag. It was usually a square (or nearly square) cloth which was hung from a
transverse bar which in turn was attached to a vertical pole. The cloth was often about 50 cm square
and red in colour being decorated, usually in gold. There were usually tassels along the bottom, and
tassels often hung from the ends of the cross bar. One example of the cloth survives and is now in the
Pushkin Museum of Fine Art in Moscow (Rostovtzeff 1942). This was acquired, and therefore
presumably found, in Egypt. A painting of a vexillarius carrying a flag was executed on a wall in the
city of Dura Europos, where cohors XX Palmyrenorum milliaria equitata was stationed in the first
half of the third century (Rostovtzeff 1942, pl V). Many other depictions of vexilla appear on military
sculpture throughout the Roman empire (the British examples can be consulted in the pages of the
various fascicules of CSIR I).

The flag was a standard of great antiquity in the Roman state (cf Domaszewski 1885, 24-8,
76-80; Rostovtzeff 1942; RE 8. A.2446-2454). It had several uses. A red flag was hung on a general’s
tent as a sign for march or battle (Macrobius, Saturn 1, 16; cf Caesar, Civil War, 2, 20). The emperor
seems to have had his own flag (Rostovtzeff 1942, 93). Flags might be used as religious banners
(Rostovtzeff 1942, 97-105). Flags were also used as standards by military units (eg Caesar, Gallic War
6, 36), and as a military decoration (Maxfield 1981, 82—4). It was a military standard that came to be
adopted as his special Christian banrer by the Emperor Constantine after his victory at the battle of
Milvian Bridge in 312, and it remains to this day a banner in everyday use by the Church. (By a
delightful coincidence there is also in Edinburgh, in the Palace of Holyroodhouse, a tapestry woven
between 1660 and 1670 depicting Constantine’s vision of the cross before the battle, with, on the right
hand side, a soldier holding a vexillum in his left hand and the bridle of the emperor’s horse in his
right: illus 3: Swain 1988, 38-9.)

The vexillum is attested as a military standard from the last years of the Republic. It usually
appears to have been used in connection with a special group of men, ie not a complete legion, but a
detachment or another special force (cf Saxer 1967). It came to be primarily associated, at least in
modern eyes, with the vexillation or detachment, but in the first century Ap it served as the standard
of a variety of special groups of soldiers. These included the vexillum veteranorum, the group of old
soldiers in each legion who had served over 20 years service but had not yet retired (Keppie 1973).
Old soldiers serving sub vexillo are recorded by Tacitus (Annals, 1, 36; 3, 21; 14, 34). References to
other special groups operating under a vexillum appear elsewhere in Tacitus and also in Caesar. In
one passage in The Gallic War (6, 36) convalescing soldiers marched under a vexillum, and in another
(6, 40) veterans marched out of camp together under a flag. Tacitus refers to a vexillum tironum, a
body of recruits (Annals, 2, 78), the aquila (eagles) of four legions and the vexilla of other legions
(Histories, 2, 89), and elsewhere to vexilla (detachments) of legions (Histories, 2, 100). Auxiliaries
also could operate under a flag (Tacitus, Histories, 1, 70).

Modern commentators usually associate the vexillum with cavalry. It is certainly carried by
cavalrymen on Trajan’s Column, the base of the Column of Antoninus Pius and the Column of
Marcus Aurelius, and is frequently linked with cavalry officers on inscriptions (cf Webster 1986, 106).
Examination of the epigraphic sources, however, reveals that the bearer of the vexillum, the
vexillarius, is attested in a number of army units, both cavalry and infantry. These are listed below:






