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Cross-Frontier Interactions  
in Roman Europe, AD 100–350

The Graphic Model Applied

Peter S. Wells

The graphic model developed by Ulrike Green and Kirk Costion provides 
two valuable benefits to the study of the Roman frontier in Europe and of 
interactions across that frontier. One is in offering a means to present a 
very complex situation in a succinct, visually appreciable way. The second 
is that it forces a rethinking of ideas about the interactions between the 
variety of different groups that were active in temperate Europe between 
the final century BC and the fifth century AD. My focus here is on the 
middle of this period, when Rome was at its most powerful politically and 
economically, AD 100–350.

Background and Context

The Peoples of Preconquest Temperate Europe

The societies of temperate Europe had always been in some degree of 
contact with those of the Mediterranean world, as indicated especially by 
trade goods from the Neolithic period, the Bronze Age, and the Iron Age. 
The quantities of Roman materials that arrived at settlements in temperate 
Europe throughout the second and final centuries BC indicate that these 
interactions intensified. During these centuries, the cultural geography 
of southern regions of temperate Europe consisted of some large fortified 
settlements known as oppida (after Julius Caesar’s use of that term), about 
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200 of which have been identified, smaller towns, and many villages and 
hamlets. Although these societies did not have a writing system of their 
own, they adopted Greek and Roman scripts that were used extensively 
on coins. Technological developments in ironworking, the adoption of 
the fast-turning potter’s wheel, and the regular minting of coins in gold, 
silver, and bronze indicate a highly developed political economy in those 
regions (Wells 1999:28–63).

Rome’s Conquests and the Establishment of the European Provinces

Rome began its expansion beyond central Italy during the fourth cen-
tury BC, gradually conquering lands in the Italian peninsula and along 
the shores of the Mediterranean Sea during the third and second centu-
ries BC (for overviews of the process of the Roman conquests, see Dietz 
2000; Burns 2003). Around 120 BC southern Gaul (now France) became 
part of the Roman world, and between 120 and 100 BC Roman armies 
had to contend with groups called (in the Roman texts) Cimbri and Teu-
tones supposedly arriving from northern Europe and threatening Rome. 
The archaeological evidence of Roman imports throughout temper-
ate Europe—especially ceramic amphorae that brought wine and olive 
oil northward from the shores of the Mediterranean, as well as pottery, 
bronze vessels, coins, and many other goods—makes clear that whatever 
the political situation between Rome and temperate Europe, a great deal 
of exchange was going on from early in the second century BC on.
 Intensive involvement of Rome north of the Alps began with Julius 
Caesar’s military campaigns in Gaul, the land between the Pyrenees in 
the southwest and the Rhine in the northeast. Over the course of eight 
years, 58–51 BC, Caesar, in alliance with some Gallic groups against oth-
ers, succeeded in conquering the entire region for Rome. His written ac-
count provides not only a description of his campaigns year by year and 
his strategy and tactics but also descriptions of many of the peoples of 
Gaul, of their settlements, their political institutions, and their religious 
practices.
 Following Caesar’s murder in the Roman Senate in 44 BC, civil war 
raged in Roman Italy for two decades. Conquests in temperate Europe 
resumed under the leadership of the first emperor Augustus. In order 
to stop raids from east of the Rhine into Gaul, between 16 and 13 BC, 
Augustus oversaw the creation of military bases along the west bank of 
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Figure 2.1. Locations of the sites mentioned in the chapter. The dotted line indicates the 
border of the Roman Empire. Map by P. S. Wells and M. Edling.

the Rhine. Many of these sites attracted civilian settlement and went on 
to become major cities, including Nijmegen in the Netherlands; and Co-
logne, Bonn, and Mainz in Germany (Figure 2.1). In 15 BC Augustus’s 
stepsons, the generals Tiberius and Drusus, led the conquest of the lands 
south of the upper Danube in what is now southern Bavaria. In AD 83, 
the emperor Domitian led the conquest of the triangle of land between 
the upper Rhine and the upper Danube, and in the 120s AD the emperor 
Hadrian oversaw the construction of the great boundary wall between the 
middle Rhine and the upper Danube known as the Limes.
 The lands conquered by Rome were integrated into the empire as prov-
inces, and they were governed by Roman officials and by local elites under 
Roman authority. Rome introduced many new forms of material culture, 
including Mediterranean-type cities with stone and brick architecture, 
paved roads, and new types of pottery, personal ornaments, and many 
other aspects of Roman life. But much of local tradition survived (Wells 
1999:141–170). Following the conquests, troops were stationed at forts all 
along the frontiers, not in the interior of the provinces.


