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Septimius Severus
In contemporary British society, the idea 
of an ‘African’ head of state is seemingly only 
possible in theory. In AD 193, however, Lucius  
Septimius Severus was proclaimed Emperor 
of Rome and its imperial territories, including 
Britain. Severus was of African birth, born 
and brought up at Leptis Magna, in present 
day Libya. He later died in York in AD 211.

Throughout his reign, Severus was a superior military 
strategist. His legacy to us was his rebuilding of places 
such as Leptis Magna in Africa and of Hadrian’s Wall 
on the northern frontier of the Roman empire.
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In AD 208, Severus arrived in Britain, largely to 
militarily consolidate the difficult frontiers of the 
northern territory. There were constant incursions 
from lands seen by the Romans as ‘barbarian’ at the 
edges of their empire. Severus divided the Roman 
province of Britannia into two parts to secure his 
power, Britannia Inferior and Britannia Superior.

Severus’ military cruelty earned him the nickname 
of ‘Punic Sulla’, referring to his African origin and 
his vengefulness. Other historical texts refer to 
his ‘Punic’ (Phoenician) roots and his ‘swarthy 
complexion’, and call him ‘The African Emperor’.

The Severan Tondo 

is a painting on a circular 

wooden panel or ‘tondo’ 

dating from around AD 

200. Septimius Severus 

is shown with his wife, 

Julia Domna, and their 

sons, Geta and Caracalla, 

wearing rich ceremonial 

garments. Severus and his 

sons are holding sceptres 

and wearing gold wreaths 

decorated with precious 

stones. Geta’s face has 

been removed, probably 

after he was murdered 

by his brother Caracalla

Lucius Septimius Severus

Britannia Inferior was to the north, with a capital at Eburacum, 

present day York. Britannia Superior was to the south, with 

a capital at Londinium, present day London

During his reign, soldiers came to North East Britain 
from all over the Roman Empire, including North 
Africa, Eastern Europe, and the lands around the 
Mediterranean. These men lived and contributed 
to native life on the frontier of Hadrian’s Wall and 
beyond. International cultures and ‘races’ living in 
Britain are shown by the artefacts found on the 
northern frontier, such as coins, African cooking 
    pottery, seeds, fabrics, gravestones, handwriting 
       and inscriptions.
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