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SUMMARY

Following the conquest, local and 'Roman’ funerary customs introduced to
Britain mainly through the medium af the army began to interact at a different
speed and rate according to the geographical distribution and intensity of pre-
existing burial traditions. At the early stage of the invasion, the new-comers
made themselves 'identifiable' by following their own Romanised customs.
During the Il century the fashion of urned cremation spread throughout the
province with the funerary trends in the cwvilian areas progressively
conforming to the military. Tne towns continued to follow the trends
imported from the Continent by adopting the rite of inhumation during the
course of the Ill century, with a movement of ideas from the major to the
minor urban centres and the rural settlements.

By the IV century the evidence for regional patterns had started to fade, the
process of assimilation set in motion in the course of the earlier centuries

becoming far more wide-reaching and uniform in character.

Uniformity and less apparent display of wealth in burial do not seem to have
stemmed from increased management (whether religious or secular). By the
IV century, the cemeteries had developed as a means of communicating civic
pride through the representation of a stable society in the context of an
increasingly autonomous province. In the early period civic pride had found
expression in the provision of public buildings, with the collective character
in the dedication of the early monuments surviving in the later cemeteries as
projection of the community imagery. At the same time, the arena for burial
had been extended from the country to the town as the latter had become an
acceptable place for social display albeit in private forms. It is in the
concepiual ruralisation’ of the towns that Romanisation played a part by
creating the premise for the re-consolidation of familial ties and traditional
customs, and by contributing towards the homogenisation of the substantial
rural character of Roman Britain.



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

During the last few decades there has been a great upsurge of interest in burial
rtuals and related religious beliefs concemning the after-life. This has stimulated the
analysis of grave treatment and fumishing 1n Roman Bntain and has led to the
interpretation of the meanmng embedded in the archaeological record for the
definition of distnbution patterns and degrees of homogeneity in burial practices.
With particular reference to late Roman Bntain, the most recent discussions have
resulted in a series of diffenng methodological approaches and theoretical positions
partly conditioned by uncertainty over the quality of urban life 1n both small and
large towns during the IV century, and by the recognition or the rejection of the
potential active role of Christianity in funerary practices and cemetery management.

Significant previous research

As Jones (1991) has indicated, in the analysis of burial practices and funerary
customs “multi-level pattems of vanabiity” emerge. These patterns are related to
what Jones calls the “local commumty level”, the “regional level” and the “Empire-

wide level”.

Links between defined commumities and cemeteries have been analysed in relation
to the status of the parent settlements (1.e. both major and munor towns and rural
settlements). In particular, recent work has made a relatively significant
contribution to the study of the late Romano-British suburbs as the privileged
tramework where patterns of urban renewal and change can be detected, the extra-
mural areas providing evidence for burial activity and commercial life in the context
of the topographic development of the later towns (Esmonde Cleary 1987; Finch
Smuth 1987).

In the last few decades a massive array of data has also been collected and
employed to produce new interpretative models for the definition of traditions at a
regional level, although only in South-East England have satisfactory investigations
been conducted for a confident picture of burial patterns (Black 1986, Philpott
1991) (1).

With reference to the 'Empire-wide' level, the study of the cemeteries and funerary
ntuals in Roman Britain still suffers from the lack of systematic comparative
analyses.

It is generally accepted (see Ch. III) that two major periods of change in British
funerary customs occurred under the influence of imported trends. In the course of
the late I century, following the conquest of Britain by the Roman army, the rite of



cremation became the official mode of bunal with inhumation (re)-emerging as the
preferential and almost umversally adopted funerary practice during the late Roman
period (Black 1986, Philpott 1991). With the diffusion of inhumation, a number of
large towns such as Cirencester (Bath Gate) (McWhirr ef al 1982), Winchester
(Lankhills) (Clarke 1979), Dorchester (Poundbury) (Farwell & Molleson 1993)
and Colchester (Butt Road) (N. Crummy et al. 1993 ) and munor centres alike [e.g.
Ashton (Dix 1984; Hadman & Upex 1976-82; Hadman 1984), Ancaster (Wilson
1968)] witnessed the creation of extensive new cemeteries outside the main built-up
areas. In most cases, the new cemeteries were extensive in size, both absolutely
and relatively to the earlier ones. These cemeteries tended to be spatially allocated
and chronologically contained, some being in use for a limited period of time.

Far from representing the spontaneous resurgence of a native tradition, the "re"-
appearance of the practice of inhumation 1n Britain during the III- IV century has
been interpreted 1n its own rights as an entirely new phenomenon which
conditioned the facet of the late Romano-British bunial practices through the shift of
the cemeteries and the creation of large orderly areas for prevalently unfurnished
coffined inhumations laid out in rows and lines within regular bounds, mainly on a
west-east orientation, the graves being aligned on pre-existing or contemporary
topographic features.

The phenomenon has been sometimes referred to as the “managed cemeteries” and
tentatively explained as the result of the diffusion of Christianity following the edict
of Constantine (Thomas 1981, 232). The first criterion for the definition of
potential Chunstian cemeteries in Britain has to be set by a chronological horizon of
probability. In other words, the Christian cemeteries in Roman Britain would have
had certain temporal limits represented by historical factors such as the edict of
Constantine in AD 313 and the withdrawal of the Roman forces around AD 410
(2). The main problem with this intefpretation arises when trying to establish firm
chronologies for the supposed Christian cemeteries the dating of which, in some
instances, seems to precede the diffusion of Christianity in the province (3).
Furthermore, when trying to identify Christian cemeteries in Roman Britain, it is
necessary to consider the limitations of the criteria applied, all too often depending
on negative evidence. So far, the ranking methods (Thomas 1981; Watts 1991)
have given the best results it has been possible to achieve by introducing a scale of
probability. Contra, attempts at ranking cemeteries according to the degree of
incidence of positive traits - which have been suggested as possible indicators of
both the pagan character or the Christian nature of a cemetery as a whole or a group
of burials within a cemetery - have to deal with the dilemma whether to discount the

rare occurrence ot a particular tratt, thus nmning the risk of oversimplification, or
Introduce sub-distinctions which may compromise the effectiveness of the analysis.
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From a different perspective, the creation of the organised and extended cemeteries
has been interpreted as a solution to the problem of finding space for inhumation
bunals outside the built-up area of the late towns (Philpott 1992, 226-7). The kind
of orgamsation behind the cemeteries would indicate the presence of a form of
burecaucratic control over the allocation of large areas of land to burial use and over
the careful positioning and layout of the burials in plots and rows. The origin of
this bureaucratic control has been related to such historical factors as the
orgamsation of the provinces of the Empire under Diocletian and Constantius
(Chlorus) at the end of the Il century. Accordingly, with the creation of a strong
admumstrative apparatus and the reinforcement of local govermments in the major
towns, control over the cemetery orgamsation mught have been exercised through a
body of specialists who thus became responsible for those funerary practices
previously undertaken by the family of the dead (Philpott, ibid.). The explanation
tor the development of the late Roman cemetenies 1n terms of admmmstrative
creattons i1s mainly based on the lack of evidence for distinctive material
expressions of religious faiths (Christiamty included) in the funerary practices as
potential causal factors. Therefore, it has been argued that west-east orientation of
the graves, little disturbance of the burnals, care of the body and absence of grave
furmshing generally accepted as potential indicators of Chrstianity might have
been adopted by the Christians themselves as constituted practices which were
found to be consistent with their religious beliefs (Rahtz 1977, 54; Thomas 1981,
passim; Phlpott 1991, 227).

Scope of the study

In relation to the development of the new kind of cemetery layout in the IV century,

there 1s one main question which archaeologists and historians have started to

address: namely, how much progress can be made from reading the bunal record
as evidence for population size and the condittion of urban life in late Roman

Bntain, given the scarcity of dated samples, uncertainty over the precise limits of

the cemetenes, bunal density and, in some cases, unsatisfactory chronological

evidence. Emphasis has been placed on words such as “town” and adjectives such

as “wrban” as it seems that the creation of the “managed cemetery” was, at least in

onigin, a more specific urban prerogative involving both major centres and minor
towns (above). There 1s evidence that in small towns burial could take place 1n a

more or less formal and orgamsed way (4). Whether the degree of cemetery
organmsation may have reflected the administrative status of the parent settlement
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remains debatable (5). Moreover, 1f it cammot be doubted that the pattern originated
in an urban context, 1t did not remain confined to the towns. A few rural settlements
such as Lynch Farm (Jones 1977) and Bradley Hill (Leech 1981), for instance,
have provided evidence for extensive orgamsed cemeteries which had served small
farmsteads dated to the III and late IV century respectively (6). From a preliminary
analysis there appears to be no direct link between cemetery lay-out and kind of
settlement indicative of ‘'admunistrative status'. This 1s suggested by the
widespread distribution of a pattemn which seems to display a certain degree of
homogeneity, being internally consistent at each site and broadly conforming to the
main stream of bunal throughout Roman Britain in the IV century.

In spite of the validity of these observations that can be taken to exemplify the
current of “secular’(in the meamng of non-Christian) interpretation of the factors
behind the development of the IV century cemeteries, one fundamental question is
not addressed: namely, why did the creation of these organised cemetery occur and,
following from this, who or what was responsible for it.

No systematic attempt has been made to deal with the wider question of cemetery
lay-out, development and organisation in details. This task has been attempted here.
The main aim of the present work has been to investigate selected features
displayed by the late Romano-British cemetenies and to suggest a framework of
research that, it 1s hoped, will contribute to enlighten the dynamics of social
continuity and change and provide information on the position of the State and the
Church 1n matters of cemetery organisation beyond funerary practices.

Methodology

In order to reduce the considerable amount of information and thus the risk of
fruitless generalisation, emphasis has been placed on aspects which have been
subjected to little, if any, systematic investigation in the past (Esmonde Cleary
1987, Finch Smith 1987). In particular, the appearance of the so-called "managed"
cemeteries (Thomas 1981, 232) has been central to this analysis 1in the light of
what the present author has interpreted as two aspects of the same phenomenon,
namely location and planmng (or development) of the bunial grounds. With regards
to the former, attention has been paid to those features which may be defined as
external, the location of the cemeteries being examined in the broader context of
analysis of the surrounding suburbs in association with different types of urban
settlements (major and munor towns). Emphasis has been placed on the evidence

for industnal/rural (or other) activity on the sites which were subsequently used for
bunal in order to detect the extent of "shrinkage" occurring in the peripheral areas
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during the IV century, the diffusion of particular patterns and the degree of
orgamsation of the cemetenes as a potential discrimen of settlement status.

In relation to the second aspect, planning, internal features have been the focus of
the analysis in the light of the evidence for burial rites and grave treatments related
to those aspects of intemal orgamisation of the cemeteries, namely the presence or
absence of rows and plots for burnial, focal graves and burial markers which might
provide indications of management. On the subject of management, one of the aims
of the investigation has also been to detect the extent to which the presence or
absence of the Church in late Roman Britain may have conditioned the organisation
and lay-out of the proposed Christian cemeteries.

The word 'planming' has been preferred to that of 'development' in order to
emphasise the component of intervention which is directly implied by the concept
of management as the driving force behind both creation and maintenance of the
burial grounds in Roman Bntain From this point of view, location and planning
appear to be intrinsically linked as different aspects of one coherent phenomenon.
One without the other provides a faulty narrative: as we shall see, not only does the
choice of an area to be destined for burial seem to have been subjected to the
application of a senies of specific topographic criteria but also to have offered spatial
scope for a subsequent development to be realised in the form of orderly cemetery
growth.

The arrangement of the present study which analyses aspects of burial and
management separately leads to some inevitable reiterations due to “sectiomng" of
the subject matter. This represents an attempt to achieve the best results in temns of
clanty working within the boundaries of the available information

There is an awareness of the problems related to the kind of investigation and the

danger of rushed generalisations in the absence of substantial available evidence,
both from an archaeological and historical point of view.

Limitations of the study

Although chance discovery and extensive excavations have together allowed
archacologists to uncover a number of cemetery areas and scattered burals

sutficient to predict the existence of both cremation and inhumation cemeteries
throughout Roman Britain, the analysis of the subject matter is hampered by a
series of limtations. Major problems are posed by the quality, quantity and uneven

distribution of the archaeological evidence. The sample available for study is limited
and often biased, the appraisal of the cemeteries being confined to the civilian major
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towns of lowland South-East England and in particular to the late inhumation
cemetenies. As a result, problems attendant upon excavations and availability of
information have partly conditioned the kind of research questions.

At a theoretical level, difficulties emerge when trying to assess the impact of
'Romanisation’ on the local substramum. At present uncertainty rests upon the
introduction of practices whose origins are rooted 1n pre-Roman times (7) and upon
the continuity of bural traits in the post-Roman period (8). As a consequence, the
presence of anomalies tend to be overlooked for the sake of the defimtion of the
general trends. Within the Roman penod itself, the lack of archaeological evidence
and firm chronological parameters to be fixed in a common honizon hampers the
defimtion of the insular traits which define the facet of the cemeteres in Roman
Bntain. The scarcity of datable III century graves makes it difficult to trace the
origin and development of bunial rites which were practised over much of Britain
by the IV century. Sites for which findings provide insights into the organisation
and development of a major urban cemetery in use over a long period of time with a
wide range of bunal practices are few in number. The domnant lack of contimuty
of bunal and the relocation of the cemeteries away from the early ones hampers the
analysis of developments through time and affects the analysis of patterns of social

change and contimuty.
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INTRODUCTION: NOTES

(1) Forexample, Philpott (1992, 225) has identified 2 geographical distribution patterm based on
the reoccurrence of specific burial featores 1n South-East Britain. According to Philpott, the rite
which most clearly defines the geographical zone 1s decapitation, a practice which seems to have
developed by the last decade of the HI centory and to have been practised during the following
century. Anotherdistinguishing feature 1s thedistribation of hobnailed footwear in the graves, the
concentration of which becomes higher by the later Ill-early IV century. Several classes of grave
furniture have also marked concentration 1n the zone, especially equipment (knives, spindle-whorls
and bone combs, the latter from the middle of the IV century) in association with both female and

male burials. On the other hand, pottery as grave fumiture tends to decline after a peak of
populanty in the late Ill-early IV century.

(2) The final withdrawal of Rome 1n the first decade of the V ceatury did not caunse the complete
death of Chnstianity. The question of religions continuity is discussed by Thomas (1981, 53-60)

according to whom Christianity lived on in the Sub-Roman period in those areas away from

Anglo-Saxon elements, i.e. in the North, North-West and South-West of Britain. Additional
evidence from proto-cathedrals and churches from towns such as Lincoln and Canterbury would

point to a more widely distributed phenomenon of continuity with little gap between the Roman
and sub-Roman phases (Watts 1991, 215 ff.; 1993, passim). On the other haad, heresy and

reversion to the old religions following the Roman withdrawal would indicate a break in the

hierarchical order and organisation ofthe Church.

(3) For example, the third phase of burial in the cemetery at Verulam Hills Field (St. Albans)

with a sequence of inhumations being aligned to a religious building (a church?) a. 150 metres

away from the burials themselves (Watts 1991), and the earlier inhumations in the main cemetery

at Poundbury (Dorchester) (Green 1977, Watts 1991, Farwell & Molleson 1993) have been dated
respectively to the late IIl century and to the second decade of the IV century when Christian
influence on burial practice in the community at large was uanlikely to be strong. In the specific
case of Verslam Hills Field the evidence from the exiguous number of burials might simply point

to the presence of a very small proto-Christian nucleus.

(4) At lichester the rears of properties on the edge of the town were used for burials (Esmonde

Cleary 1989, 80). For the analysis of the small towns in general, the amount of available

information is still inadequate due to the lack of extensive excavations. With regards to the

cemetery development in the context of the minor towns, meation of disterbance of burial areas in

places like Alcester and Irchester by records of the last century seems to indicate the presence of

extensive, though less formally organised, cemeteries, in comparison with those associated with

the major towns (Esmonde Cleary 1989, 80).
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(5) See Esmonde Cleary 1987, 176 aand Philpott 1992, 227 for the hypothesis of a possible
connection between statas of the settlementard degree of organisatior displayed by the associated

cemetery.

(6) The evidence from Lynch Farm alone would suggest that in Britain the roral communities

adopted inhemation at the same rate as the urban. Unfortunately, the knowledge of the rural

cemeteries in Roman Britain 1s still unsatisfactory. It is, thus, dargemus to consider the evidence

from a few sites as representative of the funerary custom in reral Britain as a whole.
(7) Foradetailed analysis of Iron Age funerary practices 1n Britain, see W himster 1981.

(8) Difficulties anise when dealing with the so-called Sub-Roman cemeteries, a group of very large

rural cemetenes such as Canpington and Bradley Hill, or cemeteries such as Dorchester on
Thames associated with a small town, whose beginning falls within the Roman age and whose use
continpes long into the Post-Roman period. Rahtz (1977) has made an attempt to define this ...
class neither obviously Roman, nor clearly related to the English settlements...” He distinguishes
betweea Sub-Roman secular, Sub-Roman religious (associated to sites which had been religious,
predominantly pagan, as potential indicators of continuity), Sub-Roman Christian cemeteries and
cemeternes located on hilltops (associated with hill-forts re-occupation 1n the Post-Roman period,
probably with religious, whether pagan or Christian, connotation). The problem concerning the
definition of these relatively long-lived cemeteries i1s partly linked to the more general problem of
the lack of continuity 1n the use of the Christian bunal grovnds. This fact sets Britain apart from
comparable North-Evropean examples (1. e Gaul and Rhineland) although there the evidence is
limited to thecities where investigation of cherches with early dedications has revealed a series of

proto-Christian cemeteries. In these cases, identification rests more on historical continuity than

vpon direct achaeological evidence pmvida:i by the late Romaan bunal areas.
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CHAPTER

ROMAN BRITAIN IN THE IV CENTURY

(A Few Remarks On Economic And Social Aspects)

I.1 INTRODUCTION

The framework of the present chapter is justified by the fact that when attempting
to exarmne aspects related to burnial - however specific these aspects may be - 1t1s
not possible to leave socio-economic factors out of consideration. However, due
to the complexity of the subject matter, emphasis has been placed on selected
topics which are essential to the understanding of the historical and
archaeological context for the period under examination: namely, the function of
the late Roman towns and the expression of Romanitas 1n the countryside. The
analysis has deliberately taken the form of a series of remarks to avoid writing a
"Breviarium a ‘Britannia’ condita" which would result in over simplifications or a
fruitless repetition of concepts already analysed 1n depth in recent studies.

The period under examination has been the focus of a great upsurge of interest in
the decades which have elapsed since the publication of Jones' pioneenng worik,
The Later Roman Empire (A. H. M. Jones 1964, Oxford). In particular, as a result
of the development of urban archaeology duning the last forty years, increasing
attention has been paid by both historians and archacologists to the fate of the late
Romano-British towns. Contrasting interpretations of the available evidence as
indicative of continuity (1) or total decline (2) of the traditional forms of urban life
have given rise to extreme positions. Overall, the method of analysis has too often
resulted 1n an uncritical examination of the data due to individual examples being
studied 1n 1solation and subsequently used to generalise about the whole province,
of in a series of comparative exercises. With reference to the latter, the
examination of aspects related to Late Roman has been traditionally conducted in
the context of the earlier period, with emphasis on topics more pertinent to the 1
and Il century, or in relation to the social milieu of the later centuries in search of
potential trends marking the transition from the Ancient World to the Middle
Ages. Itis only in recent times that the late Roman period has been recognised as
an mndependent field of research and given the appropriate topics of analysis.
Moreover, following the introduction of new interpretative parameters, interest

has shifted from the search for positive or negative evidence for continuity of
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urban life in quantitative terms towards the re-defimtion of the essential quality of
the towns in the late Empire, the emphasis being placed on the broad senes of
social relationships and their transformation through time.

Interest has also been paid to individual areas of research to be inserted in the
general background of the period under investigation. In particular, the study of
the urban conditions 1n late Roman Britain has developed in the wider context of
analysis of the countryside. As a result, the traditional paradigms and related
questions have been re-formulated and both pictures of cnsis and continuity re-

dimensioned by the introduction of the concept of change.
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1.2  ROMAN BRITAIN IN THE IV CENTURY

.21 ECONOMICPATTERNS AND POTENTIAL SOCIAL
IMPLICATIONS

The analysis of economic patterns has been traditionally centred on the study of
pottery due to the product being durable and ubiquitous. As Peacock has stated,
'... it 1s important to assess the hikely place of Roman pottery making in the
Roman economy ... and of pottery... as an index rather than an object of trade...!
(Peacock 1982, 152 ff.). With the exception of a few possible items of very high
value and ranty, pottery, as a day-to-day commodity, was not transported in its
own right but as part of mixed cargoes which were generally orgamsed for the
trade of penishable goods (3). Therefore, systems of production and distribution of
pottery have been taken as representative of the total pattermn of exchange.

In medias res, the economc situation for late Roman-Britain can be summarised
as follows: by the IIl century a general decline of the inter-provincial (long
cistance) trade and its reduction to normal cross-Channel contacts 1s apparent. In
parallel with this decline a growth in local pottery production (whether in relation
to the necessity of replacing unavailable imports (Fulford 1989) or under the
stimulus of competition (Millett 1990, Ch. 7) and, 1n more general terms, a
tendency towards growing economic seclf-sufficiency seem to have occurred
(Hingley 1982, 38). The apparent loss of attractiveness to overseas traders (4), far
from being an indication of economic crisis, has been taken as an evidence for
regional economic expansion In relation to regional patterns, by companson with
the situation for the Early Empire, during the muddle-late III century the number
of pottery producers appears to have undergone a process of reduction with the
major workshops emerging from pre-existing modest industries or ex novo, and
both the surviving industries and the new ones being located in rural areas rather
than in urban contexts, generally in clusters near civitas boundanes. On the other
hand, the average scale in pottery production and distribution increased
progressively with larger areas being supplied. The location of some of the kilns
has been related to the growth and development of the 'small' towns during the
late Roman period (Millett, ibid.). However, most pottery industries were located
at great distances even from these centres (Fulford, ibid.). Availability of
resources (such as wood and water) or beneficial location of the kilns (e.g 1n
relation to mivers) are among the factors which may partially account for the

development of certain rurally based activities, the physical conditions of the
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areas of pottery production enabling some 1ndustries to extend their distribution
and capture a larger market.

A different kind of approach for the interpretation of the new pattern has been
based on the evidence for pottery distribution in relation to human rather than
physical geography, the emphasis being placed on the location of the pottery
industries at the civitas boundanes (Millett, ibid.). Accordingly, far from
reflecting a breakdown 1n the social control of exchange (5), the evidence for the
distribution of pottery would show that the late Roman period witnessed its
continued dominance, within a context of change to be related to aspects of rural
growth. Exchange of pottery could have been thus determined by social (Millett
1990) and political-administrative (Hingley 1982) structures rather than resulting
from the operation of a free market. However interesting the social model may
appear, 1t 1s not corroborated by substantial and conclusive evidence.
Furthermore, products well established in Pre-Roman times may be expected to
have constituted a more privileged means of expression of social symbolism and
identity than products inutating artefacts originally imported and, thus, foreign or
superimposed to specifically local traditions. Finally, the rural location of the new
pottery kilns has not to be taken as representing an exclusively rural as opposed
to urban basis for the development of the late economy in Roman Brntain
(Esmonde Cleary 1985; 1989 Ch. 3), for certain kilns (in particular, those
specialising in the production of fine ware) were well placed for access to the

civitas capitals and associated 'small' towns. Thus, a rural location may still have
been geared to a urban marketing strategy (6).

.21 THE ROLE OF THE TOWNS

From the observations in the previous section it is apparent that the function of

the late Romano-British town was undergoing a process of change. It is now

currently accepted that decline in Roman Britain did not occur before the last
third of the IV century (below). On the basis of the available archaeological

evidence it has been suggested thata decline of the major administrative centres
(1e. the Targe' towns) occurred in parallel with the development of the ‘small’

towns as economuc centres and cores for production and marketing, the shift of
balance between the so-called 'major' and 'minor' towns being accompanied by

growing evidence for a renewed life in the countryside with investment in
agriculture and a boom in villa building (Hingley 1982, passim; Millett 1990, Ch.
6). The wealth displayed in the latter was overtaking that of the town houses
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themselves, the number of which had, however increased to the detriment of the
timber artisan buildings related to economic activities. '

The administrative changes introduced by Diocletian with the decentralisation of
tax collection (through delivery and requisition in kind in small centres, forts and
mansiones included) and the development of the minor towns as markets for the
revenue they could generate whether or not under elite control (extra-mural villas
in the proximity of a few small towns have been related to the presence of a
potential munor elite [Millett, ibid]) would be among the causes behind the
interconnected phenomena of decay of the large towns and development of the
'small' ones. The changed admimstrative system would have caused a loss of
incentive among the cunal class of the major towns (as shown by the complete
cessation of the traditional forms of civic pride and euergetism expressed in the
construction of public buildings) as a consequence of the burden of the financial
demands which was placed upon the council members. Thus, the large towns
would have become less important for 'social display and elite competition' still
acting, however, as focal points for the group identity of the civitas. From this
point of view, the evidence for the distribution pattern of the pottery and, in direct
connection with the civitas capitals, for the 'coherence' of spatial grouping of the
mosaics would be further indications of a process of identity projection (7).

From a different perspective, the increasing amount of archaeological evidence
from both urban and extra-urban areas does not seem to point to a general
dereliction of civic duty duning the IV century, neither to suggest any marked
enthusiasm (Esmonde Cleary 1989, Ch. 3). The late town had changed function,
as testified by the dereliction of many public buildings (namely the forum-
basilica complexes) which had characterised the facies of the early town and
were no longer found useful for their traditional function (8). At the same there is
evidence for town houses, in particular in the major urban areas, and for artisan-
buildings in both small and large towns, showing that the towns were still centres
of manufacture and distribution of finished goods and unavailable source of
matenal (Esmonde Cleary 1993, passim). In terms of administration, the revenue
and expenditure cycle generated by the central government was essential to the

existence of the large towns and their elites as the transaction of the produce
from the countryside for cash (gold and silver coins and bullion were required for
the payment of certain kinds of taxes) occurred at the large towns with the state as
the main consumer for such produce. In turn, the towns were central for the

functioning of the revenue system as taxes were still raised locally under the
responsibility of the decuriones. Finally, both high value and day-to-day goods
were still traded from the major towns.
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It is only from the last third of the IV century that decline occurred in both urban
and extra urban areas. In particular, the contraction of the suburbs, mainly
occupied by artisan buildings which were demolished and not replaced, seem to
indicate that the economy of the late Romano-British towns did not need to
sustain the population of the earlier period (Esmonde Cleary, 1989). Similarly,
most of the burial grounds ceased to be in use soon after AD 400, pointing to a
possible demographic collapse.

The decay of the major towns has been often related to an increasing tendency by
the curial class to shrink from their duties, due to the burden of taxation and the
reduced status of the office of the decuriones , a phenomenon to which the central
authority answered by making hereditary and compulsory the civic
responsibilities (the inheritance of property was sufficient to compel the heirs to
take on the financial and public responsibilities legally tied to the property itself
[Johnson 1980]). To discover how onerous these duties were (or were regarded to
be) is not an easy task The evidence suggesis a growing tendency for the
decuriones to retire to the country estates. The boom in villa bulding in the IV
century has been thus partly related to this phenomenon (Higham 1992; Amold
1984). According to Higham, from the end of the III century the towns entered a
period of decay; a major causal factor may have been the withdrawal of
anistocratic expenditure which was traditionally directed to the towns. Influx of
investment to villas in some areas of Britain may show that the aristocracy sought
to distance themselves from the more onerous demands of the government by
dispersing into the countryside and minimising the overheads, although many
town houses were maintained and, presumably, periodically occupied. In the
context of villa building, a growing differential between the more successful
country residences concentrated on the Cotswolds around Cirencester and the
Bristol channel and the remainder (many villas failed to survive to the middle of
the IV century) seems to have occurred According to Higham (ibid.), the
aristocracy was numerically shrinking with an increasing number of villas owned
by a few wealthy families, probably as a consequence of proscriptions carried out
among the landowner class by Paul “the Chain", following the attempt at
usurpation by Magnentius in 354 AD (Amm. Marc. XIV 5, 6). If the members of
the amstocracy were fewer, the system of patronage would have become more

extensive with consequences for the peasantry (below) (9).
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.2a1 THE COUNTRYSIDE

On the subject of patronage, the relationship between villas and other kinds of
rural settlements 1s worth noting in the context of a general analysis of social

aspects.
The normal pattern of Romano-Brtish rural settlement 1s a dispersed one. The

question whether or not the two forms of secttlement, the 'romanised' villas and the
'‘native' farmsteads, were mutually exclusive from both an economic and social
point of view, or had a measure of interdependence, gives rise to the more general
question of the nature of the estates themselves. It 1s known from the literary
sources that wealthy land owners could own properties in many places within the
Empire (this was certainly the case with the great senatorial families, e.g. Melania
the Younger (10)). Whether the estates were worked by a 'tied' colonate, an
institution generally related to the late Empire, 1s still a matter of debate. Coloni
as adscripticii were linked to the land. The term adscripticius was used in the
context of registration for taxation purposes and may have implied a form of
subordination to the landlord. The relationship between dominus and colonus is
not fully understood to date, nor is that between servus and colonus sometimes
appearing in junction in the same legal texts. Slavery is not directly attested in
Roman Britain, although few villas seem to have had provision for housing a
labour force (Branmigan 197/b; Branigan 1980, 160-162) (11). Given that the
coloni were originally (and remained in legal theory) free, 1t is possible that they
retained a measure of independence. Therefore, many farmsteads may have been
dependent on the local villas representing the dwellings for the coloni, or could
have been tenurially independent with their occupants owing labour service or
paying rents. An estate would have been not just 'a tract of land, but also a
network of social obligations and responsibilities' (Esmonde Cleary, ibid. 115).
The hypothesis of a tenurial relationship between farmsteads and villas is
plausible: in fact, the structure of the tribal system in the later Iron Age provided
for an elitanian ruling class to whom the peasant tribesmen owed allegiance. The
concern of the Romans to preserve the original tribal structure could have ensured
the survival of this attitude so that in the later empire the peasant communities
might have still recognise their dependence upon the villa owner (Johnson 1980).
Extensive excavations on villa sites in Britain have now shown very frequent
cases of Iron Age farm-buldings underlying the Romano-Brntish villas. This may
suggest, without, however, proving it, that the villa owner 'was a direct
descendent of the Iron Age one' (Jones 1984, 251; Miles 1988, 60-72; Hingley
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1989, 102 and 133 ff.), reinforcing the assumption of a link between villas and
local elite, the same elite that was 1nvolved in the admunistration of the towns.
Therefore, the villas located around the towns could have been the properties of
the curiales of the urban commumties.

From a different perspective (Higham, ibid.), in the early Empire the landscape
had long been divided into units for agricultural purposes with implications for
land tenure. The peasant communities may have enjoyed various customary rights
of use of the land. Durning the last century the system seems to have witnessed
new pressure: the intrusion of foreign landowners (12), tax dependence, debts and
'conflation' of clients with tenants enhanced the profile of lordship and transferred
rights in land from free peasant communities to the aristocracy. As a consequence

of this, ‘proprietal’ as opposed to ‘patronal’ control over land and commumities
would have increased the distance between elite and peasantry (13).

I.212v  DECLINE OF THETOWNS AND CONSEQUENCES FOR THE
COUNTRY SIDE

While in the Roman Empire the network of towns remained essential for
admmnistrative and e¢conomic purposes, and for the maintenance of a cultural
identity, 1t 1s 1n the countryside that the bulk of the population lived, the land
providing the economic basis on which the towns depended for their own
economic prosperity and the opportunty for them to be engaged in production
and trades. It 1s only 1n recent archacological and historical studies that increasing
attention has been paid to individual towns in relation to their rural background,
mainly following the development of new techniques of survey (e.g. see the
survey of the Upper Thames Valley by Miles 1988). Nonetheless, sites for which
an 1ntegrated treatment of the evidence 1s possible are still relatively few.

From the study of settlement patterns it would appear that in the course of the IV
century strong pressure was exerted on the land. Pottery finds from a large
number of sites and evidence for cultivation in marginal agnicultural areas would
pomnt to a growth of the population Additionally, an improvement in the
techmques of cultivation (Green 1986; Jones 1989) and a shift of emphasis 1n the
ecconomy of certain non-villa sites (Bramgan 1977a, 87-92) have been observed.
Whether pressure on the countryside during the IV century was due to a need to
cope with the burden of taxation upon the land, or was simply the result of a peak
in the rural population, is not clear. What is certain is that, on the basis of the
evidence for continuity of urban life, a good proportion of the agricultural output
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was still destined for the towns where, besides the payment of taxes, the exchange
of the farm produce for other commodities and services could take place.
The picture for the later IV century is more fragmentary. From archaeological

investigations it would appear that many villas underwent a process of decline, to
be abandoned during the later I'V-early V century. However, evidence from the
estates would suggest that the land was still farmed well into the V century if not
beyond (Branigan 1977a, 93-108). At the same time, during the last quarter of the
IV century, a reduction 1n the size of the urban population seems to have started
to occur (Esmonde Cleary 1985; 1989). The phenomenon of decline 1n villa
buildings raises several questions: namely, where the villa owners may have gone
once they left the estates and what happened to the estates themselves. The
episode of AD 367 and the barbanan raids in general may have made rural
conditions difficult creating a feeling of general instability, in spite of the fact that
the waves of invasion did not start until later. A reduction in the accommodation
and standard of the villa buildings scems to imply that many owners had returned
to the towns and no further investment was made 1n their country residences
(Branigan 1977a, ibid.). This may explain the archaeological data pointing to a
contimuty of urban life and the presence of organised communities which were
still operating during the V century (14), due to the towns being perceived as
functional and secure. However, the evidence for buildings being constructed
and’/or occupied during the V century remains very small. Simmlarly, the existence
of extensive inthumation cemeteries associated with both major and minor towns
would indicate that 1n the IV century there was no dramatic contraction in the size
of the urban population The pattern changed towards the end of the IV century,

when most of the cemeteries ceased to be 1n use soon after AD 400, the evidence
from the burial grounds being consistent with the situation for the suburbs as a
whole and pointing to a possible demographic collapse. De facto, the evidence

for occupation indicates that the extra-mural areas (and, progressively, the cores)
started to decline sometime in the late 1V century, probably affecting the role of

the towns as poles of attraction for the rural population and, in the long run,

changing the overall balance between town and country.

Farming activity during the V century may be argued on the basis of an optimistic
interpretation of the evidence for continuity of urban life (the existence of urban
communities to be fed implying that the countryside was still providing an
adequate food supply). On the other hand, 1f one assumes that urban contraction
occurred, there 1s no indication for any increasing activity in rural settlements

which might be expected as a result of the abandonment of the towns by the
urban population
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In the present state of knowledge, 1t 1s not possible to assess whether a general
decrease or increase of the population occurred 1n Late Roman Britain or whether
the size remained steady (15). There 1s the need for more data that can only come
from archaecological investigation. We should avoid the temptation to make
generalisations and either overestimate the positive evidence or accept the lack of
evidence as proof a silentio. The picture may be also distorted by the difficulty of
detecting settlement patterns and by the absence of reliable means of dating with
coins not being supplied to Britain after AD 402, and pottery, mainly coarse
ware, which 1s difficult to locate in a precise chronological horizon after the
decline of the factory-made pottery in the early V century. What the evidence
secems to suggest 1s that a complex and fairly continuous, though mnot
homogeneous, demographic readjustment took places in many arecas of Roman
Britain durning the IV century, with a movement of the population involving both
rural and urban sites and causing a shift of balance in the relationship between the
towns and their surrounding countryside.

I.2.v. RELIGIOUS CHANGES: CHRISTIANITY IN ROMAN BRITAIN

As seen above (1. 2.5), in the Late Roman peniod Christianity played a major role
in social changes. With regards to Britain, the phenomenon of Christianity has
been the subject of investigation by archaeologists and historians who have tried
to read the written sources and the maternial record as positive or negative
evidence for the existence of an orgamsed Church in Brtain during the late
Roman period. Two main positions have been taken which can be exenip]jﬁed
with recourse to the works of Frend and Painter: accordingly, there was a poor
but expanding church (Frend 1968, 37-49) or, on the contrary, Christianity was

confined to the literate villa-owners of the urban anstocracy (Painter 1971, 156-
175) (16).

In 313 following the edict of Milan by Constantine in the aftermath of the battle
at the Milvian Bridge, Chrnstianity became the religion of the Emperor: the edict
represented the first step in the change of official policy towards the Church. It is
not until AD 391 when Theodosius banned all the pagan cults that Chnistianity
was endorsed as the official religion of the Empire. The authority of Christiamty
had already increased progressively in the course of the III and IV century,

following the foundation of communities in the Mediterranean area and, later, in
the North-West.



The common opinion that the new religion would have been brought 1nto Britain
along with the worship of the various onental deities (Lewis 1966; Green 1976,
Ch 3; Thomas 1981) has been senously questioned by Watts (1991) according to
whom Christianity would have been introduced as a Roman religion, following
the historical development of Rome as a focus for the new cult: the presence of an
expanding Church with its tradition of martyrdom (see St. Peter and St. Paul) and
the well established institution of bishopric leadership, as 1t had been dictated by
the principle of apostolic succession, would have placed Rome in a prominent
position within Christianity. It cannot be ignored, however, that similanties in
attitude to death between Christiamty, late philosophical schools (1n particular
Stoicism, Neo-Platonism and Neo-Pythagorism) and oriental religions occurred,
as Chnstiamty borrowed and absorbed several elements from a common cultural

substratum.

The knowledge of Christtamity in late Roman Brnitain 1s notably scanty. It relies
upon two kinds of sources, the written documents, in particular the bishop lists
and the martyrdom literature, and the archaeological evidence from the
investigation of churches, proto-cathedrals and cemeteries. With regards to the
written sources, the evidence for Christiamty i1n the 1II century 1s inconsistent:
according to Tertullianus (Adversus Iudaeos, 7), Christianity would have been
present even in the remoter areas of the Empire, including Britain. The validity of
the source has been questioned by Thomas (1981, 43) due to the suspicion of
clements of exaggeration. It was 1n the interest of the Church to emphasise the
process of Chnistianisation and play down the evidence for a hvely continuity of
pagan practices and beliefs. With regards to the tradition of the martyrdom of
Alban, Aaron and Julius, there is a considerable debate over dates (Morris 1968;
Stephens 1987: Thomas 1981, Salway 1985, 720-21). Scholars agree that their
martyrdom 1s unlikely to have occurred during the persecutions by Diocletian as
Constantius Chlorus, Caesar in Britain, took little action against the Christians
(Lactantius, De mortibus persecutorum 15.7; Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 8.
13. 13). From the literary sources nothing more 1s known of Christianity until the
advent of Constantine. The list of bishops who attended the Council of Arles in
314 on behalf of Constantine to discuss the Donatist schism is still the most
reliable source of information for the presence of some ecclesiastical orgamsation
in late Roman Britain. According to the list, three bishops, a priest and a deacon
from Britain would have participated (17). What would emerge is that at the
beginning of the IV century the Church organisation in Britain was just being
tormed (Salway 1985, 723). Bishops from Britain appeared again at the council
of Rimini under Constantius II (359) (18). Apart from the bishop lists mentioned
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above, there is little, if any, written reference to Christianity in Roman-Britain for
the period following the conversion of Constantine up to 410 AD (19). Therefore,
it is necessary to rely almost exclusively upon the archaeological evidence mainly
deriving from the identification of churches and features displayed by certain late
cemeteries, in addition to the investigation of artefacts with symbols and
inscriptions of a religious content (20). It 1s difficult to recognise IV-V century
congregational and cemetery churches in Britain as the Christian architecture
(rectangular and basilical plans or the simpler apsed style without aisle, and
square mausolea-martyria have been recorded) developed in the context of well
established forms, sharing trends with traditional pagan or secular civic buildings.
In the case of the house churches, the evidence for which is gradually emerging 1in
England, the main problem consists in distinguishing between mere houses
owned by Christians and suites of rooms devoted to religious, in the specific case
Christian, practices. As Ward Perkins has suggested, the early house-churches on
the Continent would have been progressively replaced by churches (Ward Perkins
1954, 80). In Britain due to the withdrawal of the Roman army at the beginning
of the IV century it is possible that they continued to be used for some time
without being succeeded by substantial buildings. Congregations may have also

taken place in open-air places which cannot be detected archaeologically.

The most recent studies on Christianity in Roman Britain (Thomas 1981; Watts
1991) have resulted 1n a series of attempts to assess the distribution of Christian
elements throughout Roman Britain and the nature of Chnstiamty in the IV
century. From a quantitative point of view, the identification of several sites as
Christian would indicate that Chnstiamty was more widespread than hitherto
proposed and its appeal broader. Christiamty seems to have been stronger in
urban than rural areas, especially in the face of the so-called ‘pagan revival’
which was encouraged by Julhian to become apparent in the aftermath of the
Roman withdrawal. The rate of survival of some churches, with the urban ones
lasting longer, and the evidence from the cemeteries still 1in use, although in a
condition of deterioration (Watts 1991, 223), may be taken as a proof of the
predommnantly urban character of Christianity. However, Christianity in Roman
Britain did not remain exclusively urban, nor its worship confined to the elite:
the religion does appear to have been somewhat more widely distnibuted,
attracting a broad range of social classes (21). Moreover, there 1s evidence for a
fairly high number of rural cemetenes i1dentified as Chnstian and for a few
churches. In general, the Christian communities in Britain seem to have been
considerably smaller than those on the Continent, especially in comparison with

the southern provinces. The fact that congregations were smaller may 1imply that
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Christianity did not have the same appeal. Chnstianity in Britain seems to have
attracted a smaller proportion of the population as a whole remaimng a ‘minor
religion’. By extension, therefore, 1t is reasonable to suppose that the bulk of the
population was largely anchored to paganism, especially in the countryside,
despite the absence of evidence for new shrines being constructed (whether for
adequacy of the existing ones or, less likely, decline in their attraction).

From a qualitative point of view, it 1s difficult to estimate the commutment of the
Romano-Brntish Christians as the written sources are inconsistent or, in a few
cases, biased and the archaeological evidence may be of little, if any, support.
The persistence of pagan elements 1s discernible in a form of religious syncretism
as the result of the absorption of Christianity into the mainstream of Romano-
British religions (22). The tendency towards syncretism in the expression of
religious beliefs may have partly assisted the process of Christianisation, being,
at the same time, a weakness which was responsible for the failure of the new
religion to maintain its force into the V century (Watts 1991, 223) (23).
Christianity has been seen as the last major element of Romanised culture to
spread throughout the Empire, including Bnitain, its success depending upon the
extensive and controlled admimistrative hierarchy that charactenised the late
Roman state (Higham, 1992). From a strnct materialistic point of view, a
monotheistic and hierarchically organised religion may have been regarded as a
natural theoretical basis on which the self-justifying ideology of the late impenal
power structure could be founded However, to evaluate the importance of
Chnstianity and the effects of its diffusion does not mean to investigate just the
development of Christian beliefs, but to take into account 'the emergence of the
Church as an organisation competing with the state itself and becoming attractive
to educated and influential people' (Momigliano 1966, 78).

It was not revolutionary for the religious authority to become entwined with that
of the Roman state by assuming a political connotation. For example Augustus
had promoted the cult of the ancient customs. However, with Constantine the
opposite trend occurred, the emphasis being placed on current beliefs which
through him became institutionalised.

The transformation of Christianity into a state religion may have contributed to
make 1t attractive for individuals who were anxious to promote their career. The
emperors themselves were mvolved in religious matters for reasons of State,
personal interest and political advantage going side by side. The first visible
aspect of mvolvement, starting from Constantine, resulted in the programme of
church building under imperial patronage and sponsorship. Beside the spectacular
cathedrals, less well known churches are documented. Most of the times their

construction was mainly a measure of local prestige reflecting, to a certain extent,
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a trend that 1n classical times had assumed the form of construction or restoration
of public buildings.

With regards to Britain, there 1s no conclusive evidence for official or locally
prestigious interventions in religious matters or for a diversion of public
expenditure from the civic to the Chnstian buldings by the leading wealthy
families. However, impenal interventions in form of private munificence do not
appear to have ever been common. For instance, the epigraphic record of earlier
buillding works undertaken 1n the name of the Emperor by his representatives
(provincial govemnors and legionary commanders) or named civic officers seems
to point to relatively little imtiative in the patronage of public works. This mainly
related to restoration of religious artefacts (Blagg 1990). Thus, absence of
euergetism i1n Brtain during the later Roman period whether in the form of
church building or public mumificence in general would reflect the continuation
of a trend the roots of which can be traced back to the earlier centuries. With
regards to interventions undertaken by notables in the later Roman period, the
overall picture for Britain 1s one of religious patronage disconnected from the
public role of the elite, as the evidence of Chmnstian worship from the villa
buildings would suggest (24), with the private sphere of social relationships and
obligations embedded in the Late Roman form of patronage becoming the
privileged mode for locally influential interventions.
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1.3  DISCUSSION

The dominant element behind the few topics analysed above is the aspect of
compulsion which characterised the new state founded by Diocletian and
inherited by his successors. The reforms of Diocletian are generally regarded as
the discrimen for the massive tightemng up of governmental control and increase
in expenditure. A few centuries later, the insistent and minatory tone of the Codex
Theodosianus (under Theodosius II, AD 438) and the Codex Justinianus (AD
529-34) seems to suggest a picture where an authoritanan form of government
was still the main comnotation of the Late Empire. In a sense the state became
intrusive, the functioning of the army and the administrative apparatus being the
main concern of the impenal policy. The army was the single largest recipient of
expenditure (see Anon., The rebus bellicis, Praef. 1; Amm. Marc., Hisioriae
XX, 11, 5) and the main raison d'étre of the system of taxation which, according
to the literary sources, reached levels of extortion. The bulk of the legislation was
substantially finalised to keep the decuriones in place in their towns, tie workers
and traders to their occupations and, above all, bind the coloni to the land in
order to keep the system of military supply in place. Despite evidence indicating
a tendency towards increasing centralisation during the late Roman Empire, there
1s the suspicion that the literary sources may distort the picture for their own
interest. For example, in Chnstian literature (see Lactantius, De mortibus
persecutorum, 7; Salvianus, De Gubernatione Dei) the high cost of the army, the
heavy burden of taxation and social inequality are common places which make
the sources suspicious of exaggeration Moreover, as Cameron suggests (1993,
81-103 passim), the constant repetition of laws presumes that the laws themselves
were 1neffective. Finally, most literary evidence 1s pertinent to specific areas of
the Empire (especially in the context of the Mediterranean and Eastern PIovinces)

and covers a chronological horizon later than the IV century.

In relation to the towns in Late Roman Britain ( see above THE ROLE OF THE

TOWNS), there 1s some evidence for a shift in the means of expenditure from the

public to the private sphere. This has not to be taken as proof that the towns were
in decline due to the withdrawal of the elite, a withdrawal which would have been

caused by a loss of interest in the curial activity. This may simply suggest that

changes were occurring. Town houses were still built and in use during the IV

century. When added to the evidence for a decrease in the mumber of artisan
buildings, the trend could indicate a shift in the function of the major towns

whose main raison d’étre had become administrative (i.e. finalised to the

collection of tax and the acquisition of goods to sustain the army and the
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bureaucracy), to the detriment of the political performance (25). As a result of this,
the small towns may have emerged as economic centres together with rurally
located industries (1.e. pottery kilns), without necessanly being in competition
with the large towns but inserted 1n a system of functional equilibrium. The
involvement of the small towns in the system of tax collection on a large scale
has still to be proved. The economic growth of the minor towns, allowing for
such a growth to have taken place, did not occur at the expense of the large towns
where development and suburban occupation are apparent at least until the later
IV century (Esmonde Cleary 1987 & 1989). There is no compelling evidence for
them having lost their primary function as the administrative centres of their
civitates responsible for the raising of taxation and as foci of economy and
service areas (26). Moreover, the distribution of pottery kilns away from the major
towns shows a shift of emphasis not to the munor towns, but to rural locations,
whether in the context of a different kind of market strategy involving the civitas
capitals and their network of minor towns (Esmonde Cleary, 1989) or 1n relation
to a more functional physical and geographical location Finally, the villas were
still in the orbit of the major towns and linked to them both socially and
economically.

The discussion on the administration has been conditioned by the interpretation of
written sources referring to other parts of the Empire, giving the impression that
the curiales were increasingly unwilling to shoulder the burden of civic office
(archacologically, the absence of new public buildings and the dereliction or
changed function of pre-existing ones have been taken as a proof for this [ Millett
1990; Johnson 1980; Higham 1992]). However, the phenomenon could 1ndicate
the absence of an enthusiastic participation by the cunal class (Esmonde Cleary
1989) 1n relation to the growing interference of the state through the renewed
burcaucratic system, or be simply the result of the almost complete cessation of
the traditional forms of euergetism in the context of an intrusive, although
weakened, form of government. With regards to the countryside, there 1s no
evidence that a process of estate consolidation was occurring to the detnment of
the peasantry, as Higham would suggest (ibid.). Following the reasoning of
Esmonde Clearly (ibid) or Johnson (ibid.) it 1s possible that the traditional form
of patronage did not cease in the later empire. Bramgan (1977b, 8/-92) has
extended the analysis of the potential tenurial aspects embedded in the villa
economies identifying three kinds of relationships, between villas and farmsteads,
villas and rural settlements (27), 'major’ villas and 'minor’ ones some of which
may themselves have been tenants of the wealthiest landowners. Although there
1s no conclusive evidence that the farming economies were of a tenurial kind (i.e.
that the villas and the closest rural farms were part of the same estate), it has
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been observed that rural sites located in the proximmty of certain villas seem to
have had a distinct advantage based upon their position, as shown by the evidence
of rural reorganmisation. In this case, a form of tenurial relationship may have
subsisted resulting in an economic strategy {(and, it mught be added, in a series of
obligations) from which both villa owners and tenants would have gained

convenmence 1n the context of the estate. This relationship of mutual obligations
would have resulted in patronage.

In the Late Empire the state made repeated attempts to declare private patronage
as an 1llicit appropriation of authority by those who took it on. As already seen
above, in Late Roman Brtain the traditional form of patronage-euergetism
towards the construction of urban public bwldings and facilities declined
progressively and, unlike on the Continent, the expenditure by local wealthy
families did not result 1n wealth being diverted into churches and their furmshing.
In Bntain, on the other hand, evidence would point to the growing strength of a
local form of patronage, probably rooted in the Iron Age. This manifests itself in
the relationship between villas and non-villa sites in the context of the estates. It
is not a coincidence that in Britain a few villas also became the centres of
Chnstian worship and related religious practices.

The strengthemng of local forms of social display stems from the historical
background of Late Roman Brnitain. Besides the absence of a powerful official
Church, two phenomena which did not take place in the island are respectively
the settlement of Germamc people on a large scale (28) and the foundation of an
imperial court. With reference to the latter, the establishment of a court in North
Gaul in the III century benefited the Gallic Provinces as a whole, in both
providing security against the pressure of the Germanic settlers and invaders, and
offering immediate access to the generosity of the emperor. On the other hand,
the presence of the impenal court interfered in the traditional system of prestige
and authority due to control being exerted by the emperor over appointments to
all positions 1n the administration as well as grants of senatorial status (Van Dam
1985, Ch. 2 passim). Thus, the fundamental characteristics of the hierarchy of
personal relationships rooted in Pre-Roman times and partly absorbed into the
Roman form of relationship between patronus and clientes (which was also
governed by a net-work of reciprocal obligations), were obscured beneath the
presence of the imperial court, to become predominant again with the withdrawal
of the emperor. On the Continent as a whole the different forms of patronage and
their uneasy relationships emerged in a period of state weakness, conflicts and
social competition mainly caused by the emergence of new figures of civic

servants, bishops and military officers on the socio-political scene and by the
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progressive integration of the Germanic element. In Britain social competition
assumed a different connotation partly due to the lack of a court, or any other
material mamfestations to be related to the presence of the emperor, which did
not provide incentive for rivalry. With regards to the administrative system, at a
local level the late Romano-British towns were no longer perceived as the
privileged arena for social competition. However, the link between architectural
munificence 1n Roman Britain and civic authornties should not be overestimated.
As Blagg observes, a comparison with the situation for the Mediterranean area
reveals that in the northern Provinces the traditional mode of expressing
individual mumcipal euergetism was replaced by a form of collective initiative
(as 1n north Gaul) and by nulitary benefactions (as in Germany), with Britain
displaying the features of its neighbouring areas (Blage 1990) (29). Even when
allowing for limitations that may derive from the degree of preservation and
availability of the epigraphic material from Roman Britain together with the
citficulty of relating the preserved inscriptions to known surviving buildings, the
evidence secems to suggest that individual civic officers were not among the usual
(named) benefactors whether in relation to secular or religious (pagan and
Chnstian) building programmes. The evidence may indicate that power was
concentrated in the hands of a small minority comprising leaders of the Pre-
Roman tribes and their descendants. As power was firmly held, there was no need
to compete (Millett 1990, 81-82). Therefore the wealth for social display, more
often collective than individual, could be employed to provide the towns with the
standard Roman facilities as a means of reinforcing the status of the elite not so
much within the social group but in the eyes of the Roman authority.

To 1nfer dereliction of civic cunal duties in the course of the IV century from the
absence of apparent interventions towards construction or restoration of public
buildings means to underestimate the complexity of the phenomenon of
mumficence 1n Britain as well as the more general problems concermng the mode
of urban planming and intervention in the Province immediately after the Roman
conquest and 1n the course of the following centunies. In spite of this, dereliction
or change 1n function of certain public buildings seem to have occurred, although
the phenomenon was probably less widespread than has been sometimes
proposed (Reece 1980). Local duties may have still been perceived as duties but
not as a means of social display, a fact partly to be attnibuted to the weakness of
the bureaucratic apparatus in comparison with the vast and fragmented area the
state was attempting to control. As a result, the underlying form of social
relationships seems to have re-emerged above the traditional Romanitas,
assuming different emphasis according to the different local substrata. The

phenomenon, however, did not take the form of a 'Celtic renaissance' which
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would imply a conscious attitude towards the rediscovery of a native past. The
strengthemng of Pre-Roman traditional social forms was not consciously
perceived: it i1s true that a decline of intervention in the form of public buildings
and monuments occurred together with a new expression of the curial class 1n the
private sphere (1.e. the residential buildings in town and rural villas were the new
means to commumcate status). The trend was, to a certain degree, a reflection of
the change which was occurnng 1n the traditional Roman stratification as a
whole: status was not the dominant element regulating access to power anymore
becoming ‘'increasingly meaningless when separated from land owmng'
(Wickham 1984, 24). Yet, the town-houses, the villas and their fumnishing were
displaying a romamsed style in a fashion which was still dominated by the 1deals
of classical culture.

To conclude, the Il century was a period of turmoil caused by barbanan raids

and by isolated attempts to create personal forms of power. The restoration of
order appears to have been central in the policy of the late Emperors. In
particular, Constantine had to conciliate the need to restore order with the need to
legitimate his personal power. The adoption of Christianity as the personal
religion of the Emperor together with the recourse to the so-called "popular art”
from the provinces indicates that new means of expressing power had been
introduced. However, the traditional form of power, 1.e. the Principate, was still
1n place: the classic Empire had failed’, thus the classic forms of propaganda had
lost strength. This does not imply the rejection of classical culture, for classical
culture and education were still looked upon as the quintessence of Romanitas
with current beliefs and trends simply becoming institutionalised.

The appearance of the inhumation cemeteries coincides with a period of latent
spiritual dissatisfaction followed by turmoil and wuncertainty and hence
restoration. The growing tendency towards standardisation in bunal may have
been the result of bureaucratic control over the cemetenies together with the
circulation of religious beliefs but, more deeply, it may have represented the
attempt to express a recognised 1dentity within the Empire under the new aegis of
Christianity, at least in many areas of the Empire. This would explain the fairly
rapid diffusion of inhumation as the dominant burial practice. On the surface,
order within the cemetery (that 1s the orderly deposition of the body and care for
the burial) may have reflected an anxiety for order, at least after death, to
compensate for the period of uncertainty temporarily adjusted by the efforts of
single personalities. Following the restoration of order by Diocletian, the Empire
was kept together by the charisma and action of individual figures. However,
organisation and order on the surface appear to have masked an underlying
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feeling of instability, the perception of instability leading to seek consolation in
the afterlife beliefs and giving nise to the proliferation of the onental religions as
forms of escapism into the irrational.

Although less affected than other arcas of the Empire 1n terms of the changes
brought about by the barbarian settlers, the new social conflicts on the Continent
and the diffuston of Chnstiamty, Bntain benefited from the same renewed
emphasis on the restoratio ordinis and from the changed political and social
climate. In particular, the new role assumed by the large towns as foci for identity
projecion might explain phenomena such as the layout of urban extended
cemeteries during the IV century, the intervention on the city walls and the
construction of villas which had become the most apparent form of wealth
display. The organisation of the cemetenies may have resulted from the
intervention of the authonties within the general policy of order but it may have
also represented a response by the subjects to express spintual tension towards
order in the afterlife and, at the same time, their sense of belonging to the Roman
institution, the town '

As we shall see in the course of the next chapters, it is the ideal of classical
culture or, more specifically, the interaction of Romanitas and the Celtic
substratum to represent one of the key concepts for the interpretation of the 'new’
attitude towards bunal in late Roman Bntain. Notwithstanding the impact
produced by the diffusion of fashionable trends from the Continent, the changes

which were affecting late Roman Britain had been set 1n motion at least two

centuries earlier, with Romanisation providing the common background for the
development and diffusion of local traits.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 1

(1) See e.g. Biddle, M. 1976. "Towns'. D. M. Wilson (ed.): 99-150. The archaeology of Anglo-
Saxon England. 1London; Frere, S. 1991 Britannia: 368. According to Biddle and Frere the late
Romano-British towas were substantially uncharnged and untouched by the general crisis of the I11

century.

(2) See Reece, R. 1980. "Town and Country: the End of Roman Bntain'. World Archaeology 12:

77-92. According to Reece, the late towns were nothing more than shrunken administrative

centres and tofally 1rrelevant for social needs.

(3) Very few Mediterranean ship wrecks have produced evidence for cargoes comprising pottery
alone. Even the Samian cargo found at Pudding Far Rock consisted of regulae as well as pottery
(Smith 1907).

(4) From the Il century regular trading contacts witnessed a contraction partly as a result of the
declining mulitary presence in Britain, the largest item of public expenditure which, during the
Principate, had determined an onfflow of wealth from the core to the penphery of the Empire.
Additionally, as the army was increasingly being paid in kind, the availability of cash for the
purchase of lsxuries may have been reduced. See James, J. 1984. 'Britain and the Late Roman
Amy'. T. F C Blagg & A. C King (eds.). Military and Civilian in Roman Britain. BAR British
Series 136: 164-189.

(5 According to Hodder (Hodder, 1. 1979. Pre-Roman and Romano-British Tribal Economies.
B. C. Burnham & H. B. Johunson (eds.), Invasion and Response: the Case of Roman Britain . BAR
Britisk Series 73: 189-196), the products of tﬁe pottery indastry in the Earlier Empire were limited
to the sphere of influence of single markets, usually civitas capitals, so that the distribution
tended to coincide with their sphere of dominance; this would have resulted from the control of
marketing by the civitas elite. The bulk of exchange was thus embedded within social relations. In
the later Empire, the breakdown of this pattern as a result of the reduction in the authonty of the
elite caused the exchange to become free from social control and the market to grow. The idea of

a free market in the Late Roman period has been rejected on the basis of several factors. Millett
(1990) has suggested that some of the pottery distributions were still closely related to the pre-

existing boundaries. For instance, the distribution of Oxfordshire ware would have occurred
through markets that, far from being free, remained in the control of the tribal elite who could

accept (as 1n the case of the Dobunni) or reject (as in the case of the Corieltauvi) a particular

product in their network.



In more general terms, the fact that much trade was controlled by the state, the church and the
 land owners gives rise to doubts over the extent to which the late Roman economy was outside the
influence of powerful groups. Finally, assuming that low value bronze coinage was primarily
minted for the vse of the administration (to buy back gold and silver coins or bullion circulating
through the mechanism of taxation) and that only secondarily it was used for day-to-day
transactions, much exchange n later Roman Britain was still embedded within the ad ministrative
system rather than being part of a free market economy (Hingley 1982, 17-52; Reece 1984, 144-
146).

(6) Esmonde Cleary (1989) observes that the New Forest kilns, for example, were well placed for
access to the civitas capitals of Chichester, Dorchester, Silchester and Winchester with their
associated small towns, and that the Oxfordshire kilns were located between the small towas of
Alchester and Dorchester on Thames, and midway between Cirencester and Verulamium.
However, with regards to grey ware, it would appear that the distribution system was not always
mediated through the towns (in thrs case there might have been a direct producer/consemer

relationship, without the interventon of negotiatores).

(7) According to Millett (1990), the limitation of mosaics to one single civitas or tribal area could
reflect a trend towards social grouping expressed through the recourse to particular sets of artistic
forms or symbols. Millett' s view 15 inserted in the more general thesis according to which social
relations created in the Pre- Roman Iron Age (PRIA) survived throughout the period of Roman
occupation. Branigan (1991) has recently questioned Millett's hypothesis on the basis of several
factors: namely, the feature which distinguished one school from the other is not limited to the
repertoire of subjects bt s also based on style, design and choice of decorative elements.
Additionally, the tribal distribution suggested by Millett 1s not dominant as a substantial minonty
of the mosaics are found beyond the territories where they originated. Finally, the form chosen to
express social dentity (1.e. the mosaics) 1s fﬁreign to Pre-Roman Bntain, indicating a display of
wealth and classical culture. Branigan has extended the analyss of the distribution pattern of the
mosaics identifying service areas. Unlikke marketing areas arosnd major towns which were
constrained by both the expense of transporting beavy and fragile product and the relatively low
value of the product itself (see Hodder 1974, 340-59), the service areas are shown to be

considerably larger; forthermore, whereas small towns could act as market centres, services

remained a prerogative of the major urban centres.

(8) The evidence seems to point to the almost complete cessation of the construction or

maintenance of public buildings after the II century and, therefore, to a partial demse of the

traditional social and political functions of the towns.

For example, the forum-basilica complex at Silchester had changed function in the later III

century and was vsed for industrial activity, namely iron working. The Exeter and London baths
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were demolished 1n the Il and IV century respectively not to be replaced. The same applies to the
Wroxeter forum-basilica complex and baths which were destroyed by fire in the early IV century
(Mackreth 1987, passim).

(9) It is possible that large tracts of land were granted away to those with access to impenal
patronage; as the Romano-British aristocracy barely featured among the imperial elite, the land
would bave passed in the hands of absentee outsiders (see e.g.. Melania the Younger who m 405
AD sold the property in Britain for chanty [Vita Melaniae]). As a result, perpetual non residence

may have discosraged such owners from investing money in the villa residences or others may
have suffered from engrossment of several estates to a single larger unit (see also note 12, below).
The only literary reference to Britain concerning Melnia the Younger cannot be taken to

generalise about the whole country and to emphasise the phenomenon of absenteeism as an

endemic feature of the Late Empire.
(10) Referred to above 1n note 9.

(11) Finley (Finley M. 1. 1973, The Ancient Economy) has argued that decline 1n large-scale
slavery in the Late Empire occurred for several reasons, mainly the drying-up of slave supply
when the expansion wars ceased. Yet, according to the late docomentary evidence, slavery
continued to exist at least in some areas of the Empire, although a precise discrimen between
servus and colonus does not emerge.

With reference to Britain, debris found in the cellar of a villa at Chalk (Kent) incladed fragments
of possible shackles in what could have represented living-quarters for slaves. Further evidence is
provided by inscriptions of freedmen. However, slavery in Britain was not a Roman introduction
and appears to have played a major role in the Celtic economy, the slaves representing one of the
Brnitish exports (Branigan 1983, 160).

(12) See note 9. Additionally, according to the sources (Sulp. Severuvs, Dial. III, 141; Amm.
Marc., XXVIII, 3-4) the British provinces appear to have been a frequented place of exile for

members of the senatorial elite banished (?) from Italy in the IV centnry. Moreover, Branigan
(Branigan, K. 1973. Gauls in Gloucestershire. TBGAS 91: 117-128; Branigan 1977 b), on the

basis of similarities in plan between a small number of British and the majority of Gallic villas,

has suggested that certain larger villas developed as a consequence of the influx of capital from

Gaulish land owners, under the pressure of the barbarian invasions on the Continent. On the same

subject see also Smith, J. T. Oxford J Archaeology 2 (2) 1983: 239-46.

(13) For Britain there is no direct evidence that a process of estate consolidation was vnder way;
in particular, the historical and social conditions which had encovraged such a trend in other

areas of the Empire do not seem to have been present. The estates belonging to foreign
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landowners may be regarded as possible exceptions though the hypothesis of an outflow of capital
from the Continent (especially Ganl) to Britain 15 controversial (see note 9). Senatorial families
from Britain are not documented in the literary sources. In view of the fact that senatoresand civil
servants were the social figures to emerge on the soco-political scene by taking advantage of the
tax system which enabled them to amass land through exemption from taxation and cancelling of
arrears, it would appear that, by comparison with the Mediterranean areas and the East, in Britain
social mobility and competition did not asssme a dramatic chamacter, nor did the positions of the

decuriones alter.

(14) At Verulamium there is evidence for new houses being built after AD 367 (the year of the so-
called barbarica cospiratio) with following sequences well 1nto the V century (Wacher 1978;
Frere 1987 ). At Wroxeter timber buildings appear to have been erected sometime after AD 400
(Barker 1981). Finally, at Ilchester the presence of the cemeteries in addition to the recovery of

later IV century coins and pottery in the town centre show that activity was still carned out (Leach
1982).

(15) See Jones 1964, 1039 ff. It has been genemlly assumed that the population of the Empire as
a whole started to decline by the IlI century onwards. On the basis of late jundical sources,
historians have paid particular attention to phenomena such as agri deserti and shortage of
manpower that, though being referred to particular areas of the Empire only, have been used to
make generalisations. Additionally, the trend towards concentration of land into the hands of the
emperor, the great senatorial families and privileged members of the Church, a concentration
which would have reduced the number of curiales and small farmers (whether owners or tenants)
liable of taxation may have made any abandonment of land a more serious matter for the central
government. This would justify the character of the laws, due to the system of military supply

being the main concern of the imperal polwcy.

(16) The hypothesis by Painter is the dominant one (e.g. Clarke 1977, 430 ff.; Wacher 1978, 324;
Salway 1985, 726 ff.; Frere 1987, 371) on the basts of the lack of evidence for an apparent

observation of Christianity in Britain before the end of the IV century and for the collapse of
paganism. According to Salway (ibid., 727), for example, the core of the British Church may

have lain in a section of the IV centory landed class (e.g. Christian owners of estates in Britain
such as Melania the Younger and, to a lesser extent, St. Patrick’s father). In particular, Salway

observes that there are no city bishops from Bntain after the mid-IV century, the Church being
probably even more firmly in the hand of the land owning class at that stage. However with

reference to Britain, there is no evidence of bishops from the land owning class, a phenomenon

well documented on the Continent.
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(17) According to Mann, FEborius of York, Restitutus of London and Adelphius of Lincoln or
Colchester arrived in Rimini accompanied by a priest and a deacon who may have been
representing a fourth bishop; by this, it has been suggested that the bishopric sees in Britain could
have been based on the four capitaks of the early 1V century provinces (Mann 1961, 316 ff.)

(18) Acconding to the tradition, the poverty of the bishops was such that the emperor offered free
transport by means of the impenal posting service. The interpretation of the source is
controversial: 1t might point to the existence of a poor clergy 1n Roman Britain, or simply be the

emphatic celebration of a paradigmatic choice of poverty by the Romano-British Church.

(19) The presence of Victricius bishop of Rouen i1n Britain at the end of the IV ceatury may be
taken as further evidence fora functioning ecclesmstical hierarchy. It has been suggested that the
reason for Victricius to visit Brtain was the diffusion of the heresy of Pelagius, the activity of

whom, however, seems to have started later.

(20) Based on the mnking method, Watts (1991) has identified the following churches as almost
certainly Christian: Intramumal- Canterbury Cathedral, St Paulks 1n the Bail (Liacoln), Silchester 9,

Uley 7 and Uley 8, Richborough and Witham. Extamural - Butt Road (Colchester 9), Canterbury
St Pancras, Verulamium 7 and St Albans cathedral House Churches - Frampton, Hintoa St Mary,

Littlecote and Lullingstone.

The cemeteries with the highest score have been identified at the following sites: Butt Road II
(Colchester) Poundbury Main Cemetery and Crown Building (Dorchester), Verulam Hillsfield
I (Verulaminm), Lankhills Feature 6 (Winchester), Ashton and Cannington.

(21) With regards to distribution, Watts (1991) has also reviewed the traditional interpretation of
the evidence for Christianity in Roman Britain (Thomas 1981): accordingly, there would be a
distributive intensification in the East with a low density 1n the area to the west of the Wash which
has provided little evidence for Christianity (e.g. see the cemetery at Ancaster). A puzzling aspect
of this distribution concerns the territory from the Cotswolds to Chilterns with no substantial
evidence for Christianity.

On the subject of wealth of the Christian congregations, there is evidence for small objects with
redimentary symbols and inscriptions (e.g. the Thetford Treasure (Johns & Potter 1983) and the
Water Newton silver-plate (Painter 1977b). The churches, by their construction alone do not seem
to imply wealth congregations; evidence of wealth comes from the house-churches (e.g. Hinton
St. Mary in Dorset and Frampton in Gloucester) in villas used for the worship of the villa owners,
the family and probably the household. In the cemeteries wealth, in some cases, may have found
expression in heavy timber coffins, lead lined stone sarcophagi, or family mausolea, though most

graves were simple. For a detailed analysis of Christian motives in the mosaics of the Late

Romano-British villas, see Branigan 1977b, 65-69.
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(22) Syncretism and commixture of pagan and Christian elements in ritvals are not phenomena
occurring exclusively in Roman Brntain. The episode of St. Augustine condemning the Christians
who drank excessively over the dead and prepared feasts in the fashion of the pagaus, is well
known (De moribus Ecclesiae Catholicae et de moribus Manichaeorum, 34). Auvgustine was
aware of the similarities between the pagan nites at the graves and the Christian worship at the

martyria (Confessiones 6. 2)

(23) The effects of the so-called pagan resurgence are not always vnequivocally detectable from
the evidence of churches and cemeteries, as dating is not always possible. A more profitable
source is constituted by certain small finds with a Chrnistian connotation such as the lead tanks
which were probably used in the baptismal ceremonies: the apparently deliberate damage or
discarding of a number of tanks (including the specimens from Ashton) has been taken as
evidence for the pagan ‘revival’ (Guy 1981, 275).

(24) See note 21.

(25) For instance, by the later II century London started to lose ifs economic position as the
principal port of entry 1nto Britain, based on long distance trade networks. The archaeological
evidence poitts to a general decline 1n strip-buildings together with the appearance of dark-earth
deposits possibly associated with horticultural activity. Similarly, after the middle of the III

century changes occurred on the waterfront where former shops and ar izn were traasformed into

domestic apartments. The fate of the contemporary quay structeres, which do not seem to have
been replaced after that date, supports the suggestion of a marked decline in the amount of
imporied material (Milne 1985, 144). Access to and from the waterfront was finally blocked by

the construction of the wall circuit which must have displaced all commercial activity in the

immediate area (Hill ez al. 1980).

In contrast, the public buildings survived well into the IV centsry, probably due to the fact that
[ondor had become a prominently administrative centre (Esmonde Cleary 1989).

The late IV centory witnessed a revival of the waterfront which 5 consistent with the evidence for

occupation well into the V century (Milne 1995, passim) .
(20) Seenote’.

(27) According to Todd (1983), evidence for a free peasantry in the westem provinces of the
Empire appears to become more and more elusive. In Britain not oaly is a tenurial relationship
between farmsteads and villas plausible but also between villas and small 'rural townships', on the
basis of comparative evidence from Africa with villages close to and associated with villas. Direct

evdence for Britain 5 not available and the relationship between villas and 'villages' remains
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problematic (Miles 1989, 115-129, passim). Possible examples are provided by the sites at
Lockington and Fotheringhay (Hingley 1989, 102-103). It has been suggested that some ‘'local
centres' may have been the homes of ‘coloni' or 'slaves' associated with a villa estate. In some
instances, the ‘local centres' may have been tenunally dependent on the villas (Hingley 1989,
117). It is interesting to note that some Romano-Brtish villages display evideace for small villa-
like buildings. These have been interpreted as representing the dwellings of village elders or
bailiffs employed to run villa-estates (Dark & Dark 1997).

En passant, surveys conduocted during the past two decades (starting from the Fenland survey by
Hallam, 1970) have produced growing evidence for the presence of small and relatively large
nucleated sites (or 'villages’) in the Romano-Brtish rural landscape. These sites would include
certain 'small towns' and 'roadside’ settlements. Some appear to have had Iron Age predecessors
whereas others were founded in Roman times [e.g. Catsgore (Som.) (Leech 1982)]. The
frequency of villages in Roman Britain and the Iron Age origin of many of these settlements
undermine both a direct association between villages and official policy and, therefore, the
argument that areas characterised by the presence of nucleated rural settlements and by the virtual
absence of villas (e.g. the Fens and the Salisbury plain) were imperial estates (Dark & Dark,
1997).

For an appraisal of the evidence for Romano-British villages, see Hingley 1989, 75 ff. and Dark
& Dark 1997, 51 {f.

(28) Sarmantians and Burgundians are vaguely attested in Britain under, respectively, Marcus
Aurelius arnd Probus (Salway 1985, 549, ff.). In recent times, Malcolm Todd (forthcoming) has
conducted an archaeological survey, mainly in funerary contexts, from which it would appear that
the earliest phase of Germanic settlement, though on a small scale, dates from the early V century,
before the waves of invasion. The new data might throw {ight on the problem of *foreign graves'
which have been recorded, at times, in the context of certain late Romano-British cemeteries. For
instance, at Lankhills (Ch. IL2.i) Clarke (1977) has defined the presence of two groups of
'intrusive graves' on the basis of classes, typologies and positioning of objects in the graves with
respect to the body. The first group has been related to people who arnved around the middle of
the IV century from the Danube area and were recruited into the Roman army. The adult males
were characterised by the presence of crossbow brooches and belt metal fittings as part of military
uniforms, and knives; the gravegoods associated with the female burals consisted of distinctive
dress fasteners. The identification of the second growp of incomers with later elements with
Saxon affinities is less convincing, due to the absence of Germanic artefacts.

Clarke's interpretation of the 'intrusive graves' at Lankhills is currently accepted, though methods,
and sometimes conclusions, have been criticised. Baldwin (1985) observes that the presence of
"1ntrusive’ elements was not so consistent as Clarke sug gested and that at Lankhills variation in the
graves occurred as general phenomenon. Furthermore, very few of the deposited artefacts had a
Continental origin. Millett (1990, 216) has drawn attention to the problem attendant spon the
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identification of German elements, especially soldiers, who cannot be archaeologically
distinguished from regular troops. At present, it 1s difficslt to find conclusive evidence for
Germanic settlers 1n Britain, especially 1n the context of the reorgansation of the Late Roman
army, and assess the impact foreign elements may have produced on both cultere and
administration, The matter 15 further complicated by the absence of conclusive historical and

archaeological evidence for continuity between the alleged early settlers and the later Germanic

invaders (Arnold 1984).

(29) From the available epigraphic evidence the proportion of dedications by mamed civic
magistrates 1s relatively low whereas corporate benefaction (including interventions of
administrative bodies -from the province down to the vicus - together with collegia and military
vexillations) seems to have been the dominant form of euvergetism expressed by means of nrban
buildings projects together with named benefactions by military notables. The majority of the
constructions was sacred in nature, with the civic and entertainment buildings forming a low
percentage of the overall public work. The few civic buildings for which inscription are available

seem to have been constructed a solo, whereas the religious ones do appear to have vndergone

processes of restoration (Blagg 1990).
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CHAPTER 11

THE ROMANO-BRITISH CREMATION CEMETERIES

(A Brief Assessment of the Evidence for Internal Organisation)

I1.1 INTRODUCTION

One of the major features which charactenise the suburban areas in late Roman
Britain 1s represented by the appearance of extensive and internally homogenous
cemeteries for inhumation bunals. As seen above (GENERAL INTRODUCTION), the
phenomenon has been sometimes related to increasing management that would have
been exerted by the civic or religious (Chnistian) authorities as the result of the
changes 1n the political and social milieu of the Late Empire. At the end of chapter |
(I 4: DISCUSSION), 1t was emphasised that Bnitain, although affected by the general
climate of renewal, was substantially untouched by the events on the Continent, the
situation on the 1sland offering scope for the development of local traits withnn the
process of Romanisation

Notwithstanding the continuation of locﬂ forms of social expression (see for
example the peculiar character of civic munificence mentioned 1n Ch. 1), urban and
extra-urban development in Brntain took place according to criteria of Roman
standard. As part of the planning process, the cemeternies were an integrated part of
the suburbs. Therefore, not only the location of a bunal ground in relation to the
parent settlement but also the character of its internal organisation, at lIeast in relation
to cemetery growth and expansion, are likely to have been partially affected by
development control. Whereas native nitualistic aspects of bunial would have been
more visible in hidden contexts, Roman ntuals would have been more apparent in

‘above ground' contexts. Even when allowing for some degree of official
intervention in matter of cemetery regulation and intemal organisation, one question
arises: was the tendency towards standardisation 1n bunial the effect of changes in
the policy of urban management due the diffusion of fashionable trends from the

Continent, or was this same tendency also the result of local and indigenous

imtiative.
In order to detect possible patterns of contimuty and change through time and,

hence, to assess the impact caused by the appearance of inhumation on the local

substratum, 1t 1s necessary to establish whether management was an exclusive
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prerogative of the late bunal grounds or a common attnbute displayed by the
Romano-British cemeteries as a whole.

For the aim of the research, a few selected sites dating to the early period of Roman
occupation have been analysed A preliminary distinction has been introduced

between chronologically contained areas for cremations only and long-lived
cemetenies that display evidence for a muxed bunal nte (1.e. with the nte of
cremation being followed and progressively substituted by inhumation). The
distinction 1s mainly functional as uncertainty rests upon the dividing line between
the two types of cemeteries 1n terms of their chronological definition and spatial
use. It 1s not always possible to establish how long separate cremation cemeteries
were in use for beyond the late II century AD, as the first half of the III century i1s a
period for which dating 1s notonously vague. Similarly, it 1s uncertain how far
mixed cemeteries may have onginally displayed formal distinctions between the two
rites. For instance, discrete spatial allocation of land could have resulted in the
progressive obliteration of earlier bunial nites due to use and re-use of the same
parcel over a relatively long period of time. In view of these problems, an attempt
has been made to deal with the cremation burnials separately 1in order to uncover,
where possible, their spatial relationship with contemporary and later inhumations.
A further section has been introduced to deal with early inhumation cemeteries,
whether of native inspiration or subjected to Roman influence, which appear to
have characterised the Durotrigian area (with particular reference to Dorset).

Within the general distinction between areas for cremations only and '‘mnxed' bunal
grounds, 1in the context of each single cemetery attention has been paid to selected
internal features which may provide evidence for cemetery lay-out and orgamsation.
Finally, aspects of location (or extemal features) have been dealt with in a separate

section in the form of general remarks.

As already stated in the general introduction, the major limitation to the analysis of

the early Romano-Bntish cemeteries denves from a substantial lack of evidence
from extensively explored areas in the context of both major and munor Romano-
Bntish towns. There are only a few major urban sites which have witnessed large

scale investigations during the past few decades, namely the cemetery at St. Pancras
(Chichester) and the cemetery at Trentholme Dnve (York). The former is an area

predommnantly occupied by I-II century cremations. The latter displays a mixed
character as bunials started to occur in the second half of the II century in the form

of cremations, with the nite of inhumation appearing in the course of the 1II century
to become predominant towards the end of the century and beyond.

If the information available for the major Romano-British towns is controversial

and far from being exhaustive, the evidence from the minor urban centres can be, at
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best, described as ephemeral: despite the recent discovery of a number of extensive

inhumation cemeteries dating to the IV century (See Ch III), in most cases the
whereabouts of the early burnial grounds remain unknown

Areas of mixed burial rites in Roman Britain may provide potential chronological
evidence for the change in practice from cremation to inhumation (Philpott 1991,
58-59). However, the analysis of phases of development and changes even within
the same cemetery area 1s fraught with difficulty. The presence of areas exclusively
laid out for cremations {or inhumations) and areas for both burnial rites within the
same long lived cemetenies gives nise to a series of interpretational problems and
questions which, at present, can only be tentatively addressed. Namely, why did
some carly cemeteries cease to be used and were not employed for later burials and,
from the same perspective, why were inhumations often given a specific location in
the course of the IV century. A further senies of questions arises as to whether it is
legitimate to interpret the atutude towards the fommal disposal of the dead by a
common-sense of explanation, i.e. by relegating non-contextualised human actions
to the scheme of an original rationality. In other words, was the appearance of the
late inhumation cemeteries simply related to the abandonment of the earlier bunal
grounds due to the re-definition of the urban space and the combined change in
ritual. Was the shift in cemetery location an attempt to solve the problem of finding
space for the growing number of ‘cumbersome’ inhumation burals? Simularly,
could the size of the area available for burial together with the size of the dead
population partially account for contimuty of use of some cemetery areas and
creation / abandonment / recreation, 1.¢. shift in time, of others ? Finally, how far is
1t possible to go in trying to describe a normative type of cemetery within the
defintion of its chronological parameters, and if so what can be defined as
'normative' and in relation to what ?

When posing these kinds of questions the danger of underestimating individually
and culturally specific dynanmics behind processes of change is apparent. Processes
of change tend to be fixed in static manifestations of events which, from our present
horizon of perception, appear episodic and self-contained and are often translated

1nto a series of segmented 'normative-rational' definitions.



II1.2 LOCATION AND PLANNING

i1.21 THE CEMETERY SITES
(Table D)

The bulk of the evidence used in the present chapter has been collected from a few
selected sites. The critenia under which these sites have been selected are based on

the following factors:

. Chronology of the cemeteries (from the early to nud I century onwards).

. Method of excavation conducted in the burial areas (extensive
investigation).

. Date of excavation (from the 60’s onwards, with a few exceptions).

. Number of burials in relation to the status of the parent settlement

(e. g major and minor towns™).

. Availability of relevant information.

. Geographical distribution of the sites ina relatively broad area in south-east
Britain.

. Areas for sole cremations and areas which display evidence for both

cremations and inhumations.

As a result of the application of the criteria (above), the choice has fallen on the
following sites:
¢ CEMETERIES FOR CREMATIONS ONLY:
major towns: St Pancras (Chichester), St Stephen' s Hill (St Albans-
Verulammum), Hyde Street (Winchester),
minor towns: Skeleton Green, Cemetery A and Cemetery B (Braughing)
forts: High Rochester (Petty Knows)
. CEMETERIES OF MIXED BURIAL RITES

major towns: Qakley Cottage (Cirencester); West Tenter Street and Eastern
Cemetery (London); King Harry Lane (St Albans-Verlamium);

Trentholme Dnve (Y ork).
minor_towns: Derby Race Course (Derby); Kelvedon, Area J (Kelvedon).

¢ EARLY INHUMA'I‘ION CEMETERIES
maijor town: Alington Avemue and Old Vicarage (Fordington, Dorchester)

* Thesubdivision of the settlements in major and minor towns has been based on the evidence

for the presence (major towns) or absence (minor towns) of administrative fenctions which, in
archaeological terms, imply the presence or absence of organised town planning with space for
publicand civic buildings forcommunral display. Therefore, in the context of the present study the
adjectives 'major’ and 'minor' have been referred to the urban centres in a purely conventional
fashion devoid of more specific economic and social connotations, with disregards for factors such
as exteasion of the built-up area or population size.
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A summary of these sites 1s provided below with particular reference to those
internal and external (i.e. location) features which may provide indications of
cemetery management.



CREMATION CEMETERIES: MAJOR TOWNS

Chichester, St Pancras (Down & Rule 1971, 53-126)
(Plates H and III)

[ocation
The existence of a Romano-British cemetery located 315 m outside the east gate at

Chichester, on the north side of St. Pancras (Stane) Street, has been known since
1895. In the late Thirties circa 65 bunals were rescued following the demolition of

modern constructions. Further building activity carmed out in 1965 provided the

opportunity to investigate the cemetery by means of extemsive excavation

techmques.
Two penods of Roman activity appear to predate the layout of the cemetery, the

earlier evidence being related to the presence of a mulitary ditch running N-W and
dated to AD 43 on the basis of pre-Flavian Samman pottery from the ditch-fill.
Parallel to it (at less than 2 m away) a palisade trench was also recorded. Some time
after the main ditch silted up, quarrying for gravel and clay was commenced on site
along the western lip of the ditch, probably to extract material to metal the Roman
road (Stane Street).

From AD 70-80 a Roman cremation cemetery was set out, the main use of which
continued until the end of the II century with sporadic burials occurning till the late

[II-early IV century. The cemetery was subsequently disturbed when a further
phase of gravel extraction took place probably duning the late Roman period.

The mmlitary ditch seems to have acted as the eastern boundary of the cemetery. The

northern and southern linmts were assumed by negative observations. At the time

of the excavation uncertainty rested over the extent of the cemetery to the west.

Internal features

A total of 260 cremations and 9 inhumations were recorded. The former were
mostly umed and furmshed. Other forms of containers included stone and tile cists,

boxes and caskets. As no evidence emerged to indicate a sequential development of

the cemetery, the excavator suggested that the site may have grown 1n a umform

manner with plots distributed evenly across the area, their density thickening up as

ttme went on. In connection with the process of cremation, a substantial ustrinwn
was 1dentified on the basis of a high concentration of burnt debris (charcoal, burnt

bones, nails from possible wooden biers and pottery).
By the end of the II century the use of the ground became more sporadic with a few

inhumations and cremations occurring until the IV century. The inhumations were
found scattered throughout the area, being mainly N-S and NE-SW oriented; the
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body postures recovered included extended and supine with a few examples of the
crouched position. The presence of the late inhumations was interpreted by the
excavators as evidence for continuity of bunal 1n family plots, although, 1n some
instances, the inhumations were not directly associated to any earlier cremation.
Furthermore, in one case an inhumation bumal pre-dated stratigraphically a
cremation which was placed above it.

A high degree of internal orgamsation of the cemetenies was reflected 1n the lay-out
of the actual cremations on site, with little disturbance of earlier bunals by later
ones. Although there was no evidence for substantial surface markers such as
tombstones and monuments, evidence for wooden posts and post-holes 1in
association with a few cremations suggests that some system of marking the graves

or the plots by means of marker posts was employed.

St Albans-V erulamium, St Stephen's Hill (Davey 1935)
(Plates IV and V)

Location
The cemetery at St. Stephen's is located 700 m to the south of Verulamium along

Watling Road. The site was explored in 1930 in advance of modern building
activity and redevelopment.

The Iimts of the cemetery were not detected with certainty although 1t was observed
that bunials spread southwards - away from Verulatmmum towards the present

position of St. Stephen's church - and also westwards - for bunals were found
mainly concentrated to the west of the Roman road and lesser graves occurred to the
castL

A banked ditch runmng approximately- NW-SE (for drainage ?) and a track at right
angles to it appear to be the earliest features on site (dated from pottery sherds to
second half of the I century). The ditch was back-filled sometime 1n the course of

the III century with some grave groups near the bnink being disturbed dunng the
operation

Intemal features -

Approximately 400 bunals were excavated which mainly consisted of umed
cremations accompanied by vessels (I-1I century) with a few later inhumations (late
[II-IV century). Ceramic cists, boxes, casket and glass urns were also recorded.

The cremation burials were found organised in groups, some surrounded by slots

(for fences?), and others marked by posts. Between some of the groups cobbled

areas or bedding trenches were set out in the form of shallow depressions which
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might have marked famuly plots (Frere 1985, 293; Niblett 1990, 410-17). There
was also evidence for two substantial small brick-lined rectangular structures on the
same alignment which were interpreted as ustrina; a third ustrinum had already been
destroyed by the time the excavation took place. They contained wood ash, calcined

bones and iron nails. One of the two ustrina was dated to the mmddle of the II

century, having being bult to replace the former which had fallen into disuse.
A high percentage of coin-loss dating to the late III-1V century was observed and

interpreted as evidence for renewed activity on site, probably to be related to the

presence of a few inhumation burials which were found scattered throughout the

cemelery area.

Winchester, Hyde Street (Goodburn 1976; Birthe Kjolbye & Biddle 1995)
(Plates VIand VII)

Location
The site 1s located immediately outside the north gate of Roman Venta Belgarum,

between the Silchester and the Cirencester road. Despite the presence of a few
scattered cremations dated to the IIl century, towards the end of the 1 century the

cemetery at Hyde Street went out of use and bunial moved further north between the
Cirencester and Chichester roads, the northemn limut falling some 400 m away at
Lankhills along the Cirencester Road.

Intemal features

Circa 217 graves were uncovered at Hyde Street, of which 118 were cremations

and 99 inhumations (84 infants and 15 adults) dating from the 