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Abstract 

My research examines how Roman-style material culture was used to express identity, how this 

changed during the Roman period, whether different types of material culture were adopted at the 
same time and whether there were differences across different types of site. Evidence for expression 

of identities related to wealth, status, gender, group identities and ethnicity was also examined.  

 

Datasets were analysed by four themes: literacy, including evidence for writing and knowledge of 
Classical literature; personal appearance, including personal grooming, hair-styling and dress; 

foodways, what was eaten, how it was prepared and served; and the use of settlement space as the 

setting for social interaction, and how individuals experienced these spaces. Taken together these 
provided a more nuanced understanding of the nature of identity expression at each site than is 

apparent from consideration of each site in isolation, or from consideration of single artefact types. 

 

Data from forty-six settlement sites where detailed published excavation reports were available were 

examined to explore the similarities and differences in the use of Roman-style material culture 

between ónucleated settlementô, óshrineô, óestate centreô, óvillaô and ófarmô sites, with a comparison 

against data for ómilitaryô, óurbanô, and óIron Age oppidumô sites. A non-statistical methodology was 

developed for comparison of different types of artefacts. 

 

The four types of material culture were adopted at different rates and in different combinations at the 
different rural sites types, with a link between the function of a site and the way in which identity was 

expressed. Consideration of changes over time indicate that, contrary to general assumptions, 

adoption of Roman-style material culture in the study area was relatively slow and modest, 
comparable to other areas in Britain at the periphery of the Empire, with little evidence for 

differentiation of an elite material culture until the elite villa architecture of the later Roman period. 

Changes in the extent and use of material culture can be linked to the major re-organisation of the 

landscape in the early second century, and the establishment of Cirencester as the probable capital of 

the new province of Britannia Prima. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 In troduction  

Archaeologists use the term ómaterial cultureô to describe artefacts such as pottery, brooches, and 

buildings. This material culture can be used in a variety of contexts: for daily living, for special, 

ceremonial or ritual occasions, or for burial with the dead. The form and function of these artefacts 

can give us information about activities in the past: what was worn, how houses were decorated, how 

food was eaten. The style and decoration of artefacts may also tell us about the individual who used 

them, and where alternatives are available, about the choices they made. Patterns of artefacts across 

the landscape can give us information about the choices of wider groups of people, and insights into 

whether they considered themselves as a group, distinct from other groups.  

 

Roman-period material culture in the landscape has been used to explore settlement hierarchies, 

economic forces and expansion of the Empire. For example, Fulford (1984) uses samian pottery to 

explore the extent of imports and the balance of trade, and Revell (2009) examines urbanism and the 

use of Roman-style buildings and how these reflect local identities. The Roman period from the 

conquest of Britain in AD43 to AD410 when Britain was no longer an integral part of the Roman 

Empire was a period of considerable change and there has been much debate as to whether, and for 

how long, Iron Age traditions continued, the extent to which Roman-style ways of living were 

adopted, and whether Britons became óRomanô (for example Millett, 1990; Mattingly, 2006; 

Copeland, 2011). Material culture can be used to explore these themes. 

 

Identity is about how we perceive ourselves and the image we wish to portray, but also about how 

others perceive us. Definitions of óidentityô vary, but generally include communication of shared 

cultural meanings. For example, Huskinson (2000: 5, 10) views identity as óa way of placing people 

ï individuals and communities ï within a particular cultural contextô, with ócultureô as óshared 

meaningsô. Hingley (2005: 53) describes culture as óa way in which people make life meaningful for 

themselves, both individually and collectively, by communicating with each other a way of lifeô. 
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Hodos (2010: 3) defines identity as óthe collective aspect of the set of characteristics by which 

something or someone is recognizable or knownô and therefore the ónotion of identity also depends 

upon opposition through a contrast with something elseô. Hodos (ibid.) summarises various 

definitions of culture: óCulture encompasses the social production and reproduction of meaning. It 

represents a coherent system of values, norms, and habits that, through repetition, engender a sense 

of belonging, individually and collectively, over timeô. Grahame (1998: 159) defines three broad types 

of identity:  

¶ ósocial identity ï family ties, personal networks of friends, peer group membership, class 

allegiance, social statusô;  

¶ ópolitical identity ï citizenship, membership of a body politic, party affiliation, nationalityô; and  

¶ ócultural identity ï ethnicity requires the self-conscious recognition by a group of individuals that 

emerge through their conformity to similar ways of acting and beingô. 

My study will focus on social and cultural identities as evidence for political identity is largely based 

around written records, which are limited for Britain. 

 

Social and cultural identity can relate to gender, age, status, wealth, occupation, citizenship, and 

ethnicity. An individual will therefore have multiple identities, and these will be fluid, depending on 

context and situation (for example Hodder, 1982). The meaning attached to an object can vary in 

different situations and have different meanings for different people. Individual artefacts may 

therefore be signalling various identities, which may be difficult to distinguish archaeologically, so 

that in examining the expression of identities we need to consider how material culture is used and 

why. Material culture may shape identities as well as reflect them. Identities expressed through 

artefacts associated with death and burial may be idealised compared to those in óreal lifeô and are 

likely to be selective from the multiple identities of an individual, and may also reflect the attitudes 

of those who remain. My study is restricted to domestic settlements in order to explore identities 

expressed in daily life.  
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Identity is expressed through the use of everyday items and social practices, and the use of material 

culture can therefore shape identity, but also be shaped by it (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984). 

Aspects of identity can be expressed through cultural traits such as styles of dress, dress accessories, 

ways of behaving and living, common ways of building and decorating houses, language, and 

artefacts used. Hill  (2001: 17) suggests four themes to structure the evaluation of archaeological 

evidence for identity: 

¶ óThe body ï dress, physical appearance, the technologies of personal hygiene, medical treatment, 

and the treatment of the body in death. 

¶ Foodways ï the cultural, social and political aspects of what is eaten, how it is prepared and by 

whom, how it is consumed, by whom and for what social purposes, etc. 

¶ Settlement space ï how the organisation of activities in the home and the surrounding settlement 

are organised in terms of gender/class/age, and how that organisation structures and is 

structured by the physical arrangement of spaces. 

¶ Consumption ï how and why people felt they needed or required the wide range of goods and 

things that so typifies Roman as opposed to Iron Age or Early Saxon Britain.ô 

 

Roman-style material culture appeared in late Iron Age Britain in small quantities, such as pottery 

imports from Gaul, or local copies of these (Hill, 2002: 146-148). Following the incorporation of 

Britain into the Roman Empire in AD43 these new forms of material culture make a wider appearance 

in the archaeological record for Britain, and include new types of pottery such as samian ware, new 

architectural building materials and forms, and new art forms such as decorated floors (mosaics). The 

presence of these new forms of material culture has been used by archaeologists in the past to identify 

sites as óRomanô, often with the implicit assumption that Britons had adopted Roman styles of living 

and therefore became Roman. There was also an implicit assumption of a óstandardô set of Roman 

material culture artefacts, the use of which expressed a óRomanô identity. óRomanisationô has been a 

term used by many archaeologists in the early and mid-twentieth century to describe the process of 

cultural change by which Roman-style material culture is adopted, and by others to describe the 

outcome of this process. Recent studies have shown óRomanisationô to be an oversimplification and 
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the use of Roman-style material culture in the expression of identity to be much more nuanced and 

complex than these models envisage. This term is also problematic because it is used in different 

ways without a clear definition of what it entails (for example Barrett, 1997), but also because it 

implies a homogenous culture superior to that of indigenous cultures. óRomanisationô as a model is 

now been largely abandoned, although an acceptable alternative to explain the process of cultural 

change has not yet evolved. However, Pitts (2007: 695) cautions that the uncritical use of cultural 

identity studies with a ócontinued obsession with the nature of interaction between Roman and nativeô 

may just be continuing the Romanisation debate. 

 

Written sources for Roman-period Britain are limited. Much of what has been written about Britain 

by ancient authors has been produced outside Britain and óthe vast majority of these were vague and 

fleeting allusions, peripheral to the main thrust of the documents they occurred inô (Mattingly, 2006: 

21). Epigraphic evidence for Britain is limited compared with elsewhere in the Empire and the main 

source of inscriptions on stone is biased towards the Roman army (ibid. 39), with few inscribed 

tombstones or non-religious statuary from urban or rural contexts (ibid: 318). Material culture 

evidence therefore ófills in the gapsô and covers all sectors of society, compared with literary sources 

which tend to focus on the elite. However, without a written record, we cannot tell what meaning an 

individual may have assigned to a particular object, so that archaeological evidence can only detect 

that an object had meaning in relation to a specific situation, but not what that meaning actually was. 

 

1.2 Aims of this study 

In the last few decades a large volume of data has been collected from archaeological excavation. The 

aim of my study is to use a sample of this data from selected rural settlement sites where detailed 

published excavation reports are available, for a systematic analysis of artefact assemblages to 

explore how artefacts may have been used in the expression of identity, and to examine the similarities 

and differences between different types of rural settlement sites in the study area.  
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Three main types of communities have been identified in Britain ï military, urban and rural 

(Mattingly, 2006; Allason-Jones, 2001; James, 2001b). These communities reflect geographical 

differences, different óstates of mindô (Mattingly, 2006: 520) and differences in the use of material 

culture, for example in the use of pottery (Evans, 2001; Willis, 2005b), resulting in separate identities. 

Much archaeological work in the nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries focused on military and 

urban sites, partly due to the focus on óRomanisationô (the adoption of Roman-style material culture), 

and because many of these sites are archaeologically more visible than rural sites. It was usually 

assumed that rural communities were slower to óRomaniseô and did so to a lesser extent than urban 

communities, due to the view that the process of Romanisation spread down the social hierarchy 

(Millett, 1990: 117) and that rural sites with roundhouses were the dwellings of the poor (Mattingly, 

2006: 375) rather than a conscious decision not to adopt Roman-style rectangular buildings. More 

data is now available for rural sites, such as the Upper Thames Valley (Booth, 2007) and the survey 

of rural settlement in Roman Britain (Smith et al., 2016) so that more detailed analysis is now 

possible.  

 

My study focuses on rural ī ónon-urbanô ī settlements, which comprise a range of types of settlement, 

including villas, farmsteads, shrines, villages, roadside settlements and small towns. Small towns are 

included as rural sites as evidence shows that the majority were very different from large towns 

(Burnham and Wacher, 1990), and usually did not have public buildings which are associated with 

urban life, but were more in the nature of villages (Mattingly, 2006: 287). Small towns also form the 

link between urban centres and rural communities. Mattingly (2006: 453) estimates the Roman-period 

population of Britain to be around 2 million, with around 80% living in the countryside, and the elite 

comprising about 2%. Estimates of population size vary but Smith, et al. (2016: 416) have similar 

estimates and suggest a peak in numbers around in the second century. Rural settlements therefore 

reflect a large section of society.  

 

There is evidence that Roman influence and Roman-style material culture entered southern Britain in 

the century before the conquest (Darvill, 2011; Hill, 2007; Creighton, 2000; Creighton, 2006). Pre-
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conquest late Iron Age sites are also included in the study sample to explore the extent to which 

material culture was influenced by incorporation into the Roman Empire, or developed from existing 

traditions. There is evidence that Roman-style material culture continued to be used in the early fifth 

century, but as it is often not clearly identified in excavation data, it will not be examined in my study. 

 

My study uses Hillôs themes as mentioned above (p3) as the basis for analysing how material culture 

was used to express identity and considers the following: 

¶ Personal appearance ï care and presentation of the body: dress accessories, hair styling, 

technologies for personal grooming and what this tells us about perceived body image, 

¶ Foodways ï what is eaten, how it is prepared and how it is consumed, 

¶ Domestic settlement space ï the physical appearance and arrangement of internal space in 

dwellings as the setting for social interaction, and how individuals experienced these spaces, and  

¶ Consumption ï the range of artefacts available from which to choose and availability of these in 

terms of source of supply, distribution and marketing practices. 

 

The introduction of writing in the Roman period also brought a different way of storing and 

communicating knowledge, compared with the Iron Age oral traditions. The Roman legal and 

administrative systems relied on written documentation and record keeping, and literacy in some form 

was therefore essential for certain individuals to operate within the Roman world. The extent to which 

literacy was adopted is also explored. 

 

Coinage was introduced into southern Britain from Gaul in the late Iron Age. Howgego (2013: 16) 

views coins as standing for ósystems of doing things, for ways people relate to each other and to 

things, and for ways of conceptualizing the worldô. Walton and Moorhead (2016) disagree with the 

óevolutionistô model where the Roman conquests provides the impetus for change from an exchange 

system to a monetised economy through a process of acculturation or óRomanisationô, and conclude 

that the role of coinage remained unchanged during the Roman period. A detailed analysis of Roman 

coins from excavation reports is beyond the scope of my study, and the use of coins in expressing 
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aspects of literacy will only be considered very briefly, and in Chapter 9.1 in relation to exchange 

systems. 

 

1.3 The study area 

The study area (Figure 1) comprises an area of western Britain broadly reflecting the proposed Iron 

Age tribal territory of the Dobunni, including parts of the modern counties of Oxfordshire, Berkshire, 

Gloucestershire, north Wiltshire, north Somerset, Herefordshire and south Warwickshire. The reason 

for selection of this area is that it has received little attention in Roman studies to date compared to 

the areas of southern and eastern Britain and it shows some, but not all, of the pre-conquest Roman-

style material culture and Roman influences of these areas. This area therefore represents a gap 

between recently studied areas. This area is also of interest as Moore (2006: 218-223) has shown that 

in the late Iron Age this area had a fractured society with no centralised tribal or ethnic identity, with 

loose economic and kinship ties, but relatively strong social links. 

 

Figure 1: The study area showing the proposed tribal area of the Dobunni, based on Jones and 

Mattingly (2002: 91) 
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The Dobunni have been identified as an Iron Age tribe from the second to third century AD writings 

of Dio Cassius (Book LX), who describes the surrender of the óBodunniô to the Roman army in AD43 

(Copeland, 2011: 17). óBodunniô is considered a mis-spelling of óDobunniô in subsequent 

transcriptions. The territory of the Dobunni has been determined by projecting back from the Roman 

administrative structure (civitates) assumed to be based on existing social and political groups, using 

coin evidence for the óWestern seriesô of Dobunnic coins (Figure 2) (Allen, 1961; Jones and 

Mattingly, 2002: 54; Leins, 2008: 107). Boundaries are unlikely to be exact and were probably fluid 

over time as allegiances changed. There has been much debate as to whether the Dobunni even existed 

as an Iron Age regional tribe or political entity (Copeland, 2011: 17; Moore and Reece, 2001; Moore, 

2011). Cunliffe (1993: 210) considers the Dobunni as a loose óconfederation of smaller socio-

economic unitsô and this may be reflected in material culture and identity. 

 

Moore (2011) argues that current models of ótribesô reflect nineteenth century and colonial attitudes 

towards indigenous social structures and identities and downplay complex changes in identities and 

political structures in the late Iron Age and early Roman period, and subsequent changes to civitas 

identities. Roman texts describe political entities, small kingdoms rather than ethnic groups, with little 

territorial coherence and often little evidence of any concept of unified identity or that people 

described themselves in these terms before the conquest. The Imperial administration did not seek to 

reflect the Iron Age political landscape and social structures and reflected an external perception of 

group identities. The significance of the tribal names in the Classical sources is that they reflect new 

or important social and political entities at the end of the Iron Age which were important to the Roman 

political narrative at that time, and these become fossilised as the civitates. Cirencester was named 

Corinium Dobunnorum (Ptolemy, in the early second century, refers (Book II, Chapter 2, Part2) to 

óthe Dobuni and their town Coriniumô) so there must have been people called the Dobunni, but it is 

not possible to know who called them the Dobunni, or whether they call themselves that. 

 

Whilst the distribution of Dobunnic or western series of coinage (Figure 2) does suggest a tribal area, 

Leinsô (2008) assessment of the coin evidence shows the Dobunnic coinage was made up of smaller 
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distributions of different types (Figure 2 A) which suggests fragmented sets of social networks, with 

segmentary groups loosely related to each other, rather than a territorially coherent and stable area. 

Moore (2006: 192) has shown a correlation between pottery and quern exchange systems which 

defined a northern and a southern exchange network (discussed further in Section 9.1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The area of the Dobunni represents the most westerly extent of Roman influence pre-conquest, being 

in the óperipheral zoneô identified by Haselgroveôs (1982: 115) study of the impact of foreign trade 

on the development of late Iron Age society. The study area shows similar ceramic styles and 

settlement types to southern Britain in the late pre-Roman Iron Age (Millett, 1990: 13, 16) (Figure 3 

A and D) and in the distribution of oppida (Millett, 1990: 25) (Figure 3B) which occur in the eastern 

half of the territory. However the distribution of Dressel 1 wine amphorae (Millett, 1990: 32) shows 

very few finds in the study area for this period (Figure 3C), which may reflect trading contacts rather 

than adoption of Roman culture.  

  

 
The distribution of Western I-J 
uninscribed silver (compared 
with the Western/Dobunnic 
series as a whole) (Leins, 2008: 
107) 

Figure 2: Distribution of Western/Dobunnic series coinage 

Distribution of Western/Dobunnic 

series coins inscribed BODVOC, 
CORIO and CATTI showing 
distributional variations within the 
series (Leins, 2008) 

A B 

 

The map originally presented here cannot be made freely available via ORA due to copyright 

restrictions. The map was sourced from Leins (2008: 107), details of which are shown in the 

bibliography on pages 361-377. 
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Figure 3: Southern Britain in the late pre-Roman Iron Age 

A: General settlement types 

in Britain around 150BC 

based on Cunliffe (Millett, 

1990: 16) 

 

B: The distribution of sites 

known as oppida in Late 

Pre-Roman Iron Age Britain 

(Millett, 1990: 25) 

 
C: The distribution and 

context of Dressel 1 wine 

amphorae in Late Pre-

Roman Iron Age Britain. 

(Millett, 1990: 32) 

 

D: The ceramic style-zones 

in Britain around 100BC 

based on Cunliffe (Millett, 

1990: 13) 

 

A 
B 

C 

D 

 

 

The maps originally presented here cannot be made freely available via ORA due to copyright 

restrictions. The maps were sourced from Millett (1990: 13, 16, 25, 32), details of which are shown in the 

bibliography on pages 361-377. 
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The imagery used on southern and eastern late Iron Age coins was influenced by Roman coinage, 

particularly during the Augustan period, and used by late Iron Age leaders to define their dynastic 

identity (Creighton, 2000). The imagery was also designed to show off literacy in terms of familiarity 

with Classical Roman culture, but the Dobunnic coinage shows no such Classical Roman influence 

(Allen, 1961: 101).  

 

My study does not intend to validate the tribal boundaries of the Dobunni, but explores the area of 

western Britain covered by their proposed territory. Without undertaking a similar detailed study for 

the regions adjacent to the study area, it is not possible to assess whether there are regional differences 

which indicate that the study area is centralised and unified in the Roman period, although my analysis 

suggests it was not. 

 

The area of the Dobunni is proposed by Millett (1990: 40-60) as a pro-Roman area and a client 

kingdom at the time of conquest and he explains the Roman military presence in the area as providing 

a campaign and supply base for the conquest further north. With the subdivision of Britain into four 

provinces in the late third century, western Britain became Britannia Prima. At that time Cirencester 

was the second largest town in Britain and is generally thought to be the capital of Britannia Prima 

(White, 2007: 36), although there is no conclusive proof of this. The other large town in the area of 

the Dobunni was the colonia at Gloucester. By the fourth century there is significant evidence for 

Roman-style buildings, including a large number of very wealthy villas, particularly in the area 

around Cirencester (Scott, 2000: 78, 81-95), with lavish mosaics and wall paintings and several 

reception rooms and dining suites. Cirencester and Gloucester provide a comparison against the 

nature of settlement in the rural areas and evidence from Cirencester is included in the study sample 

for this purpose. 

 

Material culture and social patterns can be studied at different levels: the individual, the household, 

community or local, regional and national levels. Archaeological evidence for identity of the 

individual tends to come from burial evidence where the artefacts can be directly associated with that 
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individual, for example, Swift (2004: 219-221). Where evidence from an archaeological site is 

examined, this will relate to the people occupying a site rather than individuals. As my study focuses 

on rural settlement sites, the evidence will relate to groups of individuals, and the selection of a 

geographic area allows comparison between different groups of people within that area. My study 

examines the published artefactual evidence at the site level.  

 

1.4 Research questions 

The evidence suggests a variety of influences on material culture within the study area from the late 

Iron Age onwards, followed by significant change in the Roman period. Widespread adoption of 

Roman-style material culture by the late Roman period indicates a significant change in the way 

identities may have been expressed. However, defining óRoman-styleô material culture is not simple. 

There was no standard óRomanô material culture, but Roman culture comprised a set of principles 

governing behaviour (discussed further in Section 2.1). 

 

Whilst óRoman-style material cultureô relates to material introduced to Britain in the Roman period, 

it reflects significant cultural influences and interaction between southern Britain and northern Gaul 

and Germany in the late Iron Age and early Roman period (Moore, 2016), rather than a direct 

influence from Rome. These materials may have arrived as prestige goods through elite kinship or 

political ties, trade, including new markets for Gaulish potters (Millett, 1990: 33), and some 

immigration (but no evidence for mass migration). Shared styles included new ceramic forms such 

as Gallo-Belgic pottery, dietary patterns such as the preference for beef (which is different to the 

Italian dietary pattern) (King, 1999), burial rites and rituals, the use of coinage, and architectural 

forms such as Romano-Celtic temples and the row house and winged corridor villa (Trow et al., 2009: 

53-71). However, there were significant differences in social organisation and power structures, 

reflected in the differences between oppida in Britain and Gaul (Moore, 2016: 266). Changes in dress 

in the later Roman western Empire were adopted from the periphery of the Empire, particularly from 

Germany (Swift, 2000: 119). 
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Moore (2016: 276) cautions against defining these processes with reference to ethnic groups ī 

óGallicizationô or óGermanizationô ī as both these were artificial constructs of the Imperial 

administrators and our own making, with a complex variety of identities and communities involved. 

Describing these processes as Gallicization or Germanization is problematic as it simplifies these into 

a process of acculturation, and hybridisation does not recognise that these societies had already been 

changed by interaction with Rome. Interaction was more complex than the British elite imitating their 

Gaulish counterparts and influence was likely to have been both ways, which James (2001a: 191) 

refers to as participation in óa zone of cultural convergence among transalpine societies already 

broadly similarô. Whilst forms of material culture were similar they may have been used in different 

ways for local requirements. It is unlikely that people using this material culture which originated 

from Gaul and Germany would have perceived themselves as being óRomanisedô. 

 

In this study the term óRoman-style material cultureô will be used to refer to new forms of material 

culture introduced during the Roman period. The research questions which will be considered are: 

¶ Differences between sites 

Did the use of Roman-style material culture differ across different types of site? Was Roman material 

culture adopted at the same time at these sites, or was there a ócascade effectô through a ósettlement 

hierarchyô? Were different types of material culture relating to literacy, foodways, personal 

appearance and use of space adopted at the same time? 

¶ Different types of identity 

What does the evidence reveal about the expression of identities related to wealth, status, gender and 

group identities, including ethnicity, through the use of Roman-style material culture?   

¶ The extent of use of Roman-style material culture, and continuities and change 

To what extent was Roman-style material culture used to express identity and how did identity 

expression differ from the late Iron Age? What continuities and changes can be observed during the 

Roman period? 
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Since my study commenced, the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project (Smith et al., 2016), based 

at the University of Reading, was launched, publishing its first volume on the nature, form and 

development of rural settlements in 2016, with volumes focusing on the economy, and peoples and 

ritual of Roman Britain due shortly. The first volume characterises the mosaic of communities in 

Roman Britain and how they changed over time, with a focus on farmsteads. This study undertook a 

systematic review of excavated sites, based on excavation reports, including grey literature, but with 

a less detailed examination of artefacts, but a greater focus on ecofacts. My research sits alongside 

this work but uses a different approach, so that my research and methods used provide a new 

understanding of social and cultural identities. Reference was made to the Rural Settlement of Roman 

Britain Project on-line database (Allen et al., 2015) in my analysis.  

 

Chapter 2 will review the background against which identities were negotiated, putting changes 

occurring in Britain in the Roman period into the context of the Roman Empire and the nature of 

Roman imperialism and Roman identity. The current evidence for the study area is also considered. 

Chapter 3 describes the study sample and the methodology used and considers the limitations of the 

data. Chapters 4 to 7 examine the evidence for literacy, personal appearance, foodways and settlement 

space individually. Chapter 8 examines different identities observed for the study sample including 

identities relating to the elite, wealth and status, gender, and group and ethnic identities. Chapter 9 

consolidates this evidence and examines differences between sites and overall trends in the data, with 

an overall conclusion in Chapter 10.  
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2 Material culture  and identity ï current evidence 

Identity is fluid and depends on situation and context. In reviewing identity in the study sample, 

consideration therefore needs to be given to the wider context within which identity was being 

expressed. Unequal power relations would influence how people expressed their identity in a 

provincial setting. How the authorities of the Roman Empire interacted with people who became part 

of the Empire and the Roman view of their identity would have shaped these interactions. This chapter 

considers the nature of Roman identity and how this influenced an ideology of imperialism and 

includes a brief overview of the impact of conquest on the study area. The current status of material 

culture studies and the theoretical models used for interpretation are also reviewed. 

 

2.1 The nature of Roman imperialism and Roman identity 

Romans viewed themselves as a group distinguished by culture. Woolf (1998: 11) defines Roman 

culture as óthe range of objects, beliefs and practices that were characteristic of people who 

considered themselves to be, and were widely acknowledged as, Romanô, but notes that culture was 

not static, nor was there consensus as to what it comprised. Foodways, personal appearance, ways of 

building, ways of dealing with the dead and ideals about education all contributed to this culture, but 

were transformed over time. There was no óstandardô Roman identity related specifically to material 

culture, but óRoman-nessô related to a set of principles governing behaviour which encapsulated what 

it meant to be Roman, referred to as óhumanitasô, translated as ócivilisationô, which Woolf sums up 

as standing for óan organised set of ideas, some descriptive, others prescriptive and all contributing 

to a definition of selfô (ibid. 54-55). By the late first century BC this had been formulated as a Roman 

concept which defined aristocracy but was also appropriate for others to aspire to and ódistinguished 

an elite as cultivated, enlightened, humane and so fitted to rule and lead by exampleô. This provided 

a justification and an ideology for imperialism. This culture of humanitas linked the elite ruling class 

across the Empire, so that assimilation was both political and cultural. As óRoman-nessô related to a 

set of values and customs, those lower down the social scale could also aspire be óRomanô. The 

concept of Roman-ness or Romanitas  first appears in text around AD200 (Elsner and Woolf, 2014: 
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223), and although never codified, is discussed in Classical literature. For example, Vitruvius (Book 

VI, (III,  IV and V) on the design and use of a Roman house. 

 

Roman culture appropriated much from Greek culture, particularly in the visual and literary arts 

(Huskinson, 2000: 97-102) and was manipulated by the first Roman Emperor, Augustus, in order to 

consolidate his political power, and in his vision for rebuilding the state and Roman society. The 

principal themes were órenewal of religion and custom, virtus, and the honour of the Roman peopleô 

(Zanker, 1988: 101). A new visual imagery developed out of this cultural programme, and a new 

mythology around the foundation of Rome developed into the imperial cult. These became part of 

imperial policy, defining and celebrating Rome and the role of the emperor (Huskinson, 2000: 109), 

replacing the informal and uncoordinated approach of the late Republic. 

 

Another key element of Roman ideology was urbanism, which was considered as the correct and 

moral way of living (Revell, 2009: 43-48). The city was synonymous with civilization ï barbarians 

lived in huts and villages ï and was therefore in the Roman mind superior to other ways of living. 

Cities had two roles: providing a range of amenities and public buildings such as a forum and a 

theatre; and cities administered a clearly defined territory and participated in regional politics. The 

civilising influence of cities was a recurring theme in literature, as Tacitusô description of Agricola 

in Britain having to ódeal with people living in isolation and ignorance, and therefore prone to fightô, 

where he gave óprivate encouragement and official assistance to the building of temples, public 

squares and good housesô (Tacitus Agricola 2.21). However, it should be noted that Tacitus was 

biased, being related to Agricola, and writing for an audience in Rome. The founding of towns was 

part of Augustusô imperial strategy, and imposed where necessary. Cities formed the political and 

administrative centres through which the Empire was governed and through which local communities 

connected with the Empire.  

 

The drivers for Roman conquest of Britain are still debated. The personal nature of power and 

Claudiusô insecure political position in Rome were possibly the motivation for the invasion of Britain, 
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rather than a grand strategy (Millett, 1990: 40-41). Economic benefits probably played a part, with 

the ócivilising missionô providing the moral justification for conquest of new territories. Braund 

(1998: 10) considers that the óbeneficent imperialistô was an important self-image in Rome during the 

Republic and the Principate, holding up the development of legislation against magistratesô abuse of 

power in the provinces as one proof of commitment to just rule of beneficent imperialism. The debate 

remains as to the extent to which a Rome-centred culture was imposed on the provinces or spread 

through local elites. 

 

2.2 Incorporation of the study area into the Empire 

Roman influence on Britain prior to the conquest was through Britonsô social contacts with Gaul. 

There is evidence for contact with the near Continent in the late Iron Age (Moore, 2016), and small 

scale imports of prestige goods, such as wine amphorae, and Gallo-Belgic pottery appear in southern 

Britain in the century before the conquest. These were acquired through elite kinship links and 

diplomatic contacts with the elite in Gaul (Millett, 1990: 38). Few wine amphorae appear in the study 

area (Figure 3), and significant amounts of Gallo-Belgic pottery only appear at Bagendon, suggesting 

that contact was more limited for the study area than for southern and eastern England, and it is 

possible that contacts may have been through these kingdoms rather than directly with Gaul.  

 

Late Iron Age coinage developed in southern, eastern and western Britain, derived from Gallo-Belgic 

models. The eastern and southern kingdoms adopted Classical Roman imagery based on Augustan 

coinages (Creighton, 2000) but the western series (in the area of the Dobunni) did not, and their 

imagery was largely confined to stylised heads, a ówheat sheafô design and the triple-tailed horse. 

Legends were used on southern, eastern and western coin series, but only the southern and eastern 

coin series refer to titles such as óRexô or óFiliusô (ibid. 169-172). Creighton interprets this coin 

information as evidence of political and social contact by the elite of the southern and eastern 

kingdoms with the elite of Rome and North Africa. This level of contact does not appear to have 

occurred for the elite of the Dobunni. Dio Cassius, writing in the second/third century AD (Book LX), 
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notes that the Dobunni tribe were subject to the Catuvellauni, so their contacts with Gaul or Rome 

may have been indirect, or for part of the time, through the Catuvellauni. 

 

The Roman approach to incorporation of new territories tended to be opportunistic and flexible, 

encouraging diplomatic efforts to form political and economic relationships with communities outside 

the Empire. These client kingdoms would be a buffer isolating potential enemies, and freeing the 

Roman army to concentrate its efforts elsewhere. Creighton (2006) views the process of incorporation 

of Britain into the Empire as a long process rather than a one-off event, with the role of the late Iron 

Age kings being superseded by the Roman governors, but this more likely for southern and eastern 

Britain than the area of the Dobunni. 

 

The lack of, or short-lived, activity at the forts in the territory of the Dobunni post-conquest is 

considered to reflect their status as a client kingdom in the late Iron Age, with the large garrison based 

at Gloucester acting to protect the Severn waterway and as a supply base for attacks on the Silures in 

Wales (Copeland, 2011: 55; Millett, 1990: 46-49). Some tribes submitted to Rome without a struggle 

and part of the Dobunni have been identified as one of these from the inscription on the Arch of 

Claudius in Rome (Millett, 1990: 46). However, Copeland (2011: 55) considers that this status as a 

client kingdom probably didnôt continue post-conquest, and tribute and taxes would have been 

imposed, although some favoured individuals may have had some degree of nominal independence. 

 

The Empire was administered through cities and two cities were founded in the study area. There is 

some uncertainty around dates, but the colonia at Gloucester was founded around AD96-98, and the 

civitas capital, Corinium Dobunnorum, or Cirencester, around the late first century or early second 

(Copeland, 2011: 63,65) or cAD100 (Mattingly, 2006: 279). This development is late compared with 

Silchester (Calleva) (a proto-urban centre in the late Iron Age, whose Roman amphitheatre is dated 

cAD60-70 and the forum cAD85 (ibid. 270), and similar to Ratae built cAD100 (ibid. 279), whereas 

London was founded before the Boudican revolt (AD60), with evidence of a settlement cAD50 (ibid 
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265). Verulamium developed from an existing aristocratic centre, with a few streets already in place 

for the developing town by AD61 (Niblett, 2005: 149-150). 

 

2.3 Current status of Roman studies 

This section will provide a brief overview of the development of studies of Roman material culture 

and identity. 

 

2.3.1  Approaches to the study of identity 

For much of the twentieth century, Roman archaeology was dominated by the óRomanisationô debate. 

óRomanisationô was a term used to describe the process of cultural transformation following 

incorporation into the Roman Empire, but also its outcome (p3-4). Degrees of óRomanisationô 

reflected the extent to which Roman-style material cultural had been adopted. There are a number of 

implicit assumptions in this model: that óRomanô material culture was homogenous and clearly 

defined; that the use of Roman-style material culture reflected the adoption of Roman values; and 

that at some point individuals had become Roman. This model assumes that evolving from ónativeô 

to óRomanô represents civilisation, and that Iron Age and Roman cultures were distinct and 

identifiable through archaeological evidence. One of the key difficulties of the Romanisation model 

is that it has been used to explain both process and outcome. 

 

Millettôs (1990) The Romanization of Britain viewed cultural change as driven by the native elite 

adopting Roman-style material culture in negotiating their positions in the new political order, and 

this trickled down through the social hierarchy as a result of emulation. This sparked signification 

debate and criticism, as for example over privileging the elite (James, 2001a), as well as initiating 

different approaches to explain cultural change. Since the 1990s approaches have explored post-

colonial theory and globalisation theory. For example, Webster (2001) views cultural change as a 

hybridisation of native and Roman cultures or ócreolizationô, whilst Mattingly (2006) considers a 

range of non-elite experiences and discrepant identities, but indicates that this is not about óresistanceô 

to Rome and encompasses the elite (Mattingly, 2010: 289-290). These models do not get entirely 
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away from the óRoman/nativeô binary opposition. Woolfôs (1998) view is that a new cultural logic, 

and new social order and therefore new identities are created, where Gallo-Roman aristocrats had 

ódefined Roman culture in such a way that it might function as a marker of status, not of political or 

ethnic identityô (ibid. 240). Elements from Roman and Gaulish culture were combined into a new 

culture, so that all participants acquired new places in imperial systems as the system itself had been 

transformed (Woolf, 1997). Terrenato (1998: 23) calls this óbricolageô, where new functions or 

meanings are attributed to existing objects to create new ones. The term óRomanisationô has been 

largely abandoned as too simplistic to explain the diversity of archaeological evidence, although no 

satisfactory alternative framework has yet been devised. Archaeological studies have begun to focus 

on cultural identity rather than Romanisation. Pitts (2007) questions the utility of studies which pursue 

these approaches uncritically and óread offô identity from archaeological remains, or continue the 

Romanisation debate through a primary focus on the interaction between Roman and native. 

 

The role of objects in expression of identity has been explored in several ways. The social life of 

objects has been explored to find the ways in which people give value to things through exchange 

and socially defined processes of circulation (Appadurai, 1986). The symbolic meaning of objects 

was explored as if meaning could be read as text in approaches which considered the nature of óstyleô 

and signification in relation to cultural identity (for example Wiessner, 1984; Wiessner, 1985; 

Sackett, 1985; Sackett, 1990; Conkey and Hastorf, 1990). Ethnoarchaeological approaches looked at 

ósymbols in actionô (for example Hodder, 1982; Hodder, 1979) and material culture patterning in 

relation to status, age, gender, family groupings and ethnicity in small-scale modern societies, whilst 

Slofstra (1983) applied an anthropological approach to óRomanisationô in the Low Countries. 

 

Models to describe the interaction of people and objects in determining identity based on the work of 

social scientists such as Giddens (1984) and Bourdieu (1977) are increasingly being used to explain 

cultural change, for example Revell (2016) and Gardner (2002). Giddensô theory of duality of 

structure views structure or the material world as both shaping and being shaped by people or objects 

acting as agents, with individual identities reproduced through practice. Revell (2009), using urban 
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architecture, and Gardner (2002), using military identity, examine how the use of material culture in 

the routines of everyday life maintains identities and reproduces the structures of imperialism. The 

agency of objects has begun to be explored (for example Gosden, 2005) and the interdependency 

between people and things (Hodder, 2012). 

 

The archaeology of women and gender relations has been slow to develop. As Scott (1995) points 

out, the Roman Empire, as evidenced in Classical literature, privileged the adult male and this has 

also influenced the study of Roman archaeology. Studies have been focused around using burial 

evidence to provide gender associations for artefacts (for example Allason-Jones, 1995; Allison, 

2015) or collating archaeological evidence for womenôs lives (Allason-Jones, 2005; Rothe, 2009; 

Swift, 2000). Studies are now beginning to focus on economic aspects, status and the provincial 

family (Revell, 2016), and power relationships (Mattingly, 2011). Isotope analysis of Roman-period 

burials, together with grave goods and burial rites are being used to explore migration and ethnicities 

(Eckardt et al., 2014). 

 

Ethnicity is a type of identity, defined by Jones (1997: 84): óethnic groups are culturally ascribed 

identity groups, which are based on the expression of real or assumed shared culture and common 

descent (usually through the objectification of cultural, linguistic, religious, historical and/or 

physical characteristics)ô. The concept of ethnicity has had similar issues to Romanisation, around 

bounded homogenous cultural groups where certain items of material culture are equated with 

specific ethnicities. Two theoretical approaches have dominated the literature, the óprimordialô and 

the óinstrumentalistô approaches. The primordial approach sees ethnicity as determining and 

immutable, based the situation of kinship, language, religion and territory at birth. The instrumentalist 

approach is concerned with the organisation and boundaries of shared beliefs and practices in 

particular situations, with economic and political dimensions, and little focus on culture, and tends to 

define ethnicity in terms of politicised or mobilised groups. Jonesô (ibid.) definition brings these two 

approaches together with the practice theory of Giddens and Bourdieu to recognise that ethnicity is 

more likely to relate to ótransient configurations of cultural differenceô which are reproduced or 
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transformed in a variety of ways. Ethnic identity involves a consciousness of difference ï óus v themôī 

and is therefore situational and fluid. The transient and symbolic nature of ethnicity makes it difficult 

to identify the associated material archaeologically in the absence of written records. Roman ethnicity 

is now viewed as óa series of commonly-held cultural assumptionsô (Revell, 2016: 30; Woolf, 2001; 

Hill, 1997) rather than homogenous bounded groups where Roman-style material culture equates to 

Roman ethnicity. 

 

The extent to which cultural change was imposed by the imperial process or driven by local elites is 

still debated, although interventionist theories are no longer favoured (Elsner and Woolf, 2014). 

Recent approaches have focused on local and provincial identities (for example Revell, 2009; 

Mattingly, 2004; Woolf, 2002a; Woolf, 1995) and the impact of Empire, for example on time-

concepts (Gardner, 2012). The impact of economic and power relationships resulting from Roman 

imperialism on cultural expression has received less focus (Pitts, 2007; Mattingly, 2011) and a better 

understanding of Imperial structures at different scales is needed (Gardner, 2016; Faulkner, 2008) 

and of the diversity and multiplicity of identity (Mattingly, 2010).  

 

Globalisation is óthe process whereby the world increasingly becomes seen as one place and the ways 

in which we are made conscious of this processô (Hodos, 2010: 23) or óprocesses by which localities 

and people become increasingly interconnected and interdependentô (Pitts and Versluys, 2015b: 11). 

Globalisation considers political, social and economic interconnectivity (for example papers in Pitts 

and Versluys, 2015a; Hingley, 2005), and Empire-wide changes in consumption and identity resulting 

from greater connectivity in trade and communications are linked to creation of local identities (for 

example Pitts, 2008). There is still debate as to the extent to which globalisation can to applied to 

historic rather than modern periods (Pitts and Versluys, 2015b), and whether globalisation can be 

analytical or just a descriptive label (Gardner, 2013). Pitts (2015: 92) warns against the adoption of a 

new ó-isationô which substitutes the word óglobalisationô for óRomanisationô and stresses the need to 

develop new frameworks for exploring globalisation. We have yet to explain fully the unity and 

diversity of responses to Roman rule (Woolf, 1992). 
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2.3.2 Current status of artefact studies 

Artefact studies generally rely on the detailed description of objects in excavation reports, as it is 

often not possible to access the original objects. Traditional approaches to artefact studies involved 

production of corpora of individual object types, such as coins and brooches, developing typologies 

and distribution maps. Whilst typologies form the basis of further analysis, artefact studies have taken 

a long time to develop beyond this.  

 

Excavation reports in the past, including some for the study sample, tended to categorise artefacts by 

material (ceramic, bone, metal, stone) which does not lend itself to interpretation of the function and 

role of objects. Excavation reports included detailed description and often illustration of artefacts, but 

there was little attempt to integrate a discussion of the role of artefacts into a wider narrative. Reports 

such as those for Camerton (Wedlake, 1958) attempt little in the way of interpretation, whilst others 

such as the report for Frocester (Price, 2000) focus discussion around economy and trade. Crummyôs 

(1983) use of functional categories for artefacts in her report on the Colchester excavations has now 

been widely adopted, and many interpretive discussions now include some commentary on the role 

of artefacts. The focus remains on settlement morphology and development, and trade and economy, 

for example at Ariconium (Jackson, 2012), but a consideration of the role of artefacts in the expression 

of identity is beginning to be included, for example at Claydon Pike (Miles et al., 2007). 

 

The way in which artefacts have been recorded has also influenced the study of individual categories 

of artefact. Artefacts have been studied as individual categories such as brooches, carved gemstones 

(intaglios) or coins, rather than as integrated studies of a diverse range of artefacts. However, some 

syntheses of available data for Britain have been compiled. For example, Tyersô (1996) atlas and 

guide to Roman pottery brings together a detailed description of the form and fabric for the classes 

of pottery in use in Britain in the Roman period together with evidence for their source, distribution, 

dating and patterns of manufacture. Recent studies such as Allason-Jonesô (2011) Artefacts in Roman 

Britain: their purpose and use synthesize data for a range of artefact types, but remain largely 

descriptive. 
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Artefact studies are beginning to look at social distribution across types of site, usually defined as 

military, urban and rural, for example Evans (2001) on pottery, and Eckardt and Crummy (2008) on 

toilet implements. Regional patterns in the use of artefacts are now being published which consider 

diversity within Britain, such as Cool and Baxterôs (2016) work on brooches, whilst other studies 

consider diversity across the western provinces, such as Regionality in Dress Accessories in the late 

Roman West (Swift, 2000). Regional analyses, such as Perring and Pittsô (2013) analysis of patterning 

in material culture to study the impact of towns on the settlement landscape for south-east England 

are making greater use of available archaeological data and more sophisticated analytical techniques 

such as correspondence analysis. The Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project (Smith et al., 2016) 

has just completed a synthesis of all published and grey literature data for rural settlement 

morphology, artefacts and environmental data for rural sites in Britain, to map regional patterns of 

artefact use. The on-line Project database (Allen et al., 2015) was used (accessed in 2015) to ensure 

my classification of sites and site types was consistent with theirs to allow comparison of results. 

 

2.4 Current evidence for the study area 

No studies have specifically considered material culture and identity for the study area. The Rural 

Settlement of Roman Britain project (Smith et al., 2016) is the first to address regional trends in 

artefactual, ecofactual and settlement evidence across the whole of Britain, and what this means for 

the expression of identity, although the volume considering regional identities in detail has not yet 

been published. Copelandôs (2011) volume on Roman Gloucestershire provides a detailed description 

of the evidence for different types of settlements and their architecture, sacred spaces, and agriculture 

and industry but does not address identity directly. Part of the study area is covered in work carried 

out in the Upper Thames Valley, including The Thames Through Time: the archaeology of the gravel 

terraces of the upper and middle Thames : the early historical period, AD 1-1000 (Booth, 2007) 

which includes some discussion of identity, and in papers on individual categories of artefact such as 

Boothôs (2012) The occurrence and use of samian ware in rural settlements in the Upper Thames 

Valley.  
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Roman imperialism impacted the daily lives of people in the study area with the introduction of new 

institutions such as urban centres and military installations as well as introducing large volumes of 

consumer goods. Chapter 3 will consider the approach and methodology for examining the use of this 

material culture for the study sample.  
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3 Approach and methodology 

In the last few decades a large volume of data has been collected from archaeological excavation. The 

aim of my study is to use a sample of this data for selected rural settlement sites where detailed 

published excavation reports are available, to explore systematically how artefacts may have been 

used in the expression of identity. As identity is multiple, situational and fluid, contextual data is 

needed to examine where and how an artefact is being used and the nature of the identities being 

expressed. The fluidity of identity also means it changes over time so that chronological data is also 

required. Repeated associations of artefacts may indicate that these items had special meanings or 

were being used for specific purposes, so that use of an artefact in expression of identity may only 

become apparent when patterns emerge in the data. In order to detect patterns which may not be 

intuitive or immediately apparent, the widest range of possible data needs to be examined.  

 

3.1 Approach 

Rural settlement data cannot be related to an individual, but rather the group of people who lived at a 

site, so sampling was undertaken at site level. It was not feasible to examine every site in the 

geographical area of the study, due to the large number of sites (see for example Smith et al., 2016). 

A representative sample of sites was therefore selected, to reflect sites with a range of types of 

activity, size and period of occupation within the Roman period. The approach taken was to examine 

contextual data from all artefactual or ecofactual data reported for each site in the study sample, 

relating to personal appearance, foodways, settlement space and literacy. The artefact categories 

comprising these attributes, such as brooches, hairpins, rings, were examined individually (chapters 

4 to 7), and summary data then combined at attribute and site level to examine how these attributes 

relate to each other and reflect different types of identity (chapters 8 and 9). 
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3.2 Exploring identity using artefacts 

Artefacts can be used to express identity in a number of ways: artefact function, the nature and style 

of decoration, the quality of material artefacts were made from, cost, availability and rarity value. 

Artefacts can also acquire meaning from who can or cannot acquire, use, own or dispose of them, and 

how and where these actions take place. Material can also enter the archaeological record as ritual 

depositions. In my study two aspects of the artefact assemblage were considered: the extent to which 

Roman-style artefacts were acquired, and the extent to which these were used in Roman-style ways 

of living.  

 

The decorative and non-essential nature of personal ornaments means they can be used to signal 

identities such as a group affiliation (for example Wiessner, 1984), an expression of individuality, 

and conspicuous consumption and display of wealth. The portability of these objects also means that 

ideas and objects can travel relatively quickly between areas, and as they are relatively affordable 

their take up responds quickly to changes (Webb, 2011: 20). The number of brooches found on 

settlement sites increases significantly in the late Iron Age and early Roman period (Jundi and Hill, 

1998: 126-128), which means that response to changes in the conquest period can be examined. 

 

A distinctive material culture related to food consumption appears in the Roman period with new 

specialised vessel forms for preparing and serving food (Tyers, 1996; Willis, 2005b; Willis, 2011), 

for example mortaria, and new foodstuffs, such as wine, fish sauce, olive oil (Cool, 2006; Alcock, 

2001), and new vegetables, herbs and spices (Van der Veen, 2008; Van der Veen et al., 2008). The 

form of vessels can indicate function, for example jugs for pouring liquid and mortaria for grinding 

foodstuffs, and this can be used for insights into how food was prepared and served. The large volume 

of available pottery allows us to compare the extent and nature of consumption at different sites. 

 

New architectural forms appear in the Roman period as well as new building materials and new art 

forms such as decorated floors (mosaics). Smith (1997: 4) suggests two aspects to analysis of 

archaeological evidence for villas: óstyle, ornament and decorationô which reflect the ownerôs social 
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position, and the layout of rooms, which reflects their uses and relative importance. Studies of the 

layout of houses in Pompeii, for example, Perring (2002) and Laurence (2007), show that the flow of 

activities and use of rooms in the house, and the conspicuous consumption reflected in the decoration 

of these spaces were used to show the wealth and social standing of the owner, concepts which can 

also be considered for the study sample.  

 

It should not be assumed that supply, distribution, and demand were constant. Political, economic 

and cultural factors may affect the volumes or even the presence of absence or an artefact in the 

archaeological record. For example, Anderson (1984: Ch 5) describes changes in supply and 

distribution of various Roman pottery types and Fentress et. al. (2004) ascribe changes in the supply 

of African Red Slip ware to economic factors. The volume of samian supplied changed over time 

(Marsh, 1981), so that peaks in samian distribution need to be adjusted if they are to reflect demand 

rather than supply. Going (1992) sees these fluctuations extending to other pottery and artefacts, as 

part of a series of longer economic cycles or ólong wavesô of peaks and troughs. However, my study 

used broad chronology intervals of a century, so that such changes may not have a significant impact 

on results for the study sample. Local distributions may reflect marketing or production centres rather 

than cultural choices, although these markets could be driven by demand based on cultural choice.  

 

Literacy introduced a different way of storing and spreading knowledge (Creighton, 2000: 173), 

requiring new skills and technologies, compared with Iron Age oral traditions, and the presence of 

writing equipment and inscriptions can be used to examine the development of writing skills.  

 

3.3 Selection of the study sample 

My study uses available published data, particularly the specialist reports within site excavation 

reports, and the sample is therefore biased towards those sites which have been subject to the most 

detailed excavation and publication, and have sufficient context in specialist finds reports to allow 

analysis and comparison. The focus is on settlement sites, and any artefacts specifically noted in 

excavation reports as specifically votive have been excluded from the data, for example, the copper 
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alloy rings at Uley used as votive tokens (Woodward and Leach, 1993: 135). Burials are also 

excluded, but material in structured deposits is included as domestic occupation and ritual are not 

strictly separated in the Roman world. In many cases data for different types of artefact within a report 

are published to different degrees of detail as to description and classification in accordance with 

recognised typologies, quantification, stratification and chronology. Sample selection balanced these 

to give the widest possible range of evidence. To achieve geographic coverage, compromises have 

had to be accepted in selecting the sample, limiting the analysis possible for certain classes of 

artefacts. The approach taken was therefore to examine trends using broader categories, and a larger 

sample, with analysis at a higher level to determine overall patterns. 

 

3.3.1 Definition of site types 

Comparative analysis depends on data being classified in a consistent way, and in a manner which 

facilitates the grouping together of items with similar characteristics to form broader categories, to 

establish general trends. Data in the study area was classified by ótypeô of site, which is based on the 

function of the site, for example, military, religious, etc. Further distinctions can be made based on 

morphology, for example, rural sites are classified as villas, or as farms. In classifying sites, decisions 

were made on the status and character of sites based on site morphology as described in the excavation 

reports, but taking account of definitions used in the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project 

database (Allen et al., 2015) to allow comparison with other published datasets. All sites in the sample 

were allocated to one of the following site-types: ómilitaryô, óurbanô, óIron Age oppidumô, ónucleated 

settlementô, óshrineô, óestate centreô, óvillaô or ófarmô. However, there are a wide range of sites, and 

some do not fall neatly into these categories. Sites were therefore allocated to categories which would 

facilitate the comparisons undertaken in my study. 

 

Sites defined as óurbanô in the archaeological literature have evidence for deliberate civic planning, 

provision of public buildings and amenities, and defences, and some legal status, for example, 

Cirencester, the probable civitas capital, and Gloucester, a colonia. Small towns generally lack these 

facilities and show little sign of a planned layout (Burnham and Wacher, 1990). They are included as 
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rural settlements, but are difficult to define due to the varying morphology, activities and size (see for 

example the discussion in Timby (1998: 3) and Burnham and Wacher (1990: Chapter 1) and generally 

include towns, villages, hamlets, and roadside settlements. The term ónucleated settlementô has been 

used to encompass all these types of rural settlement, and will be used in my study for all settlements 

which do not fall into any of the other categories listed above. I have used this term to be consistent 

with the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project (Smith et al., 2016: 10), which uses the term 

ónucleated settlementsô for undefended small towns, roadside settlements, villages and oppida, 

although it should be noted that this term is not universally accepted. 

 

Gatcombe and Kingscote are referred to as óestate centresô in their excavation reports and this has 

therefore been used as the site-type here. Whilst the proximity of a villa to the excavated site at 

Gatcombe has been proposed (Branigan, 1977: 190), it has not yet been located. Kingscote is 

considered by Henig (in Timby, 1998: 187) to be an Imperial estate on the basis of finds evidence, 

although Timby (1998: 432) disagrees. The Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project treats 

Kingscote as a nucleated settlement, and notes that it seems to be part of a wider villa estate centre or 

village. Survey work and fieldwalking has identified at least seventy-five buildings (Timby, 1998: 

12) making Kingscote significantly larger than most sites in the study sample, although only a small 

proportion has been excavated. As Kingscote is significantly larger than the other nucleated 

settlement sites in my sample, most of which are roadside settlements, for the purposes of my study 

Kingscote is therefore considered separately from these sites, and included as an óestate centreô.  

 

Bath, Nettleton and Wycomb are included by Burnham and Wacher (1990: Chapter 9) as small towns 

with a specialised religious function. In my study Bath is classified as óurbanô as it appears to have 

some form of civic planning, and proposed military administrative buildings (Davenport et al., 2007: 

68-69) for official administration of the surrounding area. There appears to have been an extensive 

extramural settlement around Bath, with archaeological evidence from the Walcot Street and London 

Road areas, although most of this is small scale (La Trobe-Bateman and Niblett, 2016: 86-87) and 

therefore not suitable for my analysis. Bath is more urban and possibly also military in nature 
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compared to the other shrine sites in my sample, and therefore included as an urban rather than a 

shrine site. Wycomb was classified as a ónucleated settlementô as the evidence for it being a shrine 

was obtained in the nineteenth century (Burnham and Wacher, 1990: 200-202) and so is not recoded 

in sufficient detail for my study. Nettleton was classified as a óshrineô to facilitate comparison with 

other religious sites. 

 

The definition of a óvillaô is difficult and varied, see for example, Hingley (1989) and Rivet (1958: 

103-105), and the term óvillaô was used in my study for those domestic buildings where significant 

wealth has been expended on structures and forms which are recognisably óRomanô, for example 

mosaics and wall plaster. Less well-appointed buildings are included in the ófarmsô category but it is 

recognised that some sites are not easily categorised, and for these the classification was aligned with 

that used by the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project (Smith et al., 2016: Chapter 2). Excavated 

sites such as Somerford Keynes may be part of larger nucleated settlements but in the absence of 

further published evidence have been treated as ófarmsô in line with the Rural Settlement of Roman 

Britain Project classification. Except for The Ditches, sites shown as óvillasô develop from farms in 

the early Roman period into villas in the later Roman period. In my study these are classified as 

óvillasô in all periods, to allow differences from other ófarmsô (which may suggest why these develop 

into villas) to be highlighted. There is increasing evidence for population movement in Roman-period 

Britain (Eckardt et al., 2014), and the development of farms into villas may reflect changes in land 

ownership. 

 

3.3.2 Selection of study sample sites 

The primary rationale for selection of sites was sites which were well-excavated and well recorded, 

with a full range of the classes of material being examined and with integrity of data. The sample of 

sites was selected to provide geographic coverage over the Cotswold-Severn area, as well as wide as 

possible a range of types of rural sites, of varying sizes and wealth, including sites founded in the 

Roman period, and sites with Iron Age predecessors (Figure 4), but some compromises in the range 

of well-recorded material classes had to be made in order to achieve this. A check was made against 
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the on-line database of the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project (Smith et al., 2016; Allen et al., 

2015) to ensure that all major sites had been included in my sample. Three military sites 

(Charterhouse, Kingsholm and Leaholme, Cirencester) and two urban sites (Cirencester and Bath) 

were also examined to provide a comparison to the data from rural sites. Two Iron Age oppida were 

chosen (Bagendon and Salmonsbury), to provide a comparison for the late Pre-Roman Iron Age and 

the transition period around the time of the conquest.  

 

A considerable number of sites have been excavated in the Upper Thames valley in advance of gravel 

extraction, in the eastern side of the study area (see for example Booth, 2007) and around Cirencester, 

but only a selection of these sites have been used in my study to keep representation proportionate 

with data available for the rest of the study area. Where sites were similar in nature, such as Claydon 

Pike and Roughground farm, one was chosen. Thornhill Farm was chosen as it is located close to 

Claydon Pike but developed differently, and Somerford Keynes and Horcott were chosen as they had 

different types of activity, Somerford Keynes possibly a depot for the distribution of tile and other 

products (Miles et al., 2007: 273), and Horcott, horse-rearing (Pine and Preston, 2004: 92-94). Asthall 

was included as roadside settlement on a major Roman road. The suggested possible eastern boundary 

of the Dobunnic territory (based on coin evidence) is around the White Horse at Uffington (Jones and 

Mattingly, 2002: 51) and two sites on the downs in this area ï Maddle Farm and Alfredôs Castle ï 

were included to provide a contrast to sites in the valley of the Upper Thames. The villa at Great 

Bedwyn was included as an óoutlierô, as it lies at the south-eastern edge of the perceived Dobunnic 

territory, close to the Roman small town of Cunetio. Great Bedwyn lies at the junction of the Roman 

roads from Silchester to Bath and from Winchester to Wanborough and Cirencester and in the area 

of a local tribal coinage, sometimes referred to as óirregular Dobunnicô which appears local to central-

eastern Wiltshire (Hostetter and Howe, 1997: 27). 

 

Data integrity was also a key consideration. A number of villa sites in the study area, for example 

Box, Chedworth, Woodchester, and Spoonley Wood have been subject to antiquarian excavation, 
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which Copeland (2011: 13) describes as ómore akin to clearing them out to discover Roman mosaicsô 

than systematic recording of small finds and pottery. These large, palatial villas therefore do not 

 

Figure 4: Location of sites in the study sample 
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provide the detailed artefact data necessary for my study and are under-represented in the study 

sample, although comparisons were made for the use of settlement space. The study sample is 

summarised in Figure 5 and Figure 6. 

 

3.4 Limitations of the data 

3.4.1 Data collection and recording 

Data needs to be consistently classified to enable effective analysis of inter-site differences. Because 

of the wide range of excavation reports used in the study sample ī dating from 1958 to 2016 ī and 

the range of conditions under which these excavations have been undertaken, the study sample data 

varies in quality and extent of both collection and recording. óKeyholeô excavations in towns (in 

Cirencester for example) and some rescue or developer-funded excavations with limited time 

available, sample only a small area, and may not be representative of the whole site, or fully represent 

all artefacts present. At The Beeches, Cirencester, excavation continued to the depth of the walls 

forming the building plan, but not to the earlier stages of occupation, so is not representative of the 

time depth of the site.  

 

The usefulness of data is limited by the ways in which it is quantified and recorded at the time of 

excavation, the methodology used, and the extent to which data is analysed and included in 

publication. Perring and Pitts (2013) sum up the current status of many archaeological reports: 

óprevious research has concentrated on individual site narratives, where published reports describe 

a chronology of architectural change illustrated by catalogued archives of findsô. Such reports 

provide little or no interpretation of the finds data ï Camerton and Frocester reports are examples. 

For other reports there is no means of mapping ósmall findsô catalogued back to the site plan and 

chronology. There is often a reference to data being available óin the archiveô, or provided as 

microfiche, but for some sites in my sample these were incomplete or inaccessible. Many reports now 

include a full discussion of the finds, but at the expense of detailed catalogues, with only summary 

data produced in the published report.  
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Figure 5: Sample of sites selected for study (listed by type of site) 
 Site name Type of site (for my 

study) 

Nature of site Reference 

1. Bagendon Iron Age oppidum Hillfort, Dobunnic coin mint Clifford (1961)  

Trow (1982) 

2. Salmonsbury Iron Age oppidum Proposed oppidum, but significantly fewer óhigh statusô 

artefacts than Bagendon.  

Dunning (1976) 

3. Kingsholm Military Fort. AD49?-AD66/67? Hurst (1985) 

4. Charterhouse Military Military fortlet, controlling mining activity Todd (2007) 

5. Leaholme, Cirencester Military Fort. AD45-cAD75?.  Leaholme fort: Wacher and McWhirr (1982) 

6. Cirencester Urban 4thC town houses at The Beeches site. Other sites are small-
scale excavations beneath modern town 

Dyer Court: Webster (1959) 
Forum (Angel Cinema) site: Holbrook (2008: 45-

62); 

Stepstairs Lane site: Holbrook (2008: 70-83); 

Trinity Road site: Holbrook (2008: 93-106) 

The Beeches: McWhirr (1986) 

7. Bath Urban Later Roman domestic activity over temple precinct. 

Rescue excavations at 2 sites adjoining bath complex.  

The temple precinct: Cunliffe and Davenport (1985) 

Bath Street and Beau Street: Davenport (1999: 1-

122) 

New Royal baths: Davenport et al. (2007) 

8. Shepton Mallet Nucleated settlement Stone walled compounds fronting onto Fosse Way. 

Reorganisation in 2ndC and further expansion in 3rdC and 

4thC 

Leach and Evans (2001) 

 

9. Sea Mills (Abonae) Nucleated settlement Port. Small sites excavated Nazareth House site: Bennett (1985) 

Abon House site: Boon (1945),  Ellis (1987) 

10. Asthall Nucleated settlement Structures fronting onto Akeman Street. Small area of 
possible settlement excavated 

Booth (1997) 

11. Camerton Nucleated settlement Buildings fronting onto Fosse Way, 3rdC expansion with 

industrial zone 

Wedlake (1958)  

Jackson (1990) 

12. Worcester Nucleated settlement Some late Iron Age activity, intensive occupation from later 

2ndC to early 4thC. Ditched compounds but little structural 

evidence 

Deansway site: Dalwood and Edwards (2004) 

Sidbury site: Darlington and Evans (1992) 

13. Alcester Nucleated settlement Developed from vicus of proposed fort? Southern and 

northern extramural sites.  

 

Southern extramural area: Mahany and Cracknell 

(1994) 

Northern extramural area: Booth and Evans (2002) 
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14. Tewkesbury Nucleated settlement Evidence for buildings. Primarily agricultural settlement Hannan (1993) 

15. Wycomb Nucleated settlement Timber beamslots. 19thC excavations found masonry 

buildings and small temple 

Syreford Mill: Timby (1998) 

Andoversford: Rawes (1980) 

16. Wanborough Nucleated settlement Military presence in Neronian-Vespanic period, later 

settlement on Ermin Street frontage. Large late Roman 

settlement with substantial stone buildings and insulae. 

Only part excavated 

Anderson and Wacher (1980) 

17. Dymock Nucleated settlement Short-lived establishment of Cursus Publicus?  Catchpole et al. (2007) 

18. Ariconium Nucleated settlement High status Iron Age settlement with considerable trading 

links. Dispersed, polyfocal. Declines after early 3rdC 

Jackson (2012) 

19. Nettleton Shrine Iron Age occupation. On Fosse Way. Small circular shrine 

followed by octagonal structures in 3rdC, ceases mid 4thC.  

Wedlake (1982) 

20. Uley Shrine Timber shrine replaced by stone Romano-Celtic temple in 
early 2ndC and extended mid 4thC. 

Woodward and Leach (1993) 

21. Portway Shrine Wayside shrine Rawes (1984) 

22. Brean Down Shrine Square temple with domestic occupation in late 4thC ApSimon (1965) 

23. Gatcombe Estate centre Main phase late 3rdC. Interpreted as defended villa/village 

settlement. Suggested villa not yet found. 

Branigan (1977) 

24. Kingscote Estate centre Suggested Imperial estate based on finds data. Extensive 

settlement identified from survey and fieldwalking, but only 

small part excavated 

Timby (1998) 

25. Frocester Villa Iron Age farmstead, continues as Roman-British farmstead 

and develops into stone-built villa in late Roman period. 

Price (2000) 

26. The Ditches Villa Early Roman villa, to late 2ndC Trow et al. (2009) 

27. Great Bedwyn Villa 2ndC timber villa replaced in stone in late Roman period Hostetter and Howe (1997) 

28. Barnsley Park Villa 2ndC timber villa replaced by stone in later Roman period Webster (1967)  

Webster (1981) 

Webster (1982) 

Webster et al. (1985) 

Smith (1985) 

29. Great Witcombe Villa Early 3rdC founded as unified villa. Modifications in 4thC Leach (1998) 

30. Marshfield Villa Late Iron Age timber circular structure rebuilt in stone, then 

demolished and replaced by modest stone villa in 3rdC 

Blockley (1985) 

31. Kings Weston Villa 3rdC stone villa Boon (1950) 

32. Thornhill Farm Iron Age roundhouses. Paddocks and enclosures in Roman 

period, reorganised in 2ndC.  

Jennings et al. (2004) 
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33. Claydon Pike Farm Late Iron Age/early Roman complex of enclosures, 

reorganised in 2ndC with aisled buildings, replaced by 

modest villa in late 3rdC 

Miles et al. (2007: 13-224) 

34. Sites South East of 

Tewkesbury 

Farm Enclosures and roundhouses, re-ordered in 2ndC. Roman 

artefacts but no evidence for structures 

Walker et al. (2004) 

35. Horcott Farm Iron Age enclosures and trackways re-organised into 

paddocks and fields in 2ndC. Stock management  

Pine and Preston (2004) 

36. The Bowsings Farm Ditched Iron Age óstrongholdô continues into Roman 

period. Undefended farmstead in 2nd-3rdC, no evidence of 

structures 

Marshall (2004) 

37. Haymes, Cleeve Hill Farm Roman period structures, damaged by landslip.  Rawes (1986) 

38. Butcombe Farm Irregular stone-walled enclosures (not excavated). 3rdC 
one-roomed stone building 

Fowler and Neale (1970) 

39. Wootton Bassett Farm Iron Age roundhouse. 2nd-3rdC rectangular timber buildings Passmore and Rainbird (2016) 

40. Somerford Keynes Farm Iron Age roundhouses. 2nd-3rdC aisled building. Possible 

military or official presence 

Miles et al. (2007: 229-273) 

41. Vineyards Farm, 

Charlton Kings 

Farm 3-roomed stone building replaced earlier building but 

evidence destroyed 

Rawes (1991) 

42. Brockworth Farm Ditches, enclosures and roundhouses, go out of use in 2ndC. 

Possible replacement by rectangular timber buildings 

Rawes (1981) 

43. Alfredôs Castle Farm Iron Age ditches and roundhouses. Late 1st-late 3rdC 

modest villa 

Gosden and Lock (2013) 

44. Whelford Bowmoor Farm Early 2ndC ï early 3rdC, no structures but building platform Miles et al. (2007: 275-294) 

45. Birdlip Quarry Farm Later 2ndC circular timber buildings replaced by circular 

stone buildings continuing to4thC 

Mudd et al. (1999: 153-258) 

46. Maddle Farm Farm 3rdc-4thC small stone villa Gaffney and Tingle (1989) 
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The level of detailed collection and recording varies not only between sites, but also between different 

classes of artefacts within the same report. Animal bone, pottery, metal and bone artefacts are 

analysed by different methodologies, and often quantified to different extents. Many pottery reports 

focus entirely on fabric analysis, with little analysis of form. Some reports only quantify and analyse 

fine wares, some only give a sherd count and weight for coarse wares, and others ignore coarse wares 

altogether. Some reports illustrate all rims, others only a selection of óinterestingô or diagnostic ones. 

The extent of quantification, and of analysis of fabrics and forms (such as platter, bowl) varies: some 

analyse the whole assemblage, others only selected items such as samian or fine wares. Willis (1998) 

observed that even for much-studied samian, there is surprisingly little quantification of data about 

form and number of items but much description of style and decoration, and the study sample 

reflected these findings. My study therefore used the most common pottery measure reported, the 

number of sherds, to allow some comparability between sites.  

 

Lack of quantification, particularly of pottery form, was an issue for my study, and limited the number 

of sites which could be included in detailed analysis. In the absence of detailed quantification of 

pottery forms or fabrics, the approach used by Hill (2002: 159, Note 1) to obtain broad patterns was 

used. Unless reliable quantification was provided in the report or in the text, illustrated examples from 

the excavation publications of representative forms was used to establish presence or absence of 

forms. This will be biased towards vessels chosen for illustration, usually because they were 

diagnostic for dating, but key groups of vessels and imported vessels are usually presented. Although 

biased towards ótable waresô rather than ókitchen waresô, this does give an indication of the use of 

specifically Roman-style forms of pottery. Various pottery typology series were in use across the 

study area, reflecting the various Archaeological Unitsô practices, as well as evolution of typologies. 

This was not a significant issue as my study focused on form rather than pottery fabric, but was 

relevant for analysis of amphorae (Section 6.1.5) and early-period finewares (Section 6.3.1), where 

the main wares/fabrics were mapped to a consistent list of wares/fabrics for broad analysis. 
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3.4.2 Chronology 

One of the issues for my study is the extent to which artefacts can be assigned to different 

chronological periods. Most material culture for the Roman period is dated by its stratigraphic 

relationship to datable finds such as Roman coins or pottery such as samian, where the production 

period has been established. Metalwork is usually dated on stylistic grounds. The relatively short 

production period for many decorated samian ware forms enables an unusual degree of accuracy in 

dating sites (Tyers, 1996; Webster, 1996), for the early Roman period. Pottery such as coarse wares 

which change little in form over time and are produced over a long period of time can be difficult to 

assign to a date range. This makes it difficult when reviewing periods of rapid change and considering 

contemporaneity of artefacts becomes difficult. The underlying assumption for relative dating 

methods using typologies is a linear evolution, which may not necessarily be the case (Jones, 1997: 

135).  

 

Whilst some categories of artefact have recent typologies, for example the study of toilet implements 

by Eckardt and Crummy (2008), late Roman bracelets and crossbow brooches (Swift, 2000) and 

brooches (Mackreth, 2011), for others such as beads (Guido, 1978), bone hairpins (Crummy, 1979) 

and earrings (Allason-Jones, 1989) the main reference works are older and may not cover recent 

discoveries. Older excavation reports will therefore not have the same level of classification 

(particularly for example for pottery fabrics) as recent reports. It is beyond the scope of my study to 

reanalyse older reports in line with recent typologies. Whilst making some reference to typologies, 

my study focuses on the presence or absence of artefacts and their relative abundance. The 

classification used in my study was that from the excavation specialist report. It is possible that some 

items would be reclassified if current typologies were used, but given the broad basis used for analysis 

in the study, such reclassification is unlikely to have a significant impact on the outcome of the 

analysis. Continuing research is also refining chronologies, so earlier excavation reports may be less 

accurate in their chronologies, and therefore inconsistent with later reports. For example, Timby 

(1990), has reassessed the origins of Severn Valley wares as relating to pre-conquest Iron Age 

traditions rather than as previously thought, a response to Roman military requirements, thereby óre-
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datingô certain forms as pre AD43 in subsequent reports. No attempt was made to óre-dateô any such 

artefacts for my study. 

High value possessions would have been cared for or curated so that items such as samian or coins 

may survive longer before being deposited in the archaeological record. The long life of early period 

Roman coinage can cause dating difficulties. For example, Republican silver continued in use until 

withdrawn by Trajan (giving a potential date range of AD43-100) and the brass sestertii of Vespasian 

(AD69-79) were in circulation until about AD260 (Reece, 1987: 16). On occasion material from an 

earlier context may be intrusive or óresidualô in a later context, making dating difficult, for example 

at The Beeches, Cirencester (McWhirr, 1986), where earlier material had been used to level the site 

before building later structures. 

 

These issues mean that dating used in excavation reports (unless the basis is clearly stated) may be 

less precise than it appears and chronologies may not be entirely comparable. In some cases 

insufficient dating evidence is available for a particular context so that a significant proportion of 

finds on a site, for example at Thornhill (Jennings et al., 2004) may be undated, even though stratified. 

A few reports treat all similar artefacts from all periods as an óassemblageô and do not distinguish 

between chronological periods. 

 

Gardner (2002) takes a longer term view of changes in artefact assemblages which allows broader 

patterns of change to be observed, and a similar approach has been used in my study. Excavation 

reports are inconsistent in their definitions of óearlyô, ómidô and ólateô Roman periods, and for the 

purposes of analysis in my study, all stratified artefacts were allocated to a chronological category 

(first, second, third or fourth centuries) to achieve comparability between sites. The categories are 

artificial, but do allow standardisation of definition for óearlyô and ólateô Roman periods. Artefacts 

were allocated to a chronological category for analysis based on the site phasing stated in the 

excavation report, or where the report text specifies a chronological period, for example, ó2nd centuryô. 

Where publication data was incomplete, phasing was attempted using the context information, and 

text in the report, but this was not possible in all cases. In most cases site phasing did not fall neatly 
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into a ócenturyô, and phases were therefore apportioned between centuries as shown in Appendix 2. 

Where for example an item was described as ó2nd to 3rd centuryô it is shown as 50% 2nd century, and 

50% 3rd century, to represent the likelihood of it being present in both periods. Some researchers 

allocate the data to either the earliest possible date or the latest possible date in such cases, but for my 

study this was considered too much of a distortion of the chronological trend, which would be better 

represented by assuming a linear likelihood of presence. 

 

The quality of the evidence for the different data types in the study sample is shown below in 

Appendix 1. Many of the types of artefact being examined were recorded as ósmall findsô in 

excavation reports, with detailed narrative descriptions and illustrations. Where we can have 

confidence that all small finds were identified and recorded, the absence of artefacts is likely to reflect 

real absence, although this can never be guaranteed. Where recording was selective, for example by 

recording only decorated samian pieces, or diagnostic pottery, we have less confidence in interpreting 

absence of artefacts as órealô absence. When allocating artefacts to the four chronological categories 

for analysis, it was found that generally only around a half to two-thirds could be allocated, with 

several items which were unstratified or in contexts which could not be dated. Some excavators chose 

not to analyse data, only giving a total for the number of items, for example, in almost all reports 

hobnails are recorded as a total, with no allocation as to either context or period. Limitations are noted 

against the relevant data and have been taken into account in interpreting the data. 

 

3.5 Methodology 

3.5.1 Collection of data for analysis 

Data for each site were extracted from the specialist reports in published excavation reports (including 

any on-line archives) and collated in an Excel database. Classifications were those used in the 

published specialist reports with no re-examination of primary data. The Excel database was imported 

into ArcGIS Desktop, a geographical information system, to enable spatial analysis of the distribution 

of artefacts for patterning in the data. Data were often not in a useable format, and narrative 

information, context lists and site plans had to be consulted in order to allocate data to the study 
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categories. The data for ókeyholeô excavations at city centre sites (see Figure 5) from the individual 

sites were recorded separately for detailed analysis and then combined to give one set of data for each 

site. Only data from excavations were included and data from field-walking exercises was excluded. 

 

Detailed analysis was only undertaken for artefacts which were both stratified and dated. Artefacts 

which were unstratified or undated were included in the higher-level analysis, but not included in 

detailed analysis. Similar types of artefacts were grouped together by nature of material or type of 

decoration for higher level analysis. As my study focuses on domestic settlements, any artefacts noted 

as votive or found in burial contexts, and items noted as military equipment, were excluded.  

 

3.5.2 Methods of analysis 

As described above, the lack of quantification of data in many reports does not lend itself to detailed 

statistical analysis, so my study focused on the presence or absence, and the relative abundance of 

artefacts at each site. Individual sites were grouped by ósite-typeô (Section 3.3.1). Datasets were 

analysed by type (brooch, finger ring, etc) and by chronological category ï first, second, third or 

fourth century ï (Section 3.4.2). 

 

The use of various statistical methodologies was considered. Perring and Pitts (2013: 20-21, chapter 

10) use correspondence analysis (CA) to compare pottery data with other datasets. CA does not 

determine the statistical relationship between datasets, but highlights trends or clusters in the data, 

which then require further investigation and explanation. CA is useful for highlighting patterns in 

large datasets where identifying these with the naked eye becomes difficult, but requires large 

datasets, with minimal levels of residuality and intrusive material, and requires all data to be 

quantified consistently. Given the differences in quantification, the use of different typologies, and 

differing chronological precision in their population of data, Perring and Pitts confined their CA 

within selected individual classes of material. They also found that many of the smaller, rural sites 

did not have a viable level of data for analysis which limited the potential range of sites for which 

CA could be used. Perring and Pitts used pottery as the main artefact analysed by CA, as pottery 
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fabric is useful indicator of economic supply patterns, whereas my study is focused around pottery 

forms in relation to identity, where little of the data for analysis is available. Most sites in the study 

sample do not have the level of typological and chronological precision and several have significant 

issues of residuality, so that CA was not feasible, given the objective was to compare a wide range of 

types of sites.  

 

Absolute number of items is one method of quantifying data for analysis, but is not always useful 

where sites (such as those in the study sample) of different sizes are being compared, and which have 

been excavated under different conditions. The actual numbers of artefacts by type is shown for each 

individual site in the study sample, but an average per site type was used. This average was calculated 

for the number of sites which had the artefact, and excluded the sites where artefacts were absent, 

otherwise the average could have been reduced by those sites where the artefact was deliberately 

absent. 

 

A study of personal ornamentation as a cultural indicator in the Roman North (Webb, 2011), used 

broad categories of personal ornament and compared the percentage each ornament type represented 

of the total ornament assemblage. This methodology is useful for broad analysis of items which are 

similar in nature and in terms of the way they are recorded and classified, such as different types of 

personal ornament (as in Webbôs study), but is less suited to comparison between different types of 

artefact such as personal ornaments, pottery and building structures (my study) as it is not possible to 

sum the numbers of these into a meaningful assemblage total. When comparing the distribution of 

different types of an artefact, for example the number of plate, bow and penannular brooches at each 

site-type, these were expressed as percentages rather than absolute numbers for each site-type, again 

to take account of the different number of sites in each site-type. Also, some sites may have larger 

numbers of artefacts for various reasons, for example, a larger area excavated. Relative percentages 

therefore compare how much of the total is represented by a particular type of artefact. For example, 

one site may have a total of thirty brooches and another eighty brooches. If both sites had twenty bow 

brooches, the first will have 67% bow brooches and the second 25%, allowing a comparison of the 
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frequency of this brooch type in relation to the total brooches for each site-type. This relative 

percentage methodology was also used for the allocation of artefacts by chronological category.  

 

The items in each of the analysis categories are analysed and discussed individually in Chapters 4 to 

7. Each category was considered in terms of presence or absence of the artefact types, the relative 

distribution between site types and between chronological periods. Data were also considered against 

key reference sources and current evidence for Britain. 
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4 Results and analysis: Literacy  

óLiteracyô comprises a range of abilities and understanding, from reading a few basic words or an 

inscription on a building, scratching a graffito on an object, to record-keeping and written 

correspondence, writing Latin and to an understanding of Classical literature. Reading and writing 

are different skills: those able to read may not necessarily be able to write. Roman introductions to 

Britain include wooden writing tablets which occasionally survive in anaerobic conditions, 

inscriptions on tombstones, altars, and buildings, milestones, and written votive plaques and curse 

tablets (folded or rolled thin sheets of lead).  

 

The key debates are around the extent to which literacy spread from urban to rural settlements in the 

Roman period, and the extent to which inscriptions occur at military, urban or rural sites (Mattingly, 

2006; Hanson and Conolly, 2002; Tomlin, 2010; Hope, 2016). The messages being conveyed by Latin 

inscriptions, written documents and curse tablets have been examined (Tomlin, 2016; Bowman, 2003; 

Bowman et al., 2011; Tomlin, 2002). Creighton (2000) has explored the use of inscriptions on late 

Iron Age coinage in the expression of elite identity in southern Britain, and Williams (2002) has 

considered the influences on the style of late Iron Age coin inscriptions. The Latin language and 

writing used in expression of elite Roman culture and the extent of Latin as a common language 

across the Empire have been explored (Woolf, 2002b: 49-71; Hingley, 2005). Willis (2005a) and 

Eckhardt (2015) consider the distribution of inkwells and their potential elite status. The use of 

intaglios as seal rings, and the implications of the iconography on these have been explored by Johns 

(1996: 79-83). Derks and Roymans (2002) have used the presence of seal boxes to demonstrate 

widespread literacy at rural sites in the Batavian civitas in the Rhine delta, based on the assumption 

that seal boxes were used to secure writing tablets, but Andrews (2012) has suggested that this may 

not be the case. 

 

Writing tablets from the fort at Vindolanda document the purchase and distribution of supplies, 

official communications between members of the military, as well as more personal matters 
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(Bowman, 2003). Recent discoveries of writing tablets at the Bloomberg site in London refer to legal 

matters, loans and provisions, some dating from a decade after the conquest(Tomlin, 2016; Bowman 

et al., 2011), indicating that administrative systems with literate individuals were already present in 

Britain at an early date. The only evidence of writing tablets for the study sample came from 

fragments of a wooden writing tablet found in a well at a site adjacent to Claydon Pike (Miles et al., 

2007: 315). However, the writing on these was indecipherable, so that the nature of the 

correspondence could not be determined. As so few writing tablets survive, evidence for writing is 

usually deduced from the presence of writing implements, such as styli (Hanson and Conolly, 2002) 

and inkwells (Willis, 2005a), and the seal boxes (Derks and Roymans, 2002; Andrews, 2012) used 

for securing documents.  

 

Engraved gemstones (intaglios) are also known as seal rings and were used to make impressions in 

the wax seals securing documents. These items may have been used purely as items of jewellery, or 

used for sealing documents, and therefore may indicate the presence of written documents. Intaglio 

designs with culturally-Roman iconography may be used to display knowledge of Classical Roman 

culture. The nature and extent of artefacts associated with literacy in the study sample is summarised 

in Figure 7.  
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4.1 Inscriptions  

Inscriptions on dedicatory monuments, votive plaques, curse tablets and altars were not common in 

the study sample and were confined to Cirencester and Bath, and the religious sites at Nettleton and 

Uley (Figure 7), with one inscription at Alcester, a Constantinian milestone. Of the eleven altars found 

in the study sample (Figure 7), only four had inscriptions, and these were found at Nettleton and Uley. 

Altars with inscriptions appear to be associated with religious sites in the study sample. Three 

nucleated settlement sites and two farm sites had altars without inscriptions (Figure 7). The nucleated 

settlement sites at Sea Mills and Alcester had associations with the military and there is a tentative 

proposal that Haymes may have been a shrine site, although geological disturbance at Haymes has 

destroyed potential evidence (Rawes, 1986: 74), showing a bias towards sites associated with religion 

or the military. 

 

Lead curse tablets were found at two religious sites in the study sample, Bath and Uley, but none are 

recorded for the major shrine site at Nettleton. The evidence at Uley dates from the second to the 

fourth centuries, but secure dates are not available for Bath. A possible temple site (unexcavated) at 

Wanborough is suggested based on the finding of a curse tablet (Anderson et al., 2001: 349), and Rea 

(1972) dates the handwriting on these to the first or second century. Wanborough also had military 

associations in the first century. 

 

There was a large variety in the handwriting used at Bath, although some poor handwriting suggests 

copying from a template by those not fully literate (Mattingly, 2006: 314-315) and some of the Uley 

tablets are blank (Allason-Jones, 2011: 134). Most of the Bath tablets refer to the British deity of 

Sulis, rather than use of the óRomanisedô name of Sulis-Minerva (Mattingly, 2006: 315), but were 

addressed to both native and Roman gods (Eckardt, 2015: 180). The Uley tablets are mostly addressed 

to Mercury, and two to Mars (Woodward and Leach, 1993: 115). Although the Uley tablets are less 

well preserved than those from Bath, they are very similar in terms of appearance, handwriting, the 

forms of Latin and language used, and in the content (Woodward and Leach, 1993: 114-116). 
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Figurines and statuettes are not strictly evidence for literacy in terms of reading and writing, but are 

included for the study sample, as they may indicate use of culturally-Roman themes (section 8.2.2.1), 

and provide a comparison against occurrence of stone altars. All urban sites and most of the shrine 

sites in the study sample had figurines, with around half of nucleated settlement, estate and villa sites 

having one or two figurines (Figure 8), compared with the much small numbers of stone altars (Figure 

7). 

 

4.2 Inkwells 

Black ink was used for writing on wooden leaf-tablets. Pens used for writing with ink have not been 

found archaeologically, but ceramic and metal inkwells are found. Inkwells were found at all three 

military sites in the study sample, at Cirencester, and at three nucleated settlement sites: Alcester and 

Wanborough (both sites with military connections in the first century), and Dymock (possible Cursus 

Publicus site) (Figure 7). All inkwells were samian, except for the one at Cirencester, which was of 

green-blue glass and dated to the late first/early second century. Samian inkwells were produced 

throughout the samian manufacturing period (to early third century) and the sample could not be more 

precisely dated. No data was available for the later Roman period.  

 

4.3 Seal boxes and styli 

Styli were used to scratch wax (usually coloured black) away from waxed wooden tablets, exposing 

the pale wood beneath (Allason-Jones, 2011: 146-152). Styli were found in significant numbers on 

some sites (Figure 7, Figure 9), particularly Wanborough, Nettleton and Kingscote. Styli occur in the 

first century at military, nucleated settlement and shrine sites, but only in the second century for 

estates and farms, and the fourth for villas (Figure 10). Sites in the óvillaô category only become villas 

in the third and fourth centuries, but the numbers of styli are still low compared with nucleated 

settlements and shrine sites. The bone stylus at Wanborough came from a layer dated AD60-65 when 

there was a military presence at this site. The number of styli at nucleated settlement, shrine, and 

estate centre sites increases significantly in the third and fourth centuries (Figure 10), suggesting an 

increase in the activities which required writing. 
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Styli were generally made of iron (82%), but shrine, estate, villa and farm sites also had copper alloy 

styli (Figure 9). 53% of copper alloy styli (Figure 10) and 8% of iron styli had some form of 

decoration. Copper alloy styli were decorated with transverse and/or diagonal lines, whereas iron styli 

at Alcester and Wanborough (both sites had military associations) were inlaid with bands of non-

ferrous metal. This suggests that the iron styli may have been used for utilitarian purposes such as 

record keeping, and decorated copper alloy styli were for display and perhaps for personal 

communications.  

 

Average numbers per site for seal boxes were two for military, nucleated settlement and estate sites, 

none for urban sites, and one for others, with some increase over time, the data for farms relating to 

Somerford Keynes, which may have had some óofficial roleô (Figure 9). The lack of seal boxes at 

urban sites probably reflects the small size of sites excavated, which may not have included sites 

where documents were used. 

 

Seal boxes were all of copper alloy, and circular, heart, drop and lozenge shaped forms occurred in 

the study sample, many with enamel decoration, similar to seal boxes found elsewhere in Britain. A 

unique cube seal was found at Kingscote, with depictions of Roma, Mars, Sol Invictus and 

Concordare (dated around AD270-280), which Henig (in Timby, 1998: 186-7) considers relates to an 

official presence, with Kingscote being a likely Imperial estate, although this is now considered less 

probable as such nucleated centres are widespread (Millett, 2016: 710) 

 

Significantly more styli were found than seal boxes, although both occur at all types of site (Figure 

9), except for oppida sites (pre-conquest). Average numbers of styli were significantly higher than 

seal boxes at nucleated settlement, shrine and estate sites, but relatively similar, and low, at villa and 

farm sites (Figure 9).The number of seal boxes remains approximately constant over time, whilst the 

number of styli increases exponentially in the third and fourth centuries (Figure 10). More sites had 

styli than seal boxes (Figure 9) and all sites (except for Brockworth) which had seal boxes also had 

styli, but there were several sites with styli only (Figure 7).  
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4.4 Intaglios 

Around 50% of nucleated settlement sites had intaglios, and excluding estate sites, had the highest 

average number per site (Figure 11). Intaglios also formed a greater proportion of the total number of 

rings than at other types of site (Figure 11G). Mattingly (2006: 212) notes a bias towards military 

sites and major towns but the study sample did not have any intaglios at military or urban sites. This 

may be because the military sites in the study sample only had a short period of occupation in the 

mid-first century, and the study sample sites at Cirencester were either small-scale excavations or 

fourth century (The Beeches), when intaglio use had declined. However, several of the nucleated 

settlement sites where intaglios occurred had some military associations in the first century: Alcester, 

Wanborough, Worcester, and possibly Asthall. Two of the intaglios at Wanborough have symbols 

associated with the military ï the Capricorn symbol of the Legio Augusta II, and an eagle standard 

and helmet ï and a first century military presence at Wanborough has been proposed. The 

Wanborough intaglios occur as two first century, three second century, two third and one fourth 

century (and two undated). Only two of the Wanborough intaglios were of moulded glass, and six of 

cornelian, which suggests that Wanborough had access to gemstones.  

 

Figure 11 (C) shows a rise in intaglios in the third century with a decline in the fourth. Nucleated 

settlements showed a peak in intaglios in the second century with a reduction in the third and fourth 

centuries (Figure 11 D), but shrine, villa and farm sites did not have intaglios until the third century 

and into the fourth. Graphs E and F in Figure 11 support this, with glass intaglios relating to the later 

period. Shrine, estate and villa sites had a significant proportion of moulded glass intaglios, and 

intaglios at farms were all moulded glass. Nucleated settlement sites adopted intaglios in the first 

century (Figure 11 D), and intaglios also form a significant percentage of the total number of rings 

(Figure 11 G).  
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The high average number of intaglios for estate sites reflects the nine intaglios from fieldwalking at 

Kingscote. These fieldwalking items were included here for this analysis because the number of them 

are significantly higher than any other site except Wanborough (Figure 7) and to exclude them would 

not allow their significance to be appreciated. However, this does mean that there is no chronological 

data for this site. The higher number of intaglios may reflect Kingscoteôs role as an Imperial estate. 

An unstratified fieldwalking find of an iron finger ring with a red jasper intaglio was found near the 

early villa at The Ditches and is dated to the second century (Trow et al., 2009: 151-152). 

 

The percentage of the total number of rings (data from Figure 15) represented by intaglios was used 

to explore preferences for intaglios, summarised in Figure 12. At about half the sites where intaglios 

occurred these represented around a third of the total number of rings. Figure 13 shows the nature of 

the designs on the intaglios in the study sample, most being Classical themes. 

 

Figure 12: Intaglio rings as a proportion of total number of rings 

 

Intaglios Rings

Intaglios as 

% of total 

no. of rings

Shepton Mallet 1 12 8%

Asthall 1 2 33%

Worcester 1 5 17%

Alcester 4 11 27%

Wanborough 10 19 34%

Ariconium 3 7 30%

Nettleton 3 21 13%

Uley 2 28 7%

Kingscote 9 31 23%

Frocester 3 17 15%

Barnsley Park 1 20 5%

Great Witcombe 1 11 8%

Claydon Pike 1 12 8%

Somerford Keynes 1 2 33%

Whelford Bowmoor 1 2 33%

Total 42 200 17%
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Figure 13: Designs on intaglios in the study area 
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Muse onyx 1 1

Ceres carnelian 1 1
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Mercury carnelian 1 1

eagle/military carnelian 1 1

war galley - 3 shields and 3 spears chalcedony 1 1

hare carnelian 1 1

mercury carnelian 1 1

dolphin, cornucopia and ear of wheat onyx 1 1

countryman milking goat onyx 1 1

fortunata and altar carnelian 1 1

gladiator carnelian 1 1

horse head carnelian 1 1

votary, shrine and altar red jasper 1 1

sun god bloodstone 1 1

Roman she-wolf bloodstone 1 1

eagle carnelian 1 1

Moulded glass

head of Roma yellow glass 1 1

eagle with wings, on thunderbolt blue glass 1 1

Apollo blue glass 1 1

Hercules blue glass 1 1

walking lion blue glass 2 2

striding man green glass 1 1 2

satyr prancing blue glass 1 1

human figure? blue glass 1 1 2 4

figure 1 1

crude figure cut into metal 1 1

debased figure blue glass 2 2

debased standing figure pale greenish glass 1 1

pale greenish glass 1 1

pale greenish glass 1 1

blue glass 1 1

crude figure red glass 1 1

crude figure green glass 1 1

1 4 10 1 1 3 3 2 9 1 1 3 1 1 1 1 43

Intaglios as % of total numbers of rings 8 27 34 33 17 30 33 7 23 8 15 5 33 8 33 %
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4.5 Summary and discussion: literacy 

The ability to read and write was a key skill required in the army and the Imperial administration. 

Literacy extended to demonstrating an understanding of Classical Roman literature and mythology 

as part of Empire-wide elite Roman culture. This chapter examined the evidence for literacy in terms 

of writing, and expression of understanding of Classical learning.  

 

Dedicatory inscriptions usually occur on public buildings and are therefore not generally expected at 

rural sites. The use of epigraphy was very limited in the study sample. Inscriptions on stone were few, 

and outside of Cirencester and Bath, confined to the religious sites at Nettleton and Uley. Inscribed 

altars were only present at shrine sites, with a few uninscribed altars at nucleated settlement and farm 

sites, biased towards sites associated with the military. Most of the inscriptions from Roman Britain 

occurring on altars are found at military sites (Mattingly, 2006: 215) and the study sample showed a 

bias towards sites with military or religious associations. With the abundance of good stone in the 

study area, it is likely that inscribed stones could have been acquired, had there been a demand for 

them and therefore suggests a cultural choice in the use of inscriptions, given the larger number of 

stone sculptures or figurines found in the study sample. The rarity of these inscribed items is typical 

of much of southern Britain. 

 

Curse tablets were a culturally-Roman practice also recorded in other provinces (Mattingly, 2006: 

310-315), and have been found in the study sample at the urban temple site at Bath and the rural 

shrine at Uley, but not at the shrine at Nettleton. Curse tablets found adopt Roman forms, using Latin 

cursive script and a relatively standardised, ósemi-legalô format. Tomlin (2002: 170) comments that 

we would expect to see a difference in the quality between the Bath and Uley tablets if there were 

different levels of literacy between urban and rural sites but this is not the case, as the content, 

handwriting and forms of Latin and language used are similar (Woodward and Leach, 1993: 114-

116). The wide variety in handwriting on the Bath curse tablets (with only two confirmed as in the 

same hand) and poor handwriting on some, indicates that these were written by the individuals 

themselves, with different levels of literacy, rather than being written by scribes. Tomlin (2002: 171) 
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notes that Celtic names predominate on curse tablets at both Bath and Uley, whereas Roman citizens 

account for almost all names on monumental stone inscriptions at Bath, which suggests use of curse 

tablets by the indigenous population. 

 

The tablets were mostly addressed to the Celtic deity Sulis at Bath, with a few to the Romano-British 

Sulis-Minerva (Mattingly, 2006: 315) and the Roman gods Mercury and Mars at Uley. Whilst they 

used Latin, the standardised and formulaic nature of these tablets, and the presence of some blank 

tablets suggests that they are more about the process of petitioning the gods than the content of the 

petition. Tomlin (2002: 174) notes that the values of the items taken at Bath do not suggest a ósocio-

economic eliteô as they are mostly domestic items of small value, indicating that the people visiting 

these sites were local. Uley is similar, but here there were more agricultural items. The exclusive 

focus on retribution for minor thefts is a peculiarly British adaptation of a wider Roman practice of 

petitioning the gods on a range of matters (Mattingly, 2006: 315), and indicates a very narrow role 

for written curse tablets compared with other parts of the Empire. The evidence suggests that for the 

rural settlements in the study sample, writing was associated with Roman-style religious practices.  

 

Inscriptions have been used as a measure of óliteracyô. However, the majority of stone inscriptions in 

Britain relate to the military (Mattingly, 2006: 202), and it is not possible to know whether the stone 

inscriptions on public buildings were actually meant to be read, or whether they were purely 

decorative (Allason-Jones, 2011: 139) or meant for visiting officials. The presence of writing 

implements is therefore considered a better reflection of the ability to read or write, as there is less of 

a military bias than with inscriptions. 

 

Written documents used ink on wooden leaf tablets, or styli on waxed wooden tablets. Ink is 

permanent compared with wax which could be rubbed out and re-used, and therefore tended to be 

used for official and legal documents, whilst wax tablets tended to be used for more transient, often 

personal correspondence. The use of ink-written documents was evidenced in the study sample by 

the presence of samian inkwells. Willis (2005a: 96, 103) showed that the majority of inkwells 
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occurred in Britain as samian ware (ceramic), with a peak in the later first century and a decline in 

the second century, occurring at military and major urban centres with few at rural sites, villas and 

minor nucleated settlements. Inkwells were found at all three military sites in the study sample, at 

Cirencester, and at two nucleated settlement sites, Alcester and Wanborough (which have military 

connections in the first century), and Dymock (Cursus Publicus?), consistent with Willisô data, but 

no inkwells were found at other types of rural site. To put the sixteen inkwells in the study sample 

into context: 154 samian inkwells have been recorded for London, 27 for the period AD50-69, 54 for 

the period AD70-119 and 73 for the period AD120-199 (Monteil, 2008), showing that use in the study 

sample was very limited.  

 

Writing in ink may have been an expensive luxury (Willis, 2005a: 101), with wax tablets a less 

expensive option. Willis takes the view that in the early Roman period writing documents in ink was 

a statement of wealth and social status, suggesting a link with Roman institutions and culture, and for 

the Britons this would have reflected cultural aspirations and competency in Roman culture. For the 

study sample, ink-written documents were being used at urban sites and sites associated with the 

military in the early Roman period, presumably related to official documents, but not as statements 

of wealth and status at rural settlement sites.  

 

Styli, as evidence for writing, occurred at 54% of rural sites in the study sample (Figure 7). Nucleated 

settlements, particularly those with connections to the military (Alcester and Wanborough), estate 

centres, and Nettleton and Uley, had significantly greater average numbers of styli than other sites. 

Styli occurred in smaller numbers at villa and farm sites, mainly in the third and fourth centuries. 

82% of styli were iron, the majority displaying no decoration, whilst half of the copper alloy styli 

were decorated, which suggests these decorated copper styli may have had a role displaying writing 

skills. Copper alloy styli occurred at shrine, estate centre, villa and farm sites, but very few at 

nucleated settlement sites. The higher proportion of functional, undecorated iron styli at nucleated 

settlement sites suggests a utilitarian role for writing, such as record keeping, at these sites. Numbers 
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of styli were not significantly different for villas compared with other types of site, indicating that 

writing did not form a significant element of elite identity at these sites.  

 

Seal boxes are evidence for sealed written documents or packages containing other valuables. Seal 

boxes occurred at military sites (first century for the study sample), and mainly at nucleated settlement 

and estate sites in the study sample in the third and fourth centuries, which suggests they may have 

related to official correspondence. Overall numbers of seal boxes were low so it is difficult to draw 

out general patterns in their role in identity expression. The exception is the cubic seal box from 

Kingscote, interpreted as for use in an official, probably Imperial, capacity (p52). The significant 

increase in the total number of styli, and the more modest increase in seal boxes in the third and fourth 

centuries at nucleated settlement and estate centre sites may have related to increasing demands of 

the Imperial administration with the creation of Britannia Prima. Styli occur in much greater numbers 

and at more sites than seal boxes, suggesting that writing may have been used for purposes other than 

official documentation.  

 

Signet rings holding intaglios appear to have had a different role at nucleated settlements, compared 

to other types of site. Nucleated settlements used intaglios during the first and second centuries, and 

these were made of semi-precious stones. Other sites began to use intaglios in the third century, with 

a peak in intaglio use in the third century, and farm sites only began use in the fourth century. Third 

and fourth century intaglios were mostly of moulded glass, to imitate semi-precious stones for those 

with aspirations to Roman-style culture but who could not afford the gemstones. Whilst nucleated 

settlements fit into the general trend observed for military and urban sites elsewhere in Britain, where 

signet rings holding intaglios were generally in use in the first and second centuries, declining 

significantly in the third century (Cool in Jackson, 2012: 136), shrine, villa and farm sites lag behind 

and start in the third century. Of note is the absence of intaglios at military and urban sites in the study 

sample, although the nucleated settlement sites at Alcester and Wanborough, had some military 

presence in the early Roman period.  
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The iconography found on intaglios is usually culturally-Roman, relating to the personifications and 

attributes of Roman gods and goddesses, and not Celtic deities, and this was also the case for the 

study sample (Figure 13). Some intaglios were more finely carved than others, and some figures on 

the study sample were crudely carved but are probably imitations of Roman-style figures. Cool (in 

Miles et al., 2007: 289) takes the view that even crudely carved intaglios reflect aspirations towards 

a óRomanised lifestyleô, and on this basis the intaglios in the study sample would reflect a desire to 

display a knowledge of Classical Roman culture. 

 

Iconography may also indicate a magical or religious function (Allason-Jones, 2011: 216-217). For 

example, the intaglio from the shrine of Apollo at Nettleton depicts a representation of the god Apollo 

as a purifier and healer (Wedlake, 1982: 142,214-5), linking the device on the intaglio with the same 

deity represented at the shrine. The images of two intaglios at Wanborough have military associations, 

implying an association with military, although whether these were owned by military personnel, 

veterans or others cannot be established. According to Henig (Timby, 1998: 208), imitation intaglios 

made of glass represent the ódissemination of the signet ring amongst the lower orders (humiliores) 

in the third century at a time when the use of engraved gems as signet rings was undergoing a marked 

declineô, suggesting an elite status for these rings in the early Roman period, and probably an 

association with being óRomanô, or Roman-ness. 

 

Figure 7 shows that, for the fourteen study sample sites which had intaglios, seven also had styli and 

seal boxes, and one had a seal box, which suggests that intaglios were associated with the process of 

securing documents. Four of the sites had intaglios and styli, and two had intaglios only, which 

suggests that these were not used for sealing documents, although the numbers of artefacts are small, 

making these conclusions tentative. Intaglios were compared with the total number of rings at each 

site (Figure 12) to examine their role as jewellery. At Asthall, Alcester, Wanborough, Ariconium, 

Somerford Keynes and Whelford Bowmoor intaglios comprise around a third of the total number of 

rings at these sites, almost all had identifiably culturally-Roman designs and the majority were of 

precious stone. At Frocester, Nettleton and Worcester intaglios were around 15% of the total number 
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of rings, were a mixture of semi-precious stones and glass, but the designs on the three intaglios at 

Frocester were crudely cut figures. The use of only culturally-Roman iconography, even if sometimes 

crudely executed, and the focus on these designs within the overall repertoire of rings at these sites, 

together with the limited association with seal boxes, indicates that rings with these images were 

important and suggests aspirations to display knowledge of Roman culture. 

 

Figure 14 shows the distribution of intaglios, styli and seal boxes in the study sample. Occurrences 

are not limited to sites on the Roman road network, and so some form of literacy extended beyond 

the sites along the road network expected to be involved in official communications, to rural sites 

including villas and farms, mainly in the later Roman period. The use of styli, seal boxes and intaglios 

varied between sites. More sites had styli than seal boxes (Figure 9) and all sites (except for Worcester 

and Brockworth) which had seal boxes also had styli, but there were several sites with styli only 

(Figure 7). This suggests that documents were being written which did not require the security of a 

seal, particularly in the later Roman period, although, given the small numbers of artefacts involved, 

this must be a tentative conclusion. 

 

Styli occur at Camerton and Sea Mills, but no intaglios. No styli, seal boxes or intaglios were found 

in the excavations at Dymock, which has been proposed as a site for the Cursus Publicus, although 

an inkwell was found. High numbers of styli were found at Nettleton. There were three intaglios (first 

second and third centuries) but only one stylus and no seal boxes at Ariconium. No seal boxes or styli 

occur at the early villa at The Ditches, and if the nearby fieldwalking find of a second century intaglio 

(p57) is assumed to relate to the villa, the intaglio at The Ditches would seem to be a special item of 

jewellery valued for its design, rather than its use as writing equipment. The farm site at Claydon Pike 

had a decorated copper alloy stylus and an intaglio with an eagle design (although in glass) suggesting 

both writing and display of aspirations to Roman cultural knowledge were important here. One stylus 

was found at Great Bedwyn and two at Marshfield (both are villa sites), but no intaglios at either. 

Villa sites did not have significantly higher numbers of styli and intaglios when compared to the farm 

sites (which would be expected if these were elite items) or when compared to nucleated settlement 
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sites (Figure 7) so that it appears that intaglios were not significant in displaying elite status at the 

villa sites. No seal boxes, styli or intaglios occur at the nucleated settlements at Tewkesbury and 

Wycomb, the wayside shrine at Portway, the villa at Kings Weston, or several of the smaller farm 

sites. All of these sites have other small finds such as brooches, suggesting that distribution 

mechanisms were in place for such items to reach these sites, and the absence of styli and intaglios 

may therefore have been an active choice.  

 

Figure 14: Distribution of styli, seal boxes and intaglios for the study sample 
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Intaglios appear to play different social roles at different sites, and none at some sites. There is no 

clear trend by type of site, rather a diversity of responses, which may have included a role as seals for 

documents and/or display of knowledge of Classical Roman culture. The evidence suggests that the 

use of culturally-Roman imagery on intaglio rings was important in creating identities linked with 

literacy and elite-Roman culture (discussed further in section 8.2.2.2).  

 

Styli, as evidence of writing, were focused more on nucleated settlement, shrine and estate centres, 

than at villa and farm sites, suggesting that that writing did not form a significant element of identity 

at villa sites. The evidence from inkwells, which represents the use of a more expensive writing 

medium, suggests its use was confined to Roman institutions and urban sites in the early Roman 

period, and was not used to make a statement about wealth and status at rural settlement sites. Hanson 

and Conolly (2002) showed that literacy was not confined to military and urban sites, but extended 

to lower status rural settlements, although less than expected at villa sites. The study sample is 

consistent with this, demonstrating limited numbers but widespread occurrence of writing equipment, 

with low levels in the early Roman period, and a significant increase in the later Roman period. 

Overall, this suggests that for the study sample, the use of writing was less about expressing a 

culturally-Roman identity, and more about administration within the Imperial system.  

 

The role of literacy in constructing elite identities in the study sample is discussed further in section 

8.2.1, and the role of sculpture and figurines, and intaglio rings in expressing learning and cultural 

knowledge as part of elite identity in section 8.2.2. Inscriptions, curse tablets and writing equipment 

as evidence for the use of the Latin language and its role in structuring group identities is considered 

further in section 8.4.1. 
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5 Results and analysis: Personal appearance 

Personal appearance is a key element of an individualôs identity. Personal appearance mattered to the 

Romans: óbarbariansô were stereotyped in the literary sources by their unkempt appearance. Tacitus 

is keen to emphasize Agricolaôs civilising influence on the Britons, so that the Roman ónational dress 

came into favour and the toga was everywhere to be seenô (Agricola 21). Depictions of Britons on 

tombstones are rare in Britain, and there is little evidence available for the study area, although more 

evidence is available for other north-west provinces such as the Rhine-Moselle area (Rothe, 2009) 

which can be used for comparison. 

 

We have few literary sources for Britain to describe grooming practices, or the arrangement and 

ornamentation of hair and clothing, and reliance is placed on archaeological evidence for the 

associated artefacts to examine these. Hill (1997) identified a change in the way personal identities 

were expressed in the late Iron Age, with an increasing focus on the individual. Artefacts relating to 

dress and appearance, such as brooches, appear in far greater numbers (Jundi and Hill, 1998), and 

new practices, such as the use of toilet implements, appear. There was some use of mirrors in the Iron 

Age. The Roman period saw the introduction of combs, and marble mixing palettes for grooming the 

body, new ways of styling hair, using hairpins, and new forms of personal ornamentation such as 

finger rings and earrings. The concept of communal, public bathing was also introduced to Britain in 

the Roman period and is visible archaeologically through the presence of bath houses and associated 

equipment such as strigils and the glass flasks for oil and for perfumes used as part of the bathing 

process. 

 

The key issues are around how and when provincial costume changed (Croom, 2000; Allason-Jones, 

2005: Ch. 5), the extent to which Roman or Celtic traditions influenced the form and style of personal 

ornament (Jundi and Hill, 1998; Johns, 1996; Hunter, 2008; Bayley and Butcher, 2004; Swift, 2011; 

Eckardt and Crummy, 2008) and how these changed over time. The use of personal ornament to 

express wealth (Johns, 1996; Swift, 2000) reflect elite identities (Eckardt and Crummy, 2008; Swift, 
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2004; Stewart, 2007) or gender (Allason-Jones, 1995; Allison, 2015; Eckardt, 2015; Allason-Jones, 

2005: Ch. 5) have also been explored. Artefact studies include brooches (Mackreth, 2011; Bayley and 

Butcher, 2004; Swift, 2000; Cool and Baxter, 2016), dress accessories (Swift, 2003b; Johns, 1996; 

Allason-Jones, 2005: Ch. 5), hairpins (Crummy, 1979; Cool, 1990), beads (Guido, 1978), perfumes 

and cosmetics (Stewart, 2007), and toilet implements (Eckardt and Crummy, 2008). The 

archaeological evidence for the study sample is summarised in Figure 15. The evidence for the 

individual types of artefacts used for personal grooming, personal ornamentation, footwear and 

clothing is considered individually below.  

 

5.1 Styling the body ï toilet implements 

Toilet implements include nail-cleaners, tweezers, ear scoops, toilet spoons, spatula probes, razors, 

combs, mirrors and marble mixing palettes. Toilet sets comprise tweezers, nail-cleaners, ear scoops 

and/or toilet spoons attached together on a metal loop. Eckardt and Crummy (2008) have produced 

the main typology and analysis of toilet implements for Britain, and the study sample has been 

compared against this.  

 

5.1.1 Nail-cleaners, tweezers and toilet sets 

Most of the sites in the study sample used toilet implements, the exceptions being the smaller wayside 

shrines at Portway and Brean Down, and the smaller farm sites at Horcott, The Bowsings, Butcombe, 

Wootton Bassett and Birdlip Quarry (Figure 15). With the exceptions of Claydon Pike (second and 

third centuries) and Somerford Keynes, toilet implements are rare at farm sites in the study sample. 

Numbers are low at villa sites, and even in the fourth century are lower than those for nucleated 

settlement sites. Villa sites were farms in the first and second centuries, only developing into villas 

in the late Roman period, and, except for Frocester, no tweezers or nail-cleaners occur at villa sites 

in the first and second centuries. Toilet implements occur at Gatcombe in the fourth century, which 

is its main period of occupation, but only appear in more significant numbers at Kingscote in the 

fourth century, when the well-appointed villa-style building appears, even though occupation at 

Kingscote starts in the mid second century. Adoption of both nail-cleaners and tweezers by shrine  
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Figure 15: Evidence relating to personal appearance, for the study sample 
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sites as late as the third century is interesting given that both Nettleton and Uley are sites which show 

continuity of occupation from the late Iron Age.  

 

59% of the study sample data could be allocated to a chronological period, but unfortunately the large 

numbers of artefacts at Wanborough and Somerford Keynes were not identified as to period. The 

numbers of tweezers and spatula probes increased over time, while nail-cleaners decreased in the 

second century and then increased again over time (Figure 17). This higher number of nail-cleaners 

in the first century, decreasing in the second reflects the nail-cleaners included for mid-first century 

military sites in the study sample. The numbers of items for the other categories shown in Figure 17 

are too small to give confidence in the trends.  

 

Eckardt and Crummy (2008: 100-105) noted subtle differences between site types, some producing 

slightly more tweezers and others slightly more nail-cleaners than others and similar differences were 

noted for the study sample (Figure 16). It is possible that items shown as single tweezers or nail-

cleaners were parts of sets but have become detached, so too much should not be made of the absence 

of toilet sets. Eckardt and Crummy found higher numbers of tweezers than nail-cleaners at military 

sites whereas the study sample shows the opposite (Figure 16), but this is probably a reflection of the 

small number of sites in the study sample and their short period of occupation in the mid first century. 

Eckardt and Crummy showed slightly higher percentages of nail-cleaners at large towns, small 

settlements and rural settlements. The data for nail-cleaners and tweezers were excluded from the 

graph in Figure 16 for the exceptionally high values at Wanborough and Somerford Keynes, which 

distorted the values shown. The average number of nail-cleaners was higher at shrine and estate sites 

in the study sample, which fall within Eckardt and Crummyôs small settlement category. The lower 

values of nail-cleaners and tweezers at villa and farm sites compared to small settlements is consistent 

with Eckardt and Crummyôs results, although nail-cleaners at farm sites were very much lower. 

 

Figure 18 summarises the distribution of nail-cleaners, tweezers, toilet spoons and spatula probes. 

Except for toilet spoons, which occur in smaller numbers and seem to have more of a southern and  
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Figure 16: Evidence for toilet implements in the study sample 
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Figure 17: Relative percentage of toilet implements by period 
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Figure 18: Distribution of toilet implements in the study sample 
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western distribution, other toilet implements occur consistently across the area covered by the study 

sample. 

 

Eckardt and Crummy (2008: 65-68, and 130-131) identified three types of nail-cleaners with 

pronounced regional distributions: one in the area of the Catuvellauni/Trinovantes and two in the area 

of the Dobunni ï the óbone discô type with a focus around the Severn estuary, and the ógrooved collarô 

type with a similar but more southern focus. It is not yet clear whether these regional distribution 

patterns represent marketing zones or óregional identitiesô. The incidence of these two nail-cleaner 

types was examined for the study sample and the results are shown in Figure 19 and Figure 20. 

Distributions are broadly consistent with Eckardt and Crummyôs findings, but are spread across all 

chronological periods, and in total represent around a third of the total number of nail-cleaners at 

these sites. Wanborough has both types, plus at least six others (based on the illustrated examples in 

the excavation report). Bone head nail-cleaners have a more northern distribution and grooved collar 

nail-cleaners a southern distribution, with three sites having both (Figure 20). As sites had other types 

of nail-cleaner in addition to the grooved collar and bone head types, and there are sites in the study 

sample without either of these, it seems more likely that these represent marketing zones than 

expressions of regional identity 

 

5.1.2 Spatula probes 

óSpatula probesô and óligulaeô include scoop-probes and spoon-probes and a variety of other 

combinations, and have longer shafts than the small toilet spoons. For the purposes of this analysis 

they were all grouped together as óspatula probesô, as the terminologies used across excavation reports 

were inconsistent and difficult to standardise. Spatula probes were used to extract cosmetics or 

perfumes from jars or bottles, apply cosmetics and medicaments (Eckardt and Crummy, 2008: 39-

40), and also used in pharmacy and surgical procedures (Jackson, 2008: 196).  

 

In the study sample, the total number of spatula probes was higher than any of the other types of toilet 

instrument (Figure 15), which probably reflects their multiple uses. Shrine sites had the highest 
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Figure 19: Grooved collar and bone head nail-cleaner types  

 

average number of spatula probes, followed by nucleated settlement and estate sites (Figure 16). 

There was a very high number of spatula probes at Wanborough. The presence of spatula probes (if 

used to extract perfume) in the study sample does not correlate with the data for glass unguent flasks 

(Figure 15) where the number for shrines is low, and Kingsholm has significantly higher numbers of 

unguent flasks. The distribution map in Figure 18 shows many sites have both toilet spoons and 

spatula probes. This does suggest that spatula probes and toilet spoons may have had different roles, 

and spatula probes were probably used for medical rather more than for cosmetic purposes. 

 

 

5.1.3 Razors, combs and mirrors 

Razors, combs and mirrors occur in small numbers (Figure 15). Razors were usually made of iron, 

although copper ones are known, and occur in diverse forms (Boon, 1991: 27-28). A bronze razor 

was found at Nettleton and iron razors at Camerton, Alcester, Uley and Frocester (Figure 15), and 

where contexts could be dated (Uley and Frocester), these were fourth century. 
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Combs are not known from the Late Iron Age, and were a new introduction to Britain in the Roman 

period. Early combs were of ivory or boxwood, and in the later period double-sided composite combs 

occur, usually made from deer antler, often with decorated end plates (Eckardt and Crummy, 2008: 

32-34). Fragments of bone combs were found at Bath and Uley, and fragments of double-sided antler 

combs at The Beeches, Cirencester, Frocester and Great Bedwyn (Figure 15), and where context data 

was available, fourth century (Bath, Great Bedwyn), with one second century (Bath).  

 

Roman mirrors were made of polished metal or silvered glass, the main shapes being rectangular or 

circular (Allason-Jones, 2011: 204). Lloyd-Morgan (1977) notes that the rectangular mirror is one of 

the most common types of Roman mirror in Britain, and most examples are first century (Anderson 

 

Figure 20: Distribution of grooved collar and bone head nail-cleaners for 

the study sample 
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et al., 2001: 97). One circular and one rectangular mirror fragment were found at Bagendon. At 

Alcester there was a fragment of hand mirror disc, decorated with concentric circles, dated first 

century, and manufactured in the Rhineland, and two first century fragments, one with the bevelled 

edge of a rectangular mirror. There was one mirror rim fragment from Gatcombe, and at Wanborough, 

two silvered fragments of undecorated rectangular mirrors, and two hand mirror fragments, one, a 

disc, decorated with circles, and a loop-shaped handle (from north Italy), all four dated to the first 

century. Two bronze mirror fragments were found at The Beeches at Cirencester (assumed fourth 

century context). Most of the dated mirror fragments in the study area are from the first century. There 

were no mirror fragments from villa or farm sites. Most mirrors were continental imports. 

 

5.1.4 Cosmetics and perfumes 

There are depictions of women using mirrors and applying make-up in paintings and relief sculpture, 

but for Britain the evidence comes from the archaeological record and the implements and containers 

(cosmetic palettes and unguent bottles) used in beauty regimes. 

 

5.1.4.1 Unguent bottles 

Perfume was imported and stored in glass flasks called unguentaria, or unguent bottles. These are 

common in the archaeological record, and occur in a variety of forms ï conical or globular bodies 

with long necks, and tubular forms (Price and Cottam, 1998: 169-188). Pottery and metal perfume 

vessels are also known (Allason-Jones, 2005: 127), but none occurred in the study sample. Unguent 

bottles found in the study sample are assumed to relate to beauty regimes or bathing, but unguent 

bottles may also have stored medicaments. Data for the study sample is shown in Figure 21. Unguent 

bottles were found at all site types except urban sites. Of note is the presence of unguent bottles at 

Bagendon, and the large number of unguent bottles at Kingsholm. Sufficient data was not available 

to allocate unguent bottles in the study sample to chronological periods. 
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5.1.4.2 Cosmetic sets  

Jackson (1985) has identified crescent or canoe-shaped items, previously considered to be pendants, 

as cosmetic sets consisting of a pestle and mortar, with suspension loops. They were used to prepare 

small quantities of a substance (including cosmetics) by grinding or crushing, and possibly also to 

apply it (Anderson et al., 2001: 112). A crescent-shaped mortar and pestle have been found in an 

unstratified context at Wanborough (ibid.). Jacksonôs (1985) catalogue of ninety nine cosmetic sets 

from Britain includes two from Cirencester (not for Cirencester sites selected in the study sample), 

with a significant percentage of the catalogued items coming from eastern England. 

 

5.1.4.3 Palettes 

Palettes were used as a surface on which cosmetics were mixed before application, using implements 

such as toilet spoons and óspoon probesô (see above). There is evidence of traces of colour on palettes, 

and also of a range of sizes, with the smaller sizes used for mixing cosmetics and the larger ones for 

medicines (Eckardt and Crummy, 2008: 39). Palettes in the study sample were mostly fragmentary, 

and made of marble, with one of granite and one of sandstone. Palettes were found across a range of 

site types (Figure 21), at Shepton Mallet, Alcester, Gatcombe, Kingscote, Frocester, Claydon Pike 

and Vineyards Farm. Alcester and Gatcombe also had mirrors. Numbers in the second and third 

century were small with an increase in the fourth century (Figure 17), although the overall numbers 

are low.   

 

5.2 Styling the body - bathing 

The archaeological remains of bath house buildings are our main evidence for bathing practices in 

Roman Britain. In the study sample evidence of bath houses was found at the large fourth century 

town house in Cirencester (The Beeches site), the late Roman-period villas at Frocester, Barnsley 

Park, Kings Weston and Great Witcombe (which had two) and a possible bath suite at Great Bedwyn 

(not excavated), but none at the early period villa at The Ditches. The villa at Marshfield was 

extensively enlarged from a three-roomed building and enhanced around AD360, with two rooms 

made into a óbath roomô and praefurnium, with evidence for opus signinum floors and painted wall 
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plaster. The bath room was small - approximately nine metres square - with a heated flagstone floor 

and a foot bath with a stone seat in a corner of the room (Blockley, 1985: 52-55).  

 

Figure 22: Evidence for private bath suites 

 

 

Baths, usually a standard feature of Roman military establishments, have not been located for the 

Kingsholm fort or the later city-centre fortress in Gloucester, but both were garrisoned for relatively 

short periods in the mid-first century compared to other military establishments and this may have 

precluded the building of a stone bath house (Copeland, 2011: 42). Public or official buildings are 

scarce in small towns, although Burnham and Wacher (1990: 20) note that within these sites 

independent bath houses are more common than expected. None were noted for the study sample.  

 

Evidence for bathing practices also comes from artefacts associated with bathing practice. Bath flasks 

were globular glass vessels with short necks, closed by a stopper, and with looped handles through 

which a carrying strap was passed (for example, Price and Cottam, 1998: 188-190). A bath flask was 

found at Kingsholm (Figure 21). Fieldwalking in the field near the Camerton settlement found an iron 

strigil (Jackson, 1990: 64). 

 

5.3 Styling the hair 

Hairpins represent a new way of styling hair, and their appearance in the archaeological record is 

evidence of adoption of new ways of arranging hair. Key reference works are the typology for bone 

hairpins by Crummy (1979), and for metal hairpins by Cool (1990). Several sites in the study sample 

were excavated before 1979, but it was beyond the scope of my study to re-analyse data from these 

earlier reports in line with these typologies. At some sites (see note in Figure 24) only a total number 
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was recorded for hairpins, or bone artefacts were not collected. A detailed a review of hairpins by 

types was therefore not attempted.  

 

Evidence for hairpins in the study area is summarised in Figure 23. All sites had hairpins, except for 

oppida, farms with 50% and military sites with 30% (Figure 23). Hairpins were scarce in the first 

century, increasing significantly by the fourth century (Figure 23), particularly for nucleated 

settlement and estate sites (but note the main period of occupation for the estate site of Gatcombe is 

the fourth century, and Kingscote starts mid-second century, but the well-appointed villa-style 

building is fourth century).  

 

The average number of hairpins per site is highest for estates, followed by shrines and nucleated 

settlements, then urban and farm sites and is low for farms. However, nucleated settlement, shrine, 

villa and farm sites adopt hairpins earlier than urban and estate sites (Figure 23). Copper alloy hairpins 

are usually treated as small finds, but bone hairpins are often not, or not recorded, which distorts the 

evidence. For Wanborough and Birdlip Quarry only a total number of hairpins is noted, without 

chronological or context data, and at Nettleton only a total is given for bone hairpins. Bone artefacts 

were not collected at Worcester. At Shepton Mallet hairpins were recorded as óno later than the second 

centuryô (Leach and Evans, 2001: 205). This complicates the interpretation and means that for some 

sites in Figure 24 bone pins may be significantly under-represented in the chronological analysis. 

Only 59% of hairpins could be allocated to a chronological period. 

 

The high average number of hairpins at shrine sites is accounted for by Nettleton (Figure 24). Thirty 

six of the seventy five bone hairpins were found in association with the burnt layer associated with 

the destruction of the shrine itself after AD249 (Wedlake, 1982: 201). Full detail is not given for the 

copper alloy hairpins, but they appear to be present from the first to the third centuries.  
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Certain shrine sites potentially associated with healing cults have large numbers of personal objects 

(Leach, 1998) and this seems to apply at Nettleton. High numbers of hairpins also occur at 

Wanborough, which is increasing the average for nucleated settlement sites overall. This is difficult 

to explain as contextual data is limited and this area may have been a craft-working area for the whole 

town as artefact numbers are generally high across a range of artefact types. The average number of 

hairpins for villa sites seems low compared to the other site types (but note that villa sites were farms 

in the first and second centuries).  

 

Hairpins were made of a variety of materials: 65% of hairpins were made of bone, 32% of copper 

alloy, and 2% of jet. Figure 23 shows that most of the hairpins at military sites were of copper alloy. 

Shrine, estate, farm and villa sites have more copper alloy hairpins than nucleated settlement and 

urban sites. The total number of hairpins in the first century is low, increases in the second and third 

centuries, with a significant increase in the fourth century, most of which relates to greater amounts 

of bone hairpins at all sites (Figure 23, Figure 24), and relates to urban and estate sites, where most 

of the hairpins occur in the fourth century. The use of jet, glass and silver for hairpins occurs in the 

late Roman period, mainly in the fourth century. Jet hairpins occur at nucleated settlement, shrine and 

estate centres, with most relating to the later Roman period. Glass hairpins only occur in the fourth 

century, in small numbers, with more at villa sites than urban and shrine sites. 

 

Hairpins with a religious or other connotation or figurative decoration were noted. A bone pin from 

the New Royal baths, Bath, in the form of the head of a bearded male, with a tall headdress 

(first/second century), was the only figurative pin in the study sample. High hairstyles are normally 

female and an alternative interpretation for this hairpin is that it represents a theatrical mask 

(Davenport et al., 2007: 49). Hairpins with a ópine-coneô head were noted at two sites ï Shepton 

Mallet and Uley ï and may have a religious significance as the pine cone is often associated with the 

cult of Bacchus (Leach and Evans, 2001: 205).  
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At Great Witcombe, Lysonsô excavations in the nineteenth century found part of a human hand-

headed pin (Leach, 1998: 88). Johns (1996: 142) notes that a hand holding fruit or eggs is a general 

symbol of good omen. Cool (1990: 160) notes that these hairpins are found Empire-wide, and in 

Britain at later first century sites associated with early military activity, her explanation being that 

only women at such sites would be able to appreciate the meaning of these designs. It is suggested 

that the villa at Great Witcombe was built for an army veteran from the colonia at Gloucester (Leach, 

1998: 133-134), which fits in with Coolôs explanation, although the villa was a third century 

foundation.  

 

A copper alloy hairpin with a gold surface, from Kingscote, had bead and reel decoration similar to 

bronze and bone pins (Timby, 1998: 93). The design is a common one, so the gold colour was 

probably of importance here. The context in which it was found is mid-second to early third century. 

The illustration in the excavation report shows this hairpin to be longer than most of the others found, 

and based on Coolôs findings indicates that the hairpin stood out from the hair, and was designed to 

be seen, the gold plating adding to the effect. 

 

5.4 Clothing and footwear 

Evidence for textiles and clothing is rare, as textiles only survive in exceptional circumstances. None 

was found for the study sample. Leather footwear does not survive unless conditions are waterlogged, 

so that in most instances only the hobnails remain as evidence. For the study sample, a few parts of 

leather shoes survive, mostly from second and third century contexts (Figure 25). These show the 

typical nailed-sole Roman shoes and thong lacing for securement. One sandal was also found. A few 

of the shoes showed hobnails in patterns of rows. Van Driel-Murray (1999) has explored the nailing 

patterns on Roman shoes, and the data for the study sample was examined for any evidence of nailing 

patterns, but in most cases the surviving material was too fragmentary. Two shoe fragments at 

Wanborough (Anderson et al., 2001: 337) showed two rows of nails around the perimeter. Two shoes 

at Horcott (Pine and Preston, 2004: 88) also had these perimeter rows, but hobnails also filling some 

of the space. 
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The pattern of hobnails from a shoe at Kingscote (site 1) (Timby, 1998: 101) had a row of hobnails 

around the perimeter and some pattern within this, but it is not clear what the pattern is.   

 

Although hobnails are found on most of sites in the study sample, these are usually not stratified, 

and reported merely as a total for the site, so that chronological distribution cannot be assessed. All 

urban and estate sites had hobnails. Over 80% of villa and nucleated settlement sites had hobnails, 

two-thirds of military and shrine sites, and nearly 60% of farm sites. Adoption of Roman-style 

footwear was therefore widespread, but probably only by the third century, based on the dated 

evidence for leather shoes (see Figure 25). 

 

5.5 Dress accessories 

The choice of personal ornament or jewellery makes a significant statement about the wearer, 

particularly for those types of ornament such as bracelets, rings and earrings (ójewelleryô) which are 

purely ornamental and involve a significant element of conscious personal choice in their selection. 

The role of brooches was primarily a functional one, to fasten garments but the surface of brooches 

also presents an opportunity for decoration and display, depending on the type and size of the brooch. 

 

5.5.1 Brooches 

Significantly more brooches occur than any other type of dress accessories (Figure 15). Bow brooches 

were a well-established form in Britain by the time of the conquest so were not a new introduction to 

Britain (Johns, 1996: 155-156). Penannular brooches continue from the Iron Age but are relatively 

modest in size with limited ornamentation (ibid. 148) and plate brooches are a new introduction. As 

an artefact class, brooches have been studied in detail, with extensive typologies, and much focus on 

chronology and development, as well as analysis of materials composition. The main reference works 

used in my analysis are Mackreth (2011), Bayley and Butcherôs (2004) study based on the 

Richborough collection and Johnsô (1996) useful overview. The summary below of the main brooch 

types of the Roman period is based on these sources, with a view to exploring brooches with different 
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origins (Celtic or Roman), the nature of decoration and how the brooches were worn, rather than 

chronological development or composition.  

 

Most brooches were of copper alloy, including brasses and bronzes, some being tinned or silvered, 

but iron brooches were also present in the late Iron Age and post-conquest. Gold and silver brooches 

are rare (Johns, 1996: 149) and no gold or silver brooches were found in the study sample. Around 

10% of the brooches in the study sample were made of iron, and all were first century types (Figure 

26), and the rest were of copper alloy. There was evidence of tinning or silvering, and of enamelling, 

but it was beyond the scope of my study to attempt a detailed analysis of these. 

 

The analysis of brooches in my study has been dealt with in a different way to other artefact types 

because more information is available about the different brooch types and their origins and date 

ranges. Data for the study sample were analysed based on known date ranges for each brooch type, 

rather than the contexts in which the brooches were found (these are often not recorded, or the date 

of the context has been established based on the date range of the brooch). Brooches with similar date 

ranges were grouped together for analysis, to reduce the number of analysis categories to manageable 

levels (Figure 28). Some brooches have a longer date range than others and for the purposes of 

analysis it was assumed that brooches were acquired in the early part of their date range. 

 

The different brooch types are described briefly below, so that the significance of their presence or 

absence, and style of decoration can be appreciated. Most of the early bow forms (mid-first century 

AD) had a pin and bow formed from a single piece of wire, the bow being relatively narrow. These 

relatively simple óNauheim derivativesô offered little scope for decoration and were largely 

functional. Some were made of iron, which was seldom used after the end of the first century. The 

continental (widespread in Gaul) óthistleô and órosetteô forms of the same period were prominent and 

highly ornamental, with ribbed decoration. The Aesica brooch form is related to the thistle form, but 

is decorated with swirling curvilinear patterns in relief on the head, bow and foot, which are Celtic in 

form (Johns, 1996: 158-159). 
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The Aucissa brooch has a flat strip decorated with ribs, with a short foot ending in a knob. It was 

made in Gaul and occurs on early military sites in Britain. The Hod Hill brooch is similar to the 

Aucissa, with ribbing and lateral knobs and embellishments, and was introduced into Britain at the 

time of the conquest (Johns, 1996: 157). The Colchester brooch type and its derivatives have a much 

smoother and more rounded bow. The Colchester brooch was derived from a continental type, but 

made in Britain pre-conquest (Bayley and Butcher, 2004: 149) and is British in origin (ibid. 155). By 

the early second century a large number of Colchester Derivative forms had developed, some with 

cast or enamelled decoration. 

 

The óheadstudô brooch developed from the Colchester, and usually has enamel along the bow, 

consisting of squares, rectangle or lozenges, and a central round stud at the head end, with loops for 

the attachment of chains. These brooches may have been worn in pairs, attached by a chain and were 

popular in the second century, as were ótrumpetô brooches. Trumpet brooches had continental origins 

but the design was Romano-British (Johns, 1996: 160-165). Many have the curvilinear decoration of 

Celtic influence.  

 

The main late Roman brooch was the ócrossbowô (Johns, 1996: 166). Crossbow brooches were an 

Empire-wide form, were óPô shaped with a óweighty and imposing appearanceô, fairly large, and also 

made in precious metals. Plate brooches were made of copper alloy with a wide variety of decoration 

including enamel. Many are quite small ï around an inch across ï so likely to be decorative rather 

than functional.  

 

The data for the study sample are summarised in Figure 26, with the detail for each site shown in 

Figure 27. Average numbers of brooches are highest at nucleated settlement, shrine and oppida sites, 

and low at urban, farm and military sites. Urban, military and shrine sites have higher numbers of 

plate brooches, whereas estate and villa sites have slightly more penannular brooches than other sites. 
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Iron brooches are mostly bow brooches, and the higher number at oppida sites reflects the earlier 

period brooches at these sites Figure 26. When the total number of brooches in the study sample is 

considered by brooch type (Figure 26), the Colchester derivative type occurs in considerably greater 

numbers than any other brooch type. Nauheim derivatives, Hod Hill, trumpet, plate and penannular 

brooches occur in larger numbers. Overall this shows a mix of Celtic and Roman influences for the 

brooch types with the largest distribution, which occur across all site-types.  

 

A number of observations can be made on the detailed data in Figure 27. Bagendon has a very wide 

variety of the earlier brooches (the date ranges are shown in Figure 28) and Ariconium, Frocester and 

Claydon Pike show a similar wide variety. Except for Claydon Pike, there are no plate brooches at 

farm sites. Headstud brooches are absent from estate and farm sites. Colchester derivative and trumpet 

brooches are the most frequent brooch types at farm sites. The number of later period brooches (knee, 

P, and crossbow) is very low. Bagendon has a very high number of brooches compared to other items 

of dress accessories. Shepton Mallet, Camerton, Alcester, Wanborough, Ariconium, Nettleton and 

Frocester also have high number of brooches. The Bagendon type is a variant of the Aucissa, the 

ósoldiers broochô, but is less common, although found in most of the western provinces (Bayley and 

Butcher, 2004: 151). The Bagendon brooch type was only found at one site in the study area ï 

Bagendon ï but a relatively large number at thirteen (Figure 28). The Aucissa brooch type was found 

at sites in the study area with military associations, but also at other sites, and the Hod Hill type 

occurred at a wide range of sites. Few brooches were found at urban sites (but the main urban site, 

The Beeches at Cirencester, does not develop until the later Roman period), and this may reflect the 

nature of excavation at these sites rather than an absence of brooches.  

 

A very large number of brooches was found at Somerford Keynes. In addition to the twenty stratified 

brooches shown in Figure 27, 207 unstratified brooches were found, mostly from metal-detecting 

which identified the site for excavation. Cool (in Miles et al., 2007: 251) suggests that these brooches 

may have come from a wider area than that sampled by the excavation but the data are not available 

to confirm this. 
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Figure 27: Brooches in the study sample 
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La Tene 2 30 1 2 6 15

Nauheim 5 2 1 64

AD 0 - 75
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One-piece 5 1 5 1 110

AD 0 - 100

Thistle rosette 8 5 1 1 3 1

Langton Down 9 1 7 7 3 46

AD25 - 100

Colchester 11 2 12 11 1 13 13

Strip bow 2 27 8 2 10 4 116

AD50 - 110

Hod Hill 2 6 1 55 17 2 16 15 114

AD50 - 125

Colchester derivative 4 6 2 169 19 23 27 34 284

AD50 - 140

Bagendon 12

Aucissa 4 4 12 1 2 2 1 38

AD50 - 150

Early plate 2 3 1 2 3

Aesica fantail 5 1 3 2 22

AD50-200

Headstud 15 8 4 27

AD50-220

Trumpet 1 64 13 4 18 14

Developed T 41 10 1 4 13 183

AD70-220
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AD100-400

Later plate 3 4 48 26 8 9 5 103

AD150-400
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AD170-400

P-shaped 1 3 4

AD200-400

Crossbow 2 2 1 1 6

Penannular 7 1 1 45 18 11 28 9 120

Totals 84 29 13 615 149 65 195 163 1313

to AD 50 La Tene & Nauheim

AD 0 - 75 Nauheim derivatives

AD 0 - 100 Thistle rosette

AD25 - 100 Colchesters

AD50 - 110 Hod Hill

AD50 - 125 Colchester derivatives

AD50 - 140 Bagendon/Aucissa

AD50 - 150 early plate/Aesica

AD50-200 headstud

AD50-220 trumpet & dev T

AD70-220 Polden Hill

AD100-400 later plate

AD150-400 - knee

AD170-400 - P-shaped

AD200-400 - crossbow
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Figure 28: Brooch types by site type, and a graphical representation of chronological period for each major brooch type 

Date range data compiled from Bayley and Butcher (2004) 

and Johns (1996) 
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There is evidence for a military or official presence at Somerford Keynes, and the high number of 

brooches is consistent with the numbers for nucleated settlements (Figure 27), suggesting these sites 

had a greater need for display through brooches. 

 

Figure 28 shows distribution across types of sites for the brooches in the study area grouped into the 

major types, as well as an indication of the date ranges for these. This highlights the diversity of 

brooch types in the first century, and given the comparatively short date range for the Colchester 

derivatives, makes the high number of these brooches particularly striking. Bayley and Butcher (2004: 

159) note that the Flavian period (AD69-96) is the main period of brooch use in southern Britain, 

when previous imports cease and new British designs from the Colchester derivatives, including the 

Polden Hill and developed óTô brooches which have a south-western distribution. The data in Figure 

28 is consistent with Bayley and Butcherôs findings, and shows a wide distribution across most site 

types for most of the brooch types. 

 

The designs of trumpet and headstud brooches show Celtic influences which have evolved into a 

ócharacteristically Romano-British designô (Johns, 1996: 160). Figure 29 shows the relative 

percentage of the Celtic-influenced headstud and trumpet brooches for the period AD50-200 when 

these brooches occurred. Figure 29 shows only Roman-influenced brooches at military and oppidum 

sites, and a slightly greater occurrence of Celtic-influenced brooches at shrine and villa sites and a 

slightly lesser percentage at estate sites. Overall however, the data in Figure 33 shows that individual 

sites do not have any distinctive preference for either Celtic-influenced or Roman-influenced designs, 

which is consistent with these brooches being viewed as óRomano-Britishô objects. 

 

There is evidence that brooches with headloops, such as the headstud and trumpet brooches, were 

worn in pairs, with a length of chain joining the two brooches, as part of provincial female costume 

in the early Roman period (Cool, 2016: 414-415). Figure 29 examines headstud and trumpet brooches 

as a percentage of the total number of brooches for the period AD50-200. There are four times more 

trumpet brooches than headstud brooches in total, and headstud brooches only occur at nucleated  
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settlement, shrine and villa sites. Claydon Pike has a low number of trumpet brooches, which is 

unusual for this artefact-rich site, while The Ditches and Uley have equal numbers of trumpet and 

headstud brooches. Tewkesbury and Barnsley Park both have over 20% trumpet brooches, and 

therefore a greater focus on Celtic-influenced rather than Roman-influenced styles of brooch than 

other sites. Shepton Mallet, Sea Mills and Frocester have lower relative percentages around 5% and 

(assuming trumpet brooches relate to female costume) we can only speculate whether this reflects an 

earlier change from provincial costume, or greater numbers of brooches worn for ornamentation or 

on cloaks. 

 

Figure 30 compares the relative proportions of the major brooch types between sites for similarity or 

differences in profile. The first century oppida and military sites have very different profiles from 

each other, and from other site types. Oppida have more of the plainer Nauheim derivatives, but also 

more of the showy thistle/rosette brooches, whereas the military sites have more Hod Hill and 

Colchester derivatives, but both sites have high numbers of the Aucissa ósoldiersô broochô. The 

difference between military and nucleated settlement sites can be demonstrated at Camerton where 

metalwork from metal-detector finds in a field north of the excavated settlement site (considered to 
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Figure 29: Relative percentage of Roman-influenced and Celtic-influenced brooches 

in the study sample for the period AD50-AD200 
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be the site of a mid-first century military fort) have been analysed by Jackson (1990). The data for 

the brooches from this collection was compared with the data from the Camerton settlement site for 

the first century brooch types, and is shown in Figure 31. Both sites have large numbers of Hod Hill 

brooches, but the military site has more Colchester and Aucissa brooches, whilst the settlement site 

has more la Tene and Colchester Derivative brooches. These differences demonstrate that different 

brooches are being selected at military and rural sites. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nucleated settlement, villa and farm sites have broadly similar profiles, with minor differences in the 

relative proportions of the different brooch types. The profile for shrine sites is similar but with more 

of the later plate brooches, and fewer Colchester derivatives. Estate sites have the same brooch types 

as the rural sites but in very different proportions: considerably more Colchester Derivatives, more 

Polden Hill and penannular brooches but far fewer Hod Hill and trumpet brooches. Urban sites do 

not have the range of early brooches, but have significant numbers of later plate brooches.   
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Figure 30: Relative proportions of major brooch types at each site type 
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Figure 32 examines the distribution patterns for the major brooch types to establish whether there are 

gaps in the distribution, and whether the distributions of Celtic-influenced and Roman-influenced 

brooches coincide. Although not all brooches occur at all sites, the maps in Figure 32 show no 

significant gaps in distribution, although the early thistle and Langton Down brooch forms do seem 

to be more frequent in the northern half of the study area. The Hod Hill brooches are a derivative of 

the Aucissa, and the map clearly shows the overlap of these two forms. The Colchester Derivative 

(British made) overlaps significantly with the Hod Hill brooches which arrived with the army, but 

also with the Celtic-influenced trumpet brooches. The trumpet brooch also overlaps significantly with 

the headstud and the south-west óTô brooches.  
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Figure 31: Brooches at Camerton 
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Figure 32: Distribution of major brooch types 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































