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Abstract  
 

This thesis comprises an analysis and reinterpretation of rural settlements in 

Wales and the Marches during the Roman period. While the rural settlements of 

this region have often used as a backdrop to the study of the military, this thesis 

seeks to refocus and move beyond a simplistic Roman/native opposition in order 

to present a more nuanced understanding of the nature and development of rural  

settlement during this period.  

 

Data from the Rura l Settlement of Roman Britain Project is used to explore the 

distribution of settlements and material culture to analyse the regional diversity, 

economic basis, and social practice of rural settlements. A methodology for the 

analysis of regional ceramic assemblages is also presented to supplement the 

Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project data and offers a new perspective on 

the distribution of and engagement with ceramics at rural sites.  

 

Patterns of settlement and engagement with material culture are h ighly regional 

and are influenced by multiple factors, including geography, military intervention, 

and personal agency. The evidence presented within this thesis shows a diversity 

of rural responses and demonstrates that, far from being a homogenous region  

peripheral to the materially richer areas to the east, the situation in Wales and 

the Marches was far more diverse and dynamic than previous work has suggested. 
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1 
 

1.  Introduction  
 

This thesis comprises an analysis and reinterpretation of the distribution and 

material culture of rural settlements in Wales and the Marches during the Roman 

period. Its focus is the region of modern Wales and the Marches, incorporating 

parts of Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Shropshire, and Che shire. By 

incorporating areas which span the modern border between England and Wales 

this thesis aims to break down the conceptual boundaries which have often led to 

the marginalisation of Wales within the wider field of Romano -British studies.  

 

Though there is a long tradition of work on the  Roman period in this region it has 

often been biased towards military archaeology and narratives. Large -scale 

syntheses such as Roman Frontiers in Wales and the Marches (Burnham and Davies 

2011), while providing a valu able overview of evidence within this  region, have to 

some extent perpetuated this bias. Where consideration has been given to the 

rural settlements of this region and their material culture it has often been in 

terms of their interaction with the Roman oc cupation (Davies 2004), or as a 

backdrop to military activity. Though the broad pattern of rural settlement in this 

region has received limited attention, the increasing availability of data and 

recent discoveries which challenge the traditional views of r ural settlements in 

this region ð such as the villa site of Abermagwr, far to the west of the ôvilla zoneõ 

(Davies and Driver 2011) - show that Wales and the Marches are fertile ground for 

re-examination.  

 

An opportunity for a re -examination of the rural s ettlement of Wales and the 

Marches is also provided by the completion of the Rural Settlement of Roman 

Britain Project (Allen et al 2015). This project sits within a growing body of ôBig 

Dataõ projects which compile datasets covering a large geographical and 

chronological span. The RSRB compiled settlement and material information from 

excavated rural settlements in Britain, bringing together traditional publication 

and grey literature to form a publicly -available database. This thesis represents 

one of the  first doctoral projects to make use of this data and represents an 

important contribution to understanding the ongoing utility and value of such 

datasets for secondary research. 
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1.1 Aims  
 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate three major study areas and associated 

research questions, as outlined below:  

 

¶ Regionality 

How are settlements distributed throughout the study region and does this change 

throughout the Roman period? What factors are involved in the distribution of 

these settlements? To what ext ent can chronological change be observed? 

 

¶ Economy 

What is the economic basis of rural settlements in the study region? How can 

production, distribution, and consumption be explored through the use of material 

culture? 

 

¶ Personal Identities and Socio-Cultural Practice  

How are personal identities expressed through the use of material culture during 

this period, and does this change? Can interaction between the rural and 

military/urban be identified?  

 

These questions will be explored using the data made availa ble by the Rural 

Settlement of R oman Britain Project. The distribution of settlement and material 

culture will be mapped using Geographic Information Systems , supplementary 

data will also be provided through a ceramic methodology which has been devised 

for  this thesis to allow for the co llection and analysis of the pottery data from a 

wide range of sites. This methodology seeks to counter issues of standardisation in 

order to provide a fresh perspective on the regional ceramic pattern.  

 

1.2 Study Structure  
 

Chapters Two and Three will gi ve an overview of current knowledge and literature 

regarding the archaeology of the Iron Age and Roman periods in this region. Both 

chapters will summarise recent work which has been conducted in Wales and the 

Marches and cover some of the theoretical deba tes which have structured the 

discipline in recent decades. Chapter Four will introduce the Roman Rural 

Settlement Project in greater detail and provide an overview of the dataset which 
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forms the basis of this thesis. It wil l also outline the ceramic metho dology which 

has been devised for this thesis in order to incorporate inter -site analysis of 

ceramic assemblages for the whole region. This is the first such analysis to be 

conducted within the study region.  

 

Chapter Five will provide a broad overview of t he data from the Roman Rural 

Settlement Project and the ceramic methodology. It will provide definitions for 

the settlement types and give a high -level overview of distribution patterns of 

both settlement and material cultur e which will form the basis of t he subsequent 

analysis. This data is then examined in detail in Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight. 

Each of these chapters is structured by one of the research areas outlined above 

and will explore evidence of settlement pattern s and material culture with 

refe rence to landscape use, economic basis, and the construction and 

presentation of identities and social practice. Chapter Nine will bring these 

themes together in a final discussion and give recommendations for future work.  
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2.  Literature Review and Previous Work I: The Iron 

Age 
 

This chapter will give an overview of the development of the archaeology of the 

Iron Age. It will explore the academic literature and the various theoretical 

paradigms which have emerged, and how these have been reflected in scholarly 

approaches to the study region in the Iron Age and Roman periods. It will then 

provide an overview of the work which has been carried out within the study 

region and the current state of knowledge in this regi on. 

 

2.1  Iron Age Studies  
 

2.1.1  ABC Models 

 

Traditional models for the Iron Age were largely developed from the archaeology 

of Wessex. The regionõs abundant, comparatively well-preserved archaeology was 

the focus of attention for many of the leading archaeologists of the early 20 th 

century  ð such as Wheelerõs excavations at Maiden Castle (1943) - and allowed for 

detailed narratives of the development of the British Iron Age to be formulated.  

 

The ABC model was developed by Hawkes (1931) to describe the distinctive 

cultures he saw as arising from waves of invasion and migration. Though A, B and 

C were intended to define cultural groups, the sequential nature of the naming 

meant that a chronology was also implied.  It therefore became  both a 

chronological and a culture -historical mod el, based on the identification of groups 

through material categories such as hillfort construction, pottery forms, and 

burial rites (Hawkes 1931, 64). Iron Age A was based in the south -east and 

described an indigenous culture influenced by Continental La Tene developments, 

while  Iron Age B and C were ôimmigrant culturesõ (Hawkes 1931, 64). 
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Figure 2.1 . Hawkesõ scheme for the Western and South-Western Provinces 
(Hawkes 1959, 178). 
 

Though the model was developed from the chronology of south -east England it 

became applied to Britain as a whole and formed the basis of Iron Age studies for 

decades, becoming increasingly complex as scholars working in different regions 

adapted it to local evidence and further excavations increased the available 

dataset (Figure 2.1; Hawkes 1959). Its influence on the archaeology of the Iron 

Age in Wales  and the Marches can be seen in works such as Grimesõ The 

Prehistory of Wales (1951) and in Hoggõs chapter on the early Iron Age in 

Prehistoric Wales (Foster and Daniel 1965), wh ich sought to fit Wales specifically 

into the expanded ABC framework (Hawkes 1959). Wales and the Marches 

belonged to the Western Province, itself further subdivided into seven regions 

based on geographic features, each representing ôan Iron Age archaeological 

entityõ (Hawkes 1959, 174) 

 

Hoggõs chapter stated that the ABC system would require little further 

modification (1965, 109), yet in expanding to accommodate the divergent 

developments of  regional archaeologies it became complex and unwi eldy and was 

quickly superseded by the processual developments of the 1960s. Subsequent 

frameworks included those such as Hodsonõs (1964), a simpler system which 

divided the Iron Age into an Early Pre -Roman and a Late Pre-Roman phase (Hodson 
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1964, 100) and, reflecting the shift away from invasion/migration narratives, 

characterised both as 'essentially indigenous' (Hodson 1964, 105). This model 

instead argued for the continuity from the Bronze Age as the foundation of later 

settlem ent patterns and viewed th e Hallstatt artefacts which had formed the 

basis of the earlier migration theories as implying ôcultural archaismõ rather than 

the presence of immigrant, culturally Halstatt populations ( ibid ).  

 

2.1.2 Iron Age Communities in Brita in 

 

Hodsonõs central thesis formed the chronological backdrop for Cunliffeõs Iron Age 

Communities in Britain (1974), which in four editions has largely provided the 

synoptic backbone for Iron Age studies since its first publication. Cunliffe further 

divides the Iron Age into Early,  Middle, and Late periods (providing further 

divisions for the extreme ends of the chronology with Earliest and Latest phases ) 

(Cunliffe 2004, 27). Though Cunliffeõs work encompasses the whole of Iron Age 

Britain, its model for Iron Age society is still fu ndamentally based on the 

archaeology of the Wessex region and its guiding tenet is the core/periphery 

model in which the ôcoreõ south-eastern region underwent a period of significant 

socio-economic change in the late pre -Roman Iron Age expressed in developments 

such as the centralization of social organisation with the emergence of oppida 

settlements and the adoption of coinage. These developments were catalysed by 

external pressures (which could be environmental, such as the  climatic 

deterioration of the M iddle Iron Age, or proceed from external cultural influence 

(Giles 2012, 25), and their effects spread outward to the peripheral regions which 

either developed along this trajectory at a slightly later date, or failed to do so 

(Cunliffe 2004, 118). Within this framework Wales and much of the south -west of 

England are viewed as a single socio-economic system characterised by the lack of 

coin production (Driver 2013, 7), with the coin -producing tribes of Western Britain 

(the Dobunni, Corieltauvi, and Durotrig es) forming a 'buffer zone' between the 

'developed and underdeveloped parts of the island' (Cunliffe 2004 , 178). This 

developed/underdeveloped dichotomy has implications for the study of the Iron 

Age in Wales and the Marches: models which draw heavily on t he archaeology of 

ôtypeõ regions generally position the development of such regions as a yardstick 

which inevitably imposes a success/failure paradigm on the rest of Iron Age 

Britain.  
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The Cunliffe model marked a shift from  the discussion of cultures to t hat of 

societies, influenced by social -evolutionary anthropological theories of the 

development through a band-tribe -chiefdom-state progression (Giles 2012, 25). 

Within this context the emergence of hillfort settlement and a  more centralised 

administration  was evidence of the emergence of an elite class focused on 

ôcentral placesõ such as the hillfort (and subsequently the oppidum) as loci of 

tribute and redistribution.  

 

Hillforts had traditionally been understood as defensi ve structures due to the 

instances of multivallation and complex entrance works seemingly designed to 

frustrate access, and other apparently defensive features (Armit 2007, 26). The 

proliferation of hillforts in the Late Iron Age ð particularly in Wessex a nd the 

Welsh Marches - was viewed as a response to increasing stress in Iron Age society 

and emblematic of an increase in warfare caused either by the threats posed by 

invaders or the disturbance caused by processes of social change (Bowden and 

McOmish 1987, 77).  This view was supported  by evidence such as Wheelerõs 

ôBelgic war cemeteryõ at Maiden Castle consisting of burials displaying skeletal 

evidence of  trauma injuries (Morant and Goodman 1943), from which Wheeler 

devised a vivid picture of Iron Age wa rfare (Wheeler 1943, 61 -62). However, it 

was increasingly noted that some hillfort earthworks (including the ramparts of 

Maiden Castle itself ) were not well -designed for defensive purposes, and re-

examination of the ôwar cemeteryõ called Wheelerõs interpretations of the 

chronology and of the deposits as evidence of warfare into question (Sharples 

1991, 82). 

 

Alternative understandings of hillforts were therefore sought. Cunliffe focused on 

the internal features of hillforts, such as storage pits and four -post structures 

commonly understood as raised grain storage, to argue that hillforts served as 

central places and redistributive centres to the communities which lay within 

their territories (Cunliffe 2005, 354). The storage pits were evidence of the link 

between status and the power to co mmand surplus (Cunliffe 1992, 81). It was 

therefore their economic centrality as much as their physical centrality that made 

them places of elite power.  
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2.1.3 Regional narratives and a ôDifferent Iron Ageõ 

 

The Wessex-dominated models were challenged by post-processual theoretical 

developments which began to move in the direction of a ôdifferent Iron Ageõ, 

promoting the fragmentation of such overarching models as Hawkes, Hodson, and 

Cunliffe had devised in favour of a more granular focus on regional archaeologies 

(Hill and Cumberpatch 1995; Sinclair et al 1997; Bevan 1999). While previous work 

had envisioned the culture of the British Iron Age as largely unified, the move 

towards regional archaeologies emphasised the differe nces which emerged from 

an increasing evidence base, including funerary practices and material culture. An 

increasing consciousness developed that Iron Age is a label which may not be 

applied to all parts of Britain equally: chronologies which hold for Wes sex may not 

for Wales. 

 

The model of Iron Age society which underpinned Cunliffeõs model was also 

criticised, both for its processual, social -evolutionary perspective and its reliance 

on medieval Irish and Welsh texts as sources for a model of a tribal and  highly 

socially-stratified ôCelticõ society (Hill 1995b, 46, 51).  

 

An increasing emphasis was placed on the heterogeneity of hillfort sites and the 

need for a contextual approach which consider ed sites within their immediate 

landscape context (Hill 1995 b, 50; Sharples 2010, 61). Maiden Castle was densely 

populated yet situated within a sparsely -populated landscape, wh ile at Danebury 

the situation was reversed (Hill 1995, 50). Cunliffeõs ôcentral placeõ interpretation 

of hillforts was also challenged, and reinterpretation of the Danebury  excavations 

argued that the number of pits was insufficient to support their interpretation as 

evidence for a redistributive centre, and that the temporary, stake -built nature of 

the houses suggested seasonal rather than permanent occupation (Hill 1995 b, 49).  

 

With a shift in focus from warfare and elite status the symbolic importance of 

hillforts instead gained prominence (Bowden and McOmish 1987). In this 

interpretation the massive earthworks served a symbolic rather than  actively 

defensive purpose. This explained the incongruities of some hillfort defences, 

such as those overlooked by higher ground (Bowden and McOmish 1987, 78). 

Hillfort defences need not be entirely functional if they appeared so enough in 

order to deter  attack (Collis 1996, 87 -89).  
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The ditch and rampart constructions may also have served a social purpose. 

Sharples suggests that the construction of the earthworks was carried out by 

communal labour and that the site therefore became embedded in exchange 

relationships within the communi ty (Sharples 2010, 116). The group effort of 

construction and maintenance tied the inhabitants of the hillfort to the 

communities which lay around it through the gift of their labour and the rituals 

surrounding the process (such as feasting ð a potential e xplanation for the four -

post structures and storage pits which are present at many hillforts [Sharples 

2010,122]). These interpretation s of hillforts as ritual, non -defensive structures - 

as 'metaphors for social cohesion' (Lock 2011, 359) or 'ongoing sociopolitical 

projects' (Driver 2013, 139), or as examples of increasing monumentality (Mytum 

1996) ð have themselves been subject to debate, with some arguing that to 

minimise conflict as a social force artificially simplifies  Iron Age society, and that 

the 'pacification' of Iron Age history has more to do with modern distaste for 

violence than the archaeological evidence (James 2007; Armit 2007).  Modern 

archaeologists may be hesitant to view war as a primary force in Iron Age  society 

in order to distance th e discipline from the invasion/migration models of the early 

C20th.  

 

The importance of symbolism and the rejection of the processual view of societies 

as systems encouraged further exploration of the symbolic aspects of var ious 

aspects of Iron Age settlement, such as structured deposits (Hill 1995 a), 

roundhouse orientation as evidence of belief systems (Oswald 1997) and the 

increasing importance of enclosure (Thomas 1997; Hingley 1984, 1990). Although 

enclosure occurs from t he Bronze Age, sites which were enclosed often had ritual 

or ceremonial functions and the enclosure of domestic settlements appears to 

have been relatively rare in most regions before the Iron Age (Thomas 1997, 211).  

 

It has been suggested that beyond practical reasons such as the contro l of 

livestock or defence, the rise of enclosed settlements may have been an attempt 

at group self -definition, with the enclosure ditches a barrier which reified the 

divide between insid er/outsider (Hingley 1990, 96). The drive towards enclosure 

may theref ore be characterised as evidence of community self -definition, and of 

the importance of the household as the primary social unit (Hill 1995, 51). Thomas 

(1997) uses anthropological exemplar from South Asian societies in which 
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enclosure derives from an anxi ety over agricultural intensification and the 

resulting need to define ownership and kinship relations through an 

insider/outsider paradigm to further support the idea that the new settl ement 

forms emerging in the Iron Age were linked with societal change and land tenure 

(Thomas 1997, 213-215).  

 

The increasing importance of enclosure therefore suggests a changing relationship 

with the land. Landscape archaeologies which derive from explo rations of 

phenomenology (Tilley 1994) and which stress the social construction of landscape 

have been influential in Iron Age studies in recent decades (summarised in 

Ashmore 2008). It is now widely accepted that landscapes are to some extent 

socially constructed and are created through the experience, engagement, and 

actions of the people who inhabit them (Taylor 1997, 192 ), and if landscapes are 

shaped by people then in turn landscapes enable people to create and maintain 

their identities. Collis suggest s that the act of enclosure may serve as a means of 

gaining control ov er an environment (Collis 1996, 87), which is developed further 

with the suggestion that the rise of enclosure was linked with changing ideas of 

land tenure and ownership (Thomas 1997, 215). 

 

2.1.4 Criticism  

 

Though the deconstruction of overarching Iron A ge models in favour of regional, 

more contextual approaches have opened up multiple avenues for exploration, as 

outlined above, the development of regional Iron Age research agendas and an 

increasingly data-driven approach has led to the marginalisation of  those regions 

which still have relatively limited archaeological evidence, including Wales and 

parts of the Marches. Davis (2017) argues that the emergence of regional 

archaeologies may have dismantled the Wessex model as a unifying theme across 

Britain b ut retains the focus on regions which display high levels of material 

culture (such as Atlantic Scotland and Yorkshire) at the expense of those with 

limited excavated evidence, such as W ales (Davis 2017, 326).  

 

This debate exposes the issue which has complicated much work on Late Iron Age 

Wales and the Marches: the lack of excavated material, which precludes intensive 

study. This concern has followed and informed the construction of the Iron Age in 

this region since the inception of the discipline: Wheeler  wrote that ôwith the 
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Roman occupation, Wales emerges into the grey dawn of historyõ (Wheeler 1925, 

217), thus consigning Welsh prehistory to an unknown and unknowable dark age. 

This view has persisted to some extent into the 21 st century, with many region s of 

Wales categorised as ôblack holesõ by the Research Agenda for the British Iron Age 

(Haselgrove et al. 2001). When held to the benchmark of Wessex (or Yorkshire and 

Atlantic Scotland , as these have also become touchstones for the study of the Iron 

Age (Davis 2017, 326)) Wales and the Marches appear distinctly impoverished in 

their settlement evidence and material culture. However, in recent years there 

has been a significant improveme nt in the quantities of data available for study, 

and the character an d development of the Iron Age in Wales is now considerably 

better  understood. 

 

2.2 The Late Iron Age in Wales and the Marches  
 

This section will provide an overview of current knowledge regarding the Iron Age 

in Wales and the Marches. It will explore the l iterature relating to this period and 

study region and how far the theoretical developments outlined above have 

influenced work  within the study region , and will particularly focus on th e Late 

Iron Age in order to provide a background to the Roman period w hich is explored 

in greater detail in the rest of this thesis.  

 

2.2.1 The Hillfort Zone  

 

Wales and much of the Marches belongs to a region of Britain which is identified in 

some works as the hillfort zone (Darvill 2010). Hillforts are the most visible 

markers of the Iron Age within this region and as such they have often been the 

focus of archaeological attention. Multiple general surveys of hillfort evidence 

have been compiled over the c ourse of the 20 th century, many with particular 

reference to those of the Marches (see Hogg 1972, 1975; Alcock 1976; Savory 

1976; Avery 1993; Brown 2009). Recently the Atlas of Hillforts of Britain and 

Ireland has been made available online (Lock and Ralston 2017) and further 

enables study of these sites.  

 

Hillfort studies h ave also been useful in bridging the conceptual gap between 

English and Welsh archaeologies thanks to the density of hillforts in the region 

spanning the Wales-England border. Several general surveys of hillforts and other 
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settlements in this region have b een undertaken (Varley 1948; Stanford 1972; 

Jackson 1999; Wigley 2007; Britnell and Silvester 2018).  The most recent survey 

finds that large hillforts over 6ha cluster in the Clwydian R ange and the English 

border counties, with medium hillforts of over 1. 2ha and small hillforts of under 

1.2ha more widely spread across both English and Welsh counties (Britnell and 

Silvester 2018). This suggests strong regional diversity in hillfort constr uction and 

social organisation.  

 

Recent publication of a project by t he four Welsh Archaeological Trusts to survey 

the hillforts, promontory forts, defended enclosures and enclosed farms of Wales 

has provided an updated summary of information (Britnell an d Silvester 2018; 

Murphy 2018). Driver uses the information to align u nderstanding of the hillforts 

of Wales with the broader debates in Iron Age archaeology as explored above 

(Driver 2018, 3), and builds on his previous work on the hillforts of Ceredigion  

(Driver 2013). In much recent work the diversity of hillforts is stro ngly emphasised 

and explanations beyond the defensive are sought: Pollard, in the excavation of 

the Lodge Hill hillfort in Gwent, suggests that hillforts were 'fluid spaces' which 

served a variety of functions that changed over time with the needs of the 

community (Pollard et al. 2006, 57).  

 

As noted above, while the identity of the region as a ôhillfort zoneõ has long been 

emphasised, the hillforts themselves are an enormously diverse gr oup. Some were 

constructed in the Bronze Age, but the main period of c onstruction was from the 

Middle to Late Iron Age (Driver 2018), and there is also significant variation 

between hillforts within different regions. Driverõs work on the hillforts of north 

Ceredigion develops and emphasises the importance of regional (even micro-

regional) variation in hillfort construction (Driver 2013, 53).  

 

Yet despite the prominence of hillforts in both the physical and archaeological 

landscapes of Wales and the Marches, few have been extensively excavated. Some 

of the major excavations include Breiddin (Musson et al 1991), Dinorben (Gardner 

and Savory 1964), Old Oswestry (Hughes 1994).  
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Figure 2.2. Hillforts in England and Wales (from Lock and Ralston 2007, available 
at: https://hillforts.arch.ac.uk)  
 

Promontory forts are also closely  associated with Iron Age Wales (Hogg 1972; 

Barker and Driver 2011). These are a category of hillfort in which the d efences 

enclose a promontory. They Smay occur inland but are primarily coastal in 

distribution, occurring widely along the Atlantic coasts o f north -west Europe from 

Brittany to Scotland (Barker and Driver 2011, 65). They are present along much of 

the Welsh coastline but appear in greatest numbe rs in Pembrokeshire: 58 out of a 

total of 106 promontory forts and coastal hillforts along the Welsh coast occur in 

this county  (Murphy 2002, 52). Relatively few have been excavated, both in 
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Pembrokeshire and elsewhere, though programmes of survey have been 

undertaken (Murphy 2002).  

 

 
Figure 2.3. Porth -y-Rhaw promontory fort (RCAHMW 1996) 
 

2.2.2 Non -Hil lfort Settlement  

 

While hillfort settlements are distinctive and easily recognisable  due to their 

location and defensive features , non-hillfort settlements  are often more difficult 

to identify. Programmes of aerial reconnaissance have been invaluable in 

increasing understanding of the prehistoric settlement pattern of Wales and the 

Marches (Whimster 1989; Griffith 1990), and the parch - and cropmarks surveyed 

during the heatwave of summer 2018 continue to prove the importance of this 

form of archaeological s urvey (RCAHMW 2018a, 2018b; Hayward 2018).  

 

Enclosed settlements in particular survive well in certain regions of Wales and the 

Marches, particularly in u pland zones where little plough agriculture has been 

practiced. The settlement remains of north -west Wales have been the focus of 

numerous attempts at survey and classification due to the stone construction 

which ensured their survival: around 1000 hut -circles are extant (Smith 1999a, 

22). Research has largely focused on categorising the settlements based on 

morphology (Hemp et al 1953; Smith 1974, 2018; Kelly 1990; Waddington 2013). 
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However, while a large corpus of site plans are available the weakness of a 

classificatory approach is that it considers the settlement only in its final form , 

though a settlement is a ôcomplex entityõ (Smith 1999, 25). Limited excavation 

means that the development of the settlement type is not well -understood, and 

they could span the prehistoric to post -Roman periods. The roundhouse groups 

were locally known in the modern peri od as ôcytiauõr Gwyddelodõ, the ôIrishmenõs 

hutsõ, marking a possible link in local tradition between these and the post-Roman 

Irish settlements (Griffiths  1951, 185; Wmffre 2007), though where sites have 

been excavated they are commonly found to date to t he Roman period (including 

Hafotty -wern-las [Gwynedd] (Williams 1923a); Coed y Brain (Williams 1923b); 

Cors-y-Gedol (Griffiths 1958)). However, north -west Wales was largely aceramic 

during the Late Iron Age and where excavation has taken place chronology m ay be 

difficult to establish due to the lack of dating material represented by the few 

finds, and more are likely Iron Age in origin than has currently bee n recognised. 

Radiocarbon dating may prove useful but the dates obtained are often very broad 

(Waddington 2013, 14).  

 

Enclosed settlements also survive well as earthworks and cropmarks in the south -

west and have been the subject of survey and investigation  (Williams 1988; 

Murphy and Murphy 2010; Murphy and Mytum 2011). In this region the settlement 

patter n is primarily focused on small enclosed settlements, such as those at 

Llawhaden, Dyfed (Williams et al 1998). Relatively few sites have been excavated 

and understanding of the settlement pattern is primarily due to survey. As with 

the north -west classificatory schema have been devised and in some cases distinct 

subregional forms identified, such as rectangular enclosures (Murphy and Mytum 

2011, 264) and the concentric annexe enclosure (James 1990). This diversity 

suggests that there were zones of settlemen t patterning perhaps related to 

different social groups or practices.  

 

A distinction between upland and lowland patterns is also observed in some 

regions. In south-west Wales the 'small hillfort' type of larger, multivallate 

enclosures are located in 'nat urally defensive' locations such as hilltops or 

promontories, while  smaller, univallate enclosures located in inland, hillslope 

positions (Williams et al. 1998, 5). Upland/lowland are variation is also identified 

in north -west Wales, with differences betwe en the altitude of some site types: 

nucleated and enclosed settlements cluster at 200 -300m OD, single huts at 200-
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300m OD, and scattered groups at 300-400m OD (Smith 1999, 37). A corresponding 

diminishment in roundhouse size may also be seen, indicating th at settlements at 

higher altitude may have been occupied seasonally as part of a transhumant 

agricultural system (Smith 1999, 46). There is also significan t variation in 

settlement density, with the upland/lowland boundaries in the north and the west 

far more densely settled than the sparsely occupied interior upland zones 

(Waddington 2013, 85). Such striking variation in settlement pattern should 

perhaps not be surprising given, as Smith notes, the topographical distinctions 

which makes some upland and lowland areas of Gwynedd and Caernarvonshire as 

geographically distinct from each other as northern Scotland and southern England 

(Smith 1999, 23).  

 

The patte rn in south -east Wales is less well-understood due to the lack of 

excavation (Davis 2017, 326). Few major excavations of Iron Age sites have taken 

place, and understanding is limited to the evidence from sites such as Whitton 

(Jarrett and Wrathmell 1981) a nd Biglis (Parkhouse 1988). The defended 

enclosures and hillforts have been examined by Lancaster (20 14). Recent 

excavations at Caerau (Davis and Sharples) and Llanmaes (Lodwick and Gwilt 

2005; Gwilt et al 2006), while not yet completed, mark the most rece nt major 

excavations within the south -east. The lack of evidence in this region is likely due 

in large part to the expansion of modern settlement and industrialisation in the 

19th and 20th centuries before the advent of rescue excavation.  

 

In the Marches, as elsewhere, regional surveys have been undertaken, including 

the Walton Basin (Wigley 2007) and the Arrow Valley projects (White 2003). 

Regional surveys have tied the hillfort settlements to the smaller enclosures in 

networks of exchange and reciprocity, though few of these smaller enclosures 

have been excavated.  

 

Much of the analysis of settlement in  the Late Iron Age has focused on enclosed 

settlements. Unenclosed settlements are less easily discerned in the 

archaeological record, though well -preserved Iron Age field systems have been 

found at Skomer Island (Evans 1990), and Stackpole Warren (Benson et al 1990). 

Unenclosed settlements are often found thanks to exceptional preservation, as is 

the case with the settlement and field system at Stackpole Warren, Dyfed, which 

was preserved due to blown sand (Benson et al 1990) and of the Iron Age 
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structures  linked to seasonal cattle pas turing on the wetland site of Goldcliff in 

the Gwent Levels (Bell et al 2000, 91 -106) Others may be chance discoveries, such 

as the unenclosed settlement at Pant on the Llɗn Peninsula, which was initially 

identified as an enclosed settlement whose enclosur e later proved to be modern 

(Ward and Smith 2001, 73). 

 

 

2.2.3 Social Structure and Practice  

 

Investigations of the social structure of the Late Iron Age have primarily fo cused 

on the evidence-rich regions of southern Britain, as explored above, and more 

limited attention has been paid to the social structure of the communities of 

western Britain with a more limited material culture. Much of the region has been 

categorised into Foxõs Upland Zone, a region characterised by its cultural 

conservatism and resistance to change (Fox 1932). This characterisation has 

persisted even in more recent formulations ; for example, Bowdenõs 

characterisation of the Atlantic region (comprising  Wales, Ireland, Scotland, 

Cornwall, and Brittany) as the ôLands of the Continuity of Traditionõ (Bowden 

1972, 9). However, more recent studies have begun to use the information of 

settlement and material culture in the west of Britain to explore social st ructure 

(see: Moore 2007 for the Severn-Cotswolds, Murphy and Mytum 2012 for south 

west Wales; Gwilt 2007 for the south east ).  

 

Understanding of the tribal structure of the region in the Late Iron Age is primarily 

based on Roman literary sources (Ptolemy Geographica, Tacitus Annals, Agricola). 

Current understanding of the disposition  of tribal groupings in the Late Iron Age 

and at the Roman conquest is shown in Figure 2.4. The utility and appropriateness 

of dividing the Iron Age in this way has been questio ned (Moore 2011), but at a 

practical level , tribal divisions can prove a useful  structuring tool for synthetic 

studies; the label becomes, as Reece terms it, an ôadapterõ for the material 

(Reece and Moore 2001, 18). In south east Wales work on the Iron Age is often 

structured around the Silures (Howell 2006; Gwilt 2007; Lancaster 2014), though 

this approach is less commonly pursued in the north or south -west, perhaps due to 

the more limited material culture or simply to the comparative fame of the 

Silures as the antagonists in Tacitusõ narrative of the Roman campaigns of 

conquest (Annals 12.33). While a civitas Silurum  is attested in the 3 rd century at 
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Caerwent (Aldhouse-Green 2004, 161; RIB 311) this need  not imply a direct 

continuity of an Iron Age tribal identity so much as its crystallisation under 

centuries of Roman administration  and external definition.  

 

The Cornovii and the Dobunni have similarly provided frameworks for the study of 

their respective  regions (for the Cornovii see Webster 1991, Gaffney et al 2007; 

for the Dobunni, see Ecclestone 2004; Reece and Moore 2001; Yeates 2008), 

though there is also a trend towards region -based approaches, particularly with 

respect to the Severn Estuary and south Gloucestershire (Moore 2007). Much work 

on the Dobunni has focused on the evidence of Late Iron Age coin issues, both in 

examining distribution as evidence of territorial extent (Van Arsdell 1994) and the 

symbolism and development as evidence for social  structure (Creighton 1995; 

Pudney 2017). The Dobunni were the only coin -minting tribe within the study 

region and though Dobunnic issues are found to the west of their putative 

territory no group beyond the Wye appears to have used coinage for transaction al 

purposes in the Late Iron Age (Guest and Wells 2008). The presence of oppida in 

the area traditionally ascribed to the Dobunni (such as Bagendon (Moore 2014)) 

may also indicate a more centralised social structure . 

 

For the tribes to the west a more frag mented society is usually posited (Murphy 

and Mytum 2011; Lancaster 2014). Lancaster suggests that the pairing of hillforts 

in Gwent and Glamorgan suggests a degree of social cohesion, though it should be 

noted that the hillforts given as evidence of pairi ng have not been excavated and 

so cannot defin itively be said to have been contemporaries.  

 

Kinship and ôCelticõ social organisation has been a preoccupation of Iron Age 

studies in other parts of Britain. This is derived in large part from readings of 

medieval Welsh literature and from later Welsh la ws, emphasising the importance 

of kinship relations in terms of developments such as later Celtic partible 

inheritance (Karl 2008, 75), which has been suggested as a possible reason for 

development of the nucleated north -western roundhouse group settlement s 

(Waddington 2013, 15). The persistence of Celtic familial structure has even been 

projected forward into the Roman period as an explanation for the architecture of 

certain villas, such as Whitton (Smith 1997,  238), though others have argued 

against this interpretation. The appropriateness of ôCelticnessõ in archaeology has 

been a subject of debate in the last decade, and this is particularly the case for 
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modern ôCelticõ regions such as Wales, where modern reception of the ancient 

world can be received thr ough the filter of  a persistent Celtic identity (James 

1999).  

 

 
Figure 2. 4 The tribes of Wales and the Marches (from Driver 2018 [after Webster  
1981], Figure C).  
 

At the end of the Iron Age settlement appears to have moved away from hillforts 

in favour o f smaller enclosed settlements both in the Marches and in the north, 

perhaps indicating a societal shift away from the large -scale collective towards 

the individual household (Wigley 2007, 182), as has been posited for elsewhere in 

Britain during the Iron Age. This may be linked to the proliferation of smaller 

lowland settlements: ôlarger hillfort communities were breaking up and smaller 

groups were now making their own claims to land resourcesõ (Waddington 2013, 

106).  

 

Iron Age burial evidence is scarce i n Wales and the Marches due to acidic soils 

which preclude bone preservation (Pollock 2006, 11). Within the limited burial 

record both inhumation and cremation are r epresented, and though inhumation 

appears to be the dominant rite the poorer preservation a nd identification of 
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cremation burials may be a factor in this. Burial of the whole body becomes more 

common in the Later Iron Age, as throughout the whole of Britai n (Pollock 2006, 

20). Burials are most commonly recorded in the vicinity of settlements, 

particularly hillforts, although secondary deposition on earlier prehistoric sites has 

also been recorded at Plas Gogerddin (Ceredigion) and Devil's Quoit 

(Pembrokeshire),  a practice which likely draws on the continued ritual importance 

of these sites (Pollo ck 2006, 18). The reuse of earlier prehistoric ritual sites can 

also be seen in the siting of some settlements, such as the Bronze Age cairn 

incorporate d within Brai ch y Dinas hillfort (Waddington 2013, 91). The 

incorporation and reuse of these sites may h ave formed part of the continuing 

process of self-definition.  

 

2.2.4 Material Culture  

 

Material culture in Late Iron Age Wales and the Marches is relatively scarce in 

comparison to other British regions, such as Yorkshire or Wessex. Pottery was 

produced in the Malvern Hills from the Middle Iron Age and traded extensively 

throughout the Marches and the Severn Estuary (Peacock 1968, 1970). Elsewhere, 

the absence of identifiable Iron Age fabrics suggests that the north and west were 

largely aceramic during th e Iron Age (Murphy and Mytum 2011, 269; Kelly 1990, 

102) and within these regions organic vessels were likely used, such as those from 

waterlogged deposits at the Br eiddin hillfort (Musson 1991, 186). However, though 

pottery does not seem to have been prod uced in the north -west, Cheshire VCP 

(Very Coarse Pottery) has been identified at some sites (such as Bryn Eryr [Longley 

et l 1998, 188]; Fig. 2. 5) and indicates tha t networks of trade extended beyond 

the immediate local context.  Waddington suggests that the lack of 'exotic' 

objects in this region implies societies 'who were not embedded within the pan -

European elite exchange networks of the south' (Waddington 2013, 19). 
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Figure 2. 5. Distribution of mid -late Iron Age VCP (Nevell and Roberts 2005, 114) 
 

Though material culture is fairly limited , high-status metalwork was in circulation 

and a distinctive feature of the Iron Age is the ritual deposition of metal hoards, 

often in watery contexts such as the well -known deposit from Llyn Cerrig Bach on 

Anglesey. Objects within this deposit span the C 4th BC to C2nd AD and include 

c150 bronze and iron objects including horse trappings and chariot fittings, a slave 

chain, and bronze cauldrons (Waddington 2013, 18-19). Cauldrons, buckets, 

tankards, and other feast ing apparatus were often deposited , such as the 

Trawsfynydd Tankard (Horn 2015, 332) and objects within the Late Iron Age Seven 

Sisters hoard (Davis and Gwilt, 148). These suggest a strong link between ritual 

deposition and the paraphernalia of communal ea ting and drinking which 

highlights the soc ial importance of feasting (Horn 2016, 333). An Early Iron Age 

midden at Llanmaes, Glamorgan, provides further evidence of the importance of 

feasting (Madgwick and Mullville 2015, 639).  

 

2.3 Summary  

 

The Iron Age in Wales and the Marches demonstrates significant regional variation 

in both settlement and material culture. While a lack of excavation and 

subsequent evidence has historically hampered understanding of the Iron Age and 

led to a general characterisation a s conservative and ôbackwardsõ in comparison 
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to other regions , approaches which integrate excavated material with survey 

results have demonstrated that significant gains can be made in understanding 

settlement patterns and social structures when embedded i n the theoretical 

developments of the wider field of Iron Age studies, such as the symbolic 

importance of enclosure in the establishment of group identities, and the hillfort 

as a class of monument which can be eloquent not only of its own importance but 

of its place and meaning within  the wider settlement and social context.  

 

As a background to the study of the Roman period this shows that there was 

significant variation within the region at the time of the Roman conquest, and 

that varying responses might be expected. Having established the background of 

the study region in the pre -Conquest period, the following chapter will give a n 

overview of the historical context of the Roman conquest and explore previous 

work which has been conducted in this region, be fore setting out the contribut ion 

which this thesis will make towards the consideration of this region in the context 

of modern Romano-British studies.  
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3. Literature Review and Previous Work II: The Roman 

Period  

 

This chapter will give an overview of the literature on Romano -British archaeology 

and the work which has been done on the Roman period in Wales and the 

Marches. It will outline the theoretical developments which have taken place in 

the field of Romano -British archaeology, and how these have informed the work 

which has been conducted in Wales and the Marches.  

 

3.1 Theoretical Developments in Romano -British Studies  
 

This section will explore the development of Romano -British studies and the 

various theoreti cal paradigms which have emerged throughout the development of 

the field. It will then give an overview of the emerging field of ôBig Dataõ projects 

and how these may shape the study of the Roman period in general and of rural 

settlement in particular . 

 

3.1.1 Romanisation and Relat ed Theories  

 

The term Romanisation describes a series of processes by which conquered regions 

and peoples became integrated into the Roman empire. As a concept 

'Romanisation' has a long history, but its use and appropriateness have become 

increasingly frau ght in recent decades. The term was coined b y Haverfield (1905)  

and was heavily influenced by Mommsenõs work on republican Italy in the 1880s. It  

defined the process by which the native population of Britain came to adopt 

Roman material culture and social forms in their varied incarnations ð from the 

use of samian pottery to  urbanisation. In this conception the process was 

progressive and aspirational and represented a positive, ôcivilisingõ force 

(Haverfield 1905). The process was understood to be intentio nal and ôtop-downõ, 

imposed on native peoples by the Roman state. Its construction as deliberate 

policy relies heavily on a n oft -quoted passage from Tacitus in which the Britons 

adopt the material signifiers of Roman culture and t hereby come to view their 

subjugation not as an imposition but a privilege :  
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Hence, too, a liking sprang up for our style of dress, and 

the "toga" became fashionable. Step by step they were led 

to things which dispose to vice, the lounge, the bath, the 

elegant banquet. All this in their ignorance, they called 

civilization, when it was but a part of their servitude  

(Agricola 21) 

 

The Romanisation paradigm was heavily influenced by contemporary society and 

politics: Mommsenõs work on the unitary model of republican Italy mirrored the  

struggle to create a united Germany in the late 19 th century, and British 

understanding of the process as a kind of civilising mission was likewise influenced 

by contemporary British Imperial policy (Hingley 2005, 32). Romanis ation was the 

dominant framework of accounts of Roman Britain, and alternative approaches 

largely focused on the perceived success or failure of the process, such as 

Collingwoodõs understanding of the failure of towns as a fundamental 

incompatibility of na tive social structure with Ro man urbanism (Collingwood and 

Myers 1937). It was not until the emergence of 'nativist' approaches in the 1970s 

that significant critical engagement with the concept emerged and a serious 

search for alternative explanations of Roman/British interaction began (Hingley 

2000, 41), in much the same way as regional Iron Age studies began to challenge 

the Wessex hegemony. 'Nativist' approaches stressed the continued existence of 

native culture within Romano -British society by identify ing the continuity of 

certain  forms of material culture , and saw the adoption of Roman culture as a 

thin veneer across an enduring native society (Reece 1988). These approaches 

sought to situate the process of Romanisation in its provincial context rather than 

viewing it as an externa l force.  

 

The Romanisation of Britain  (Millett 1 990) sought to fundamentally restructure 

the way the adoption of Roman culture in Britain was conceptualised by 

emphasising the active role of native elites in adopting Roman cultural signifiers 

as a means of retaining their pre -Conquest status (Millett 199 0, 69). Aspiration 

also played a role further down the social scale as native Britons emulated their 

social superiors by adopting 'romanised' material culture and modes of li ving. 

Though Millett's work was w idely praised as a fresh perspective on Roman Britain ð 

particularly for the way in which the work  prioritised archaeology instead of text, 

as many classic synthetic works such as Frere's Britannia  (1969) and Salway's 
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Roman Britain (1981) had previously done (Reece 1993, 993) ð it has also attracted 

criticism. Though it sought to return agency to the native population it was 

criticised as remaining a 'progressive' theory, based on a view of Roman culture as 

inherently desira ble to non -Roman peoples (Hingley 2005). While the agency 

within this construction was that of the native elite rather than the Roman, the 

focus remained on the acquisition of Roman -style material culture as a means of 

accruing and displaying status, thus inherently positioning Roman cult ure as 

aspirational.  It was also criticised for continuing the tradition of focusing on the 

elites as the primary drivers of change, which reached the non -elites through a 

ôtrickle-downõ effect and thereby perpetuated the view that those lower down 

the social hierarchy were focused only on their immediate socio -cultural context 

and were not actively engaged with the wider Roman world (Gaffney et al. 2007, 

279). 

 

As well as an altered understanding of the process, the existe nce of a ôRoman 

cultureõ itself has been problematized by scholars working against the tendency of 

earlier work within the framework of Romanisation to treat Roman culture as a 

homogenous entity. The existence of such a thing as 'Roman culture' has been 

called into question, when cultural  objects describe d as Roman often did not 

originate in the imperial core (Freeman 1993). Scholars such as Reece have noted 

that the perceived homogeneity of Roman material culture is illusory, with 

influences deriving from many of the constituent provinces  of the empire rather 

than the imperial heartlands (Reece 1988, 11). Barret (1997) goes so far as to call 

into question the nature of the canonical Roman empire itself, arguing that it 

should be understood as much as a constructed model by which we attempt  to 

understand historical processes, events and outcomes as a tangible historical fact 

(Barret 1997, 53). Yet inasmuch as the concept of the empire may be a modern 

construct, so too are the concerns which we have about mate rial culture we 

perceive as Roman - what matters is not so much where the material came from, 

but what it signified t o those who used it (Woolf 1997, 343).  

 

The debates surrounding Romanisation have endured as alternative paradigms and 

theories have been proposed. Though in European scholarship the term is still 

widely used, in British archaeological writing the problem has become 

terminological as well as conceptual: Romanisation is now so loaded that it has 

been suggested that it should be discarded altog ether, being 'not simply value -
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laden so much as crushed beneath the weight of implied judgmentalism' (Gaffney 

et al. 2007 , 27).  The search for alternative frameworks has seen the adoption of 

a number of theories and models from other disciplines, particul arly anthropology 

and the social sciences. Globalisation, identity, discrepant experience, and 

creolisation are some of the many avenues which have been explored. These will 

be discussed below.  

 

Post-Colonial Theory  

 

A growing understanding of the colonial context within which Romano -Brit ish 

studies developed has led to an increasing emphasis on Rome as an imperial 

power, and a subsequent focus on the effects of imperial power on subject 

peoples. Post-colonial theory a ttempts to redress the historical imbalance 

between colonised and coloni ser and to explore the impact of  power relations on 

the development of new forms of living (Webster  and Cooper 1996). One of the 

ways in which post-colonial theory is often applied to the Roman archaeological 

record is through the concept of creolisation ( Webster 2001).  

 

Creolisation is primarily a linguistic term used to denote the blending of two 

separate languages to create a third but is also often used in the body of post -

colonial  work to understand the social context of areas with colonial history (s uch 

as the Americas) to explain the adjustments made when two cultures interact and 

form a third , hybrid culture  (Webster 2001, 217). Its innate connection with 

colonial processes and the focus on cultural negotiation within an asymmetric 

power relationshi p (Webster 2001, 218) make it attractive for scholars seeking to 

understand the ways in which the dynamics of Roman conqueror and conquered 

native  played out  within the provinces . The theory addresses a common criticism 

of Romanisation and some subsequent models as failing to confront the power 

dynamic between conquered and conqueror (Mattingly 1997, 10), particularly the 

use of violence and force (Hanson 1997, 69). 

 

Creolisation has been used to examine the changes in food culture (Hawkes 1999) 

and Romano-British religion as a product of Roman and Celtic religio us 

syncretisation  (Webster 2001). With reference to material culture, Carr (2002) 

posits the existence of a pidgin culture in t he transitional years of the early 

conquest - in linguistic contexts a p idgin is a precursor to a creole: a form of 
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communication which develops between peoples who lack a common tongue, but 

which itself lacks the stable grammatical structure of a formally  new language 

(Carr 2002, 116). Within archaeology this term has been ap plied to 'unique' 

objects dating to the conquest period, such as the medical instruments in early 

Roman burial of the ôStanway doctorõ to explain them as products of cultural 

negotiati on between Roman and British traditions of medicine  (Carr 2002, 121). 

Both Webster and Carr's use of the terms emphasises the extent to which material 

culture is charged with meaning which is contextually -dependent, acknowledging 

that objects may display b oth identification with and resistance to the dominant 

culture depending  on their context  of use (Webster 2001, 219). This injects 

subtlety into the concept of resistance to imperial rule in a move away from rigid 

dichotomies of resistance and acceptance and shifts the focus from a narrative 

historical framework based on textu al evidence towards one which is more closely 

focused on the archaeological evidence.  

 

Critiques of creolisation as applied to Roman archaeology focus on its very 

derivation from moder n, post-colonial academic approaches which apply to the 

study of modern imperial societies; some have argued that the application of 

these theories to the Roman world is led not by their utility but by  modern post-

imperial guilt stemming from the increasin g recognition of the late 19 th and early 

20th century imperial context in which Roman studies developed (James 2001, 

193). There has also been criticism of the application of modern constructions of 

imperialism applied to pre -modern empires such as Rome in which the 

exploitation of the provinces was neither administered from t he centre nor 

systematic (Webster 2001, 3). 

 

Globalisation  

 

Though generally applied to complex structures in the modern world, globalisation 

theory seeks to understand the social, pol itical, cultural and economic changes 

which are brought about by increas ing connectivity (Hingley 2005, 118). In this 

respect it resembles World Systems Theory (Wallerstein 1974), which posits the 

existence of political or economic structures which unite l arge populations over 

great distances (Pitts and Versluys 2015, 8). Though world systems have been 

sought in the Roman period (Woolf 1990), the theory is based on a Marxist reading 

of the emergence of modern capitalism and inherently contains a structural 
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opposition between an extractive core (Rome) and an exploited periphery (the 

province) (Pitts and Versluys 2015, 8) , whose applicability to the ancient world is 

uncertain.  

 

Though it can be argued that globalisation does not apply to pre -modern societies 

whose reach was not truly global and there are significant differences be tween 

modern world systems and the Roman empire in terms of scale and complexity,  

the processes by which globalisation effects change ð increasing connectivity in 

particular ð were at work during the Roman period. Scholars who attempt to 

understand the changes in the Roman empire through the framework of 

globalisation argue that it offers a 'culturally neutral interpretative framework', 

emphasises the importance of connectivity, and off ers a more complex view of 

the processes of change at a fundamental leve l (Pitts 2008, 494). The use of 

globalisation as a framework can help to break down simplistic core/periphery 

models by recognising the complex flows of peoples and material which can be 

brought about by increasing connectivity (Morley 2015). The impact of  the broad 

changes effected by globalisation within smaller communities has sometimes been 

termed ôglocalisationõ (Pitts 2008, 494):  the global mediated through the local.  

 

Globalisation has been viewed as particularly useful to Romanists in understanding 

the responses of native populations to Roman conquest and the creation of hybrid 

identities within these contexts which utilised both new and existing material 

culture in their constru ction (Gardner 2013,7). Pitts' case -study of Romano-British 

material cul ture within a globalisation paradigm uses data related to pottery 

consumption in south east England to show changes which occur at a local, inter -

site level in the wider context of the  empire (Pitts 2008, 504).  

 

Identity  

 

The influence of post -colonial th eories can also be seen in the development of 

identity studies, with an increasing emphasis on identity as multiple and 

contextual (Gardner 2013, 5). Identity has become a significant preoccupation 

within Roman studies, a development which is highlighted b y Pitt's (2007) survey 

of Anglo-American publications between 1995 and 2005. This study shows a 

marked increase in the number of papers published relating to these terms (Pitts 

2007, 695).  
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However, studies of identity often fall into the well -worn tracks  of Roman/native, 

and in these cases studies of identity are often essentially Romanisation studies 

under a new guise (Pitts 2007, 695). Pittsõ study finds that significantly fewer  

studies are based on the articulation of other forms of identity, such as c lass and 

status, or age and gender (Pitts 2007, 697).  

 

Some studies have focused on group identities, such as that of the military (James 

1998; Gardner 2001). These studies offer interesting  case studies into the way 

that material culture and social and r itual practice could be used to subsume 

fragmented individual identities into a broader, overarching one through a 

proscribed set of behaviours which were reinforced by networks of obligation  and 

dependency (James 1998, 16). Such approaches demonstrate how a range of 

evidence can be brought together to explore identities, particularly material 

culture.   

 

Material culture is increasingly recognised as a valuable means of exploring how 

identitie s were shaped and expressed in the ancient world, stemming from t he 

growing influence of Bourdieuõs (1977) concept of habitus  in Roman archaeology ð 

this describes how social practice is structured by the interaction between people 

and their environments, including objects (Chadwick 1999, 157 -158). These 

approaches have led to a range of studies which focus on material culture as a 

means of exploring the creation, or transformation, of identities in the Roman 

period, such as through the use of objects assoc iated with the person (Hill 1997; 

Crummy and Eckardt 2003; Eckardt and Crummy 2008) or ceramic studies (Pitts 

2005b). As explored above in Webster (2001) and Carrõs (2002) work, these  

studies often focus on periods of transition, particularly the Late Iro n Age ð 

Romano-British transitions.  

 

3.1.2 The Material -Cultural  Turn  

 

The increased emphasis on the importance of material culture in social processes 

has also resulted in the recent ôontological turnõ (Hicks 2010) and the focus on 

materiality and materi al agency. These forms of material culture studies emerged 

from p ost-processual approaches and a growing concern that certain dichotomies ð 

subject/object, nature/culture ð are modern in origin and, being based on a 
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Western humanist world view, inherently privilege one over the oth er (Webmoor 

and Witmore 2008, 56). The material cultural ôturnõ therefore sought to 

problematize the study of the socio -cultural and the material in isolation from 

each other (Hicks 2010). 

 

Material culture approaches in archaeolo gy developed from a concern that objects 

were not being accorded their full importance in the archaeological record. This 

was a concern felt not only in archaeology but in a number of disciplines, and a 

range of influences can be identified in the approach , including anthropology, 

sociology, philosophy, art history, and  literary criticism such as Brownõs influential 

article, ôThing Theoryõ (2001) which is commonly cited in summaries of material 

culture approaches though it is itself primarily concerned with  developing this 

view through the lens of critical theory. The ar ticle set out the importance of 

objects as ôwindowsõ to be viewed through, means by which ideas about history, 

society, nature  and culture can be explored (Brown 2001,  4). Other select 

foundational works in the development of modern material culture studie s include 

Deetzõs In Small Things Forgotten  (1977), which used the artefacts of daily life ð 

ôforgotten thingsõ ð to explore early American historical archaeology, and Arjun 

Appaduraiõs The Social Life of Things (1986).  Deetzõs work on ôsmall thingsõ has 

been particulary influential in the movement towards the study of small finds in 

the Roman period.  

 

Appaduraiõs work in particular emphasises on the role of objects in  social and 

economic systems. However, it s focus on objects as a means to explore broader  

issues is primarily engaged with the value vested within them as objects of 

exchange ð whether as commodities (defined as objects produce d for the purpose 

of exchange (Appadurai 1986, 9)) or gifts (objects embedded in the flow of social, 

rather than economic, relationships (Appadurai 1986, 11)).  

 

Material culture studies have also led to the formulation of ôsocialõ and 

ôsymmetricalõ archaeologies. Social archaeology defines itself as an approach 

aimed at exploring the ways in which human beings express th emselves through 

things (Preucel and Meskell 2008, 3). Symmetrical archaeology emerges from a 

critical approach to material culture studies and attempts to do away with the 

dualisms which have emerged from the Western intellectual tradition (Witmore 

2007; Olsen 2007) ð its aim is therefore to bring symmetry to the relationship 



31 
 

between humans and objects. One of the criticisms levelled at material culture 

studies is that they do not go far enou gh in redressing the balance between 

humans and things. Webmoor and Witmoor (2001) in a critique of social 

archaeology argue that though this approach grants agency to objects, it is a 

secondary form of agency which derives ultimately from th e initiative o f human 

beings (Webmoor and Witmore 2001, 59). They argue that th e concept of a 

dialectical relation ship between humans and things cannot begin from the mixture 

of two things in the way that is necessary for the true integ ration of people and 

things (Webmoor and Witmore 2001, 59). A ômanifestoõ for symmetrical 

archaeology lays out a number of core concepts e.g. that archaeology should 

begin with mixtures, not bifurcations; that there are always a variety of agencies, 

not only human; and that humanity begins  with things (Witmore 2007, 549).  

 

Yet even these formulations at tract criticism. Ingold (2012) argues that 

symmetrical approaches still rely on the notion of human exceptionalism, with 

human beings conceived of as ôontologically distinctõ from all nonhuman entities ð 

in which category Ingold includes not only objects, but organic life -forms and 

environmental conditions (Ingold 2012, 430). Ingold views the materiality of 

objects specifically as being composed of two elements: the ôbrute materialityõ of 

the objectõs innate properties, and the ôsocially and historically situated agencyõ 

of the object which is projected upon it by human beings (Ingold 2012, 432) ð a 

way to counter this is to raise objects to the status of things that, in common with 

organisms, possess the potential for growth. Ingoldõs approach builds variously on 

phenomenology, technological flows, and entanglement to develop the idea of a 

ômeshworkõ in which artefacts are created from a confluence of human action and 

material flow, acknowledgi ng both as equal partners in the emergence of form 

(Ingold 2012, 435). 

 

The potential of Actor Network Theory in material culture studies, particularly its 

potential for the study of object agency, has also recently been explored (Hicks 

2010, 76). This approach, derived from social studies of science, situates agency 

in networks and in ôconstellationsõ of actors and actants, and has been used by 

Van Oyen in a study of the emergence of terra sigillata as a distinct category 

which set ôconditions of possibilityõ and therefore acquired a material agency to 

shape action (Van Oyen 2015, 74).  
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Anthropological and ethnographic examples are often used in material culture 

approaches to demonstrate how the social embeddedness of objects can be 

enacted. Gosden and Marshall (1999) cite a number of these, particularly 

Strathernõs (1988) influential wor k on Melanesian social networks in which objects 

are conceptualised not as inert things but as detached parts of people which are 

embedded in and move around the social body in complex ways, illustrating the 

non-Western, non-dichotomic c onceptions of the r elationship between humans 

and objects. Such anthropological and ethnographic examples of non -Western 

perspectives on the relationship between people and things are also important in 

the development of personhood, which often intersects with material cultu re 

studies in its examination of the use of material culture in the construction and 

enactment of identities (Fowler 2011).  

 

One of the practical applications to have emerged from material culture studies 

which have been applied within t he field of Iron Ag e and Romano-British studies is 

object biography. This approach seeks to reconstruct the life of an artefact as a 

means of illu minating its social connections by  assembling and interrogating data 

(Kopytoff 1986, 66), in other words  by establishing the ôidealõ career for an object 

by assembling a large dataset related to the objects (Joy 2009, 544.)  

 

Life history approaches resemble object biographies, but tend rather to focus on 

long-term, technological changes (Joy 2009, 542), such as Schifferõs (1972) use of 

the technique to investigate the taphonomic processes of site formation. 

However, Holtorf (2002) draws a distinction between what he terms ôlongõ and 

ôshortõ life histories - the distinctions roughly approximating what is more 

generally understood by l ife history and object biography. Holtorf uses what he 

describes as the ôlongõ life history approach on a pot sherd from an excavation in 

western Sicily, tracing its post -excavation journey as a means of demonstrating 

that the life histo ry of objects does not end with deposition, thus breaking down 

another dichotomy of past and present (2002). This focus on taphonomy and post -

excavation processes highlights an aspect of object biography which has otherwise 

received comparatively little at tention from resear chers.  

 

A related approach which has had little application in the field of Roman studies is 

the chaîne opératoire , a methodological tool derived from French anthropology 

which is used to analyse both the technological and social aspect s of an artefactõs 
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production and use (Sellet 1999 p. 106). This has been most widely applied to the 

study of lithics, but has also be en influential in the development of the idea of 

entanglement (Hodder 2012)  

 

Yet it can be argued  that these approaches f ocus on changes to technical or 

morphological characteristics and do not address the ways in which an objectõs 

meaning emerges from social action ( Gosden and Marshall 1999, 170). Object 

biographies focus instead on the connections between humans and object s in 

social relations . In keeping with the increasingly complex understanding of 

identity which has developed, Joy (2009) argues that if a personõs identity is 

multiple and relational then their biography can similarly be viewed as comprised 

of the sum of its social relations, and that if objects are also to be ascribed 

relational agency then their biographies can also be constituted as the sum of 

their social relationships (Joy 2009,  544). This allows object biographies to be 

considered as non-linear and means that an objectõs biography can be picked up 

at certain different points in its life course (birth, life, death) without t he overall 

biography lacking (Joy 2009, 545).  

 

Joy applies this formulation of the object biography approach to an Iron Age 

mirror, using the mirrorõs affordances (its handle inviting the action of being held, 

its reflective surface inviting engagement with the s elf) and its condition (lack of 

scratches, a brooch hanging from its terminal loop suggesting the presence of a 

covering) to consider the role of the object in its social context, in this case 

perhaps a performative or ceremonial one (Joy 2009, 550).  

 

Object biographical approaches are often preoccupied with the object at a 

moment of exchange, or social performance. Swift (2 012) highlights other aspects 

of the object biography which have received comparatively little attention: 

curation, and transformation  (Swift 2012, 168). These issues are explored through 

a biographical approach to the reuse of Roman bracelets as finger -rings in the 

late - and post-Roman periods, seeking to understand the possible social meaning 

of the action and its resulting artefact ð perhaps as markers of continuity or of a 

more personal attachment to the transformed object (Swift 2012, 93).  
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3.1.3 Big Data 

 

The advent of rescue archaeology and development -led archaeology in the latter 

half of the 20 th century has meant that the amou nt of data available for study has 

grown enormously, and the advent of the internet and subsequently of online 

archives such as the Archaeology Data Service and the subsequent accessibility of 

data have made the assembly and comparison of large datasets much easier. This 

increase has been described as a ôdata delugeõ (Bevan 2015), which provides both 

opportunities and challen ges for researchers seeking to exploit the extraordinary 

amount of information which is now available.  

 

In addition to projects incor porating single datasets such as the Portable 

Antiquities Scheme (https://finds.org.uk/ ), projects such as the English 

Landscapes and Identities Project (EngLaID) (Cooper and Green 2017) and the 

Fields of Britannia (Rippon et al 2015) explore large dataset s over a broad 

chronological span. In the case of EngLaID, a wide variety of datasets were 

incorporated, including among o thers the Historic Environment Records (HER), 

Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS), the National Mapping Programme (NMP), this 

ultimately  comprised a database of almost one million records (Cooper and Green 

2016; Cooper and Green 2017). The Rural Settlement o f Roman Britain project 

also incorporates a wide range of material and collates published and grey 

literature from excavated settlemen ts in England and Wales. This project forms 

the foundation of this thesis and will be explored in greater detail in subseq uent 

chapters.  

 

Problems with the incorporation of disparate datasets into a secondary database 

have been widely explored ( Roskams and Whyman 2007; Cooper and Green 2015; 

Evans 2013), but the most significant issues relate to bias in the initial collection , 

the duplication of material between databases and the incompatibility of these 

datasets for comparative work: for example , the datasets archived by services 

such as the Archaeology Data Service (ADS) are distinct and retain their individual 

formatting wh ich can be diffic ult to reconcile (McCoy 2017, 76). It has been 

suggested that archaeological datasets should themselves be viewed as artefacts 

which are socially and historically conti ngent (Cooper and Green 2015, 274).  
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3.2 Romano-British Studies in Wal es and the Marches  
 

3.2.1 Overview  

 

Though this thesis focuses on rural settlement in Wales and the Marches, work on 

Roman Wales has relied heavily on Classical narratives of the conquest, including 

the Roman History of Cassius Dio, and the Annals and the Agricola of Tacitus 

(other campaigns probably form part of the lacuna within the Histories  (Dudley 

1969, 29)), and it will still be valuable to give an overview of the military 

campaigns and situation over the course of the conquest and occupation.  

 

The chronological framework also structures many modern accounts and much 

research on the archaeology of this region has therefo re followed chronological 

rather than thematic lines. While the use of the military campaigns as a 

framework  to some extent  perpetuat es the focus on the military at the expense of 

the rural in a way thi s thesis elsewhere attempts  to avoid , it provides a useful 

framework for a broad chronological overview  of the study region.  

 

3.2.2 AD50s ð AD80s: Conquest and Consolidation  

 

Ancient narratives for the military campaigns within the study region are derived 

from Tacitus and Cassius Dio. Dio notes that a portion of the ôBodunniõ (identified 

with the Dobunni) allied themselves with the Romans and allowed troops to be 

stationed wit hin their t erritory: forts at Cirencester and military material at Bath 

indicate troop presence in the Severn -Cotswolds and the first fort at Kingsholm 

was occupied from around AD48-50 (Todd 2008, 56).  

 

While the construction of the Fosse Way in the late AD40s was once thought to 

represent an early form of limes separating the Roman province from the land to 

the west, immediate campaigning to the west of this supposed frontier rather 

indicates that full conquest was int ended from the outset (Todd 2008 , 50). The 

impet us for campaigns westwards is given by Tacitus as acts of aggression towards 

an ally tribe, though neither the aggressor nor the ally are named in the text 

(Annals 12.31). The friendly tribe are usually understood as the Cornovii  (Webster 

1991, 24), as punitive measures involved the disarming of the Iceni and attacks on 

the ôDecangiõ, who are probably identified with the Deceangli of north east Wales 
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(Manning 2004, 62). Tacitusõ portrayal of the campaigns was likely intended to 

cast them as acts of self -preservation on the behalf of client regions rather than 

aggressive expansionism. 

 

Whatever the cause or justification, campaigns into the region began in AD47 into 

the north -west under Ostorius Scapula and continued into AD48 (Burnham and 

Davies 2010, 255). The general difficulty of dating sites makes assigning military 

sites to a particular governor or campaigning series tentative  and in the absence 

of direct dating evidence , morphology and proximity to roads or other dated sites 

have been used to trace the campaigns, for example, the cluster of camps near 

and ôalmost certainly predatingõ Wroxeter (Burnham and Davies 2010, 38). 

 

The placement of camps and smaller fortresses em phasise the importance of 

riverine routes for  the inland campaigns (Arnold and Davies 2000, 7). Larger 

installations were placed in river valleys at the interface between upland and 

lowland and highlight the importance of controlling communications in these 

areas (Burnham and Davies 2010, 38). The continued influence of the terrain in 

the siting of communications and installations is demonstrated by Jarrettõs (1994) 

comparison of the similarities between the apparent route of the Roman advance 

and the 19th century railway system in Wales (Jarrett 1994, 50). Coastal sites in 

Devon and along both sides of the Bristol Channel (for example, Sea Mills  at Avon 

and Sudbrook, Gwent ) also emphasise the importance of sea routes for 

campaigning and supply (Davies 1979).  

 

Roman fortunes in the campaign were mixed, with setbacks in the early 50s 

involving attacks on a legionary detachment and a defeat of XX Valeria Victrix 

(Jarrett 1994, 52). Forts were constructed at Wroxeter and Usk in the mid -AD50s 

(Arnold and Davies 2000, 10) and may mark a shift towards the incorporation of 

territory into the provi nce. The fortresses were linked by a road along which lay a 

chain of smaller forts (such as Abergavenny), which could have served to facilitate 

a supply chain that enabled  the army to retain effective control in difficult terrain 

(Arnold and Davies 2000, 10). 

 

For these early campaigns anti-Roman sentiment is embodied in the person of 

Caratacus, the figurehead for Silurian and Ordovician resistance despite his own 

origins among the Catuvellauni in the south east (Todd 2008 , 49). Though the 
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'complexities of Celtic political and family relationships' have been invoked to 

explain his ability to command the loyalty of a tribe so geographically 

unconnected with his own (Brewer 200 2, 37), his centrality to the resistance 

campaign may have been overstated: certainl y his eventual defeat and capture 

did little to stymie native opposition, which continued and even escalated under 

successive governors (Annals 12.39). Caratacus fits well within Tacitusõ thematic 

preoccupation with individual tribal defiance in the face o f Roman power, and has 

parallels in both Vercingetorix and Boudic ca as a narrative focus (Dudley 1969, 30; 

Jones 1990, 57). No individual leaders are named after Caratacus'  capture ð little 

is known about the social structure of the Silures or their neighb ours, but a 

decentralised power structure has been suggested in the Late Iron Age (see 

previous chapter), and it was perhaps this fragmentary social organisation which 

precluded the re -emergence of another figurehead leader.  

 

According to the Tacitean narr ative, the Silures made gains in the early 50s which 

were followed by a period of apparent inertia on the part of the Romans under 

the governorships of Gallus and Veranius, though this characterisation was likely 

intended to stress the importance of the la ter Agricolan campaigns (Burnham and 

Davies 2010, 37). Suetonius Paullinusõ successful campaigns culminated in the 

famous attack on Mona (Anglesey) (Burnham and Davies 2010, 37; Annals 14.30). 

The attack on Anglesey as the putative centre of the religio -political Druid 

resistance may have been intended to strike a psychological as much as strategic 

blow, though the island's agricultural potential was likely of greater long -term 

value (Arnold and Davies 2000, 3). However, the disruption caused by the 

Boudiccan revolt and its aftermath meant that active gains had to be abandoned 

in favour of a policy of containment (Arnold and Davies 2000, 5). Legio XIV 

Gemina, previously based at Usk, moved to Wroxeter to create a more balanced 

distribution of legionary troop s (Arnold and Davies 2000, 12). 

 

With the resumption of campaigning in the late 60s and early 70s, the full 

subjugation of the province was finally achieved under the gover norship of Julius 

Frontinus and Agricola. This period is characterised by heavy conc entrations of 

troops within Wales and the Marches, and the reorganisation of pre -Flavian 

military into a permanent garrison structure. In the early 70s Legions II Augusta 

and XX Valeria Victrix moved to their respective long-term bases at Caerleon and 

Chester, placing large concentrations of troops at strategic points. 
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Dendrochronology indicates that wood was being felled for construction at 

Caerleon by AD73/4 (Burnham and Davies 2010, 48). Both sites could be easily 

supplied by sea and river as well as by road, facilitating long -term supply. Though 

sea-routes may have been easier and quicker, an all -weather road system was 

essential for the supply of the inland forts, and at  least 1100kms of road were 

constructed to extend the existing strategic network to facilitate supply through 

the difficult terrain (Burnham and Davies 2010, 48)  and potentially controlling 

civilian  access. In addition to aiding troop movement, roads were also a physical 

representation of Roman power , rewriting previously familiar landsca pes and 

imposing a psychological reminder of control (Petts 1998, 87).  

 

By the early AD80s two legions and some forty auxiliary regiments were 

distributed across the region  (Burnham and Davies 2010, 47). The population 

increase which this represented must have caused significant disruption to the 

local economy, though the extent to which a force would have supplied itself 

locally or via long -distance trade networks is widely  debated (Manning 2004, 108-

9; Adams 2001; Bishop 1999; Stallibrass and Thomas 2008).  

 

3.2.3 1st to 3 rd Centuries  

 

Despite the significant commitment  of manpower and resources involved in the 

conquest, by the end of the 1 st century AD a process of withdrawal was already 

underway (Arnold and Davies 2000 p.23). Some forts were abandoned (including 

Neath and Loughor (Owen-John 1990, 46)) and others were reduced in si ze to 

accommodate smaller garrisons (Davies 1979, 264). Pressure on the Roman 

military elsewhere in the empire may have hastened the process of garrison 

reduction, not least the escalation of hostilities in northern Britain (Arnold and 

Davies 2000, 24).  However, the move should also be viewed within the context of 

the evolving relationship between the native population and the military 

administration. In the 2 nd century an increa se in native communities gaining 

civitas  status and self-governance corresponded with the rise of urbanism. The 

former legionary fortress of Wroxeter became the civitas capital  of the Cornovii, 

and by the mid -2nd century had become the fourth -largest urban settlement in 

Britain (Gaffney et al. 2007, 281).  
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Troop withdrawal continued  throughout the 2 nd century as external pressures such 

as the northern campaigns continued to demand the movement of troops away 

from Wales and the Marches. Epigraphic evidence f rom milecastles, distance 

markers, and forts along the frontier show that both  II Augusta legion at Caerleon 

and the XX Valeria Victrix at Chester were heavily involved with the construction 

of both the Hadrianic and Antonine Walls. The retention of both f ortresses has 

been attributed to various causes, including 'sheer inertia' (Br eeze 1989, 81), 

though the capability of mobilising significant concentrations of troops into the 

sites likely also represented a significant military advantage and a deterrent t o 

potential future resistance in hard -won regions (Davies 1989, 103). 

 

The continued occupation of certain forts in the upland interior signifies a 

continued desire or need for military control in these regions. The position of such 

forts at important rive r crossings and in positions to control access to upland 

routes may indicate t he need to counter a threat, perceived or real, or to control 

a resistant population (Davies 2004, 102). However, it has also been suggested 

that the remaining forts were primari ly intended to fulfil an administrative 

function in regions which lacked the c entralised civilian organisations of the 

lowland zones, or that the forts facilitated involvement in taxation and the 

annona militaris  (Burnham and Davies 2010, 57).  

 

The distri bution of forts across the region has been understood to correspond to 

the relative compliance of different tribal areas with Roman authority, with areas 

of high concentration indicating the threat of resistance and a low concentration 

in others denoting t hose tribes which had peacefully acquiesced to Roman 

control, such as the lack of forts in the south -west in the territory of the Demetae 

(Burnham and Davies 2010, 46) However, this view has been challenged by the 

identification of military features in are as where none had been previously 

known, such as the identification  of a road running west from Carmarthen, and 

the recently -discovered Roman fort at Wiston, Pembroke shire (James 2003, 15; 

Meek 2015). Though the chronology of this fort is not yet well unde rstood, its 

presence in a region in which military occupation was p reviously unknown has 

challenged long-held views.  

 

The impact which continued military presence exerted on the region around it 

may be demonstrated by the ir  vicus settlements. An increasin g amount of work 
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has been conducted on vicus settlements in the past few decades, marking a shift 

in focus towards a broader understanding of how military  installations  interacted 

with the ir immediate contexts . This work includes a Cadw-funded project whic h 

broadened the scope of research out into the landscape by inst ituting a 

programme of geophysical surveys across known fort sites to investigate the 

extent of vicus settlement (Hopewell et al . 2005). Almost every auxiliary fort 

included in the survey had an accompanying vicus settlement. The surveys further 

suggest that layout and building construction in the civilian settlements is 

strikingly dissimilar to settlement in the rural landscape, with streets aligned to 

road systems and strip-building construct ion predominant throughout (Sommer 

2006, 123). In the upland zones the life of these settlements seems to have been 

symbiotic with the military and none developed into small towns after the 

occupying garrison's removal (Sommer 2006, 132).  

 

The basis of such settlements seems therefore to have been exploitation of the 

market offered by the troops ð the widening of roads at certain points in some vici 

(including Caerhun, Cefn Caer, Caer Gai) to form a 'piazza -like structure', possibly 

indicates their use as market centres (Sommer 2006, 117). The interface  provided 

by the vicus between the military, their camp -followers, and the rural population 

was likely  multi -directional and these settlements were sites of interaction and 

diffusion of Roman material culture  (Burnham and Davies 2010, 120). However, 

there is also some evidence for small -scale agricultural production within vici and 

canabae in the form of variations in settlement density and find frequency which 

may indicate  areas of manuring, and suggests that the distinction between the 

rural population and that of the vi ci was not absolute (Burnham and Davies 2010, 

120)  

 

The development of urban settlement also dates to this period. Urban 

development is limited in the west of the study region, though a serie s of small 

towns developed in the Marches along the line of the road linking Caerleon, 

Wroxeter, and Chester including Kenchester (Magnis) and Leintwardine 

(Bravonium) (Burnham and Wacher 1990). Nucleated settlement was concentrated 

in the east of the stud y region. Of the urban developments, understanding of the 

development of Caerwent is hampered by the excavation technique of its early 

excavators and so far there is no evidence that it was founded on a military site 

(Brewer 2004, 219). Caerwentõs development has often been attributed to 
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Hadrianic stimulus as indicated  by the dating of the forum -basilica (Wacher 1995, 

381). By AD220 the tribe was certainly self -governing and administered by an 

ordo, as attested on an inscription set up by a former legate of  II Augusta 

(Aldhouse-Green 2004, 161; RIB 311).  

 

3.2.4 The 3 rd Century Onwards  

 

The threat of Irish raiders in the late 3 rd century brought another military 

reorganisation, with the construction of new forts and the reoccupation of some 

others which had been reduced or abandoned, such as Neath and Loughor (Owen-

John 1990, 46). The military disposition during this period seems to have been 

characterised by the prioritisation of security in key areas, such as a new fort at 

Cardiff which resembled the Saxon Shore forts of the English coast and may have 

served as a naval base, perhaps forming part of a more extensive coastal defence 

system now lost to erosion which protected the rich agricultural land of the Vale 

of Glamorgan (Burnham and Davies 2010, 60). Similarly, the mineral wealth and 

extractive industries of the north  west were protected by continued occupation of 

the fort at Caernarvon (Segontium). The existence here too of an integrated 

coastal defence is suggested by the small installation and watchtowe r at Holyhead 

and the recently -discovered fortlet on the north c oast of Anglesey (Hopewell 

2018). The 3rd century upheavals including the Carausian and Allectan usurpations 

forced further reorganisation as troops were drawn into the conflicts. The closure 

of Caerleon may date to this period ð there is extensive debate over the 

military/civilian character of the late 3 rd century occupation at the site. At 

Chester, however, the defences were rebuilt in the early 4 th century and 

Valentinianic and later coinage  indicates that occupation of some form extended 

further into th e 4th century (Casey 2010, 62).  

 

The end of Roman military involvement in Wales is difficult to accurately identify. 

Late military artefacts such as military -style belt buckles at Caerwent ha s been 

used to suggest a military presence there in the 4 th century (Hawkes 1961, 32), 

yet the objects need not belong to members of the army but may instead point to 

a civilian defensive organisation raised to fill the gap left by the withdrawal of 

Roman troops (Casey 2010, 65), or to changing styles of personal presentation 

which drew on military models in a civilian context (Swift 2004). The Notitia 

Dignitatum  omits any mention of units stationed in  Wales and this may indicate 
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the withdrawal of limitanei   (Davies 1989, 56), though whether this can be taken 

as a firm indication of their absence is debatable given the problems of 

transmission associated with this text (Casey 2010, 63). Caernarvon may lay claim 

to be the last occupied Roman military installa tion in Wales, as suggested by coin 

evidence to AD394 (Davies 1989, 56).  

 

 

3.3 Work in Wales and the Marches  
 

This section will give an overview on previous work which has been conducted in 

the region of Wales and the Marches and the way in which it has re lated to the 

wider discipline.  

 

Early 20th century  work on Wales conformed to the dominant paradigm of the 

ti me. Wheeler believed that there was little interaction between the Roman and 

native in Wales: 'the native population was for the most part only in cidentally 

touched by the Roman invader' (Wheeler 1925, 217). In his work he divides the 

occupation of Wales i nto three distinct groups: military, civil occupation and 

native inhabitants, noting of this last that they were 'remotely in touch with [the 

other] groups, but very little influenced by them' (Wheeler 1925, 219). A view of 

the native population as less ôcivilizedõ, with all the cultural baggage inherent in 

that term, permeates the work of this period, from Wheeler's description of 

native culture as  'fundamentally undisciplined and barbaric' (Wheeler 1925, 250) 

to the Welsh historian  J. E. Lloyd's assertion that by the end of the Roman period 

the native population 'had scarcely attained the level of culture of the Britons of 

the south-east at the tim e of the Roman conquest' (Lloyd 1930, 89). The 

imperialist origins of this attitude are evident in the literat ure of this period, 

whether explicit ð such as Wheeler's direct comparisons between the Roman 

occupation in the northern frontier zone of India (W heeler 1925, 290) ð or latent.  

 

Though Lloydõs work was the first academic study of Welsh history, he was by his 

own admission no archaeologist and his Roman material is heavily influenced by 

the work of Haverfield . Lloyd notes in subsequent printings of his book that he 

relied upon it for corrections and additional information (Lloyd 1939, 59), and his 

absorption of Haverfieldõs ideas about the separation of military and civilian zones 

in Britain is clear.  
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The first edition of Roman Frontiers in Wales (Nash-Williams 1954), demonstrates 

the preoccupation with military archaeology which has characterised much work  

in the region. The work went through two further editions (Nash -Williams 1969; 

Burnham and Davies 2010) each taking advantage of increasing knowl edge and 

data, though remaining focused on the military archaeology. The most recent 

edition does explore the interaction between the military and the civilian 

population, including sections on vicus settlement and general cultural exchange 

between the two  (Burnham and Davies 2010, 104). However, the work retains a 

focus on the military experience, and demonstrate s a continued focus for large -

scale publications on military archaeology. This is supplemented by the 

publication of Roman Camps in Wales and the Marches (Davies and Jones 2006), 

focusing on the smaller forts and temporary camps of Wales. Interaction betwe en 

the military and rural society is an important aspect of Romano -British society, 

but within Welsh archaeology the focus has remained primarily on the military 

side of the equation. A chapter on interaction between soldiers and civilians in 

the Companion to Roman Britain  (Davies 2004) is heavy on the soldier and 

somewhat lighter on the civilian,  but does represent a growing interest in the 

relatio nship between the two populations.  

 

The bias towards the military has derived for much of the 20 th century from a lack 

of evidence regarding the rural settlements of the region. Hogg's Native 

Settlement in Wales  (1966) demonstrates this problem well, with  an illustration 

denoting the broad regional characteristics of native settlement featuring a large  

blank area of 'no known settlement' in west and central Wales (Hogg 1966 p.29 

[Fig. 1]). Its call for further excavation is one which is repeated down to th e 

present day.  

 

Military sites were easily recognisable, both physically within the landscape and 

morphologically . By contrast, rural settlements are often far more ephemeral. 

Those which were recognised and investigated tended to be high -status villa 

sett lements, which are largely stone -built and rectilinear in form, thus further 

biasing the literature  towards higher status settlements. The exception which 

nonetheless proves the rule is the settlement pattern of north -west Wales, 

characterised by stone-built hut circle groups which survive well and have been 
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extensively researched though little -excavated, and the research has largely been 

conducted on morphological grounds (e.g. Smith 1974; Smith 1999; Kelly 1990).  

 

For much of the 20 th century there was therefore a bias in the study of rural 

settlement towards the excavation of villa sites, and a number  of these were 

subject to antiquarian excavation. The resulting focus on villa settlement is again 

a result of the general lack of available data , and partic ular sites have to some 

extent defined non -villa settlement. The well -defined development from Iron  Age 

farm to Romano-British villa at the Glamorgan site of Whitton (Jarrett and 

Wrathmell 1981) has been much-cited, and though such examples are valuable 

there is a danger in allowing a single site to stand as an avatar for rural 

development in the Romano-British period. Bryn Eryr, a roundhouse settlement on 

Anglesey noted for its high -status pottery, is also often used as a 'type site' in this 

way (Longley 1998). Such sites to some extent represent the twin poles of the 

spectrum of rural settlement  development.  

 

For civilian and particularly rural settlements t here are few broad synthetic works  

to rival the scope of The Roman Frontier in Wales and the Marches. The most 

recent dedicated to rural settlement is Society and Settlement in Wales and the 

Marches 500BC to AD 1100 (Jones 1984). The broad chronological and geographical 

span allows it to counter the tendency in research to focus on a particular site or 

region, or a narrow period of time, and it engages with rural settlement to a much 

greater extent th an previous work. More recently, a chapter on rural settlement 

appears in the introductory volume Roman and Early Medieval Wales (Arnold and 

Davies 2000), synthesising available evidence into a largely descriptive exploration 

of rural settlement which is d ivided regionally and by settlement type. Though 

this work provides a valuable synthesis of broad trends and recent evidence it 

operates within a framework o f Romanisation, and tends to conflate ôromanisedõ 

settlement forms and material culture with prospe rity in terms of value, creating 

a success/failure paradigm for regional development (Arnold and Davies 2000 , 

76). 

 

The need to prioritise rural settlement w ithin Wales and the Marches has been 

noted in several regional frameworks for archaeology (Wales: B riggs 2004; 

Midlands: Watt 2011). Work which is focused in particular on rural settlements 

tends to be regional in scope  and primarily concerned with  small select areas.  
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The Llawhaden project in Dyfed surveyed a series of Late Pre-Roman Iron 

Age/Romano-Brish small enclosures within a region in order to consider the 

settlement pattern of a diverse regional landscape together (Williams et al. 1998). 

Similarly,  excavations at Cefn Graeanog, Gwynedd also considered the 

relationship of  settlements close to on e another in an attempt to understand the 

social and economic development of a settled landscape (Fasham et al. 1998) In 

north Wales, the rural settlement pa ttern of the north -west has been extensively 

researched, but largely along morphological lines; Wad dington's Settlements of 

North -West Wales (Waddington 2013) engages more closely with a broader range 

of evidence to track developments in settlement pattern s over long periods. 

 

Larger-scale landscape surveys combining field survey and excavation have also 

been conducted in the Marches,  and proj ects such as the Walton Basin Project 

(Gibson 1999) and the Lugg Valley project (Herefordshire Archaeology 2007) hel p 

to characterise a particular landscape beyond the narrow confine of a particular 

period to show c hange and continuity over a broad timescale. The Wroxeter 

Hinterland Project (Gaffney et al. 2007) further demonstrated the importance of 

placing sites in th e broader context of the landscape and is a warning against 

seeing urban and rural contexts in isol ation from each other. Through a 

programme of field survey and targeted excavation, the project explored the 

relationship between the town and its hinterland  and found striking differences in 

the ceramic assemblages of sites within certain radii of the tow n that indicated 

distinct local responses to urbanism (Gaffney et al 2007, 271). The town is 

described as a settlement 'existing in complete contrast to its hinterland' (2007, 

282), and while there are echoes of Wheeler's parallel cultures here the emphasi s 

is on the active choices made by the population of the hinterland and the social 

organisation which influenced those choices.  

 

The study of rural settleme nt on the English side of the border has also benefited 

from the publication of An Atlas of Roman Rural Settlement in England  (Taylor 

2007). This project has helped to characterise the nature of rural settlement in 

this region and illuminate broad trends i n morphology and chronology. The project 

sits within an growing body of projects which utilise the large datasets amassed 

since the introduction of developer -funded archaeology, including the English 

Landscapes and Identities Project (EngLaID) (Cooper and Green 2016), the Fields 



46 
 

of Britannia project (Rippon et al 2016), and the Rural Settlement of Roman  

Britain ( Allen et al 2017; Smith et al 2016 ). The Rural Settlement of Roman Britain 

Project  dataset (Allen et al 2015) forms the basis of this thesis and wi ll be 

explored in greater detail in the following chapters.  

 

In general the introduction of developer -funded archaeology, while representing a 

significant increase in the overall evidence ba se, has meant that data has become 

increasingly fragmented and di fficult to synthesise. Much work remains 

unpublished as grey literat ure. In recent years there has been an increasing drive 

to take advantage of the opportunities afforded by the internet, wi th sites such as 

OASIS and the Archaeology Data Service making efforts to make grey literature 

widely available.  

 

Historic Landscape Characterization projects have been and continue to be 

carried out throughout Wales and the Marches, though the information  from only 

a few areas is currently available online through the Trusts' individual websites. 

More results are available for English authorities through the ADS 

(http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/HLC/), though within the 

study region of thi s thesis Herefordshire and Gloucestershire are not available 

thro ugh this medium. The results from other projects such as the Defended 

Settlements project and Arfordir (GGAT's exploration of the coastal archaeology of 

Gwent and Glamorgan), are also availab le through the Trusts' websites. For the 

Welsh side of the border  information is also available through Archwilio, a joint, 

searchable database containing records for the Welsh Archaeological Trusts 

(http:// www.cofiadurcahcymru.org.uk/arch/). Coflein serve s a similar function 

for data held by the RCAHMW (http://www.cofl ein.gov.uk/ ).  

 

3.5 Summary  
 

This chapter has provided an overview of both the development of the wider 

discipline of Romano-British archaeology and the way in which this has been 

expressed through work on Wales and the Marches. It has provided a literature  

review of work which has been conducted on rural settlement in Wales and the 

Marches and noted the traditional focus on military settlement which has 

characterised much of the work previousl y conducted on this region. This thesis 

will seek to redress this  balance. 
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While the ôBig Dataõ approaches offer new opportunities to refocus on the 

archaeology of rural settlements, no such work has previously been conducted 

within the study region. Work  in this field has focused primarily on England, and 

while the pu blished volumes of the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain project 

make strides towards a renewed focus on the rural, the breadth of its scope and 

the size of the database means that the focus remains on regions which are rich in 

both settlements and materia l culture.  

 

Having explored the gaps in the literature, the following chapter will introduce 

the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain database and the ceramic methodology 

which will form the basis of this thesis and its attempt to fill these gaps.  
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4. Methodology  
 

This chapter will outline the parameters of the thesis. The first part of the 

chapter will describe the geographical and chronological outline of the study 

region and cover the sources of the data, how this has been collate d and 

presented, and the benefits  and drawbacks of using and adapting this data. The 

second part of the chapter will then introduce and discuss the ceramic 

methodology which was devised for this thesis . 

 

4.1 Defining the Study Region  
 

To provide structure and limit the potential number of sites for study, a region 

was defined which encompasses the modern principality of Wales and parts of the 

English counties which have historically formed the Welsh Marches.  

 

Burnham and Davies (2011) in their study of the  Roman frontier in Wales and the 

Marches, and Davies and Jonesõ related study of Roman marching camps (2006), 

defined the limits of their study area by drawing a line from Chester in the north 

through Shrewsbury and Hereford to Gloucester in the south, inc luding everything 

to the west of that line (Burnham and Davies 2011 , 19). Following this example, 

the termini of my own study area are the inner Severn Estuary to the south and 

the inner Dee Estuary to the north, joined by a line upwar ds from the Severn 

Estuary west of Gloucester through the Malvern Hills, Shrewsbury, and the 

Shropshire Hills. Everything west of this line is included in the study.  

 

It was considered important to include areas of both Wales and England within the 

study region to avoid imposing false divisions which did not exist in the ancient 

world. While boundaries are important for defining the scope of study, Wales and 

England are modern geopolitical constructions and though each has deep 

historical roots their contin ued use to structure  academic work can have the 
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effect of projecting division s back into the Roman period and the Late Iron Age 

where no distinction existed. This, it is argued, can serve to perpetuate the 

marginalisation of Wales within the broader field of Romano-British arc haeology, 

which this thesis in part aims to redress.  

 

The study region comprises an area of roughly 29,000 km2 and contains a wide 

variety of topo graphic and geological environments, comprising at each extreme 

both coastal lowlands and  a series of signific ant upland ranges: the Black 

Mountains, Brecon Beacons, Cambrian Mountains, Snowdonia, Clwydian Range, 

and parts of the Malvern Hills and the Shropshire Hills all fall within the study 

region. The wide variety in geography also produce s soil and climatic v ariation, 

with Snowdonia receiving an average rainfall exceeding 3000mm per year while 

the lowland areas closer to the English border receive under 1000mm per year 

(Met Office). The soils include both good -quality agricultural soils in  the lowland 

regions, particularly Gloucestershire and the Vale of Glamorgan, and thinner 

upland soils. This naturally produces an effect on the archaeology of the region.  

The impact of the topography of the region on the settlement patterns will be 

explored more fully in the  following chapter.  

 

4.2 Site Data 

 

The primary source of data for this thesis is the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain 

Project  (Smith et al 2016), supported by supplementary research from both 

published and unpublished excavation repo rts and secondary reading. This thesis 

represents one of the first doctoral works to make use of the data which has been 

made available through this project and as such provides an interesting test case 

for the secondary use of the results of Big Data proj ects.  

 

4.2.1 Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project  Overview  

 

Background and Objectives  

 

The Rural Settlement of Roman Britain  Project ( RSRB) sits in a current trend of so -

called ôBig Dataõ projects, such as the Fields of Britannia (Rippon 2015) and the 

English Landscapes and Identities Project (EngLaID) (Cooper and Green 2016). 
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These all collat e and analyse very large datasets covering broad geographical 

and/or chronological spans.  

 

The initial aim of the project was to evaluate the contribution of developer-

funded archaeology to the study of rural settlement in the Roman period since the 

introduction of Planning Policy Guidance 16 (PPG 16) in 1990 (in England; PPG 16 

was introduced in Wales in 1991 and followed by other Wales -specific planning 

polic ies as devolution  progressed). The context for the introduction of a planning 

policy was the rapid increase of both urban development and mineral extraction 

from the 1960s onwards (Smith 2016, 1), and consequently of the necessity for 

ôrescueõ excavation in response to the risks posed to the archaeological record. 

PPG 16 made the evaluation of development sites for archaeological potential and 

the preservation or excavation and recording of any archaeological deposits 

necessary by law, with the cost of any potential work to be borne by the 

developer.  

 

The introduction of PPG 16 resulted in an enormous increase in the amount of 

archaeological work undertaken in the UK, to the extent that developer -funded 

excavation came to account  for 89% of all archaeological intervention in Engla nd 

in the decade following its introduction (Fulford and Holbrook 2011 , 323). This 

resulted in a corresponding increase in archaeological data, particularly relating 

to non-villa rural settlements ð sites which have not always been a research 

priority, par ticularly in comparison with villa or military and urban sites. Yet 

though developer-funded archaeology resulted in an increase in data, this was not 

always readily available for study.  Increased data led to increased fragmentation:  

only 60% of developer-funded work to 2015 reached traditional publication (Smith 

et al 2016, 4); unpublished reports are sometimes written up in county journals 

but are otherwise more often deposited as grey literature with local Historic 

Environment Records. The RSRB grew out o f pilot projects undertaken by 

Cotswold Archaeology to assess the contribution that the untapped potential of 

grey literature could make to our understanding of the Roman pe riod (Holbrook 

and Morton 2011). 

 

Though initially focused on post-1990 archaeology conducted as a result of PPG 

16, it transitioned to a greater consideration of all  excavated evidence for the 

rural settlement of Roman Britain  where the excavated evidence could contribute 
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to the research agenda of exploring  settl ement morphology, field systems, 

architecture, industry, people, ritual and systems ( Smith et al 2016, 4). The 

project used both traditionally published and grey literature to create a 

comprehensive picture of the nature of rural settlement during the Roma n period 

in Britain. Whi le initially intended to cover England, the project was extended to  

cover Wales in 2015. The settlement evidence was entered into a database, now 

made available as an online resource through the Archaeological  Data Service 

(Allen et  al 2016). The database is current to December 2014 in England and 

March 2015 in Wales; it will not be updated continuously.  

 

The completed database comprises c3600 records of rural sites with excavated 

evidence for the whole of Roman Britain , 46% of which include information 

derived from grey literature ( Smith et al 2016, 9), though only r eports with 

sufficient data (su ch as plan, chronology, and quantified finds data) to contribute 

to at least one of the projectõs research questions were included (Smith et al 

2016, 10). A total of 2575 grey literature reports were collected and digitised for 

preservation on the ADS (idem). 35% of sites within the dataset are  represented 

solely by grey literature ( idem).  

 

Structure  

 

Although modern counties were used to facilitate data collection  their use can 

create a fragmented and artificial view of the ancient settlement pattern ( Smith 

et al 2016, 15). Instead eight new regions were devised (Fig. 4.1). This is an 

approach similar to that adopted by the Fields of Brita nnia project which also 

organised its study area into nine regions based on both natural and cultural 

characteristics (Rippon, Smart and Pears 2015, 47). Such divisions are intended to 

represent a compromise between enabling the sensible assembly of data f or 

comparative purposes and recognising and respecting the distinctive character of 

particular areas and landscapes (Smith et al 2016, 4). 

  

The regions vary widely in area and in number of records (Table  4.1). The density 

of records in the various regions  seem in part to confirm hi storical biases in 

archaeology: over 40% of all records come from the Central Belt and a further 25% 

from the South, while only 4% come from the North, and 3% from Upland Wales 

and the Marches. This is likely not  solely a reflect ion of the true settlement 
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density in these areas, but a functi on of the basic requirement that all excavated 

sites contain enough evidence to further the projectõs research aims. This 

unavoidably introduces bias into the database due to the unequal rate o f 

development and subsequently of developer -funded excavation. Areas of Wales 

and north and south-west England which have seen a slower rate of development 

and fewer large -scale infrastructure projects are therefore almost certainly 

underrepresented in the  database.  This is highlighted by the presence of sites 

excavated in the course of infrastructure projects such as t he Brecon to Tirley 

pipeline (Cruse 2009) or the A55 Anglesey Road scheme (Cuttler et al 2015).  

RSRB Region Modern counties  Area Records 

Central Belt  

Full: South Glamorgan, 
Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire, 
Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire, 
Rutland, Leicestershire; 
Partial: Mid Glamorgan, West 
Glamorgan, Gwent, 
Herefordshire, Worcestershire, 
Warwickshire, Staffordshire, 
Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire, 
Lincolnshire, Norfolk, 
Hertfordshire, 
Buckinghamshire, Berkshire, 
Wiltshire, Somerset.  

32,459km2 1509 

Central West 

Full: Greater Manchester, 
Herefordshire; Partial:  
Warwickshire, West Midlands, 
Shropshire, Staffordshire, 
Derbyshire, South Yorkshire, 
West Yorkshire, Merseyside, 
Cheshire, Flintshire, Wrexham  

18,364km2 200 

Upland Wales 
and the 
Marches 

Full: Gwynedd, Dyfed, Powys; 
Partial: West Glamorgan, Mid 
Glamorgan, Gwent, 
Herefordshire, Shropshire 

20,466km2 121 

Total   71,289km2  1830 

Table 4.1 . RSRB regions relevant to the stu dy region of this thesis (after Smith et 
al 2016) 
 

Areas where excavation has been limited may be better represented by cropmark 

evidence, a view reinforced by Taylorõs Atlas of Roman rural settlement in 

England (2007). This project similarly sought to inv estigate rural settlement by 

making use of the enormous increase in available data in the latter part of the 

C20th, but its inclusion criteria also allowed for earthwork, crop/soilmark, and 

survey (including aerial photography, artefact scatter etc.) evide nce (Taylor 2007, 

11). Despite covering only England, the final project incorporated c28,000 
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probable and definite rural settlements (Taylor 2007,  23), significantly higher 

than RSRBõs dataset. However, earthwork and other such sites cannot be securely 

dated to the Roman period. Inclusion criteria in any p roject working with large 

datasets must therefore find  a balance between the completeness of the record 

and the utility of the final dataset for the research questions established at the 

projectõs outset.  

 

 
Figure 4.1. RSRB regions (Smith et al 2016, 16)  
 

Data 

 

In the course of the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project  the data collected 

was input into a Microsoft Access database, with an entry created for each 

settlement. For each settlement record t here were a possible c500 individual 

fields ranging from settlement type and morphology, to pottery, finds, and 

zooarchaeological data. Significant categories are explored in more detail below. 
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The database was made publicly available through the Archaeolo gy Data Service 

(Allen et al 2015)  (Fig. 4.2).  

 

The RSRB online database allows users to download the full datasets which make 

up the project database. These can then be used individually in Microsoft Excel or 

structured in Microsoft Access as a full datab ase. Results gained through the siteõs 

query functi on can be downloaded as .csv files which can be opened in Microsoft 

Excel.  

 

 
Figure 4.2 . The Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project  (Allen et al 2015 ) 
 



55 
 

To conduct the analysis for this thesis the full  complement of RSRB datasheets 

were downloaded as .csv files. These were converted into .xlxs files and a  core 

database was created in Microsoft Excel using the Site Data sheet for those sites 

which fall with in the geographical remit of this thesis. T his master sheet was then 

used to draw information from other sheets  using VLOOKUP formulas. Core and 

supplementary site data were also extracted, and all data regarding material 

culture. However, as the focus of this thesis is on material culture, the 

zooarchaeological and bioarchaeological data were not incorporated into the 

thesis database. The distribution maps used throughout  this thesis were created in 

ArcGIS using a basemap made available by Edina Digimap. 

 

4.2.2  Defining the Dataset  

 

Number of Sites 
 

A tot al of 276 sites are included in the study area of this thesis  in the RSRB 

database (Fig. 4.3) . The study area incorporates records from three RSRB regions 

with varying characteristics (Table 4.2 ). The Central Belt region represents nearly 

40% of the total number of records despite covering a relatively low proportion of 

the overall study area. This is consistent with the broader pattern across Britain 

as described above.  

 

Regions Number of Sites 

Central Belt  105 

Central West 50 

Upland Wales and the Marches 121 

Total  276 

Table 4.2 . All sites in study region  
 

However, not all  sites within this population are defined solely as rural 

settlements. The RSRB uses two levels of site categorisation, Major (such as Rural 

Settlement, Nucleated Settlement) and Min or (such as farm, villa). Any sites 

which did not fall under the Major Sit e Type category of Rural settlement or Rural 

landscape categories were excluded from analysis.  

 

183 sites were considered appropriate for inclusion within the study group (Table 

4.4), and while the distribution to a certain extent follows the broader patt erns of 



56 
 

total site distribution the removal of non -rural sites makes the distributions 

somewhat more evenly weighted with a significant minority (43%) of sites now 

coming from the Up land Wales and the Marches region and 36% from the Central 

Belt region (Fi g. 4.4).  

 

 Figure 4.3 . Distribution of all settlements in the study region  

 

Major Site Type  Number of Sites  

Communications 4 

Industry 46 

Military  29 

Nucleated settlement  46 

Religious ritual and funerary  35 

Rural landscape 21 

Rural settlement  175 

Total  356 

Table 4.3 . Sites by Major Site Type 1 

                                                           
1 Numbers may appear distorted as sites can be included under multiple categories 
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Figure 4.4 . Distribution of all settlements included within the thesis analysis  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4.4. Number of sites by region 
 

Other Data Sources 

 

Datasets from other projects have been used to supplement the analysis of the 

RSRB in certain chapters, including the Welsh Roundhouse Project (Ghey and 

Johnston 2007) and the Iron Age and Roman Coins in Wales dataset (Guest and 

Wells 2007). The data for both projects is also available for download at the ADS. 

Data from the Portable Antiquities Scheme has a lso been used for comparative 

distributions in Chapters Six and Eight. 

 

Row Labels Number of Sites  

Central Belt  65 

Central West 38 

Upland Wales and the Marches 80 

Total  183 
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For sites in Wales, information has also been used from the RCAHMWõs online 

resource Coflein, and from the online database Archwilio, which makes available 

the HER records from the Welsh Archaeological Trusts. 

 

4.3 Ceramic Methodology  
 

4.3.1 Introduction  

 

Pottery is one of the most abundant forms of evidence available to archaeologists. 

It is found on almost all sites and indeed is sometimes the only form of material 

culture present on a site, and this is particularly  true for sites and region s which 

are generally materially poor. Pottery assemblages therefore present a rich source 

of material for analysis. The quantification of pottery assemblages provides 

numerical data which allow the proportions of different wares and forms within 

an assemblage to be analysed. Through the quantification and analysis of 

assemblages, wider research questions can be explored. Form and fabric analysis 

can help to explore what activities took place at a site, or the extent to which 

sites were integrated into the wider local, region, and national networks of 

exchange. At the level of the individual site this is valuable information, and when 

sites can be compared to each other a ceramic profile can be established which 

allows for the explo ration of such issues on a much broader scale. 

 

This section will therefore explore the process of devising a methodology suitable 

for conducting such inter -site analysis on the ceramic assemblages from Wales and 

the Marches. It will examine some of the me thodological problems enco untered 

with ceramic analysis and present the methodology designed for this study.  

 

4.3.2 Ceramics and the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project  

 

Though the RSRB database does include information on pottery, it does so in a 

limited way. Due to the issues associated with the collection of data for intersite 

analysis, data is not available for all sites and has only been collected for a 

limited range of fabrics. For  quantification, the RSRB relies on sherd numbers and 

assemblage weight. Within the dataset used for this thesis, data for sherd count is 

available for 61% of the total number of sites,  and assemblage weight for 22% 

(Table 4.5).  
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Quant Type  Row Labels Number of Sites  % 

Sherd 
Number 

Central Belt  38 58 

Central West 24 63 

Upland Wales and the 
Marches 50 63 

Total  112 61 

Assemblage 
Weight 

Central Belt  17 26 

Central West 14 37 

Upland Wales and the 
Marches 9 11 

Total  40 22 

Table 4.5 . Number of sites for which pottery data is available within the RSRB 
database 
 

Where the information has been made available, the sherd count for amphora, 

mortaria, and samian wares have also been provided. The remainder of the fields 

in the database reco rd categories of presence and absence, including samian, 

mortaria, or amphorae, an d additionally of religious vessels (such as paterae) and 

pottery wasters (indicating the production of pottery at the site). Though the 

RSRB comprises an invaluable data source, the lack of detail with regards to 

fabrics apart from samian ware, or forms a part from amphorae and mortaria 

means that the potential for analysis is limited. A methodology for inter -site 

comparison which can capture information about both form and fa bric and 

incorporate chronological data from a disparate set of sites was therefor e 

required.  

 

4.3.3 Inter -Site Comparison and Previous Methodologies  

 

Conducting inter -site comparison at a regional level demands a methodology that 

can be applied to assemblages of varying size and quality from a range of 

different site types excavated un der different conditions. Unsurprisingly, there 

are significant obsta cles to conducting such comparisons, of which perhaps the 

most complex to overcome is the lack of standardisation across pottery reports. 

The lack of standardisation in pottery reports is  a long-standing issue. In an 

analysis of the market models of the Ro man economy in Northamptonshire 

Griffiths (1989) notes the difficulties encountered in locating suitable assemblages 

for comparison and expresses surprise that ôexhaustive enquiries revealed that 

nowhere on the continent nor in Britain could all these crit eria be satisfiedõ 
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(Griffiths 1989, 67). It is likely that were the same research to be conducted at 

the present time the same problems would be encountered.  

 

The problems of standardisat ion in quantified pottery assemblages seem 

particularly pronounced wh en considering rural assemblages and for this reason 

much previous work has marginalised or largely omitted rural sites. The 

difficulties encountered by the Rural Settlement of Roman Brit ain Project  in their 

efforts to incorporate pottery into the project' s database are outlined in a recent 

paper (Timby 2016) presented at a workshop marking the projectõs completion, 

and serves as a summary of the various difficulties encountered by those 

attempting to work with ceramic assemblages. A range of issues are ide ntified, of 

which those listed below have been of particular importance for the development 

of the methodology within this study:  

 

¶ Failure to use the National Roman Fabric Reference Collection or other 

reference collections to create consistency  

¶ No overall form classification series  

¶ Varying standards and types of quantification within and between reports  

¶ Finewares (e.g. samian) or other specialist products not quantified 

alongside other wares 

(Timby 2016, 2) 

 

These issues are explored in detail below .  

 

Form and Fabric  

 

The lack of consistency in the identification of fabrics is due to a range of factors, 

such as the region in which the site lies  and even the experience of the pottery 

specialist undertaking analysis. Many regions have their own region al ceramic 

fabric series, making the issue administrative as well as academic . In addition, the 

development of the discipline over the course of the 20 th century has led to the 

codification of a n increasing number of fabric series. Black Burnished Ware, fo r 

example, was described by Gillam in the 1970s (Gillam 1976). In earlier reports 

the fabric is known by a range of names, such as ôcoarse fumed wareõ or 

Durotrigan Ware, simply by its fabric de scription. A similar process occurs in South 

East Wales with the recognition of Caerleon Ware (previously termed ôLegionary 
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Wareõ [Webster 1992, 114]). Earlier assemblages therefore need to be re -

examined before they can be productively compared to others.  

 

Attempts to provide a standard framework for the identificat ion of fabrics have 

been undertaken. The production of a National Roman Fabric Reference (Tomber 

and Dore 1998) and the availability of this resource as an online resource provides 

a framework i nto which fabrics from sites can be incorporated, and many rec ent 

excavations do make use of this in describing fabrics. The Study Group for Roman 

Pottery has also produced a Standard for Pottery Studies in Archaeology (2016) in 

order to provide a framewor k for standard practice in recording and analysis of 

ceramics.  

 

However, other reports still refer to fabrics in terms of regional or even site -

specific series and though these attempts at standardisation may have an effect in 

the future, older sites will  still require some level of re -examination in order to fit 

their assemblages into the framework. Sometimes this is possible from the fabric 

descriptions provided in the site reports. However, for many sites the only means 

of correctly identifying fabrics would be re -examination of the archival material 

itself ð a process which both time -consuming and requiring the input of a pottery 

specialist.  

 

Similar problems affect the identification of the various forms. While type series 

have been produced for some of the most widely -known and well -understood 

fabrics (such as Gillam 1976 for  Black Burnished Ware), other fabrics lack the 

same level of detail.  

 

Quantification  

 

There are also a wide range of methods of quantification used between site 

reports. These may include sherd count, sherd weight, Estimated Vessel 

Equivalent (EVE), or Minimum Number of Vessels (MNV). It is therefore difficult to 

conduct inter -site comparison between methods.  

 

Site Formation and Recovery Processes 
  

Further complications arise from  the varying degrees of detail with which sites are 

both investigated and subsequently published. Many of the sites under 
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consideration have not been fully published and pottery information is only 

available in brief form in journal articles or evaluation reports. Though many grey 

literature reports have been uploade d to the Archaeology Data Service (ADS) and 

are linked with the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain Project  (RSRB) archive, the 

brevity of many interim or unpublished reports mean that pottery dat a is limited.  

  

However, more fundamentally, the importance of both natural and cultural 

formation processes in the construction of site assemblages must be recognised 

(Schiffer 1983, 676). The processes which act upon ceramics are increasingly 

emphasised in the construction of a ceramic assemblage (Pena  2007). It should 

therefore be recognised that the excavated assemblage does not fully reflect the 

life assemblage of a site, and that it is itself a complex body of evidence which is 

altered and acted upon  at every stage of its composition, from initial u se to post-

excavation processes.  

 

4.3. 4 Developing a Methodology  

 

Some of the deficiencies of the published data could be overcome by re -

examining the site archive. The specialist ceramic report is usually  deposited 

within the archive and contains the full ceramic profile of the site, including 

sherd count, sherd weight, rim count etc. This can then be used to create a 

standardised method of quantification, even if the method in the published report 

is unsuitable.  

 

However, with 183 sites included withi n the study group and pottery comprising 

only one of the artefact categories under consideration it was not feasible to 

consult the site archives for each site within the time constraints of PhD work. A 

differ ent method of quantification therefore had to b e developed which could 

utilise the information that was publicly available. It was hoped that the method 

devised could be carried forward and be made widely applicable for other 

researchers working in areas where the format of site reports means that inte r-

site comparison is difficult, and that the method would therefore be able to save 

time and resources.  

 

4.3. 5 Aims and Objectives  
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For any research project, the collection of data and the construction of a 

methodology is dependent on the research question s with which it hopes to 

engage. For the purposes of this thesis t he ceramic evidence will primarily be 

used to explore the economy of the region and the social practices of rural 

settlements. The method should therefore seek to record:  

 

¶ The range of fabri cs used at rural settlements  

o In order to understand the extent of trade within the region  

¶ The range of forms used at rural settlements  

o In order to understand the ways in which pottery was used at sites  

¶ The quantities of pottery used at rural settlements  

o As a proxy for the extent of trade throughout the region  

 

These research questions defined the parameters of the methodology, which 

therefore had to accommodate fabric and form data and information about the 

quantity of pottery at rural sites.  

 

As explored above, sites were identified from the Rural Settlement of Roman 

Britain Project  database, archived at the Archaeology Data Service (Allen et al  

2015). 183 rural sites met the criteria for inclusion within this  study and upon 

examination of the available pu blications it quickly became apparent that there 

was a significant variation in both the quantity and quality of the data available 

for study. The scale and circumstances of the excavations varied widely, many  

comprising rescue or developer-led excavations in which the excavated area was 

small and the pottery assemblage correspondingly limited. Some sites had been 

excavated but were either unpublished or published only in short form in bulletins 

such as Britann ia or Archaeology in Wales. Grey literature rep orts were often 

superior to these shorter publications in providing basic quantification. Sites 

which had been excavated earlier in the 20 th century often provided full pottery 

reports but did not provide sher d or weight count, and it is further likely tha t 

many of these sites were subject to selective recording and retention of both 

diagnostic sherds and certain wares, especially samian ware.  

 

A methodology therefore had to be developed that could incorporate  the 

maximum number of sites to create a broad base of information and which could 

be derived from the published data which was already available. The most 
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pressing of these concerns was to determine a method of quantification that could 

be meaningfully ap plied to a wide range of secondary assemblages. 

 

4.3. 6 Methods of Quantificat ion 

 

A wide variety of methods of quantification can be applied to ceramic 

assemblages. Sherd count, sherd weight, Estimated Vessel Equivalent and 

Minimum Numbers of Vessels are all commonly used in pottery reports, yet the 

use of such a disparate array of  methods means that it is difficult to meaningfully 

compare one assemblage to another. 

 

Sherd count and sherd weight are used at some sites, but rarely unite form and 

fabric data in a way that makes the information suitable for the research 

questions outli ned as part of this thesis.  

 

Estimated Vessel Equivalent (EVE) is widely used in modern ceramic reports. EVEs 

are calculated using a part of the vessel which can be measured as a  fraction of 

the whole, such as rims or bases. In order to determine the EVE for inter -site 

comparison the rim -count and the percentage of the whole vessel which this 

represents are needed, but many publications do not provide this information and 

it is th erefore not possible to calculate the EVE without returning to the archival 

material. Furthermore, the method may be unsuitable for very small assemblages, 

or for vessels which do not fit into a well -defined type series.  

 

Minimum Number of Vessels (MNV) counts describe the minimum number of 

original items which can be represented b y the sherds present in the 

archaeological record. Voss and Allen (2010) describe two different methods by 

which a MNV count can be obtained: quantitative and qualitative. Quantit ative 

MNV counts are based on measurements of diagnostic elements such as rim 

counts, bases, or handles ð in a similar fashion to EVE counts. Such counts are 

replicable and, the authors note, particularly useful for quantification of mass -

produced ceramics where the characteristics of vessels are standardized and well 

known. By contrast, qualitative MNV counts are subjective and based on an 

assessment of sherds which are likely to represent a single vessel. The subjectivity 

of this approach is both its stre ngth and its weakness: while the method is more 
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malleable in application, it is less replicable across ceramic groups and is 

dependent on the analyst who undertakes the grouping (Voss and Allen  2010, 1). 

 

4.3. 7 Defining the Methodology  

 

The latter form of MNV was therefore chosen as the method which could fruitfully 

incorporate the  greatest number of sites from this study region into the analysis 

from the available data. The MNV for each assemblage has been calculated from 

an adaptation of the  method establ ished by Sian Thomas in her work on Roman 

Devon and Cornwall (pers comm), fol lowing the guidelines further outlined by 

Voss and Allen (2010).  

 

The excavation reports for the sites have been examined in detail and the 

information has been extracted and inp ut into a database using Microsoft Excel. 

Unique sherds have been allocated a Minimum Vessel Number (MNV) of 1. 

Illustrated sherds have also been allocated an MNV of 1 as these are also unique 

vessels, though it should be noted that the use of illustrated vessels does privilege 

unusual forms. In some cases no quantification was given within the excavation 

report, but where the presence of a vessel was indicated (for example, as part of 

a context description), the information has been recorded and the approp riate 

MNV assigned (e.g. 1, 2). Where the excavation report indicated the pre sence of 

more than one vessel the figure given has been input or, if no figure was 

provided, an MNV of 2 has been preferred ð so, for example, where a simple 

description of ôvesselsõ or ôbowlsõ is given this has been input as a vessel with MNV 

of 2.  The data from the excavation reports has been allocated to 29 main 

categories. These are outlined below:  

 

Heading Description  

1 SITE e.g. Whitton  

2 Modern County e.g. Glamorgan 

3 ADS Number The number assigned by the RSRB database 

4 RSRB Region The RSRB region in which the site falls e.g. Central Belt  

5 x_ref_map  Northing 

6 y_ref_map  Easting 

7 NO IN VOL Catalogue/ilustration number where appropriate  

8 AREA Area of the site from  which the pottery comes  

9 CONTEXT Numerical/descriptive as given.  
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Table 4.6 . Headings from database regarding the site, locati on and contextual 
data 
 

1 ð 6. This information is used to tie the site and the pottery data back to the 

Rural Settlement of R oman Britain Project  database to ensure consistency 

between its database and my own. The inclusion of coordinates allows the data 

to be plotted spatially  across the region.  

 

7 ð 9. The documentary categories retain information from the excavation report 

and enable closer analysis where possible, though this information is not 

available for all sites.  

 

Heading Description  

10 BASIC FORM e.g. Jar  

11 SUBFORM e.g. Wide-mouthed jar  

12 UNCERTAIN Functional category: Y/N  

13 LIQUID HOLDERS Functional category: Y /N  

14 DRINKING VESSELS Functional category: Y/N  

15 TABLEWARE Functional category: Y/N  

16 UTILITARIAN Functional category: Y/N  

17 RITUAL Functional category: Y/N  

Table 4.7  Headings from database recording form data and function  
 

10. The form descriptio ns have been simplified to allow for the greatest possible 

number of vessels to be incorporated into the analysis. Where identification of 

vessels is uncertain the description has been preserved in the database with a 

marker (e.g. Beaker/Jar) but will not be included in the final analysis except as 

part of one of the broad functional categories which will be outlined below. The 

broad form cate gories which have been used are as follows: 

 

Basic Form  

Amphora Dish and shallow bowl Plate 

Beaker Flagon Platter  

Bowl Incense cup Pot 

Colander Jar Storage Jar 

Cooking Pot Lid Strainer 

Counter Mortarium Tankard 

Cup Mug Tazza 

Dish Nozzle Unidentified  

Table 4.8  Basic form attributions as applied within the database  
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The forms have been preserved from the excavat ion report as given , although 

there is some overlap between forms (e.g. Jar / Storage Jar) . Additionally, 

certain forms are specific to fabric types e.g. dish/shallow bowl is a designation 

applied to certain classifications of samian ware, particularly Dra gendorff 18/31.  

 

The only instance where the original designation has been changed is wher e 

vessels are referred to as ôollaõ. This is a term which was used in the early 20th 

century to refer to cooking pots and jars and derives from the Latin term for a 

cooking pot (Varro 5.108). However, it is now obsolete outside Mediterranean 

archaeology. Any vessels described as ollae have been input into the database as 

Cooking Pot / Jar, though ôOllaõ has been preserved in the subform field, as 

below.  

 

11.  Subforms have been preserved where provided within the report, for 

example, ôWide-mouth jarõ, ôCarinated bowlõ. However, these distinctions have 

not been used for analysis.  

 

12 - 17.  In order to incorporate those vessels whose form is ambiguous, the 

vessels have also been allocated into functional categories. These have been 

adapted from the methodology  used for the coarse pottery at Usk (Manning 1993) 

and modified using Penaõs (2007) definitions to allow for the greatest number of 

vessels to be incorporated into th e analysis.  

 

Category Description  

Liquid Holders Flagons 

Drinking Vessels2 Cups, beakers, and tankards 

Tableware Plates, platters, dishes, and bowls in fine and coarse fabrics 

Kitchen/Storage 3 
All jars, cooking pots, storage vessels, colanders and 
mortaria.  

Ritual Tazzas, incense holders. 

Uncertain 
Any entry where the vessel form is uncertain (e.g. those 
listed as jar/bowl etc) or has not been identified in the 
excavation report.  

Table 4.9 . Functional categories applied within the ceramic database ( after  
Manning 1993) 

                                                           
2 Greene (1993) includes small, bead-rim jars in this category but due to the simplification of 
categories for the purposes of this study all jars have been categorised under Kitchen/Storage 
3 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ DǊŜŜƴŜΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ōǳǘ Ƙŀve been amalgamated here to 
encompass some of the limitations of the ceramic methodology used within this study, such as the 
ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƧŀǊ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊŀƎŜ ƧŀǊǎ ŀǎ ΨWŀǊΩΦ 
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Amphorae have been excluded from this analysis as they are more closely 

associated with the transport of materials rather than storage in place.  

 

Heading Description  

18 COARSE/FINE 
Categorisation by broad fabric type. 
Amphorae/Mortari um also captured under this heading  

19 
FULL FABRIC 
DESCRIPTION Fabric description as provided by the pottery report  

20 FABRIC Short description e.g. Grey  

21 FABRIC - SUB 
Further description if possible e.g. Grey - South Wales 
Greyware 

22 TYPOLOGY If applicable e.g. Dragendorff 31  

23 DECORATED/PLAIN For Samian ware 

Table 4.10 . Headings from ceramic database for fabric data  
 

19 - 20. The original fabric description as given within the excavation report has 

been preserved in the category 19. The fabrics in use have then been simplified to 

allow broad analysis incorporating the largest possible number of vessels. The 

fabrics have been defined as follows:  

 

Coarse Wares 

Black Burnished Ware Other 

Grey Savernake Ware 

Late Roman Shelly Ware Severn Valley Ware 

Malvernian South West White Slipped Ware 

Mancetter-Hartshill  Verulamium Ware 

Fine Wares   

Caerleon Other 

Continental Imported 
Fineware Oxfordshire 

Nene Valley Ware Samian 

New Forest Ware   

Table 4.11 . Coarse and fine fabrics categories used with in the database  
 

21. For both coarse and fine wares outlined above further distinctions have been 

retained for more detailed analysis, for example:  

 

Grey - Subcategory 

Grey - Caldicot Grey - Local 

Grey - Llanedeyrn Grey - South Wales Grey Ware 

Table 4.1 2. Subfabrics of Grey wares 
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In this case, South Wales Grey Ware is a fairly recent designation for the locally 

produced pottery  and identifying South Wales Grey Ware as a distinct entry in the 

database is therefore more likely to track changes in  specialist practice than any 

true trend in the fabric use. However, given the broad nature of Grey wares as a 

classification it seemed prudent to preserve these distinctions.  

 

Closer distinctions have also been preserved for finewares. These are particul arly 

useful for samian wares and allow for closer analysis of the source of the material 

where given (Table 4.13).  

 

Samian - Subcategory 

Samian - South Gaul Samian - Central Gaul - Les Martres de Veyres 

Samian - South Gaul - La 
Graufesenque Samian - East Gaul 

Samian - Central Gaul Samian - Aldgate-Pulborough 

Samian - Central Gaul - Lezoux Samian - No Further Detail  

Table 4.1 3. Samian fabric categories 
 

Preserving these distinctions also helps to refine the chronological analysis for this 

fabric . 

 

22 - 23. These headings primarily apply to samian wares, but where the form type 

is given for any vessel it is recorded here.  

 

Heading Description  

24 DATE Date as provided by the pottery report  

25 FABRIC DATE Simplified date e.g. C2 - C3 

26 EARLY 75-150 Y/N 

27 MIDDLE 150-300 Y/N 

28 LATE 300+ Y/N  

29 QUANT Unit of quantification e.g. 1  

Table 4.1 4. Headings for date and quantification  
 

24 - 25. These dates correspond to those provided by the excavation reports and 

by the general fabric type where provided. The fabri c dates have primarily been 

taken from Tye rs (1996). 

 

26 ð 28. Vessels have been assigned to these categories based on fabric and 

typology. The categories correspond to those used for the settlement data and to 
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allow for comparison. Where no description ha s been given the full date range of 

the fabric has been assigned, though in some cases ð particularly in the case of 

grey wares - thi s has meant assigning the full date range of the Roman 

occupation. Unidentified fabrics have not been assigned a date range  as the 

reports do not specify whether the date given is of the fabric or its context.  

Similarly, calcite -gritted and grog -tempered f abrics which are known from both 

extremes of the study period in the LIA and early post -Roman periods, have not 

been assigned a date except where further clarification has been given in the 

excavation report.  

 

The date ranges have been used elsewhere with regards to settlement evidence, 

and the same categories are used here in order to standardise the approach across 

all evide nce types. 

 

29. The unit of quantification in the case of this method is the vessel, as explored 

above. A numerical value is given as appropriate.  

 

4.3. 8 Strengths and Weaknesses 

 

The strength of this method is that it allows for the inclusion of a broad range of 

material from excavations of widely differing age and quality. However, there are 

inevitable issues with processing secondary data in this way. The primary concern 

is that the method tends to underestimate the number of vessels at a site. 

However, it is less misleading to underestimate the number of vessels than to 

overestimate them.  

 

The method is also stronger at producing p atterns of distribution than densities. 

This is due to the factors explored above, such as taphonomy and site formation, 

and excavation and post-excavation processes which affect the ceramic record. 

However, in a region where so little comparative work has  been attempted on 

rural settlements and rural ceramic assemblages, this study represents a new 

approach to the study of ec onomic and social practice in the region.  

 

4.4 Summary 
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The ceramic methodology used within this study is based on MNV and is designed 

to incorporate the largest number of sites possible. No such analysis has 

previously been attempted for Wales and the Ma rches and therefore, despite the 

acknowledged weaknesses associated with the method, the methodology outlined 

above demonstrates that  there is valuable information to be gained from inter -

site analysis of ceramic assemblages in the region.  

 

With the datab ase and methodology in place, this approach can be extended over 

the whole region of Wales and the Marches. The incorporation of more  data will 

allow for the identification of more trends and the building of a ceramic profile 

for the region, and subsequent  chapters will expand the approach outlined in the 

pilot study to explore questions of economic integration and social practice at 

rural sites within the study area. The distribution of different wares and forms 

will be plotted using GIS.  
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5. Data Overview  
 

This chapter will provide an overview of the core data used in all further analysis 

within this thesis. It will provide definitions for and give a broad introduction to 

the major site types and finds within the Rural Settlement of Roman Britain 

Project  and their distribution throughout the region in order to provide a high -

level view of the overall pattern of settlement and material culture. This will 

form the basis of closer study and analysis in subsequent chapters.  

 

The chapter wil l be split into three s ections derived broadly from the research 

questions outlined at the start of this thesis, and will explore:  

 

¶ Landscape 

¶ Economy 

¶ Personal Identities and Socio-Cultural Practices  

 

The first section will cover categories of settlement wi thin the RSRB database. It 

will provide definitions for each of the settlement types and give an overview of 

settlement patterns including form, size, and topography, noting regional 

differences in di stribution.  

 

The second section will introduce the cate gories of evidence which will be used in 

subsequent chapters to analyse the economic basis of settlements in the region. It 

will give a broad overview of the distribution patterns of coins and pottery , and of 

a selection of structures at rural settlements relating to their economies including 

corndriers and evidence of metalworking.  

 

The third section will introduce evidence from small finds and is structured by the 

Crummy categorisations of small find s (Crummy 1995). It will introduce and 

provide broad distribution patterns for the categories of small find which will be 

used in Chapter Nine to explore in greater depth questions of personal identity 

and social practices within the study region.  

 

This main function of this chapter will be to introduce the dat aset and describe 

the patterns observed through high -level analysis of the RSRB data. Case studies 

of individual sites will be used to illustrate key points and concepts with reference 
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to the research  questions outlined above, and the general patterns iden tified will 

provide a background for a closer analysis. The research questions outline d as part 

of this chapter will provide the structure for the following three chapters  

 

5.1  Settlement Types  

 

The terminology used to describe morphology of rural settlem ents across the UK is 

highly variable (Allen and Smith 2017, 17), especially in older reports and regional 

surveys describing architecture or morphology particular to certain parts of 

Roman Britain (e.g. rounds in Cornwall). To simplify the presentation an d analysis 

of the data this study has adopted the definitions provided by the RSRB.  

 

This section will define the types of settlement which have been included within 

this thesis, and also explore the  patterns of settlement which occur within each 

category. Case studies will be used to elaborate on some of the definitions 

involved and the issues with assigning settlements into categories.  

 

5.1.1  Excluded Settlement Types  

 

The removal of non-rural settlement s demonstrates that a significant portion of 

the sites f rom Upland Wales and the Marches are vici. These have been included 

in the RSRB database primarily to fill in gaps in the settlement record in the North 

and Upland Wales and the Marches regions where other excavated settlements are 

sparse (Fig. 5.1). However, the purpose of this thesis is to examine rural 

settlements and, though civilian in nature, vici are nevertheless intrinsically 

associated with the military - perhaps particularly so in this region  where vicus 

settlements rarely survived the removal of the fort itself, indicating that the 

primary driver of nucleation was the military. Classing such settlements with 

other, self -sufficient domestic sites therefore obscures the patterns of rural 

settle ment.  

 

Other nucleated settlements including small unwa lled towns (such as Cowbridge 

[Glamorgan-Gwent]) have also been excluded, as have sites whose primary 

function is religious (such as Uley [Gloucestershire]) or funerary (such as Liswerry 

[Glamorgan-Gwent]).  
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Site function is not always clear, particularly at sites which have been the subject 

of limited intervention and which are subsequently only written up as grey 

literature. This is particularly true of sites where the form or function changed 

over time. Such ambiguities are difficult to capture, particul arly so in a study 

which relies on the simplification of classificatory categories in order to capture a 

broad base of data.  

 

 
Figure 5.1 . Distribution of site types in the study region  
 

5.1.2  Farms 

 

Farms are defined in the database as a single-unit domestic s ettlement (Smith et 

al 2016, 20) whose function is primarily agricultural, though evidence which 

suggests other activities is not unusual (such as metalworking). 137 farms are 

present with in the dataset, with the majority located in the Upland Wales and th e 

Marches. 
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Region Number of Sites  

Central Belt  48 

Central West 27 

Upland Wales and the Marches 62 

Total  137 

Table 5 .1 . Number of farms by region  
 

Farms are the predominant settlement form within the study region, and their 

distribution accordingly re flects the general pattern of distribution (Fig. 5 .1). 

Their topographical distribution favours plain s/plateaux (34%) or river valleys 

(31%), a preference likely linked to favour able soil and other conditions for the 

agricultural exploitation which formed the basis of these sitesõ economies. This 

could also, however, reflect a modern preference for these locations leading to a 

bias in the level of development and developer -led excavation.  

 

 
Figure 5.2 . Topography of farm sites  
 

Size 

 

Settlement size could  be ascertained for 71% of farm sites, and then only with 

limited precision. Of these the majority (67%) were under 3 ha. Only a single site 

over 9 ha is present (Uley Bury (Gloucestershire); c. 13ha total) but this is later 

reoccupation of a large Iron Ag e hillfort site and the extent of the Romano -British 

occupation is not fully known (Evans 2005, 10)  (Fig. 5.2) . The numbers generally 
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are too small to discern distinct patterns o f distribution, but the medium sites are 

(with a single exception) located tow ards the south-east.  

 

Settlement Size  Number of Sites  

large (9+ ha) 1 

medium (4 - 8 ha) 4 

small (<1 - 3 ha) 92 

uncertain  40 

Total  137 

Table 5. 2. Number of farms by size 
 

 

Fig 5.2 .  Distribution of farms by size  

 

Form  

 

To further standardise the lang uage associated with settlement morphology, the 

RSRB also categorises rural settlements by an internally -defined system of 

complex, enclosed, and unenclosed sites. The categories and their distribution 

within the region are explored below  (Fig. 5.3).  
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Sett lement Form  Number of sites  

Complex 1 

Enclosed 66 

Unenclosed 5 

Unclassified 64 

Total  136 

Table 5. 3. Settlement form and number of sites  
 

Unenclosed farms  

 

These are defined as farms where there does not appear to be any boundary 

enclosing the main domestic core (Smith et al 2016, 23). Only five unenclosed 

sites fall within the study area  (Table 5.3). The difficulty in identifying such sites 

without the more obvious markers associated with enclosed rural settlements 

(such as earthworks) means that the distribution of these sites tend to focus on 

regions of unusual preservation such as Stackpole Warren (Dyfed), which lies in an 

area of blown sand (Benson et al 1990), or Goldcliff West (Glamorgan -Gwent), 

which lies in an intertidal wetland zone (Bell et a l 2000). Unenclosed settlements 

are also often chance discoveries as a result of infrastructure proj ects, such as 

Cefn Cwmwd (Gwynedd) and Melin y Plas (Gwynedd), both of which were 

discovered during the A55 Anglesey road scheme (Cuttler et al 2012). It is  

therefore likely that the number of firmly -identified unenclosed settlements 

significantly underrep resents the true number of such settlements, particularly as 

unenclosed sites may later become enclosed (see Bush Farm, below). Only 86 

unenclosed farms have been identified throughout the whole RSRB representing 

just 3% of the total number of settlements (see Smith et al 2016, 18, Table 2.1). 

Four of the open farms are under 3ha; the extent of the fifth (Goldcliff West) 

could not be determined.  

 

Enclosed far ms 

 

These are defined as farms where all or the majority of the domestic and 

associated activity tak es place within one or two enclosures, but where space is 

not further subdivided to a significant degree ( Smith et al 2016,  23). Enclosures 

may be formed by  ditches, walls, palisades or other constructions.  
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Figure 5.3.  Distribution of farms by settlemen t form 

 

Enclosed farms comprise 48% of all farms, and 92% of all farms whose form could 

be identified. Their distribution follows the general distribution p attern for the 

region. Again, the majority of enclosed farms are small (91%) with only two sites 

between 4-8ha. The problematic nature of the occupation at the single large site 

(Uley Bury [Gloucestershire] has been discussed above. 

 

Enclosed sites are defined here as a single category, but considerable variation 

exists between various forms of enclosure . There are significant morphological 

distinctions between, for example, Dan -y-Coed (Dyfed) and Cefn Graeanog II 

(Gwynedd), which are explored below.  

 

¶  Dan-y-Coed, Dyfed  

 

Dan-y-Coed was excavated as part of the Llawhaden Project, a series of 

investigations focused on small enclosed settlements in west Wales (Williams and 
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Mytum 1998). The site comprises an oval defended enclosure (Fig. 5.4)  with 

multiphase occupation spanning the Late Iron Age to C3rd, with at least five 

roundhouses and associated four-post structures, and a rectangular building date 

to the 2 nd century . Dan-y-Coed also features an embanked approach which may 

have been used to control the moveme nt of animals. Several other sites in the 

region are associated with  similar outworks, resembling the banjo enclosures of 

southern England and sometimes called concentric ant ennae enclosures (James 

1990). These may represent a regional subtype.  

 

 

Figure 5 .4 .  Dan-y-Coed (from Williams and Mytum 1998, 31) 

 

¶ Cefn Graeanog II  

 

Cefn Graeanog is a subsquare stone-built enclosure which forms part of a cluster 

of sites on the Graeanog Ridge (Gwynedd). Occupation at the site spans six 

phases, but by the mid -2nd century the site was fully enclosed by a stone -built 

enclosure containing two roundhouses and a large sub-rectangular building in the 

late 2 nd century (Fasham et al 1998, 9). This form of enclosure is also a distinctive 

regional type of rectilinear enclosure in which the buildings are incorporated into 

the enclosure, of which other examples include Hafot ty-wern-las (Gwynedd) 

(Williams 1923) and Din Lligwy (Gwynedd) (Baynes 1908). 
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Figure 5.5 . Plan of Cefn Graeanog II showing maximum extent of the site (Fasham 

et al 1998, 21, Figure 13) 

 

Complex farms  

 

Complex farms are a defined as those at which  there is a significant 

differentiation of space, possibly linked to the separation of various activities 

(Smith et al 2016, 28). It is also suggested that such sites were particularly well -

suited to the control of livestock and were therefore associated w ith pastoral 

farming practice (Smith et al 2016, 33).  

 

Only a single complex farm (Hunts Grove, Quedgley [ Gloucestershire]) falls within 

the study area. This site lies  within the Central Belt (Fig. 5.3) though two further  

potential complex sites are noted at Nash (Glamorgan-Gwent) and Rumney Great 

Wharf (Glamorgan-Gwent). Both these sites lie within the area of Romano -British 

land reclamation on the Gwent Levels and are  associated with extensive networks 

of ditches possibly comprising a land management scheme (Smith et al 2016, 153). 

Hunts Grove also lies in the Severn Vale and comprises a series of prehistoric and 

both early and late Roman enclosures, with the enclosure s becoming increasingly 

formalised throughout the Roman period (Braanlund and Wright 2012, 3).  



81 
 

 

¶ Hunts Grove, Gloucestershire  

 

Hunts Grove is a complex rural settlement identified in a development area to the 

south of Gloucester (Braanlund and Wright 2012, 5). The site was explored 

through geophysical work and trial trenching which established two foci of late 

prehistoric and Roman activity, including a double ditched enclosure and field 

system in the east with Iron Age and mid/later Roman ditches to the wes t 

(Braanlund and Wright 2012, 6; Fig. 5.6 ). Fieldwork comprising 67 trenches across 

the 34ha site excavated a 2% sample of the total development area (Braanlund 

and Wright 2012, 7) and identified a series of prehistoric and early Roman 

enclosures in the south-west of the site, and later Roman enclosures in the north -

east (Braanlund and Wright 2012, 25). Dating was established through the 

presence of both Iron Age and Romano-British pottery, including Malvernian 

limestone-tempered pottery whose distribution extends into the early Roman 

period, and Romano-British wares which comprise primarily lo cal Severn Valley 

wares and supplementary Black Burnished, with small quantities of continental 

imports represented by samian and one instance of amphora (Braanlund an d 

Wright 2012, 19, 48). The later Roman ditches are regular and appear to have 

been superimposed over earlier activity, indicating a move towards increasingly 

formalised and complex use of space (Braanlund and Wright 2012, 24). No 

domestic structures were identified, though a possible wall foundation lay in a 

trench close to the north -western junction of the two trackways (Braanlund and 

Wright 2012, 25) The Roman enclosures in the north-east of the site extend 60m 

to the east and are aligned either side of a contemporary trackway ( ibid ), and it is 

this increasingly formalised division of space which led to the site being classified 

as a complex farm.  
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Figure 5.6 . Hunts Grove, showing geophysical anomalies interpreted as complex 

field boundaries  (Braanlund and Wright 2012) 

 

Unclassified  

 

Almost half the known farms within the region (47%) remain unclassified. The sites 

which remain unclassified are primarily small excavations in which the full extent 

of the site cannot be determined. The identification of si tes as belonging to one 

or another of the typological categ ories outlined above is heavily dependent on 

the area of excavation, and so it is not surprising that enclosed and complex 

settlements tend to have higher areas of excavation, as shown in Table 5. 4).  

 

Site Form  
Average Area of 
Excavation  

Complex 0.41 

Enclosed 0.42 

Unclassified 0.24 

Unenclosed 0.23 

Total  0.33 

Table 5. 4.  Average area of excavation by site type  (m2) 
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5.1.3  Villas 

 

The definition of villa sites has historically been subjective and ba sed on their 

perceived status within the settlement hierarchy, as indicated by a suite of 

architectural and material characteristics including rectilinear masonry buildings, 

hypocausts, tiled roofs, mosaic floors, and wall -plaster.  

 

Villas were preferenti ally excavated in the 19 th and 20th centuries (due to both the 

antiquarian preference for high status sites and their material culture and the 

stronger archaeological visibility afforded by the architectural characteristics 

noted above) and they have consequently dominated discussion of rural 

settlements through much of the 20 th century. Though studies of villa sites have 

traditionally been focused on their architectural characteristics, t his is changing 

as new approaches are developed, such as Derks and Roymansõ (2011) work on a 

methodology for villa study that integrates morphological and relational 

characteristics to analyse them both as a distinct material class and as a social 

phenomenon.  

 

Though finer classifications of villa settlements have been pro posed (Percival 

1976; Smith 1998) and a wide variety of terms are available for the closer 

definition of villa sites (such as corridor, winged corridor, courtyard) broader 

categories are required to accommodate large datasets. Villas are defined within 

the RSRB database as rural buildings with architectural characteristics associated 

with high status display, including hypocausts, mosaics, tiled roofs, painted wall 

plaster etc (Smith et al  2016, 44). While this follows the traditional approach it is 

further  stressed that the defining characteristic of the Romano -British villa is its 

architectural distinctiveness from the broader context of rural settlement (Smith 

et al  2016, 71). Though the  villas of western Britain bear little resemblance to the 

elaboration  of many Continental villas, the material signifiers of villa status are 

present on almost all sites within the region (for example, tiled roofs are present 

at 100% of villa sites within the study region) ð though admittedly this argument is 

circular as vi llas will traditionally have been identified by the presence of such 

markers.  

 

There are 29 villa sites in the region. Their distribution is weighted strongly 

towards the east and partic ularly the south -east in the Central Belt region  (Fig. 
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5.8). Nearly 50% of all the regionõs villas occur within the Central Belt, consistent 

with the broader pattern across Roman Britain, with 48% of the total number of 

villas in Roman Britain identified within the RSRB falling within the Central Belt.  

 

Region Number of Sit es 

Central Belt  14 

Central West 9 

Upland Wales and the Marches 6 

Total  29 

Table 5. 5. Distribution of villa sites by region.  
 

Topography  

 

The topographical distribution of villa sites exhibits a marked preference for river 

valleys (55%), with a further  31% located on plateaux or plains. This is likely again 

to be due to the preference for low -lying, fertile agricultural land better -suited to 

agriculture.  

 

  
Figure 5.7 . Topography of villa sites  
 

Settlement Size 

 

At sites where the size co uld be identif ied, 79% are under 3ha. However, the 

extent of the site could only be identified in 48% of sites  (Table 5.6). Similarly, 

the form of only eight sites could be firmly identified (Table 5.7).  
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Size Site % 

large (9+ ha) 1 3 

medium (4 - 8 ha) 2 7 

small (<1 - 3 ha) 11 38 

uncertain  15 52 

Total  29 100 

Table 5. 6.  Villa sites by size  
 

 

 
Figure 5.8 . Distribution of villas by size  
 

Though the numbers are very small, there does seem to be a preference for larger 

and increasingly complex villas towards the sou th-east (Fig. 5.8). The only 

complex villa lying within the study region, Kingscote ( Gloucestershire) (Table 

5.7), lies at the e dge of a strong concentration of complex sites in the Cotswolds 

(outside the study area) in the Central Belt (Smith et al 2016, 158). 
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Settlement Form  Number of Sites  

Complex 1 

Enclosed 7 

Unclassified 21 

Total  29 

Table 5. 7. Villa sites by settlement form  
 

5.1.4  Problems 

 

The organisation of sites into a set typological sequence is not without problems, 

particularly when the site s are then input into a database such as the RSRBõs 

which forms the base for this thesis. The process does not take into account the 

tendency of si tes to grow or change use, and the various classifications of sites as 

farms or villas, complex, enclosed, or  unenclosed, and even large, medium and 

small can only capture a snapshot of the site.  

 

Each site can be classified  within multiple minor  site type  categories, and the 

RSRB database cannot therefore help to unravel the settlementõs development. 

For example, the site of Whitton Lodge (Glamorgan -Gwent) began in the Iron Age 

as an enclosed roundhouse settlement and developed into a villa settlement in t he 

2nd century  (a trajectory potentially shared by many villa sites though the early 

excavation of many villa s precludes the identification of these often -ephemeral 

earlier phases) and is accordingly classified as both a villa and an enclosed farm 

(Jarret and Wrathmell 1981); however, the database cannot distinguish 

chronologically between the two phases, nor the refore to which phase of 

settlement the finds and other information belongs. It takes an individual site 

biography approach to assign detailed information to eac h phase and this level of 

detail is not feasible with big data projects.  

 

5.1.5  Other settlement for ms 

 

Other, minor forms are also included in the analysis of rural settlement but form a 

marginal proportion of the total site population. Such sites primarily in clude 

hillfort and cave settlements ( Fig. 5.1).  

 

There are only three cave sites within the reg ion which contain evidence of 

domestic occupation, and , as well as forming a minor proportion of the total 
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number of settlements in the region , the nature of occ upation within cave sites 

themselves also seems marginal.  For example, all three occupied sites  are also 

associated with burials , and the evidence of domestic occupation e.g. pottery 

could instead be associated with funerary, perhaps ritual activity (Pollo ck 2006, 

88). 

 

Hillforts also form a minority of rural settlements. There are significantly mor e 

hillforts in the study region than those included in the database and analysis, but 

of these only a handful have been excavated. The hillforts included in this  analysis 

are those which show evidence of the continuity of occupation from the Iron Age 

to th e Roman period, or which show evidence of re -use and re-occupation in the 

Roman period. Eighteen hillfort sites show evidence of reoccupation during the 

Roman period, though reoccupation is often inferred from the presence of 

Romano-British material e.g. p ottery, coins etc., and its nature is rarely well -

understood.  

 

5.2  Structural Information  

 

Other information about the morphological and architectural characteristi cs of 

the settlements is also captured in the database Some features are captured 

numerically, including the number of circular and rectangular buildings on the site 

(Table 5.8). Others are captured through presence/absence e.g. masonry 

buildings, multi -roomed buildings.  

 

5.2.1  Circular Buildings  

 

The presence of circular buildings is weighted towards th e Upland Wales and the 

Marches (Table 5.8), though this is due in part to the prevalence of stone 

construction in this region leading to better preservation. Cir cular buildings in 

other regions are more often of timber construction and are therefore less l ikely 

to survive. The majority of sites at which circular buildings are present are farm 

sites, and within this category enclosed farms form the majority (Table 5.9). 

 

 

 

 



88 
 

Region Number of Sites  
Number of 
Buildings  

Central Belt  15 48 

Central West 4 6 

Upland Wales and the Marches 41 116 

Total  60 170 

Table 5. 8.  Number of settlements with circular buildings present by region  
 

 

 
Figure 5.9 . Distribution of sites with circular buildings  
 

 

Circular buildings are present on four villa sites; however, at three  sites these 

buildings belong to earlier, often Iron Age p hases (Frocester Court 

[Gloucestershire], Whitton Lodge [Glamorgan -Gwent], and Llandough [Glamorgan-

Gwent]). The inclusion of these sites is an illustration of the problems outlined 

above regarding the difficulty in assigning features to particular phases of site 

development. The fourth site, Castle Tump, Caerwent (Glam -Gwent), is 

something of an anomaly; though a circular building is listed in the RSRB 

database, the excavation report makes no refere nce to any circular structure  

(GGAT). However, an octagonal structure (described as a possible bathhouse, 
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dining room, or shrine) was identified in a 2012 geophysical survey and may be the 

source of the ôcircularõ structure counted in the database (Current Archaeology 

2013), though a building of such unusual shape may have closer parallels with 

religious sites than domestic architecture.  

 

Site Type  Number of Sites  

Enclosed 38 

Unenclosed 4 

Unclassified 12 

Total  54 

Table 5. 9. Number of farms with circula r buildings present by form  
 

5.2.2  Rectilinear buildings  

 

Seventy-two sites within the study region have rectilinear buildings present, and 

the greatest number of sites and buildings falls within the Central Belt  (Table 

5.10).  

 

Region Number of Sites  Number of Buildings  

Central Belt  32 93 

Central West 15 33 

Upland Wales and the Marches 25 52 

Total  72 178 

Table 5. 10. Number of sites at which rectilinear buildings are present.  
 

There are 23 farm sites in the region with rectilinear buildings present. Some of 

these records encounter the same difficulty as the villa sites, with the rectilinear 

structures belonging not to the farm proper but to later, sometimes villa phases of 

the site (e.g. Frocester, Whitton). The transition from farm to villa phase is often 

distinguished by the transition from curvilinear to rectilinear construction, though 

the association should not be applied simplistically or pr escriptively.  

 

Site Type  Number of Sites 

Enclosed 19 

Unenclosed 1 

Unclassified 3 

Total  23 

Table 5.11. Number of farms with rectilinear buildings by form  
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The distribution of the farms with rectilinear buildings is weighted towards the 

Upland Wales and the Marches (Table 5.12), though again the preference for stone 

construction in this region lends itself to bette r preservation of sites , which likely 

influences the figures. However, an interesting feature of the sites clustered in 

north -west Wales are the number of sites with both circular and rectilinear 

buildings present during  the same phase of the site such as Hafotty -Wern-Las 

[Gwynedd] [Williams 1923]).  

 

 

Figure 5.10 . Distribution of sites with rectilinear buildings.  

 

Region Number of Sites 

Central Belt  7 

Central West 1 

Upland Wales and the Marches 15 

Total  23 

Table 5.1 2. Number of farms with rectilinear  buildings by region 
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¶ Hafotty -Wern-Las 

Hafotty -Wern-Las is a quadrangular stone-built walled enclosure on a ridge in 

Rhostryfan, Caernarvonshire, which is the focus point for a number of other 

roundhouse settlements. The site comprises a quadrangular enclo sure containing 

two rectilinear buildings built int o the enclosure wall and one roundhouse ( Fig. 

5.11). The entrance to the enclosure was built through one of the rectilinear 

buildings, which likely served as a gatehouse (Waddington 2013, 189); the other 

rectilinear structure contained a small slate -lined hearth and large quantities of 

slag, charcoal, burnt clay, and iron deposits, indicating that the building was a 

focal point for iron -working. This layer also contained Romano-British pottery, 

including th ree fragments of mortaria and two of samian (Willia ms 1923, 106) 

indicating engagement with local trade networks. The roundhouse contained tw o 

hearths and finds included a  glass bead and two perforated slate discs, and an 

Iron Age decorated bronze plaque or relief near the entrance (Waddington 2013, 

189). The contrast between the character of finds in the two structures suggests 

distinct patterns of use within each, and a possible association of circular spaces 

with domestic and rectilinear spaces with indu strial uses. 

 

 
Figure 5.11.  Site plan of Hafotty -Wern-Las (Williams 1923) 
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5.2.3  Masonry buildings  

Masonry buildings are present at all villa sites in the region. However, the 

presence of masonry buildings is often used as a means of defining a villa site, so 

the argument can become circular . Masonry buildings are also present at 52 farm 

sites (38%), and most commonly on enclosed sites (Table 5.13). 

 

 

Site Type  Number of Sites  

Complex 1 

Enclosed 27 

Unenclosed 3 

Unclassified 21 

Total  52 

Table 5.1 3. Number of sites with masonry buildings present by site type 
 

 

 
Figure 5.12.  Distribution of sites with masonry buildings 
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Region Number of Sites  

Central Belt  19 

Central West 5 

Upland Wales and the Marches 28 

Total  52 

Table 5.1 4.  Number of sites with masonry buildings present by region  
 
 

Over half (54%) of all masonry buildings on farm sites are located in Upland Wales 

and the Marches (Table 5.14), and particularly in the north west ð as noted 

elsewhere this is a reflection of the distinctive regional prefe rence for stone 

construction and the level of preservation that this allows.  

 

5.3  Economy 

This section will provide a broad overview of the categories of artefacts within 

the RSRB associated with the econo my, such as coinage and evidence of 

metalworking, and s ome of the strengths and weaknesses of the data. This will be 

supplemented by an overview of the data derived from the ceramic methodology 

described in the previous chapter.  

 

5.3.1  Coins 

 

Numismatics has sometimes been isolated from other forms of finds analysi s, but 

this is beginning to change with the practice of applied numismatics (Reece 1972, 

1995; Casey 1984; Walton 2012), which proposes a direct link between coin loss in 

archaeological contexts and the supply and use of coinage in the past (Guest 

2008, 38) and thereby enables the use of coin studies to explore a range of 

economic and social questions. 

 

Yet in common with other finds categories, coins are subject to depositional 

biases and the relatio nship between use and loss is not straightforward.  Not a ll 

coin losses are accidental and may not therefore provide a true picture of the 

pattern of coin use and loss. Coin loss is also proportional to the quantity of each 

issue minted and to both their d enominational and intrinsic value e.g. fewer gold 

and silver coins are deposited partly because fewer high -value coins were in 

circulation but also because their higher material value likely meant that greater 

effort was expended on their recovery after lo ss (Walton 2012, 27). Coin finds are 
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also subject to bias es of detection, for example, coins are more likely to be 

recovered from excavations where metal -detecting forms part of the methodology 

(Gregory and Rogerson 1984, 184) and amateur detectorists are more likely to be 

active in the vicinity of known archaeo logical sites (Robbins 2013, 61). 

 

Numismatists have also focused on establishing a background pattern of coin loss 

in Britain in the Roman period which could be used in comparison with a broader 

European pattern, and also as a backdrop against which the c oin loss of individual 

sites could be placed. Richard Reece identified a pattern of coin loss known as the 

British Mean (Reece 1995), which was derived from 140 assemblages using per mill 

profiles (t he total number of coins in each period divided by the to tal number in 

each assemblage, multiplied by 1000 [Walton 2012, 24]). This Mean is accepted as 

representative of the overall pattern of British coin loss, despite criticism 

directed at the limited ge ographical distribution of the sites used, the limited 

range of site types, and the atypical coin profiles of certain sites (e.g. Fishbourne, 

Richborough) which may affect the overall total (Walton 2012, 32). Variations on 

this Mean have been proposed, such as Waltonõs Mean (2012) which was devised 

using a greater number and range of sites. However, for most studies Reeceõs 

British Mean remains the standard.  

 

The British Mean outlines a pattern distinct from that of the continent, 

characterised by low coin loss during the Claudian period to the late 3 rd century, 

high coin loss from 260-294, a dip in the period 294 -330, and generally high coin 

loss in the 4 th century (Reece 1995, 179). This pattern is supported by Waltonõs 

British Mean (Walton 2012, 36).  

 

Dat a 

 

The RSRB database provides basic information regarding  coinage at each site. Coin 

totals are broken down into 24 Numismatic Issue Periods corresponding to the 

periods outlined by Reece (1973, 228), with additional categories for Late Iron 

Age and Unidentified 1 st/2 nd and 3rd/4 th century coins. A summary of th e coin data 

is given for each site and numerical quantification for each period and site totals, 

but further quantification ð for example, by denomination - has not been 

attempted. For the purposes o f this thesis supplementary analysis has been 
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conducted using the data from the Iron Age and Roman Coins from Wales (Guest 

and Wells 2007), downloaded from the ADS.  

 

The RSRB dataset includes a total of 9707 coins. Using the coin totals provided, it 

seems that the majority come from the Upland Wales and the Mar ches region; 

however the figures are skewed significantly by the Jamesford Coin Hoard of 4854 

coins (Jones et al. 2012) - excluding this hoard the total for Upland Wales and the 

Marches drops to 844 coins. Hoards are not included in the individual period 

breakdowns and therefore for this analysis the total number of coins for each site 

has been derived from the sum of coins which can be assigned a period, and not 

from the site total column. This reduc es the total number of coins in the region 

from 9707 to 4228 (Table 5.15).  

 

Region 
Coins (excl. 
hoards) % 

Coins (inc. 
hoards) % 

Central Belt  3713 88 3879 40 

Central West 91 2 130 1 

Upland Wales and the Marches 424 10 5698 59 

Total  4228 100 9707 100 

Table. 5.1 5. Coin totals from each region ( RSRB data) 
 

The IARCW dataset comprises 52,813 coins from 1172 separate finds including 

excavations, hoards, and single finds, and includes up to 15 descriptive fields for 

each coin entry including denomination, metal, and mint among others. However, 

of this dataset o nly 183 coins derive from 22 rural settlement excavations. The 

sites included in this study largely overlap with the RSRB, though the different 

inclusion criteria for each project means that some are not common to both 

datasets. 

 

Distribution  

 

While coins are present at sites throughout the region, the number of coins 

produced at different sites and the distribution of these sites indicates that the 

extent to which rural sites were engaged in using coinage differed widely. The 

Central Belt produ ces 88% of all coins found on rural sites (see Table 5.15) and 

sites in this region tend to produce more coins. The IARCW data supports this 

trend, with a combined 85% of the total number of coin finds located in the South 
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or South-East, a region roughly approximating the  Gwent-Glamorgan portion of 

the RSRBõs Central Belt.  

 

Site Type  No of Coins % 

Excavation - hillfort  345 0.7 

Excavation - industrial site  39 0.1 

Excavation - military + later  57 0.1 

Excavation - military site  3742 7.1 

Excavation - 'other' site  48 0.1 

Excavation - rural settlement  183 0.3 

Excavation - town / urban site  2260 4.3 

Excavation - uncertain site  20 0.0 

Excavation - vicus / canabae 835 1.6 

Group 9984 18.9 

Hoard 34753 65.8 

Single Find 547 1.0 

Total  52813 100 

Table 5.1 6. Number of coins broken down by site type (data from Guest and Wells 
2007) 
 

The lack of coinage in the mountainous interior suggests limited engagement with 

a monetised economy (or limited settlement). The coins which are known from 

the uplands are predominantly from milit ary or vicus sites, or hoards (Fig. 5.16).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5.1 7. IARCW number of coins from rural settlements  by region (data from 
Guest and Wells 2007) 
 

Farms 

 

Farms produce the majority of  coins within the study region, though this is 

primarily because more settlements fall into this category. The only complex farm 

site in the region produced only a single barbarous ra diate though the excavation 

focused on field boundaries and the domestic core of the settlement was not 

investigated and this likely contributes to the low number. 86% of known coins 

come from enclosed sites, though again this may be partly due to post -

depositional and investigatory factors e.g. the greater proportion of enclos ed sites 

Region Number  % 

Central/East Wales 12 7 

North Wales 10 5 

South Wales 98 54 

South-East Wales 56 31 

South-West Wales 7 4 

Total  183 100 



97 
 

generally (particularly in comparison to unenclosed sites), or the tendency for 

sites to remain unclassified due to smaller interventions which may produce fewer 

artefacts ge nerally.  

 

 
Figure 5.13.  Distribution of coins ( RSRB data) 
 

Villas  

 

Vill as produce proportionally more coins than farms. Farms generally produce 

smaller numbers of coins, and where they appear in greater numbers this is often 

due to a later, villa phase e .g. Frocester, where an Iron Age and early Romano-

British farm developed into a villa complex by the late C3rd. 17 coins in periods 

from the Late Iron Age to AD260 are known; the number rises to 171 from AD260 

to the C5th, when the site appears to go out o f use (Price 2000).  This highlights a 

problem with the aggregation of co in totals, which do not take into account the 

transition of sites from one category to another; however, it does also emphasise 

the increased extent to which villa sites seem to have been engaged in (or in 

some cases became  sites of) monetary exchange 
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Figure 5.14  Distribution of coins from all sites  (data from Guest and Wells 2007) 

 

Chronology  

 

The majority of coins in the RSRB for which a date could be assigned fall in the 

late 3 rd to 4 th centuries (Fig. 5.15), with a quarter of all coins from rural sites 

dating from AD330 ð 348 (though 691 coins from this period come from Kingscote 

(Gloucestershire), skewing the figures somewhat). Unidentified coins are not 

included in the graph be low, but within this categor y a greater number of coins 

fall into the C3rd/4 th category. The IARCW data demonstrates the same broad 

trend, with significant peaks in the mid -late C3rd and again in the mid C4th.  
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Figure 5.1 5. Coin loss by period and site t ype (data from RSRB) 
  

Denomination  

 

With the greater level of detail afforded by the IARCW dataset it is also possible 

to analyse which denominations were in widest circulation in the region . 

 

Radiates and nummi form 44% and 39% of the total rural coin assemblage 

respectively, suggesting that low -value coins were preferred. Nummi and radiates 

also form a significant proportion of all finds from hoards (49% and 41% 

respectively), though the denarius is predominant until the first quarter of the 

C3rd (coinciding with its withdrawal fro m circulation). Similarly, the majority of 

coins found on rural sites are composed of copper alloy (171 coins; 1 further 

billon). Only 11 silver coins are known from rural sites, and there are no attested 

gold coins from rural e xcavations. Higher value met als such as silver and 

particularly gold are found primarily in hoards; only 82 gold coins are known from 

the region and of these 26 occur in hoards (a further 37 are found as single finds).  

 

Around half the Iron Age coins in Wales are Western issues, originating from the 

region of the Dobunni and demonstrating that the south east of the study region 

had a prior tradition of coin use (Guest 2008, 40). The majority of the Iron Age 

coins present in Wales are gold coins, and these form almost a quarter of all  gold 

coins present within the study region. These occur primarily between the Wye and 

the Severn, and the intrinsic value of the gold in conjunction with the lack of coin 
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use in Wales suggests that these were likely deliberate depositions (Guest 2008, 

53).  

 

5.3.2  Pottery  

Much information regarding site finds could only be recorded at a basic level due 

to the lack of standardisation in recording practice across the UK. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, incorporating pottery  for analysis posed significant 

dif ficulties for this thesis. These difficulties were also experienced by the project 

team of the RSRB, and with the quantity of sites to be processed the lack of 

standardisation in quantification and terminology made the mass assi milation of 

ceramic data unfeasible. Pottery was therefore recorded at a basic level, with 

limited quantification by sherd coun t where possible and presence / absence for 

major types including samian, amphorae, and mortaria ð broad categories with 

extensive distributions which are therefore easily standardised across all sites 

(Smith et al 2016,  14). At this limited level, basic c eramic information could be 

collected from 88% of all sites in Britain ð however, the decision to capture only at 

this high level  means that the RSRB database contains no information for coarse 

wares which are more susceptible to variation in recording, pa rticularly those 

with limited or localised distributions. As described in the previous chapter the 

ceramic information within the  RSRB has therefore been supplemented with data 

from my own ceramic study, the methodology for which was designed to mitigate 

some of the difficulties by adopting a Minimum Number of Vessels approach. A 

broad overview of the results of the approach is prov ided here.  

 

Coarse / Fine  

 

At the broadest level pottery has been divided into coarse and fine wares , with 

amphorae and mortaria included as separate categories. Coarse pottery forms the 

majority of all identifiable types (Table 5.18).  

 

Broad Type  MNV 

Amphora 65 

Coarse 4205 

Fine 938 

Mortarium 303 

Total  5511 

Table 5.1 8.  MNV by type 
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The Central Belt has the highest MNV, almost twice as high as that of Upland 

Wales and the Marches, suggesting greater access to pottery in this region. 

Central West has the lowest MNV but this is due to the smaller number of sites in 

this region. The regi onal breakdown in Table 5.19 shows that the Central Belt has 

a higher MNV than Central West and Upland Wales and the Marches in all 

categories except for mortaria, for whi ch Upland Wales and the Marches has the 

highest MNV.  

 

Region / Category  MNV 

Central  Belt  3198 

Amphora 33 

Coarse 2431 

Fine 618 

Mortarium 116 

Central West  940 

Amphora 11 

Coarse 738 

Fine 133 

Mortarium 58 

Upland Wales and the Marches  1373 

Amphora 21 

Coarse 1036 

Fine 187 

Mortarium 129 

Total  5511 

Table 5.1 9. MNV by category and region 
 

Category MNV 

Liquid Holder  80 

Drinking Vessel 390 

Tableware 1446 

Kitchen/Storage  2025 

Ritual 3 

Uncertain 1513 

Total  5457 

Table 5. 20. MNV by functional category 
 

The ceramics are also assigned to a functional category. Table 5.20 shows that the 

highest MNV can be assigned to the Kitchen/Storage category. This category 

includes vessels such as jars, mortaria, and storage containers. The second highest 

category for which a function can be attributed are the Tablewares. These include 
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bowl, dish, and plate forms. Drinking vessels include cups and beakers. Liquid 

holders include flagons.  

 

Fabrics  

 

The major fabri cs and their MNV are given in Table 5.21. Of the fab rics which can 

be assigned, Black Burnished Ware has the highest MNV. This is consistent with its 

distribution across Roman Britain . Though Black Burnished Ware incorporates two 

main fabric t ypes (South East Dorset BB1 and BB2, produced in Kent) while closer 

definitions have been maintained in the database, throughout this analysis Black 

Burnished Ware will be the preferred term.  

 

The high MNV of samian ware is likely due in part to a distor tion in the figures 

arising from multiple factors,  including the pr eferential retention of samian ware 

in older excavations, the ease with which samian ware is identified, and the ways 

in which samian is quantified within reports. However, the decision has  been 

taken to retain samian ware in the same database as the other  fabrics in order not 

to give an artificially reduced and therefore misleading view of the level of 

finewares within the study region. In subsequent chapters samian ware will be 

primarily a nalysed separately.  Distributions of samian ware and Black Burnished 

Ware are given below.  

 

Fabric  MNV DATE RANGE 

Black Burnished Ware 1147 C1 - 4 

Grey 1119 C1 - 4 

Samian 735 C1 - 3 

Severn Valley Ware 573 C1 - 4 

Oxfordshire 173 C3 - 4 

Caerleon 48 C2 - 3 

Mancetter-Hartshill  30  C2 - C4 

Nene Valley Ware 29  C2 ð C4 

Savernake Ware 15  C1 ð C4 

New Forest Ware 11  C3 ð C4 

Other 1399  - 

Table 5. 21. MNV of major fabrics within the study region  with broad fabric date 
ranges 

 
 

Samian  
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Samian ware is distributed unequally across the region, with concentrations in the 

south-east and in the north -west, some distribution in the eastern Marches and 

isolated occurrences elsewhere (Fig. 5.16). The presence of a seemingly isolated 

concentration  of sites with samian present in north west Wales is perhaps unusual, 

given the regionõs reputation as largely artefact poor and practically aceramic 

both in the Iron Age and throughout the Roman period. This region retained a 

military presence throughout the Roman period, and this concentration of samian 

ware may be linked to markets based  in military supply chains instead of civilian 

supply and demand.  

 

Region MNV 

Central Belt  471 

Central West 109 

Upland Wales and the Marches 155 

Total  735 

Table 5. 22. MNV of samian ware by region 

 

 

Figure 5.1 6. Presence and absence of samian ware 
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Black Burnished Ware s 

 

Black Burnished Wares shares a similar distribution with samian  ware, with areas 

of concentration in the south east and north west  (Fig. 5.17; Table 5.23). This is 

likely due to the similar methods of distribution: both wares form par t of military 

trade networks (Allen and Fulford 1996). The more limited distribution  of Black 

Burnished Ware in the south-west may be linked to the absence of known military 

installations; more unusual perhaps is the apparent lack of Black Burnished Ware 

from rural sites in the north -east, where military sites are known and the 

legionary fort ress at Chester would presumably form a significant node of supply.  

 

 

Figure 5.1 7. Distribution of Black Burnished Ware  
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Region MNV 

Central Belt  567 

Central West 185 

Upland Wales and the Marches 395 

Total  1147 

Table 5.2 3.  MNV of Black Burnished Ware by region 
 
 

Amphorae and Mortaria  

 

Just under half of all amphorae are located in the Central Belt  (Table 5.24). Sites 

with amphorae present are found primarily in  the south, in broadly coastal 

regions, with a small cluster of sites in the north west near the Menai Strait  (Fig. 

5.18).  

 

 

Figure 5.1 8. Distribution of amphorae and mortaria  

 

Amphorae are sometimes viewed as proxy for the commodities which they 

contained, implying the consumption of wine and oil at the sites in whose 

assemblages they occur and therefore the adoption of Roman -style consumption 
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practice, but amphorae could equally have entered the archaeological record of a 

site through secondary use. This will be analysed in subsequent chapters.  

 

Mortaria occur in much greater numbers than amphorae and have a broader 

distributio n, particularly in the mid -Marches and the north west.   

 

Region Number of records  Total  

Central Belt  24 96 

Central West 11 56 

Upland Wales and the Marches 11 116 

Total  46 268 

Table 5.2 4. Number of amphorae by region 
 

5.3.3  Other Evidence  

 

Evidence suggests that some sites were also engaged in other forms of production 

which contributed to their economy , such as metalworking. This se ction will cover 

the distribution of structures and  some forms of material culture  associated both 

agricultural and sec ondary production.  

 

Workshops 

 

Buildings designated as workshops are found on nine rural settlements in the 

region, with a bias towards sites in the Upland Wales and the Marches region, 

particularly in the old county of Gwynedd in the north -west. Like Hafotty -wern-las 

(see above) several sites in the region display mixed curvi - and rectilinear stone 

construction, with the rectilinear build ings often defined as workshops based on 

artefact distribution. At Hafotty -wern-las the presence of slag and other metal -

working debris was used to support this interpretation (see above); the presence 

of similar artefacts is used at other sites for the sa me purpose. At Cefn-Du 

deposits of vesicular slag material were found deposited within the floor of a 

wattle -and-daub circular structure (Waddington  2013, 168); and evidence of 

intense burning and ferrous slag and iron nails were found in smaller roundhous es 

at Coed-y-Briain, interpreted as possible workshops (Williams 1923 , 292). The 

presence of metalworking byproducts can therefore be used to determine  the 

function of certain buildings and the economic activities of some sites.  
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Ironworking  

 

Figure 5.19 shows the distribution of all sites at which there is evidence of 

metalworking. The practice of iron working is clearly widespread throughout the 

region with concentrations in the north -west and in the Marches, particularly 

around the Severn Estuary ð such concentrations are not unexpected, given the 

Roman exploitation of mineral resources in the north -west and in the Forest of 

Dean. Metal extraction and o bject production likely played a part in the rural 

economies of these regions, though the scale of produc tion at individual sites will 

have varied. Certain sites posessed large-scale iron production facilities e.g. 

Chesters (Gloucestershire), with two iron  smelting furnaces set in an enclosed 

area south-west of the main villa building in the 3 rd ð 4th centuri es (Fulford and 

Allen 1992), where iron production was clearly integrated into the economic life 

and likely the wealth of the site . At other sites  limi ted quantities of metalworking 

debris or the lack of dedicated infrastructure suggests small -scale, site -level use, 

perhaps for the repair of metal tools.  

 
Figure 5.1 9. Distribution of sites with evidence for ironworking  
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The nature of the metal working at each site is difficult to ascertain, as the data 
from the RSRB does not always distinguish between ferrous and non-ferrous 
metalworking or between smelting and smithing slags.  
 

Textile production  

 

The processing of the secondary products of certain forms of arable agriculture 

can be identified in the archaeological record. Artefacts included in this catego ry 

include objects associated with fibre production, spinning, weaving, and sewing ð 

primarily loomweights, but also  spindlewhorls and needles. Objects of this 

category are distributed primarily in the south -east, but also in the south -west 

and north-west and in regions at the interface of upland and lowland (Fig. 5.20). 

 

 
Figure 5. 20. Distribution of sites with eviden ce of textile production  
 

Corndriers  
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Corndriers are found on sixteen sites in the study region and are distributed 

primarily in the souther n and eastern parts of the region (Fig. 5.21), generally in 

lower -lying areas which are well -suited to arable cultivation. Corndriers are 

distributed with a preference towards villa sites and are present on only two non -

villa sites lying in the south east of the region (RAF St Athan [Glamorgan-Gwent] 

and Cae Summerhouse [Glamorgan-Gwent]).  

 

 

Figure 5.2 1.   Distribution of sites with corndriers 

 

5.4  Personal Identity and Socio -Cultural Practice  

 

This section will focus on categories of find that can be used to explore personal 

identities and social practices, including items of personal ornament, brooches, 

and items associated with the care of the body.  
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5.4.1  Personal Ornament  

 

This category includes brooches, bracelets, dress accessories, hairpins. These 

items can be used to analyse the adoption of new modes of display in accordance 

with Roman fashion e.g. finger -rings were relatively unknown in the Iron Age 

(Johns 1996, 41).  

Objects associated with p ersonal ornament occur widely  (Fig. 5.22). Though there 

is a concentration in the south east, objects of this category also appear widely on 

sites in the north west. There is no significant difference between the distribution 

of particular items of metal j ewellery, e.g. between bracelets , finger rings, and 

brooches, though generally finds are far more strongly concentrated in the Central 

Belt (Table 5.25). Hairpins are strongly concentrated in the east and south -east of 

the region; only two sites in the Cen tral West, and eight in Upland Wales and the 

Marches.  

 

 

Figure 5 .22. Objects associated with personal ornament.  
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There is a strong distinction between villa and farm sites, with villas producing 

the majority of these objects e.g. 82% of all bracelets and 71% of all finger rings 

come from villa assemblages. 92% of all hairpins derive from  the assemblages of 

villa site s. 

 

Row Labels Bracelets  Hairpins  
Finger 
Rings Brooches 

Central Belt  294 510 106 428 

Central West 14 13 2 19 

Upland Wales and the Marches 38 30 24 87 

Total  346 553 132 534 

Table 5.2 5. Objects associated with personal adornment by region  

 

5.4.2  Brooches 

 

Brooches are unequally distributed throughout the region with a strong 

concentration in south east Wales and Gloucester/Herefordshire  (Fig. 5.23), and 

though the disparity between the number of sites at which b rooches are present is 

not too great  between Upland Wales and the Marches (38%) and the Central Belt 

(52%), the number of brooches from the Central Belt is significantly higher, 

providing 80% of the total number within the study region. As with many other 

small finds categories the overall t otals conceal significant bias toward only a few 

sites: Kingscote (203 brooches) and Frocester Court (107 brooches) ð both sites 

which are distinctive not only for their size and complexity, but also for the 

extent and l ongevity of the programmes of excava tion to which they have been 

subject. From such large assemblages there is a precipitous fall to the site with 

the third highest number of brooches: Whitton Lodge (36), and again to Thornwell 

Farm (12); otherwise brooch finds are limited to an average of o ne or two per 

site. The numbers of brooches at sites in Upland Wales and Marches sites is 

generally low. The average number of brooches on a site is four, though even this 

is inflated due to the presence of two or three distinctive sites. Two of these site s 

are cave sites: Minchin Hole (11 brooches) and Ogof-Yr-Esgyrn (7 brooches). The 

higher numbers of brooches at these sites are likely linked to ritual activity linked 

with burial practice (Pollock 2006, 88). Prestatyn ( 33 brooches) has an ambiguous 

site biography and a regionally distinctive finds assemblage, and though classified 

under the RSRB as a rural settlement with some industrial activity it is likely 

associated with the military in some phases of occupation (Blo ckley 1989). 
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Despite the ubiquity o f brooch finds at Roman sites and the presence of extensive 

brooch reports in excavation reports, until the publication of Mackrethõs corpus 

(2011) there was a lack of typological work accessible to the general reader. 

Typological series were limited to th ose produced by Collingwood (1930) and Hull 

(unpublished but forming the typological basis for other works e.g. Hattat 1989, 

Bayley and Butcher 1980). The Mackreth corpus is comprehensive, based on 

records of c15,000 brooches divided into 59 families which  are further divided 

into types and sub-types (some of which are themselves further sub -divided), but 

the detail and complexity of its typological series make it difficult to apply to 

large datasets compiled from diverse  sources, such as the RSRB, particul arly 

where the researcher does not have the luxury of re -examining artefact 

assemblages. The RSRB database uses 36 categories, 33 of which comprise a 

simplified Hull typology of major types and some of the primary sub -types (for 

example, COLCHESTER, COLCHESTER DERIVATIVE etc). The three remaining 

categories are for unclassified finds (UNCLASSIFIED BOW, UNCLASSIFIED PLATE, 

and UNCLASSIFIED).  

 
Figure 5.2 3. Distribution of sites with brooches. 
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5.4.3  Toilet Implements  

 

Objects within this category include nail cleaners, tweezers, and cosmetic 

artefacts. Their distribution is strongly concentrated in the south -east around the 

Severn Estuary, and they occur in greater numbers at villa sites . An unusually 

large assemblage in the context of the immediate region is also found at Whitton, 

consisting of a toilet set and four cosmetic spoons.  

 

 

Figure 5.2 4. Distribution of o bjects associated with personal care  

 

5.4.4  Objects associated with writing  

 

This category comprises objects associated w ith writing, including styli, seal 

boxes, and inkwells. Writing is a technology which is particularly associated with 

Roman culture and lifestyle. Though a recent study of the distribution of styli on 

villa and non -villa rural settlements states t hat across Roman Britain they are 

found with ôsurprising frequencyõ (Hanson and Connolly 2002, 155) and that 
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litera cy may therefore have been less restricted to high -status and urban sites 

than has traditionally been allowed, within this study region objects associated 

with writing remain rare (appearing on only thirteen sites) and suggest that the 

practice did not bec ome widespread. The objects are primarily distributed in the 

south-east, with a cluster across the Severn Estuary in Gloucester, and appear 

primarily on larger villa sites e.g. Kingscote ( Gloucestershire), which with 28 styli 

and five seal boxes, represents the source of most of the objects of this class in 

this region. Frocester (Glouc estershire), with three seal box fragments and three 

styli, forms the next largest assemblage. With five styli Whitton (Glam) is 

something of an anomaly withi n Wales proper; other sites tend to produce only 

single finds. Objects associated with writing in the south -west and north tend to 

appear on sites with unusual and possibly military characteristics e.g. Pentre Farm 

(Clwyd-Powys), or Plas Coch (Clwyd-Powys). They are not p resent in the 

assemblage of any farm sites in the north -west.  

 

 

Figure 5.2 5. Distribution of objects  associated with writing  
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5.5  Summary 

 

This chapter has provided an overview of the RSRB dataset. It has introduced and 

given definitions for  the major site types which will form the basis of the analysis 

in subsequent chapters. It has also provided distribution patterns for these site 

types and for the major morphological and structural elements of rural 

settlements in this region.  

 

It has also provided an in troduction for the artefact types which will be used in 

subsequent chapters to explore the research questions outlined at the beginning 

of this thesis. It has provided broad distribution patterns for major artefact groups 

associated with th e study of the e conomy, including coinage and pottery, which 

will be built upon in Chapter Eight. Introductions and distribution patterns have 

also been provided for the artefacts associated with personal identities and social 

practices at rural settlement s, which will be  used to analyse these objects in 

greater depth in Chapter Nine.  

 

The following chapter will build on these patterns to explore patterns of land use 

and settlement distribution in greater detail.  
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6.  Landscape 
 

6.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter will examine the evidence for regional settlement diversity within 

the study area by building on the general overview given in the previous chapter 

to explore the distributions of sites and their associated characteristics in greater 

depth.  

 

Though it has been argued elsewhere in this thesis that Wales and the Marches as 

a whole have been marginalised within the broader study of Roman Britain, it 

should be stated that the region has long been recognised as containing distinct 

regional settleme nt patterns . These have primarily been explored through 

regional surveys of specific areas, as described in Chapters 2 and 3. General 

syntheses of the study region have usually provided a general over view, bolstered 

by type-sites (Arnold and Davies 2000, 65-89), and there have been no studies of 

the study region which proceed from direct examination of the archaeological 

data and consider the material culture.  

 

In considering the regional development Wales and the Marches, the region is 

commonly divided into ordinal q uadrants, each with its own broadly -understood 

settlement characteristic ð the south-east traditionally viewed as a more densely -

settled and prosper ous region boasting some villa settlement, the south -west 

characterised by smaller curvilinear enclosed sett lements, the north -west of 

stone-built enclosures with roundhouse groups, and the north -east a region of 

sparse farm settlement ( Jones 1990; Arnold and Davies 2000).  

 

The influence of geography and topography as factors in the settlement patterns 

of Wales and the Marches has long been emphasised. While the influence of 

geography on human activity has formed an important strand in the archaeology 

of Britain as a whole, it has been particularly prevalent within this study region. 

These ideas have proved enduring: indeed much of the internal and external 

definitions of Welsh identity have emphasised the ôtimelessnessõ of Welsh culture 

and linked this dir ectly to the landscape (Gruffudd  2000, 591). In the 20 th century 

these were particularly influenced by the w ork of successive scholars, including 

geographer and anthropologist H J Fleure, whose identification of an enduring 
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physical ôCeltic typeõ cast the upland interior of Wales as a form of refuge where 

ancient things ð peoples, customs, and cultures ð endured (Fleure 1923, 241). This 

work in turn influenced Foxõs division of Britain into upland and lowland regions 

characterised not only by geographical b ut cultural differences: the lowland home 

to cultures which were fluid and receptive to change and the uplan d resistant and 

tending to the retentio n of older customs (Fox 1932, 40). This geographical 

characterisation has proved enduring, with much work sti ll tending towards these 

constructions. We must therefore be wary of simplistic characterisations of the 

nature of settlement which proceed from geographic and environmental 

determinism.  

 

The discussion of these similarities and differences of settlement is dependent 

largely on data drawn from individual excavations of particular type sites, such as 

Whitton (Gl am) and Bryn Eryr (Gwynedd), both particularly large and detailed 

research excavations ð smaller, development -based excavations have received 

more l imited attention.  

 

This chapter will use the material afforded by the RSRB and supplemental projects 

to examine regional variation in rural settlement from a data -driven perspective, 

considering the morphology and regional distribution of site types and ma terial 

culture to explore regional responses during the Roman period. It will consider the 

location and density of settlements and their morphology.  

 

6.2 Settlement Location  
 

6.2.1 Settlement Location and Density  

 

Settlement density varies considerably ac ross Wales and the Marches. The relative 

numbers of sites within each region has been discussed in the previ ous chapters, 

but in summary a far greater number fall within the Central Belt despite this 

forming only a fraction of the geographical area, partic ularly in comparison to 

Upland Wales and the Marches. Another striking pattern is that very few 

settlements are present in the upland interior. Settlements in the upland interior 

are primarily vicus settlements. These have been included in the RSRB database 

to supplement the dataset, but their inclusion gives a false impression of the 

overall rural settlement pa ttern and of its nature.  
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Numerous factors affect modern understanding of ancient settlement patterns, 

and the absence of settlement evidenc e does not necessarily reflect ancient 

settlement density. The recovery of information is heavily dependent on moder n 

settlement and development patterns, and infrastructure projects in otherwise 

undeveloped areas (e.g. pipeline or road construction scheme s) can provide 

opportunities to fill the gaps in the settlement record. The concentration of 

settlements identified during the A55 road scheme on Anglesey, for example, 

indicated a far denser occupation pattern on the rich agricultural soils of the 

island interior than had previously been identified (Cuttler et al 2007, 250). 

Similarly, the Brecon to Tirley gas pipeline  project significantly increased the 

number of known sites in Herefordshire (Cruse 2013); six sites identified as part of 

archaeological int erventions during the works are included in the RSRB dataset.  

 

However, though the absence of settlement in this reg ion may in part be 

determined by the lack of archaeological investigation and of modern settlement, 

this does not entirely explain the absen ce of evidence and other sources of data 

confirm the relative lack of material in this region. A search of the Porta ble 

Antiquities Scheme database (finds.org) for Roman artefacts demonstrates a 

similar distribution (though again, the effect of modern fact ors including land use 

and detectorist activity must be taken into account).  

 

6.2.2. The Portable Antiquities Scheme : Evidence of Absen ce? 

The distribution of Roman PAS finds corresponds broadly to the distribution of 

RSRB settlements, with denser areas in  the south and east, par ticularly along the 

coast (Fig 6.1). The PAS records a greater concentration of finds in the  upland 

interior than of rural settlements in the RSRB dataset - however, the distribution 

of finds in this region does correspond well wi th that of military sites (Fig 6.1 ), 

and the vicus settlements which are recorded in the RSRB. Away from the river 

valleys and the immediate hinterland of forts PAS finds distribution is sparse.  
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Figure 6.1 . Distribution of Roman PAS finds with known Roman military sites  
 

A limited range of object types are also recorded. In Powys, the Unitary Authority 

covering much of the mountainous interior - including both the Brecon Beacons 

and Cambrian mountain ranges and parts of the Black Mountains - a total of 6352 

PAS finds are recorded, of which 6224 (98%) are coins. 6159 of these coins are 

derived from the Iron Age and Roman Coins in Wales dataset (Guest and Wells 

2008) and their distribution by site type can be examin ed in closer detail (Table 

6.1). This reveals a significant relationship with military sites. While 90% of coins 

in the region derive from hoards (c5000 from a  single 4th century hoard at Cae 

Bardd), the majority of non -hoard finds derive from military or vicus sites: 281 

coins compared to only 12 coins from rural settlements. This suggests that the 

circulation of material culture in the region was concentrated in military and 

military -adjacent networks.  

 

However, in order to understand whether this is a settlement pattern peculiar to 

the Roman period - and therefore indicating a particular and distinctive use of the 

landscape - or one consistent with longer tra ditions of landscape use, it is 

necessary to compare the distribution of finds in this period to periods before and 




















































































































































































































































































































































