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ABSTRACT
Roman villas are a primary component of the landscape of the Roman Empire.
Despite their varying architectural features and appearances, these elite rural settlements
are an important element in examining the extent and effect of Romanization within the
provinces of the Roman Empire, and are a primary factor in considering the way in which
Roman villas developed in the western frontier region of Roman Britain; an area known
today as the country of Wales.
This thesis will examine the establishment, development and evolution of Roman
villas in Wales. Particular attention will be placed on the elements which led to the
establishment of villas in this western frontier region of Roman Britain, including
geography, climate, physical environment, the economy and the Roman military, while
investigating how these domestic spaces came to be one of the most recognizable forms of
Romanization within the region.

This thesis will incorporate research from several

academic disciplines, including history, archaeology, classical studies and art history, in
order to illustrate the way in which Roman villas in Wales contribute to our understanding
of the way identity, wealth and power came to be expressed in one particular region of the
Roman world.
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CHAPTER ONE:
Introduction
The study of Roman villas has contributed greatly to our understanding of Roman
imperialism, Romanization and cultural identities within the Roman Empire, the
introduction of Roman social structures in the provinces of the Empire, and how Romans
and the people they came to rule coexisted. This thesis will explore the establishment,
development and evolution of Roman villas in the western regions of the Roman province
of Britannia: an area known today as the country of Wales. It will examine the elements,
including geography, climate, the physical environment, the economy and the Roman
military, which led to their development within Roman Wales, and explore how these elite
rural domestic spaces function (as one of the most recognizable forms of Romanization)
within the region.
Few ancient written sources mention the Roman occupation of Wales and those that
do say little about settlement within this western frontier region of Roman Britain.
Consequently, the physical remains of villas are virtually the only resource scholars have
to work with when attempting to understand the influences which shaped villa construction
in the region. By examining the archaeological evidence discovered at rural settlement
sites across Wales, and by making use of scholarly studies from several different academic
disciplines, including history, archaeology, classical studies and art history, a complex and
fascinating combination of factors can be shown to have contributed to the establishment,
development, evolution and overall important role of Roman villas in Wales.
The standard work on the subject of Roman villas in Britain is A. L. F. Rivet’s 1969
edited volume, The Roman Villa in Britain.1 Rivet was a pre-eminent scholar in the study
of Romano-British villas, and this influential work contains papers which explore six

1

A. L. F. Rivet, ed., The Roman Villa in Britain (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969).

1
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topics: the relationship between villa and village, provincial art history, social and
economic history, historical geography and literary evidence. In the first chapter, “The
Celtic Background,” H. C. Bowen examines pre-Roman Britain and the nature of native
settlement sites scattered across the region prior to the Roman conquest.

Bowen’s

contribution is followed by Sir Ian Richmond’s chapter, “The Plans of Roman Villas in
Britain,” which explores villa architecture and typology.2 Chapter three, “The Mosaic
Pavements” by D. J. Smith, explores the development of mosaic pavements in Roman
Britain, while chapter four, “Furniture in Roman Britain,” by Joan Liversidge, focuses on
the furniture and interior design of Romano-British villas. In chapter five, A. L. F. Rivet
focuses on the “Social and Economic Aspects” of Roman villas in Britain, and the book
concludes with Graham Webster’s piece, “The Future of Villa Studies.” The papers in this
work, all influential in their own right, form a coherent and interesting whole and are based
on ancient sources, archaeological excavation reports, and other relevant materials
concerning aspects of pre-Roman and Roman Britain. While this compilation is dated, its
thorough research and thought-provoking nature have made it a work which nearly every
scholar researching Roman villas has built upon since. The Roman Villa in Britain was
one of the first detailed analyses of elite Roman housing in Britain, and was particularly
ground-breaking in that it was the first compilation to tackle the social, economic, artistic,
historical and theoretical aspects of Roman villa development within one volume.
The Roman Villa in Britain has been instrumental in influencing many academics
in the still on-going debate as to what constitutes a ‘proper’ Roman villa. The use of the
term ‘villa’ in Classical literature is not consistent, and the way in which Classical authors
made use of the term makes it difficult to develop a uniform model for the definition of the

Sir Ian Richmond was working on “The Plans of Roman Villas in Britain” prior to his death, and the
chapter is unfinished. Despite this, Richmond’s contribution to The Roman Villa in Britain remains
influential.
2
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word.3 Archaeologists working in the Mediterranean region generally earmark the term
‘villa’ for sites with material remains which suggest opulent living and lucrative economic
capabilities.4 Smaller sites in these locations are commonly labelled farms or farmsteads
and do not receive the designation of ‘villa’. In Roman Britain, the assessment of the nature
of rural, elite domestic spaces has led to another approach, where the basic characterization
of a villa is based upon material remains suggesting a ‘rural building of Roman aspect.’5
The distinctive nature of the definition of the word ‘villa,’ as provided by A. L. F. Rivet6
and Sir Ian Richmond,7 who builds upon the definition given by R.G. Collingwood,8 has
provided the impetus for other scholars to examine and expand upon this topic. Sir Ian
Richmond defined Roman villas in Britain as houses of ‘Roman style’ founded by
individuals who farmed the land, building upon R. G. Collingwood’s suggestion that any
dwelling somewhat Romanized in manner should be labelled a villa.9

A. L. F. Rivet

proposes in The Roman Villa in Britain that it would be more productive to examine
Romano-British villas in relation to the social and economic features of the Roman Empire
as a whole, rather than struggle to create an ideal villa solely from the distribution of
archaeological evidence across vast geographical areas.10 The debate has drawn attention
to the challenge faced by academics who are exploring the nature of villas in Roman
Britain, with every major publication consulted in the research of this thesis referring

R. Hingley, “The Romano-British Countryside: The Significance of Rural Settlement Forms,” in
Britain in the Roman Period: Recent Trends, ed. R. F. J. Jones (Sheffield, UK: J. R. Collis, 1991), 75.
4
D. Mattingly, An Imperial Possession: Britain in the Roman Empire, 54 BC – AD 409 (London:
Allen Lane, 2006; London: Penguin Books Ltd., 2007), 370. All subsequent citations refer to the Penguin
Books edition.
5
Ibid.
6
A. L. F. Rivet, “Social and Economic Aspects,” in The Roman Villa in Britain, ed. A. L. F. Rivet
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), 177.
7
I. Richmond, “The Plans of Roman Villas in Britain,” in The Roman Villa in Britain, ed. A. L. F.
Rivet (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), 51.
8
R. G. Collingwood and J. N. L. Myers, Roman Britain and the English Settlements, 2nd ed. (London:
Oxford University Press, 1937), 209-210.
9
R. Hingley, Rural Settlement in Roman Britain (London: B. A. Seaby Ltd., 1989), 21.
10
Ibid., 22.
3
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directly to the on-going argument surrounding the use and accuracy of the definition.
John Percival is one individual whose research built directly upon A. L. F. Rivet’s
The Roman Villa in Britain. Percival’s research concentrated on the economic and social
history of the later Roman Empire, and his influential study, The Roman Villa,11 has been
another important milestone in the study of villas in Roman Britain. Throughout this work,
Percival provides a strong history of the architectural, cultural and economic developments
that villa construction prompted within the Roman world, and is particularly informative
in regards to the importance of Britain’s Celtic background; it also includes references to
specific villa sites within Wales. A. L. F. Rivet himself had high praise for the work, noting
that Percival’s work was supported by well-chosen examples and that the volume was
particularly strong in regards to discussions on Roman imperial history.12
After the publication of John Percival’s The Roman Villa in the mid nineteenseventies, no general books on Roman housing were written for nearly fifteen years.13
Despite this, an influential group of British scholars were beginning to study Roman
housing in terms of social history and identity, an emphasis which had been sadly neglected
up until the mid-nineteen-nineties.14 Contributions to the subject by Ray Laurence,15 Sarah
Scott,16 J.T. Smith,17 and Andrew Wallace-Hadrill18 were influential in creating a new
dialogue about Roman social history, exploring how the Roman villa served as a means for
11

J. Percival, The Roman Villa: An Historical Introduction (London: Batsford, 1976; London: Book
Club Associates, 1981). Citations refer to the Book Club Associates edition.
12
A. L. F. Rivet, review of ‘The Roman Villa: An Historical Introduction,’ by J. Percival, in The
Classical Review, n.s., Vol. 28, No. 2 (1978), 330-332.
13
S. P. Ellis, Roman Housing (London: Gerald Duckworth, 2000, 2002), 6. All subsequent citations
refer to the 2002 paperback edition.
14
Ellis, preface to Roman Housing, vii.
15
R. Laurence and A. Wallace-Hadrill, eds., Domestic Space in the Roman World: Pompeii and
Beyond, supplement, Journal of Roman Archaeology 22 (1997).
16
S. Scott, “Patterns of Movement: Architectural Design and Visual Planning in the Romano-British
Villa,” in Meaningful Architecture: Social Interpretations of Buildings, ed. M. Locock (Aldershot,UK:
Avebury, 1994), 86-98.
17
J. T. Smith, Roman Villas: A Study in Social Structure (Milton Park, UK: Routledge, 1997).
18
A. Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1997).
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expressing social structure in the empire, as well as the process and nature of Roman
influence on indigenous peoples within the provinces in terms of the development and
structure of Roman provincial housing.
The wide-ranging study Roman Housing,19 published in the year 2000 and written
by Simon Ellis, builds upon the works of Ray Laurence, John Percival and Andrew
Wallace-Hadrill. This volume functions as an updated survey of issues relating to the
architecture of Roman domestic spaces, and is based on the contributions of earlier scholars
and excavation work during the final years of the twentieth century, especially in regards
to the social organization of the Roman household. Ellis’s work has been helpful in
illustrating the wide range of domestic architectural styles which existed across the Roman
Empire, and in demonstrating the elements these villas had in common.
Dominic Perring’s 2002 study, The Roman House in Britain,20 has been of
importance to this thesis in that it specifically addresses cultural and architectural aspects
of Roman housing in Britain. Perring’s work examines the development and architectural
characteristics of Roman villas in Britain, focusing on how the elite in Britain incorporated
Roman concepts of social space and identity into newly constructed domestic spaces.
Analyses of villa typology, along with many helpful illustrations, photographs and maps,
were particularly helpful in tracing the development of these elite domestic spaces
westward across Britain. The Roman House in Britain also makes mention of the major
Roman villas and urban sites located in Wales, a region which is usually omitted from
accounts of villas in the Roman Empire and Britain.
In addition to the works on villas in the Roman Empire and Britain, studies dealing
with Romanization and Roman imperialism, Roman identity and social structure have been
helpful in understanding the inception of elite rural housing in Wales. A detailed study of
19

S. P. Ellis, Roman Housing (London: Gerald Duckworth, 2000, 2002).
D. Perring, The Roman House in Britain (New York: Routledge, 2002).

20
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Romanization is beyond the scope of this paper, yet it is an important thread which will
run throughout this study. The term ‘Romanization’ itself is a problematic word. The
expression was first used by British archaeologist Francis Haverfield in 1905 to define the
advancement of Roman cultural values in the provinces.

Haverfield suggested that

Romanization was the process by which the native inhabitants of areas conquered by Rome
were “given a civilization.”21 For over one-hundred years, archaeologists and ancient
historians have used various configurations of the term in order to investigate the spread of
Roman culture throughout the provinces.22 There are difficulties which surround the usage
of the concept, particularly in regards to its inference that the indigenous people of the
Roman provinces were entirely cooperative and willing to adopt Roman ways of life,23 and
that acquiring these Roman values somehow made them ‘civilized,’ a notion which
suggests that their cultures were unsophisticated and ‘lesser’ to begin with. In fact, the
Roman occupation of Britain resulted in varied responses at different times from the
various indigenous people who inhabited the island.24 With this in mind, the extent of
Roman influence and the spread of Romanization across Britain is fundamental in
exploring the development of villas within Wales.
The literature focussed on the concept of Romanization is vast and varied, and
several works have proved particularly valuable to the writing of this paper, notably, Martin
Millet’s The Romanization of Britain,25 and Andrew Wallace-Hadrill’s Rome’s Cultural
Revolution.26 Millett’s The Romanization of Britain is one of the strongest accounts of the
21

F. Haverfield, The Romanization of Britain, 4th ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923), 11.
R. Hingley, Globalizing Roman Culture: Unity, Diversity and Empire (London: Routledge, 2005),

22

15.
S. Scott, “Provincial Art and Roman Imperialism: An Overview,” in Roman Imperialism and
Provincial Art, ed. S. Scott and J. Webster (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 6.
24
Mattingly, An Imperial Possession, 17.
25
M. Millet, The Romanization of Britain: An Essay in Archaeological Interpretation (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990).
26
A. Wallace-Hadrill, Rome’s Cultural Revolution, rev. ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2008, 2010). All subsequent citations refer to the 2010 revised edition.
23
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concept of Romanization as it relates to Britain. The development of Roman villas in
Britain is examined in relation to both the economic and social developments of the
province. Notably, Millett compares and contrasts daily life in rural Roman Britain with
that in the provinces located on the European continent, a strategy which serves to
emphasize the unique cultural composition of Roman Britain. Millett’s study has been
influential in terms of advocating an archaeologically focussed approach to the subject, and
has functioned as a forerunner to later studies in Romanization and imperialism, including
the work of Andrew Wallace-Hadrill. Wallace-Hadrill’s Rome’s Cultural Revolution
builds upon The Romanization of Britain, exploring how material culture in the Roman
Empire served to enhance social identity, illustrating a hierarchy in which the Roman elite
were eager to distinguish themselves from “the non-Roman, the slave, the foreigner, the
barbarian,” while, conversely, encouraging provincial elites to adopt Roman cultural
values.27 Wallace-Hadrill’s work has provided an interesting thread for this study in
suggesting that the established elite who settled in newly-established Roman provinces
would eventually be superseded by new groups of elite individuals who were influenced
by the new cultural language and provincial identities which were created in different parts
of the Roman Empire.
Villas are one of the principle features of the landscape across the Roman Empire,
despite different architectural characteristics and manifestations.

These elite rural

settlements are an important element in analyzing the extent and effect of Romanization in
the provinces of the Roman Empire, and a principal concept in studying the way in which
Roman villas developed within Wales. The works of Martin Millett and Andrew WallaceHadrill have been helpful in illustrating some of the many different interpretations and
theories surrounding the concept of Romanization. While these interpretations and theories

Wallace-Hadrill, Rome’s Cultural Revolution, 454.

27
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have been helpful in illustrating the variety of ways in which Romanization can be viewed,
the definition of Romanization within this thesis will refer to the one-way exchange of
ideas which spread from Rome to the indigenous inhabitants of the Roman provinces.
Roman imperialism is another area of study which has relevance to my subject.
Studies of Roman imperialism seek to explain the circumstances surrounding the expansion
and establishment of the Roman Empire during the third century BC to the first century
AD,28 and one work on the subject which has been of particular importance in the writing
of this thesis is Richard Hingley’s work Globalizing Roman Culture: Unity, Diversity and
Empire.29 It has been important in terms of explaining the complexities surrounding what
it meant to be Roman, and the way in which Roman cultural values united the elite.
Through several different examples, Hingley also illustrates how various indigenous
groups in the provinces adopted certain features of Roman culture while ignoring others,
depending on their usefulness, forming diverse cultural groups in different regions of the
Empire as a result.

This model has been of particular influence in examining the

development and evolution of villa design throughout the provinces, and the effect Roman
imperialism had on the regions it annexed.
An Imperial Possession: Britain in the Roman Empire,30 written by David
Mattingly, provides a fascinating study focussed on Roman rule in Britain, and provides
an innovative approach to the subject of native identities in the province. An archaeologist,
whose research covers such topics as Roman military frontiers and the native peoples of
these regions, Mattingly argues in this study that different communities embraced different
aspects of Roman life, suggesting that the Roman Empire was one of discrepant

28
J. S. Richardson, “Imperialism: Roman,” in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 3rd ed., rev. ed. S.
Hornblower and A. Spawforth (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 751.
29
Hingley, Globalizing Roman Culture: Unity, Diversity and Empire (London: Routledge, 2005).
30
D. Mattingly, An Imperial Possession: Britain in the Roman Empire, 54 BC – AD 409 (London:
Allen Lane, 2006; London: Penguin Books Ltd., 2007).
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experiences and that native societies were not static in terms of their contribution to the
fabric of Rome’s provinces. An Imperial Possession has been of use to this paper in
suggesting new perspectives on settlement evolution and development in Britain under the
Romans, as well as in regards to Roman influences within Wales, while considering the
experiences of the native population of Romano-Britain and their reaction to imperial rule.
An examination of Roman villas in Wales must also take into consideration the
geographic and environmental conditions which existed within the region during the Iron
Age and after the Roman conquest. The country of Wales is currently a part of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and is a relatively mountainous area
located in the southwestern corner of the island of Great Britain. To the Romans, Wales
was not recognized as a separate province, but simply a western extension of Britain, and
was an area which was occupied by four different indigenous groups.31 This thesis will
use current geographical terminology and political boundaries in referring to the countries
of Wales and England, their counties and landmarks, in the hopes that these references will
better portray the landscape and character of the island.32
The literature concentrating on Welsh history and geography has been of great
assistance in the writing of this thesis. The works of John Davies, particularly A History
of Wales33 and The Making of Wales,34 have proven to be informative and fundamental

W. Manning, “The Conquest of Wales,” in A Companion to Roman Britain, ed. M. Todd (Oxford:
Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2007), 60.
32
The Historic Counties of Wales were established in 1535 and were utilized as the geographical basis
for the official administrative counties in Wales which were in existence from 1889-1974. From 1974-1996,
the Welsh government implemented boundary changes and reduced the Historic Counties of Wales to what
would become known as the eight Preserved Counties of Wales. Since 1996, Wales has been divided into
eleven counties and eleven county boroughs which are now referred to as the Principal Areas of Wales.
Depending on the dates of published material, there can be minor discrepancies in terms of the counties in
which particular Roman sites can be found. As a result of these discrepancies, and in order to be clear for
the reader, the current county boundaries and geographic locations as defined by the Principal Areas of Wales
will be used.
33
J. Davies, A History of Wales, rev. ed. (London: Allen Lane, 1993; London: Penguin Books Ltd.,
1994, 2007). All subsequent citations refer to the revised 2007 Penguin Books edition.
34
J. Davies, The Making of Wales (Stroud, UK: Alan Sutton Publishing, 1996).
31

10
general histories of the country and have provided thorough introductions to the tumultuous
early relationship between Rome and the native peoples of Wales, as well as to the
influence of the region’s climate and geography in its history. Roman and Early Medieval
Wales,35 written by Christopher J. Arnold and Jeffrey L. Davies, provides a detailed study
of what life was like for those living in Wales at the time of Roman rule. Arnold and
Davies cover all areas of the country and address a variety of issues which affected Roman
Wales, including social and political structures, rural settlement and subsistence, economic
activity and the art and architecture of the region. Another work which has been of
relevance to this study is Prehistoric Wales,36 edited by Frances Lynch, Stephen AldhouseGreen and Jeffrey L. Davies, and in particular the chapter “The Late Bronze Age and Iron
Age in Prehistoric Wales.”37 This work has been valuable in illustrating how the unique
geography of Wales shaped prehistoric settlement in the region, and provides a detailed
account of pre-conquest settlement patterns. This includes a detailed examination of the
cultural base of Welsh communities in the first millennium BC, a key contribution in
establishing the character of the native people who inhabited the region prior to the Roman
invasion.
In attempting to understand the landscape of Roman Britain and Wales, Ken Dark
and Petra Dark’s The Landscape of Roman Britain38 has been of importance in identifying
essential geographic and cultural characteristics of the villa landscape in Roman Britain.
The authors also explore the cultural and political changes which occurred as the result of
the inclusion of Britain within the Roman sphere of influence. The Landscape of Roman

35

C. J. Arnold and J. L. Davies, Roman and Early Medieval Wales (Phoenix Mill, UK: Sutton
Publishing, 2000).
36
F. Lynch, S. Aldhouse-Green and J. L. Davies, eds., Prehistoric Wales (Stroud, UK: Sutton
Publishing, 2000).
37
J. L. Davies and F. Lynch, “The Late Bronze Age and Iron Age in Prehistoric Wales,” in Prehistoric
Wales, ed. F. Lynch, S. Aldhouse-Green and J. L. Davies (Stroud, UK: Sutton Publishing, 2000), 139-219.
38
K. Dark and P. Dark, The Landscape of Roman Britain (Stroud, UK: Sutton Publishing, 1997).
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Britain is a combination of environmental and geographical information discussed within
the context of Romanization. As such, it has been significant in exploring the effects of
Romanization on the indigenous population of Roman Britain. These effects are explored
in connection with related issues including the economy, agriculture and industry. The
authors emphasize the importance of the landscape and environment, giving these topics
weight amongst the more common themes of cultural, economic and political matters in
studies on Roman Britain. Their contribution to the study of the landscape of Roman
Britain has been important for highlighting the importance and influence of the Welsh
landscape on the establishment of villas in the countryside.
The most useful source bearing on the villas of Roman Wales is not a print
publication, but a web based source: the webpage of the Royal Commission on the Ancient
and Historical Monuments of Wales (RCAHMW). The RCAHMW and its associated link,
Coflein,39 have provided the foundation upon which this thesis has been built, providing
vital background information on specific Roman sites located across Wales.

The

RCAHMW functions as an archive for the historic landscape of Wales, and contains a
massive collection of photographs, maps, images, publications and reports within its
archive, the National Monuments Record of Wales, which is accessed via the online
database, Coflein.40 Coflein is particularly invaluable since it allows public access to
information pertaining to thousands of archaeological sites, monuments and buildings
within Wales, along with detailed site descriptions, online images, resources and links to
related collections records. Through the use of these photographs, site descriptions,
illustrations and maps, the RCAHMW and Coflein have been able to convey effectively
the essence of the archaeological sites referenced within this paper, and the importance of

39

The name Coflein is derived from Welsh, cof, meaning memory, and lein, meaning line.
“Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales,” [Online]. Available:
http://www.rcahmw.gov.uk/HI/ENG/HOME/ [2014, January].
40
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these databases cannot be emphasized enough.
Another resource which has been helpful in analysing the historic geography of
Roman Britain and Wales has been the 5th edition Ordnance Survey Historical Map of
Roman Britain.41 The National Monuments Records of English Heritage, the Royal
Commission of Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland, and the Royal Commission
of Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales provided the information on Roman sites,
locations which are represented against the background of modern Ordnance Series maps.
The Ordnance Survey Historical Map of Roman Britain indicates such features as
settlement and villa sites and the locations of Roman legionary fortresses, as well as
illustrating the locations of the Roman roads which ran throughout the province. It also
indicates the suspected geographical locations of the indigenous peoples who inhabited
Roman Britain at the time, Roman and modern-day place names, and the natural
geographic features of the province. The Ordnance Series Map has been useful in revealing
the geographic relationships between Roman villas, urban centers and natural features, as
well as displaying particular patterns in villa settlements across Wales and the whole of
Roman Britain.
Another invaluable resource to this thesis was correspondence with Dr. Toby
Driver of the RCAHMW.42 Through this correspondence, Dr. Driver generously provided
an unpublished summary article about the 2010 excavation work carried out at Abermagwr
Roman Villa in Wales, an excavation which he and Dr. Jeffrey Davies co-ordinated and
directed. The author is extremely grateful to Dr. Driver for his interest and help. In
addition, RCAHMW kindly provided additional information on Croes Carn Einion Roman
41

Ordnance Survey, Historical Map of Roman Britain, 5th ed. (Southampton, UK: Ordnance Survey,
2001). In 1791, the British government decided that the southern coast of Britain needed to be meticulously
and precisely mapped in order to fend off possible invasion. It directed its Board of Ordnance, the defensive
ministry at the time and namesake of the map, to conduct this work; the project resulted in the careful mapping
of the entire country.
42
T. Driver, e-mail message to author, September 13, 2011.
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Villa,43 Dan-Y-Graig Roman Villa44 and Ely Roman Villa,45 which was requested from
them by the author in October, 2011.
There is one particular definition which should be explained at the outset of this
thesis. The definition of the word ‘villa’ varies widely depending on the scholar and the
academic discipline in which it is being employed. The term ‘villa’ is the Latin word for
a rural dwelling associated with an estate which ranged in nature from working farmsteads
to the grand country residences of the Roman elite.46 In provinces such as Roman Britain,
it has proven difficult for scholars to agree on whether or not a particular rural domestic
structure would have been considered a villa by the Romans, and many attempts have been
made to define the terms within a Romano-British context. Since this study is an attempt
to highlight villa development and evolution within Wales, along with the influence of
Roman cultural values on these rural buildings, there is little to be gained from providing
a rigid and unwavering definition of the term ‘villa.’47 In this thesis, the term ‘villa’ will
be taken to mean a rural domestic construction which, through a combination of such
features as stone walls, tile roofs, painted walls, tessellated floors, bath facilities and
hypocaust floors, present a distinctive character suggesting the presence of Roman cultural
values.48 The debate surrounding the use of the term ‘villa’ within a Romano-British
context will be examined further within this study. It should also be noted that the villa
C. R. Musson, “Slide of RCAHMW Color Oblique Aerial Photograph of Croes Carn Einion Villa,
Taken by C. R. Musson, 24/7/1996,” J. Berry, “Scheduling Action Memorandum: Croes Carn Einion Roman
Site,” Ordnance Survey, “Scheduling Maplet: Croes Carn Einion Roman Site.” All materials provided were
photocopies.
44
M. Ritchie and J. Cliff, “Full Management Report: Visit Description Text, Dan-y-Graig Roman
Villa,” Ordnance Survey, “Location Maplet for Dan-y-Graig Roman Villa,” Cadw, “Welsh Historic
Monument Photographic Record Form, Dan-y-Graig Roman Villa, 24/9/04.” All materials provided were
photocopies.
45
O.E. Craster, E. Whittle and F. Taylor, “Full Management Report: Visit Description Text, Ely
Roman Villa,” Cadw, Ancient Monuments Branch, “Revised Entry to the Schedule of Monuments: Ely
Roman Villa,” Ordnance Survey, “Scheduling Maplet: Ely Roman Villa.” All materials provided were
photocopies.
46
Varro, Res Rustica, 1.6-7.
47
Richmond, “The Plans of Roman Villas in Britain,” 51.
48
Mattingly, An Imperial Possession, 471.
43

14
sites mentioned within this thesis will be referred to by their most common names, either
that of the city or town near to which they lie closest, or that of the field in which they
stand. While the above definitions and explanations are by no means extensive, they
should be of assistance in developing an appreciation for the approach this study will take
in regards to several different aspects of villa development, evolution and character in
Roman Wales.
The following chapters will examine several different factors which contributed to
the establishment, development and evolution of villas within Roman Wales. Chapter two
focuses on factors that affected villa development in Wales, including matters such as
geography and climate, the settlement patterns of pre-Roman Wales and the Roman
conquest of Britain as well as questions concerning imperialism and Romanization. This
chapter establishes the social, political and economic climate in which Roman villas were
able to develop in Wales. Chapter three examines the inception of elite housing in a rural
context, tracing the development of Roman villas from early Etruscan influences, through
new design approaches which took place during the last century of the Roman Republic
and the spread of Roman villas throughout the Roman Empire and its provinces in the years
after 31 BC. The differing architectural styles of the Roman provinces will be considered,
along with the cultural values which were encouraged and promoted by the Roman Empire.
A specific look at villa development and typology in Roman Britain will help to illustrate
the unique way in which these villas reflected the cultural values of Rome and the effect of
Romanization in the region. A history of villa development in Roman Britain demonstrates
the dissemination of social, economic and architectural influences which made their way
westward across the island and into the frontier region of Wales. Chapter four will examine
the inception and evolution of Roman villas in Wales, concentrating on specific villa sites
and what these domestic spaces can tell us about the social, political and economic nature
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of this particular region. Chapter five will summarize the factors behind the establishment,
development and evolution of Roman villas in Wales.

Chapter Two:
Pre-Roman Wales and the Conquest of Britain
‘Britannia,’ the territory that the Romans conquered in what is now known as the
British Isles, was essentially a Roman invention since the region was comprised of a variety
of people and places prior to the Roman invasion.1 Pre-Roman Britain was characterized
by a variety of different cultural values, influences and histories, the study of which can
further our understanding of the conditions in which elite Roman housing developed and
evolved. It is within this context that a basic consideration of geography, climate, Iron Age
settlement and the indigenous peoples of Wales ought to be presented, along with the
importance of the Roman legions in contributing to the environment in which Roman villas
were able to evolve.
The military campaign into Britain led by Julius Caesar in 55 BC was popular in
Rome, demonstrating the military might and power of the Roman Empire over “the other,”
as well as its ability to bring new territory successfully into the Roman sphere of influence.2
Consequently, both of the Roman emperors Augustus and Caligula considered invading
Britain, but it would be the emperor Claudius who would finally take action, ordering the
invasion in AD 43, a comparatively late date in relation to the bulk of the Empire’s
expansion. The Roman legions traveled north and west across the province in a string of
campaigns and Roman influence over the southeastern region of Britain was quickly
established. A revolt led by the Celtic queen Boudicca in AD 60 delayed Roman
advancement,3 and additional progress was suspended until the appointment of the emperor
Vespasian in AD 69. The Flavian period (AD 69-96) in Britain, however, would be
characterized by active military expeditions to the northern and western frontier regions of
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the island, and by an outbreak of civilian construction in the southern and eastern areas of
the province.
The written descriptions of Britain by historians of the period were not particularly
sympathetic towards the cultural or climatic conditions of the newly established province.
The depictions given by writers such as Strabo4 and Tacitus5 were intended purposely to
“stress difference and distance between the Britons and an educated Roman audience, both
in terms of their social habits and in the landscapes they occupied.”6 The nature of the
British landscape is an important consideration when discussing Roman settlement (figure
2.1). The highland zone and lowland zone are definitions which have traditionally been
used to describe the character of Britain in relation to its geography and climate.7 The
highland zone is characterized by a landscape where hills, mountains and moors are
common, and where rainfall and cool temperatures predominate; the lowland zone is a
region which features low, rolling hills and expanses of fertile soil.
The diverse nature of the highland zone and lowland zone, combined with an
analysis of Roman settlement in Britain, have led some academics to refer to these regions
as a military zone and a civilian zone, respectively.8 The military zone is where the Roman
legions were stationed and where indigenous populations remained relatively secure in
their Iron Age customs and routines.9 The civilian zone contained the majority of the
population of the province, and is commonly assumed to have been a region where
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Figure 2.1. Primary Areas of Villa Occupation in Roman Britain. Map by J. Rowe.
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the Roman army quickly, and with relative ease, conquered the native inhabitants of
Britain, a venture which left a pattern of rapidly Romanized communities in its wake.10 It
is this divide between military expeditions into the northern and western highlands of
Britain, and the dramatic expansion of Romanized civilian construction in the fertile
lowlands of southern and eastern Britain, that can contribute to our understanding of elite
rural housing in Wales (figure 2.2).
Comprising the western frontier region of Roman Britain, Wales lay firmly within
the highland zone of Roman Britain. A relatively mountainous region with large massifs
dominating the central part of the country,11 Wales lies within a northern temperate zone
much like the rest of Great Britain. Lowland regions are located on the coastal edges of
the mountain ridge to the north, west and south, as well on the eastern downslope into the
Welsh Marches.12 The country borders the Irish Sea to the north, and the Bristol Channel
to the south, while the western coast lies against the Celtic Sea and St. George’s Channel,
a geographical position which results in a relatively unpredictable maritime environment.
The weather in Wales is oftentimes windy, cloudy and wet, and the country is categorized
as one of the wettest countries in Europe. The wide geographic variations within the
country causes considerable difference in daily hours of sunshine and temperature, though
in low elevations summers are generally warm and sunny. The regions between low-lying
southern areas in Wales and the highlands to the north have one of the greatest temperature
changes per measurement of altitude rise in Europe.13

10

Ibid.
A series of mountain ranges in Wales are collectively referred to as the Cambrian Mountains.
12
The Welsh Marches is a term which refers to the border region between Wales and England. The
border between England and Wales was essentially outlined by the Laws of Wales Act 1535 and 1542, which
was based upon the boundaries of medieval Marcher lordships. Marcher lords were a group of aristocrats
who were selected by the King of England to protect the border between England and Wales.
13
D. M. Robinson, “Notes on Romano-British Rural Settlement in South East Wales,” in Biglis,
Caldicot & Llandough: Three Late Iron Age and Romano-British Sites in South East Wales, Excavations
1977-79, ed. D. M. Robinson (Oxford: BAR British Series 188, 1988), viii.
11

20

Figure 2.2. The Counties and Elevations of Wales. Map by J. Rowe.
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The climate and geography of Wales were challenging in places, yet sustainable
mixed farming and other forms of economic exploitation certainly existed prior to the
Roman invasion.14 The coastal lowlands of south and western Wales are made up of
cultivable soil, while the Gower Peninsula, Glamorgan and low-lying regions of
Monmouthshire comprise the largest contiguous area of fertile farmland in Wales.15
These regions were not only home to useful agricultural land, but provided
important routes into the interior of the country via extensive river valleys. The upland
nature of most of Wales created challenges to transportation and communication; however,
we do know that the coastal waterways were able to facilitate contact between the
indigenous people of the region.16 River valleys and inlets drew settlement during the Iron
Age, not only as a result of quality lowland soil but also due to the benefit of transportation
and communication by way of boat.17 Archaeological discoveries made on the Welsh side
of the Severn Estuary, where the Bristol Channel meets the mouth of the Severn River,
have provided evidence of water transportation dating from the Middle Bronze Age
(approximately 1400 BC).18
The distribution of material remains within the region suggest that the native groups
which existed in Britain at the time of the Roman invasion were taking shape by
approximately 1000 BC, and in the centuries after 800 BC well defined regional patterns
began to appear in Iron Age Wales.19 Settlement organization in the late Iron Age can be
attributed to the emergence of a sophisticated network of cultivation-based societies in pre-

14

Mattingly, An Imperial Possession, 409.
Ibid.
16
V. E. Nash-Williams, The Roman Frontier in Wales (Cardiff, UK: University of Wales Press,1969),
15

1.
Davies and Lynch, “The Late Bronze Age and Iron Age in Prehistoric Wales,” 177.
Ibid.
19
Davies, A History of Wales, 14.
17
18

22
Roman Wales.20 These groups of people were generally located in settlements within
farmstead units which were often surrounded by enclosures.21 This network of Iron Age
settlements in Wales were primarily established within the arable land of the country’s
lowland regions, the highland areas remaining largely unpopulated by comparison.22
The indigenous people who inhabited Britain before the Roman invasion are
commonly referred to as ‘Celts,’ or ‘Celtic.’ The term was initially used during the sixth
century BC to characterize the barbarian groups who lived outside of the Greek world. The
territory of the Celts stretched across much of northwest Europe, and comprised a variety
of people who shared sophisticated social, cultural and political practices. 23 A process of
assimilation led the elites of Iron Age Britain to adopt many of the same practices employed
by the Celts found on mainland Europe.24 The people of Britain, however, did not refer to
themselves as ‘Celts,’ nor did the Romans who encountered them in the first century BC.
The indigenous societies encountered by the Romans in Britain were a complicated and
highly developed structure of people who formed tribal groups across the island.25 Despite
regional differences and an absence of literacy, these groups had been utilizing wheeled
transportation for more than a millennium, and evidence suggests they had comparatively
sophisticated means of interaction.26
The most enduring feature of Iron Age Britain is the hillfort; a large earthwork
which functioned as a settlement site and is generally thought to have had a defensive
purpose. The development of the hillfort reached a peak from the sixth to fifth centuries
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BC when sizeable parcels of land were arranged in relation to these fortified sites.27 The
hillfort settlements of Wales took shape over centuries. They contrast in terms of their
character, as well as in their distribution from one region to the next, and therefore serve
as a guide to the social and political arrangements in the different areas of the country.28
The construction of hillforts, enclosed and, in many instances, fortified by banks and
ditches, presents an important consideration in the archaeology of this period.29

The

architecture of these settlements suggests a society which is prepared for, and possibly
fearful of, attack. Their construction is also evidence of a desire to strengthen and defend
united groups of people, motives which are clearly indicated by archaeological finds of
spears, shields and swords,30 and by discoveries of sling stone hoards31 and burnt gates at
some hillfort sites.32 Welsh historian John Davies has proposed the idea that the need for
these defences came as the result of a period of climatic deterioration which occurred in
the centuries after 1400 BC.33

It is entirely feasible that the deteriorating climatic

conditions forced the inhabitants of the highland regions of Wales into the lowlands in
search of arable farmland, which, in turn, resulted in conflict and competition for land. It
is also possible that the inhabitants of the highland regions chose to attack affluent
neighbors, a regular occurrence in many different places which doesn’t require an
environmental prompt such as climate change. Regardless, it is evident that particular
circumstances led to the establishment and increase in defended settlement sites across Iron
Age Britain.
Defended, or enclosed, farmsteads became common in the region by the end of the
27
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second century BC, and in many areas these enclosed farmsteads became the main type of
settlement, some of which would eventually develop an affluent quality to them.34 The
predominant settlement pattern in Wales for the majority of the indigenous population in
the area were small, enclosed farmsteads. However, the hillforts of the region tend to
overshadow these landscapes in terms of their magnitude and prominent defensive nature.35
The predominant housing form in Iron Age Wales was the round house, small
groups of which were often located within the boundaries of enclosures and hillforts.
Detailed research into these structures has shown that they were not the rudimentary and
unsophisticated huts that some scholars previously assumed them to be.

These

commanding spaces were on average twenty feet in diameter, and were constructed by
means of posts fixed into the ground at regular intervals. 36 It is widely assumed that the
central area of these houses, where the hearths were located, was communal space, while
the periphery was used for privacy and sleeping.37 A testament to the solid construction
methods of the indigenous people in the region is the fact that many of these Iron Age
settlements lasted well into the Roman period.
It is largely assumed that mixed, settled farming was the basis of the economy in
Wales prior to the Roman conquest. Research relating to the different varieties of crops
grown in late prehistoric Wales illustrates similarities with other regions of southern
Britain.38 In regards to animal husbandry, it appears that sheep were of greatest importance
to the people of Iron Age Wales. The recoveries of spindle whorls from several Iron Age
settlements in the region provide evidence for the spinning of wool. These spindle whorls
34
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were “flat stones weighted to the bottom of a spindle which caused it to twist the thread as
it was drawn out from a bunch of carded wool,” and are a common archaeological find at
many Iron Age domestic sites.39
Tacitus40 and Ptolemy41 are the principal Roman writers who make mention of the
native people who inhabited Wales at the time of the Roman invasion and conquest.
Cohesive units of indigenous people could also be found elsewhere across the British Isles,
and were commonly referred to as ‘tribes,’ a title first used by Ptolemy in the second
century to describe these indigenous groups of people. These written sources are not
particularly informative; nevertheless, the mention of these people is important in
confirming that the Romans were aware that the western region of Britain was inhabited.
The information recorded by Tacitus relates exclusively to the first century and in particular
to the period during the Roman conquest of Wales, approximately AD 50-75.42 It has been
suggested that information provided by Tacitus on the native inhabitants of the region is
likely reliable, though imprecise in terms of geographical descriptions since Tacitus was
generally only interested in the political and social affairs of the Romans.43
Ptolemy makes mention of three Welsh tribes, and records the general coordinates
of their locations (figure 2.3). Ptolemy’s information, however, cannot be relied upon for
any precise location of the boundaries between these native inhabitants.44 We do not know
exactly where the boundaries between the indigenous people of Wales lay, or where the
borderlines between these groups of people and other indigenous groups located in western
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England, the Cornovii in the north and the Dobunni in the south, began.45 While scholars
may not know these exact boundaries, we do know that there were four groups of
indigenous people who inhabited Wales at the time of the Roman invasion: the Deceangli,
the Demetae, the Ordovices and the Silures.
The Deceangli were the first native inhabitants of Wales to encounter the Roman
legions when the governor of Britain, Ostorius Scapula, reached the banks of the River
Dee, a waterway located between northeastern Wales and England, in AD 48. The
Deceangli occupied an area east of the River Conwy in northern Wales, as well as the entire
present day county of Flintshire; the upper Dee valley likely marked the southern boundary
of the tribe.46 It appears that the Deceangli favored lowland enclosed settlements within,
and on the flanks of, the valleys of the Dee, Clwyd and Conwy Rivers and along the
northern coastal strip of Wales. These settlements were predominantly hillforts defined by
a single bank and ditch.47
The Clwydian Range, a ridge of hills running from northern Wales to the edge of
the Dee River valley in the south, and located within the territory of the Deceangli, is home
to some of the most spectacular hillforts in all of Britain. The substantial silver and lead
deposits located within the Clwydian Range would have been motivation enough for Rome
to annex the region, as these were resources the Romans could exploit for profit.
There is a notable absence of Roman auxiliary forts in northeastern Wales, a feature
which suggests an early conquest, or submission, of the Deceangli.48 It has been suggested
that
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Figure 2.3. The Tribes of Wales. Map by J. Rowe.
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one-sided in nature since their lands were largely annexed to military control, their
resources were exploited for profit by the Romans, and they were likely used as labour to
help the Romans mine the silver and lead in the region.49
The territory of the Demetae covered the majority of southwestern Wales, a region
which includes modern day Pembrokeshire, Carmarthenshire and Cardiganshire. It is
home to more than one-third of the hillforts located in Wales, though they are relatively
small and lack the defences commonly found in the eastern hillforts of the Clwydian Range
and in the territory of the Deceangli.50 This arrangement suggests that the Demetae were
organized into family groups, and that they lacked any type of central authority.51 The
notable absence of Roman military settlements in the southwest suggest that the Demetae,
like the Deceangli, were receptive, and at some point willing, to collaborate with the
Romans.52
The Ordovices were an indigenous group who inhabited an extensive stretch of
territory within Wales, an area that scholars assume ran from Anglesey, through the upland
regions of central Wales, part of the Welsh Marches, and the upper Severn valley. There
are several archaeological sites located in the uplands of Snowdonia, an area believed to
have been inhabited by the Ordovices, which have provided minimal evidence of any type
of Roman authority, dominance or influence.53 Until the discovery of the Roman villa at
Abermagwr in 2010, archaeological evidence suggested that no towns or villas developed
within the territory of the Ordovices. The evidence of wealth in this area, with the
exception of the villa at Abermagwr, is restricted to a handful of native settlements, again,
settlements which demonstrate little sign of Roman impact.54 By the late second century,
49

Mattingly, An Imperial Possession, 415-416.
Ibid., 410.
51
Davies, A History of Wales, 16.
52
Jarrett and Mann, “The Tribes of Wales,” 166.
53
Mattingly, An Imperial Possession, 416.
54
Ibid., 418.
50

29
however, three of the five known auxiliary forts still occupied by the Romans were located
within the territory of the Ordovices: Segontium (Caernarfon), a fort of unknown Roman
name which was located where the present day village of Caersws stands, and Levobrinta
(Forden Gaer). This pattern may imply that the mineral wealth of the mountains, in
combination with the arable land of Anglesey, was being depleted to the advantage of the
Romans and the relative disadvantage of the Ordovices.55
The fourth indigenous group which inhabited Wales at the time of the Roman
invasion, as well as its most infamous, were the Silures. The Silures were the most
frequently referred to of all of the native groups of Wales because of their stubborn
resistance to the Roman advance. The accounts of the Roman campaigns against the
Silures give no indication of the regions they inhabited;56 nevertheless, archaeological
evidence suggests that they were settled in the Gower Peninsula, Glamorgan and parts of
Monmouthshire. The descriptions of the Silures by Tacitus suggest that they were
disorderly barbarians from the hills, yet archaeological evidence “strongly points to their
heartlands lying in a zone of permanent settlements and a mixed farming economy.” 57 It
has also been suggested that the Silures exhibited a high degree of political unity, an aspect
which was evidenced by their staunch and organized rejection of Roman rule.58
The majority of Wales was occupied by AD 60, and temporary camps established
by the military illustrate the initial impact made by Romans in the region (figure 2.4). As
the Roman occupation progressed, more permanent fortifications were raised. The most
important fortification at the time was the legionary fortress at Isca Augusta (Caerleon),
located within the territory of the Silures, which was well under construction
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Figure 2.4. Roman Legionary Fortresses in Wales AD 100. Map by J. Rowe
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by AD 75.59 Tacitus attributed the subjugation of the Silures to Julius Frontinus, the
governor of Britain from AD 74 to 78, who is also credited with establishing the fortress
at Caerleon.60 By AD 79, over thirty years from the onset of the Roman invasion of the
region, the Roman campaign to subdue and subjugate the native groups living in Wales
was complete.
Caerleon was a major factor in the acquisition of arable agricultural land within the
coastal plains of Glamorgan, as well as in the defence against uprisings by any of the
indigenous inhabitants of Wales. By establishing themselves within this region, the
Romans were able to control the main lines of communication, particularly the valley
routes leading into the Welsh uplands.61 The direct route in and out of southern Wales was
the Wye River valley, and in controlling this strategic route, Rome could maintain some
form of stability within a particularly volatile region.62
The newly conquered inhabitants of Wales were kept under control thanks to a solid
form of military dominance which was implemented by Julius Frontinus and was continued
by his successor, Julius Agricola.63 Prior to these regions being allowed some form of selfgovernance, they would have been controlled by the Roman army, primarily through the
legionary commanders at Caerleon in the south of Wales, and Deva (Chester), the remains
of which are located across the Welsh border in England.64 The fortresses at Caerleon and
Chester65 were the basis for the domination of Wales, and together with Eboracum (York)
in north-eastern England formed the three permanent bases of the Roman military in
Britain.66 By AD 100, civil settlement began to develop outside of the walls of Caerleon,
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a testament to one of the innovations the Romans introduced to the native inhabitants of
Wales: the town.67 The Romans established two civitates, or provincial capitals, in Wales:
one for the Silures, at Venta Silurum (Caerwent), and one for the Demetae, at Moridunum
(Carmarthen).68
Along with the development of the fortress at Caerleon, other forts were being
developed at Cardiff and at Nidum (Neath) in order to guard the southern coast of Wales,
along with the civitas at Carmarthen. The Roman forts in Wales formed a collaborative
network: they were never located more than twenty kilometers (one day’s march) apart and
they were connected by a series of the straight and metalled roads for which the Romans
were so famous.69 Initially, the territory of the Silures was scattered with Roman forts, and
their establishment is generally accepted as marking the final consolidation of Roman
control.70 The subjugation of Wales was a long and costly endeavor for the Romans,
though it was successful enough to permit the closure of most forts located within the
region early in the second century when the military was redeployed to Hadrian’s Wall.71
The Roman forts constructed at Gelligaer, Pen-y-darren, Castel Collen and Carmarthen
were all abandoned in the early second century, while other forts in Wales were being
reduced in size or were being replaced by small, detached forts which were used by the
Romans as watchtowers.72 The forts which remained in Wales were largely defensive in
nature, a measure which amounted to a guarantee of security within which native
economies could flourish.73
The Roman withdrawal of soldiers from the forts of Wales implies that the native
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inhabitants were prepared to come to terms with their conquerors.74 An increasingly
cooperative relationship began to develop between the Romans and the Silures. Nearly
one-hundred years after their subjugation, the need for full-scale garrisons in the region
diminished substantially, and in the years after AD 170, forts located south of the River
Usk were scarcely used.75 While the Romans were able to avoid hostilities with the Silures,
the Ordovices were proving difficult to manage and the lack of Roman villas in the region
suggests that the central regions of Wales remained volatile after the rest of the country
was secured.76
The establishment of forts and roads throughout Roman Wales had a major impact
on the people who inhabited the region.77 These structures and roadways required land and
resources for their production, not to mention the agricultural produce needed to feed the
men who were involved in their construction.78 Roman roads and bridges were built to
facilitate the movement of troops, though they also afforded farmers the means of
transporting their surplus to market.79
The effect of the Roman military in Wales is “not generally reflected in a monetary
economy, but rather in the form of Roman exploitation of resources to meet the additional
demands of the army.”80 The massive military campaign into Wales required logistical
preparation in order to ensure that the several thousand members of the Roman legions
could be fed. These requirements were substantial and cannot be understated. Supplying
grain to the Roman military would become an important factor for the development of the
Welsh economy, particularly in the first and second centuries when the legions were the
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primary consumer of commodities and resources in Wales.81
The Roman conquest had an inevitable impact upon the economy of Wales. The
invading Roman army was aware that Britain had a rich agricultural tradition which was
capable of producing a surplus;82 what they were unaware of were some of the agricultural
limitations in regions such as Wales and Scotland, the traditional highland zones of Britain.
“The establishment of a new, demanding and powerful group of consumers within farming
communities, communities which may have had only a limited capacity to produce a
surplus, had the potential to bring about considerable disruption.”83 The Roman army
would have to be certain that local agricultural practices were not seriously damaged if
they planned to stay for any specific length of time.84 Providing provisions for the legions
was of the utmost concern; however, prior to the Roman invasion, the region was not noted
for generating food surpluses, nor was it thought capable of producing enough grain for
the thousands of soldiers who were initially stationed in the region. 85 Jeffrey Davies has
suggested that the Flavian-Trajanic garrison in Wales would have required nearly seventythree hundred tons of wheat to be grown on anywhere from ten-thousand to twentythousand acres of land, depending on the yield, and noted that the Imperial administration
sought local supply whenever possible.86 The impact on agriculture in Britain was
therefore considerable, almost certainly involving bringing new land under cultivation
while introducing new crops such as wheat,87 and stimulating the productive capacity of
native agricultural economies.88
The southern and southeastern regions of Wales assumed many traits associated
81
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with Romanization, particularly in regards to the development of new civilian
settlements.89 For the indigenous peoples of Wales, the Roman army exemplified wealth
to a degree which had not been seen before. Outside of the walls at Caerleon, a vicus was
established, a town where people settled in order to benefit from the men in the army who
had money to spend.90 Coins had been introduced to Roman Britain in order to pay the
men in the legions who required food and clothing, along with essential and non-essential
goods, while entire communities began to depend on the legions for security and income.91
While the legions stationed in Roman Wales did not define one particular Romanized
community, these men represented specific behaviours and cultural values encouraged by
Rome, behaviours and values which left a substantial social and economic impact in their
wake.92
The Romans considered urban settlement a crucial aspect in terms of promoting
Roman culture and social norms in the provinces.93 The privilege of an urban settlement
was given to particular indigenous groups whose allegiance to Rome was secure. In
exchange for their allegiance, certain indigenous populations were given the opportunity
to become self-governing territories, complete with a capital whose architectural style
followed Roman standards.94 Perhaps surprisingly, it was the Silures who were extended
this privilege during the reign of the emperor Hadrian (AD 117-138) when soldiers
stationed in Wales were deployed to Hadrian’s Wall in the northern frontier region of
Britain. The civitas capital of the Silures was known as Venta Silurum, now present day
Caerwent in the Welsh country of Monmouthshire. Caerwent was provided all of the
amenities found in other major Roman cities including baths, temples, a basilica and forum,
a hotel and Romanized townhouses which features mosaic floors, wall paintings and central
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heating.95 Caerwent’s administration was headed by men who were likely aristocratic
members of the Silures.96 The appointment of elite members of the Silures to preside over
the management of Caerwent clearly illustrates how adept the Romans were at
incorporating existing societies into Roman institutions, encouraging them to adapt and
accept Roman cultural practices and standards.
The Roman military presence in Wales was transient, and for some areas of the
country, remarkably brief.

The Roman administration in Britain resulted in several

consequential changes in Wales including a substantial influence from the Roman legions,
the inclusion of indigenous people into the Roman provincial structure, and the creation of
an extensive communications network, not to mention a central system of taxation.97 In
particular regions of Wales, Romanized areas began to emerge in the form of autonomous
towns which were distinguished by comforts, luxuries and amenities, the likes of which
the native people of Wales would not have seen on such a scale.98 Wealthy rural country
estates also emerged, an astute reaction to growing economic activity in Wales and the
demand to meet the expectations of an increasing population which now included soldiers,
businessmen and entrepreneurs from the continent.99
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Chapter Three:
Roman Villas: The Empire and Britain
Elite Roman housing went through an extensive period of development before the
general principles of design became established. Farmhouses were extensive in the
surrounding areas of Latium and Etruria, as well as near Rome, and their architectural
characteristics and design elements were widespread and varied.1

The remains of

Campanian farmhouses, found south of Latium, suggest that the rural residences of the area
developed out of the native farmhouses of the Etruscans.2 The point at which these native
farmsteads were transformed into villas is a subjective decision, a decision which can be
just as complex as arriving at an agreement on the definition of the villa itself. The majority
of villas likely developed as the result of the continual use of different materials and plans
in altering, upgrading and rebuilding of farm houses already in existence. 3 These rural
farmhouses were influenced primarily by Greek and Etruscan designs, as well as other
cultural influences brought to Rome as the result of expanding trade routes. As Rome
began to exert its influence and power over other regions, villa architecture and design
would manifest itself in several different ways across the Roman Empire.
The interest in country retreats grew during Imperial times, and, within Imperial
discourse, country pastimes such as hunting came to the forefront.4 Material remains
suggest an increasing financial investiture in villas during this time as they began to grow
in size with regards both to property and to buildings, a process which resulted in an
assortment of broad architectural choices and elaborate decoration.5 The impact of these
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stimuli were absorbed and adapted by the Roman elite in order to aid the expression of
wealth, status and power in society.6
While there is significant diversity in villa architecture across the provinces of the
Roman Empire, the first level of note-worthy variations was within Italy itself (figure 3.1).
Roman Italy was a complex mixture of geographical, climatic, cultural and political
features which exhibited unique and diverse local characteristics.7 The same can be said
of the composition of the Roman Empire itself. The villas within Italy are located
predominantly on the western coast of the country and within the lower Po Valley, yet
remain largely absent from the coast of the Adriatic Sea.8 This pattern of distribution
suggests that the availability of good farmland helped to determine the locations of villas,
and that those constructed solely for recreational purposes were not in the majority. 9 The
central characteristic of aristocratic villas within Roman Italy was the extensive use of
terraces or yards surrounded by porticoes, which in turn produced the highly popular
peristyle house.

This particular architectural style was very common and could be

fashioned in extremely elaborate ways depending on the wishes of the villa owner.
At its height, the Roman Empire (figure 3.2) stretched across much of western
Europe, northern Africa and parts of the Near East. Geography and climate varied greatly
from region to region, a factor which facilitated the development of different architectural
styles of housing and decoration which occurred throughout the provinces. The majority
of the variations in villa settlement tended to be the result of geographical
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Figure 3.1. Roman Italy. Map by J. Rowe.
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Figure 3.2. The Roman Provinces of the Iberian Peninsula. Map by J. Rowe.
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and climatological factors which positively affected agricultural production.10 Villas also
maintained a significant connection to Roman roads and markets, the result of being
incorporated into an economic sphere where surplus goods were transported to an urban
center and sold.11 In many provinces, archaeological evidence is limited to particular styles
of housing; however, the fundamental influence of the Roman peristyle house is evident in
the majority of villa remains.12
The Iberian Peninsula was among the first areas to be incorporated into the Roman
sphere of influence (figure 3.3). Its most fertile locations were Hispania Citerior and
Hispania Ulterior:13 regions which were settled due to a substantial programme of
emigration and colonization from Roman Italy, a programme which allowed the Romans
to preside over native populations, which in turn accelerated the process of Romanization
and spurred the growth of the villa system.

Roman Spain was entirely within the

Mediterranean in terms of climate and agricultural patterns, so it is not surprising to find
villa plans in this region which are strongly influenced by the peristyle houses of Italy with
rooms surrounding an inner colonnaded courtyard.14 As a result, the architectural style and
pattern of villas within the Iberian Peninsula relates largely to the way in which villas
developed in the Italian Peninsula.15
Elite rural housing in Gaul seems never to have embraced the elaborate
architectural styles of Roman Spain, though rural villas in the region did eventually become
wealthier and larger in size (figure 3.4).16

Evidence suggests that the initial
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Figure 3.3. The Roman Provinces of the Iberian Peninsula. Map by J. Rowe.
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Figure 3.4. Roman Gaul. Map by J. Rowe.
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tendency towards a villa economy occurred at the inception of Gaul’s history. 17 The
presence of urban centers, roadways, river valleys and the agricultural surplus afforded by
the fertile coastlines of the province all had an effect on villa establishment in Gaul. Villas
within the southern regions of Gaul developed differently due to the influence of its
Mediterranean climate, and, on the whole, southern villas tend to imitate the architectural
preferences of Gaul’s Italian neighbors. The villas in northern Gaul, on the other hand,
were inclined to develop as large corridor villas, often possessing courtyards and
enclosures, a villa style which will be examined in greater detail later in this thesis.
Northern villas within the province tend to be based on local preferences instead of
aspirations to imitate architectural styles found elsewhere in the Empire. It is difficult to
explain the emergence of these regional styles other than to stress that climatic differences
combined with varying cultural preferences, traditions and social structure were likely
responsible.18 Despite the architectural differences between southern and northern Gaul, a
considerable number of rural villas had estates which were firmly tied to agriculture. The
success and prosperity of these rural villas suggests integration into the Roman world,
something which has been suggested is an essential characteristic in terms of the definition
of the Roman villa in general.19
In the Germanic provinces, which in cultural terms also include the northern parts
of Gallia Belgica, as well as Germania Superior and Germania Inferior, Roman villas are
typically smaller than those found in Gaul and Iberia and tend to be surrounded by exterior
agricultural buildings (figure 3.5). This design suggests that these villas were working
farms, and these estates tended to be located along river valleys, near towns and market
centers, again, reflecting the importance of the villa economy in relation to
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Figure 3.5. The Germanic Provinces of the Roman Empire. Map by J. Rowe.
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Rome’s successes abroad. It is interesting to note that the plans and designs of villas in the
Germanic provinces appear to be dictated by the desire for security and productivity, rather
than ostentation and comfort,20 though even modest villas in these regions featured wings,
baths, hypocausts and mosaics.21 The villas of Rome’s frontier regions were predisposed
to disruption by Rome’s legions, as well as by barbarian raids, thus the financial success
of these estates tended to be converted to wealth which could be transported quickly, rather
than being invested in excessive amenities which might have to be abandoned quickly.22
The Roman provinces of the Balkan and Lower Danube region were of primary
importance to Rome in terms of facilitating communication between the east and the west
(figure 3.6). As these regions were relatively late in becoming parts of the Roman Empire,
villas here tend to have been constructed at a much later date than those in Iberia and Gaul.
As the economy of Noricum flourished, a result of the prosperous pastoral and Alpine
farming economy of the region, Rome’s cultural influences began to spread through the
region’s elite. Archaeological remains of country villas in the area are able to provide
scholars with a considerable amount of evidence in regards to the wealth and prosperity of
the primary social groups within the province.23 These villas were frequently appointed
with baths, wall-paintings, mosaics and hypocausts – a luxury in cold Alpine winters to be
sure – all hallmarks of Romanization in the provinces. Agricultural outbuildings were also
known to adjoin the villas of Noricum, a feature which underscores the importance of the
economy to these rural estates.
The Roman provinces of Pannonia, Dacia, Moesia and Thrace all exhibit similar
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Figure 3.6. The Roman Provinces of the Balkans and Lower Danube. Map by J. Rowe.
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characteristics in villa architecture and plan, which in turn suggest that villas in these
provinces were small working farms with wooden outbuildings, enclosed within walls or
palisades (figure 3.7).24 A variety of ground plans can be found in these regions, including
villas designed with central peristyles, as well as villas which featured corner-towers or
wings.25 In general, however, these were not the lavish and sizeable villas of Iberia and
Gaul, but prosperous estates which exhibited some characteristics associated with the
definition of the Roman villa, including baths and mosaic floors. Pannonia in particular
had sprawling areas of fertile, workable farmland, yet an important consideration for villa
development in the province were the circumstances surrounding its neighbor, to the east,
Dacia. During the period when Dacia was a part of the Roman Empire (AD 106 – 270),
Pannonia was able to profit from the security that it offered,26 and it was during this period
of protection that a handful of villas of considerable size and wealth were constructed.27
Villa construction likely began in Pannonia approximately AD 200, and reached its peak a
century later.28
Much of the population, and fortunes, of Dalmatia were located in the coastal areas
and islands where the Mediterranean climate and fertile land resulted in a small but
prosperous economy (figure 3.8). The Dinaric Alps run through this region which rendered
large areas of Dalmatia unsuitable for producing any type of agricultural surplus. However,
the geography and climate of the Dalmatian coastline supported trade, travel and
interaction with Italy and the Mediterranean community at large. 29 The province was
largely influenced by Roman forms and ideas despite the disparity between
24
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Figure 3.7. The Roman Provinces of Pannonia, Dacia, Moesia and Thrace. Map by J.
Rowe.
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Figure 3.8. Roman Dalmatia. Map by J. Rowe.
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Dalmatia’s native population and a Romanized minority. 30 The few villas which are
located outside of Dalmatia’s Romanized coastal strip tend to be of basic construction with
few amenities.31
While the villas of the northern and western reaches of the Roman Empire share
some common architectural features and construction techniques, those of the eastern and
southern regions of the Empire are distinctly different. The architecture of villas in Roman
Syria and the Near East indicate a preference for bold, geometric forms that could stand
several stories high, and were constructed using horizontal beams and lintels rather than
Roman style arches (figure 3.9).32 Affluent rural villas are known in these areas; yet within
the countryside, the dominant social and economic unit seems to have been the village
rather than the villa estates so characteristic of the Roman west. 33 Classical Roman
building techniques found within Italy and the western provinces of the Empire are rarely
found in the region and it seems that when they are utilized in some way they have been
deliberately chosen to express the Roman affiliations of their owners.34 As well, the
quantity and quality of decorative elements in the domestic structures of Syria and the Near
East are determined not only by the wealth of the villa owner, but also by their level of
exposure to Greco-Roman culture.35
While the coastal regions of northern Africa are similar in climate to the rest of the
Mediterranean, the dominant feature of the region is the Sahara Desert (figure 3.10).
Temperatures in the desert often reach fifty degrees Celsius during the day and regularly
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Figure 3.9. Roman Syria and the Provinces of the Near East. Map by J. Rowe.
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Figure 3.10. The Provinces of Roman Africa. Map by J. Rowe.
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drop below freezing at night. Sandstorms are a regular occurrence in the region, while
rainfall is scarce.

Small oases are able to cultivate subsistence crops and provide

inhabitants with water, though the immense distances between locations and an unsettled
mountain region created a lack of security that translated into estate owners living within
fortified villas.36 The Roman villas of northern Africa differ from those of any other region
in the Empire, consisting of a series of rooms grouped around, and looking into, a central
rectangular yard, and with an exterior which would have appeared relatively militaristic to
an outside viewer.37 Representations of villas found in African mosaics depict them as
having a colonnade with tower-like constructions on the corners.
In summary, then, during the years in which the Roman Empire spanned Europe,
the Near East and Africa, elite housing in the countryside evolved in different ways
according to such elements as climate and geography, but also as a result of influences
from native populations. The domestic architecture of the Roman countryside developed
largely as the result of an extensive programme of immigration and military campaigns, as
well as from the political and economic changes within an expanding realm. The often
elaborate and ostentatious villas constructed in the provinces stood in stark contrast to the
utilitarian domestic spaces of pre-Roman societies.38 Upon inclusion within the Roman
Empire, building plans for the elite members of provincial society were altered
significantly, and gradually domestic spaces of the elite were developed in accordance with
cultural influences defined by Rome.39 Elements such as baths, hypocausts, tessellated
floors, wall paintings and furniture were utilized in order to create and delineate social
spaces within the villa itself. These features were used in Roman villas across the province
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in order to establish standards of living that were connected to Rome, Roman imperial
culture, and the principals and ideas it championed.40
A brief examination of villa development in the provinces of the Roman Empire
illustrates the dissemination of Roman cultural ideals and influence across the Roman
world as it expanded due to Roman imperial policy. It also highlights the desire of the elite
to utilize Roman building techniques, designs and decoration in order to live comfortably
and express prosperity, authority, prestige, and a connection to the Empire. One region
where Romanization has left a distinct legacy is Roman Britain (figure 3.11). The area was
characterized by unique aspects, particularly in that it was not geographically connected to
continental Europe - the British Channel had to be crossed in order to reach it - and it was
the northern-most province in the Empire. Nonetheless, in many ways, the development
of villas in Roman Britain reflects the development of villas on the continent, though the
period during which Romano-British villas flourished was generally much later than
elsewhere in the Empire. Despite the geographical distance between Britain and Rome,
Romano-British villa owners were able to make powerful statements about their cultural
values, demonstrating to others, including the indigenous people of the region, their
admission into and fidelity towards the Roman sphere of power and influence. Regional
and comparative studies on the history, archaeology and art of the region have been able
to reveal a considerable amount of information about the way in which Roman Britain
developed, as well as the effects of Romanization on the region. Much of what is
considered to be “Roman culture” originated in provinces situated in the northwestern
regions of continental Europe instead of Rome and the Mediterranean regions. 41 The
diffusion of cultural elements, not only from Rome but also from other geographical
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Figure 3.11. Roman Britain. Map by J. Rowe.
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areas and groups of people in the Empire, played an important role in shaping the character
of villas in Britain.
The first Roman style buildings in Britain began to emerge in the middle of the first
century. They were rectangular in shape and were constructed of earth and timber. Even
houses considered to be of an elite nature had bare earth floors, walls formed of wattle and
daub, and thatched roofs; window glass was very rarely used at this time.42 These materials
provided a means for quick and cost-effective construction, making for a popular
alternative to the previous building arrangements in Iron Age Britain, such as the round
house.43
Many of the first Roman influenced domestic structures in Britain were built over
the remains of Iron Age settlements. These corridor-style dwellings quickly established
themselves within the province, and, by the late first century, a small group of Romanized
farmsteads began to emerge in the southeast corner of Britain.44 Around the Roman town
of Verulamium (St. Albans), in Hertfordshire, a number of such villas developed within
close proximity, some exhibiting evidence of having been continuously occupied from the
late Iron Age.45 The standard layout consisted of a rectangular space built of mortared
brick and stone, which was then divided up into a few small rooms; baths were located in
separate buildings.46 The replacement of timber walls and thatched roofs with mortared
brick and stone dramatically reduced the danger of fire to these settlements. It should be
noted that during the Boudiccan Revolt in AD 60, St. Albans was sacked and burnt, thus
indirectly inciting a new period of construction in the region which was heavily influenced
by Roman architectural styles.
42
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As a civitas capital, St. Albans was an important center and came to be encircled
by Roman villas, the best-known of which are Lockleys and Park Street.47 Both of these
villas are often referred to in order to illustrate the adaptation of Roman housing styles
within Britain. The settlements at Lockleys and Park Street share a relatively similar
history, as might be expected due to their close proximity to one another, and, in both
locations, Roman villas replaced Iron Age settlements.48 The plans of both are simple,
though they exhibit a substantial improvement in terms of relative comfort and privacy,
and, importantly, evidence of increasing prosperity in the region.
Scholars of Roman history and archaeology commonly categorize the architectural
ground plans of houses within the Empire. To study Roman housing, it is imperative to be
aware of the different categories of plan configurations, categories that are founded on the
shape, character and purpose of particular rooms within a domestic space.49 Defining
characteristics of Roman villas in Britain have been selected based on corridors, wings and
courtyards appended to a central building, consequently resulting in the terms ‘cottage
villa,’ ‘corridor house,’ ‘winged-corridor house,’ and ‘courtyard house.’50

This

classification of villa plans, developed by Sir Ian Richmond, is mentioned in nearly every
scholarly work on the subject, and it is this typology which provides a base for the
investigation of Roman villas which exhibit more complex forms.51
The Roman villa at Lockleys is an example of Richmond’s ‘cottage villa’
classification (figure 3.12). This is the simplest type of Romano-British villa and consisted
of a corridor lined by individual rooms. The division of the space into rooms was not a
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decision necessarily based on social distinctions, but on practicality: essentially, the plan
is designed to be efficient for the workings and daily activities of a rural settlement.52 The
initial villa design consisted of a long rectangular space divided into five rooms with
internal plaster work on the walls and a timber verandah running along its southwestern
façade. The plaster wall remains provide evidence that wall decoration was being used in
the second half of the first century in Britain.53 The Roman villa at Park Street was
constructed over an Iron Age settlement and was similar in its design to Lockleys; a
rectangular plan with five rooms. Park Street, however, had a cellar and a bath dating from
the first century. Its roof was tiled, its windows were glazed, and brightly colored plaster
was applied to the interior walls, while marble was used for some of its accessories. 54 It
should be noted that despite the distinction of being some of the earliest Roman-inspired
domestic constructions in Britain, the villas at Lockleys and Park Street occupied a
substantial area in comparison to the Iron Age settlement remains which lay underneath.
This increase in space suggests that a declaration was being made by the villa owners in
terms of what was considered appropriate to them in relation to living standards, as well as
a statement on wealth and expenditure.55
Lockleys and Park Street saw successive growth and the construction of

Richmond, “The Plans of Roman Villas in Britain,” 52-53.
J. Liversidge, “Furniture in Roman Britain,” in The Roman Villa in Britain, ed. A. L. F. Rivet
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), 150-151.
54
Hunter-Blair, Roman Britain and Early England, 124.
55
Frere, Britannia, 268.
52
53

60

Figure 3.12. Cottage-Type Roman Villas. Illustrations adapted from the work of above
left, H. E. O’Neil (1945); right, J. Ward (1907); below left, J. Ward-Perkins (1938); right,
W. G. Thomas and R. F. Walker (1959). Images designed by J. Rowe.
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additional architectural features well into the Roman period, growth which eventually
resulted in a third and fourth century building boom in Britain. Very few stand-alone
cottage villas have been discovered, since the majority of these types typically represent
the first stages of villa development in Britain and were subsequently enlarged and
enhanced due to additional construction.56

Lockleys and Park Street in particular

exemplify the advancement of villa architecture in Roman Britain as both residences
evolved out of Iron Age settlements and into cottage-type villas: a process of expansion
which culminated in the winged-corridor type villa (figure 3.13). The architectural style
of the cottage villa was a common villa design in Roman Britain until its popularity was
surpassed by the winged-corridor villa, a style which made its first appearance in the
province only a few decades after the Roman invasion of the island.
This general line of villa development, as illustrated by the early Romano-British
cottage villas at Lockleys and Park Street, is followed, with some variation in detail and
timing, in most parts of southern Britain. This advancement is illustrated by the villa
located at Ditchley in Oxfordshire.57 The villa at Ditchley originally followed a rectangular
timber design, much like that of Lockleys and Park Street, but during the early second
century it was replaced by a winged-corridor design constructed of stone. Architecturally,
this design is essentially that of the cottage villa, though the winged-corridor villa is
characterized by projecting feature rooms located at either end of the building.58 The
general floor plan of the winged-corridor villa featured a central reception room which was
flanked by living rooms. Additional reception rooms were located at the ends of the house
forming the wings.59 The wings of this type of villa generally appear to be particularly
large
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Figure 3.13. Winged-Corridor Roman Villas. Illustrations adapted from the work of
above left, D. M. Robinson (1988); right, RCAHMW aerial reconnaissance (1996); below
left, C. V. Walthew (1975); right, T. Driver and J. L. Davies (2010). Images designed by
J. Rowe.
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evident in the winged-corridor villa’s façade is demonstrative of the owner’s investment of
wealth, which, in turn, represented status.60 Ditchley was located towards the rear of a
rectangular ditched and walled enclosure, though there is no evidence that this enclosure
was of a defensive nature.61 The Roman villa at Ditchley is comparable to the Roman villa
at Ely, located near Cardiff in Wales, particularly in relation to its date, plan and overall
settlement history.
In general, these winged-corridor villas, which evolved into the most popular type
of villa in Britain, do not belong to very large estates and tend to be fairly modest. In spite
of this, they are important in that they underline important social developments which
began to evolve in the province, with estate owners beginning to exhibit their wealth, power
and status through villa architecture and design. Distinctions also began to emerge between
the head of the villa and other members of the household. These distinctions illustrate an
interesting development which was taking place in terms of the nature of the social
structure within Roman Britain, a significant change which emerged due to the spread of
wealth and increased prosperity in the region.62
Despite the popularity of the modest winged-corridor villa, there are a few notable
villas which were established within Roman Britain during the late first century. These
villas were exceptional in terms of design, wealth, prosperity and the social structure which
they encouraged and validated. Lullingstone Roman Villa in Kent, and the Flavian palace
at Fishbourne, near Chichester, Sussex, are the most obvious examples. Fishbourne Palace
featured such elements as a private domestic space, an official and semi-private area,
apartments for guests and an audience hall which reflected those used by the Roman
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emperors.63 The Palace was enormous in size and featured formal gardens, a substantial
number of mosaics, painted walls, marble statuary, colonnaded fronts, hypocaust heating,
and bathhouses. The Roman villa at Lullingstone is another large estate which was
established within the late first century, and it too featured such aspects as mosaics, wall
paintings, marble fittings and hypocausts. These estates certainly utilized immigrant
artists, mosaicists and sculptors to emulate Roman designs found elsewhere across the
Empire.64 It is important to be aware that these affluent and prosperous villa estates were
not the norm within Roman Britain at this time; nevertheless, they demonstrate the
substantial investment of capital into domestic spaces, as well as emphasize emerging
social identities and structures.
The Roman cottage villas of Lockleys and Park Street had already been completed
and the construction of Fishbourne Palace and Lullingstone Roman Villa were already well
underway when Rome finished its subjugation of Wales. Roman influences over domestic
architecture and design were flourishing within the eastern parts of Britain, and it was only
a matter of time before these considerations would reach the island’s western frontier
regions.
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Chapter Four:
Roman Villas in Wales
There were several forces which influenced the eventual distribution of Roman
villas in Wales, among them geography, climate, Iron Age occupation, concentrations of
military sites and the establishment of roads, towns and markets. Each local region of
Britain was characterized by its own unique settlement pattern which differed from those
found in other regions.1

Wales was no exception, with Roman villas being found

predominantly in southern Wales, though in the southwest, “villas on present evidence tend
to be rare,”2 only recently has a villa been confirmed to exist in western Wales, and, to our
current knowledge, there are no known Roman villas in the northern half of the country
(figure 4.1).
While the south and southeastern regions of Wales are known to have adopted traits
associated with Romanization readily, it should not be assumed that the inhabitants of Iron
Age settlements located in northern and central Wales were more rustic.

The

archaeological remains of iron working, particularly prevalent in northwestern Wales,
support additional evidence that increased wealth and standards of living were occurring
within Iron Age settlements throughout Wales,3 and that these sites became extremely
productive during the Roman period.4 However, despite this increase, and to our current
knowledge, there are no known Roman villas in existence in northern Wales within the
former territories of the Ordovices and Deceangli, though it should be noted that the
potential for some type of Roman site exists in the community of Rossett, Denbighshire,5
1
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Figure 4.1. Roman Villas in Northern and Central Wales. Map by J. Rowe.
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however, until further investigation is conducted, the nature of the site will remain
unknown.
While evidence of Roman villas in northern and central Wales is limited at best,
there is one site in particular which challenge previous assumptions that villas are nonexistent in these areas (figure 4.2). The Roman villa at Maesderwen in the community of
Llanfrynach, Brecknockshire, occupied a site in the upper valley of the Usk River.
Maesderwen was located southeast of the auxiliary fortress at Cicucium (Brecon Gaer),
which was occupied from AD 75 until approximately AD 300. Brecon Gaer was located
at the junction of several major Roman roads which ran south to Neath and Cardiff,
northeast to the fortresses at Clyro, Clifford and Magnis (Kenchester), and west to Alabum
(Llandovery) and Carmarthen. The sophisticated Roman remains unearthed at the villa
suggest that the site’s inhabitants were able to reap the financial rewards associated with
its fortuitous position.
The most remarkable feature at Maesderwen Roman Villa is a bath suite where the
rooms were paved in extravagant and intricate mosaics, the most elaborate of which
features an aquatic theme depicting sea shells, fish and entangled sea monsters.6 The
footprint of the villa remains unknown; however, evidence of a stone building which was
not physically connected to the bath suite has been uncovered.7 Material remains found at
Maesderwen include pottery from the third and fourth centuries AD, and a Roman coin
series of similar date.8 These finds are indicative that the villa was occupied well into the
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Figure 4.2. Roman Villas in Southern Wales. Map by J. Rowe.
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latter half of the fourth century AD.9 C. J. Arnold and J. L. Davies have noted that
Maesderwen represents something extraordinary not only in respect of its
elaboration, but also in its location in an area otherwise devoid of villas and
Romanized settlements. Nonetheless, its owners were able to attract competent
builders and mosaicists and, by implication, were of considerable means. We
may speculate that this villa perhaps formed the center of an extensive estate,
perhaps a cattle or sheep ranch, with a large number of dependant farms which
still await detection.10
There are a handful of Roman villas located in central and eastern Wales which
deserve mention. Two possible villas are known in the county of Radnorshire, a county
which is hilly throughout and features several lakes and rivers which make water easily
attainable. The first is a possible villa located in the community of Painscastle. During the
nineteenth century, workmen digging at the site of Painscastle Castle discovered a
“beautiful tessellated pavement.”11 Unfortunately this is the only account we have of the
pavement since “local superstition pronounced it to be a ‘fairies’ pavement, and it was
quickly covered up again lest the fairy folk be offended and take vengeance on those who
had unwittingly invaded their realm.”12 If the account of the pavement is correct, it would
certainly indicate the site of a Roman building though whether it is a villa, or some type of
military building, will remain speculative for now.13
The second possible villa in Radnorshire lies near the English border, just east of
the Welsh community of Presteigne. Researchers have more evidence from the site at
Broad Heath than from Painscastle to support the theory that Broad Heath was indeed a
villa. Crop-marks found at the site indicate that the Broad Heath villa was located within
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a sub-rectangular enclosure, while a trial excavation conducted at the site in 1997 revealed
several potsherds.14 Plant remains are indicative that spelt wheat was produced at the site,
while the remnants of hearths suggest iron working occurred at Broad Heath as well.15
Small scale smithing would certainly have supplemented the income of the owners, while
arable or pastoral farming was likely the basis for the villa’s wealth.
The Roman villa at Ely (figure 4.3) was the first villa site to be discovered in Wales.
Unearthed in 1894, the site was partially examined prior to the end of the 19th century, and
in 1922 an excavation was carried out in greater detail by R. E. M. Wheeler. Located in
southeastern Glamorgan, and entirely within the territory of the Silures, Ely Roman Villa
was a vast villa complex situated approximately three kilometers west of the Roman fort
at Cardiff, and less than half a kilometer from the Roman road which ran east to west
between Cardiff and the Roman settlement at Cowbridge, located approximately twentyfive kilometers southeast of Neath.16 The villa was also located a half kilometer from the
Ely River, and the position of the villa complex can be supported by the evidence of a
former stream which ran through the site.17 Wheeler noted that the site would have been
marsh-like and extremely flood prone due to its location, though access to water frequently
attracted Roman builders.18 The villa complex at Ely was established within a ditched
enclosure which was likely topped with a hedge. This configuration was meant to keep
stock in, to offer some protection from nomads, thieves and animals, and to provide
drainage.19
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Figure 4.3. Ely Roman Villa. Illustration adapted from the work of D. M. Robinson
(1988). Image designed by J. Rowe.
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novo.’20 Newly founded villa sites, such as Ely, would exhibit the latest social and
economic trends occurring elsewhere in Roman Britain, and would be less likely to exhibit
the remains of Iron Age traditions encountered at sites which were already inhabited at the
time of the Roman invasion.21
The villa complex at Ely consisted of two separate buildings; the first was a wingedcorridor villa which functioned as the site’s primary residence, the second was a cottagetype villa which featured an adjoining bath suite. The winged-corridor villa was a home of
some pretension, consisting of four primary rooms, the eastern-most of which was heated
by a hypocaust.22 The wings of the villa faced south and the entire southern front was
wrapped in a verandah. Between the wings of the villa lay a paved entrance square which
featured a mosaic pavement, while dwarf columns of Bath stone imported from Somerset,
across the Bristol Channel in England, carried the roof of the entranceway.23
Located to the west of the primary villa lay another yard and a cottage-type villa
which consisted of three rooms. This residence was faced with a portico and featured a
tessellated floor, along with a simple bath suite at the villa’s southern end. Bath suites
were a familiar feature of elite Romano-British residences, though, as previously noted, the
hypocaust system at Ely was not viable due to flooding at the site.24 The two villas were
connected by a modest partition, and both buildings were established during the first half
of the second century AD.25 Archaeological finds from the villa complex at Ely include
20
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pieces of Italian and Greek marble, and Roman coins and pottery fragments. There is
evidence of reconstruction and alteration at Ely, particularly in the third century AD, yet at
some point during the middle half of the fourth century AD, the western cottage-type villa
was abandoned.26
The export of agricultural-based products was likely the foundation of Ely’s
economic success. Archaeological evidence of spindle whorls and a loom weight found at
the site support the theory that the occupants of the villa kept sheep for their wool, and
subsequently wove the wool into cloth.27 A sizeable amount of iron-working debris,
including nails, hooks, horse-shoes and mule-shoes, suggest that iron working may have
been a supplementary source of income for the villa.28 This debris may also be evidence
that the occupants at Ely were resourceful when it came to maintaining day-to-day needs
on the estate. The iron ore used at Ely likely came from deposits located only a few
kilometers away at Rhiwbina and Wenvoe.29
Llantwit Major Roman Villa (figure 4.4) is currently the most elaborate and
sophisticated villa known in Wales, and is one which easily rivals wealthy and opulent
villas found in southeastern England. Located in southwestern Glamorgan, Llantwit Major
was discovered in 1888 when the remains of a tessellated pavement were unearthed. In
1938, 1939 and 1948, extensive excavations were organized by V. E. Nash-Williams which
uncovered a substantial amount of datable material and revealed the sizeable floor plan of
the
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Figure 4.4. Llantwit Major Roman Villa. Illustration adapted from the work of A. H. A.
Hogg (1974). Image designed by J. Rowe

75
complex in 1974 suggesting two main periods of occupation at the site,31 while a
subsequent geophysical survey conducted at the site revealed another large building which
was previously unknown to excavators.32
Located on the Glamorgan sea-plain, Llantwit-Major Roman Villa was positioned
between the legionary fortress at Neath, located approximately forty kilometers northwest
of the villa, and the legionary fortress at Cardiff, twenty kilometers east-north-east of
Llantwit Major.33 The villa was situated in full view of the Bristol Channel, which is
located three kilometers away, in a relatively wide-open and unprotected space. A stream
ran just west of the villa site and was likely the main water source for the property. Llantwit
Major is located in an area which has the distinction of being one of the most productive
wheat growing regions within Wales,34 a factor which certainly contributed to the villa’s
financial success.
The primary villa at Llantwit Major was a substantial L-shaped unit which
delineated the western and northern areas of the yard; a secondary aisle-type villa was
situated to the south. The northern wing of the L-shaped villa contained the primary living
spaces within the villa complex. The western length of this particular villa featured a bath
suite; a feature which suggests a desire to emulate Roman architectural features found
elsewhere across Britain. The secondary villa, located to the south of the L-shaped
residence, was a rectangular aisle-type villa “whose key features were a pair of parallel
walls or rows of posts or pillars along the long axis of the main room producing aisles.”35
There has been speculation as to whether the aisled villa housed individuals who worked

31

Ibid., 225-250.
W. Manning, Roman Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2001), 88.
33
V. E. Nash-Williams, “The Roman Villa at Llantwit Major, Glamorgan,” Archaeologia Cambrensis,
Vol. CII (1953), 89.
34
Ibid., 91
35
Dark and Dark, The Landscape of Roman Britain, 44.
32

76
on the estate;36 however, J. T. Smith has suggested that each villa was “approached
frontally without any attempt to suggest by the siting of the buildings that one was inferior
to the other.”37 Comparisons for this particular layout are difficult to come by, however, it
is important to note that villa types were not mutually exclusive in Roman Britain, and the
villa complexes at Ely and Llantwit Major are a leading example which illustrate the
construction of two different villa types within one enclosure.38
V. E. Nash-Williams assumed that the entire villa complex was built in one phase,39
though a small excavation conducted in 1971 revealed that the final phase of construction
was preceded by an extensive and complicated history, one which began in the Iron Age.40
Archaeological evidence suggests that timber buildings were later replaced by stone
buildings at the site, buildings which were erected within an enclosure dating from the preRoman period.41 It was not until the mid to late second century that the first row-type stone
dwellings were built at the site; these created a series of individual blocks which would
ultimately establish the foundation of the L-shaped villa at Llantwit Major.42
The northern wing of the L-shaped villa initially began its life as a winged-corridor
villa similar to those found elsewhere in Britain.43 The northern and western blocks of the
complex are comparable to those located at West Park Roman Villa near the village of
Rockbourne, Hampshire, which also featured a noteworthy end reception room in a wing
away from the primary residential block.44 Despite the unusual architectural arrangement
of Llantwit Major Roman Villa, several L-shaped villas have been found in Roman Britain,
36
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and are a villa class which was missed by R. G. Collingwood in his initial classification of
Romano-British villas.45
Local limestone and sandstone were utilized in the construction of the villa complex
at Llantwit Major, while Bath stone, also employed at Ely Roman Villa, augmented such
architectural and decorative features as columns and finials.46 The roof of the complex
consisted primarily of Pennant sandstone,47 again, comparable to the roofing tiles used at
Ely. The interior walls of Llantwit Major were executed in plaster, and the walls of its
primary rooms were decorated with coloured panels or floral inspired patterns.48 Floors in
the living spaces of the villa were finished in smooth, pink opus signinum, while the central
reception rooms featured mosaic pavements.49
Romano-British end reception rooms were often richly decorated, particularly
during the fourth century AD, and those at Llantwit Major were no exception. Sculpture,
like mosaic pavement and decorative wall painting, was used to impart a particular context
for the room or setting in which it was located.50 At the Llantwit Major Roman Villa,
statues of Fortuna and Bonus Eventus51 flanked the reception room,52 signifying that even
on the periphery of the Roman Empire, sculpture was being positioned significantly in
order to convey meaning.53 It was, for example, common to use pendants – paired
sculptures which shared a common theme – to frame doorways and corridors, or to suggest
45
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particular subjects and themes in the decoration.54
The ornate design of the mosaic pavement found in the triclinium of Llantwit Major
is comparable to that from the Bon Marche site located in Gloucester, England, and can be
attributed to the Corinian School55 based upon its design.56 This mosaic pavement was the
final stage in the expansion of the villa, which occurred in the fourth century AD, when a
dramatic enlargement formed the well-known double-courtyard plan of the villa complex,
complete with its aisled villa and outbuildings, prior to the abandonment of the site in
approximately AD 350.57
The Roman villas at Ely and Llantwit Major in southern Glamorgan were among
the first to be discovered in Wales, and exhibit Roman architectural characteristics and
décor styles to a greater extent than other villas found thus far within the region. The
inhabitants of these two villas sought to emulate Roman cultural values and made a
conscious choice to employ Roman architectural features when constructing their villas.
The extent of the excavations conducted at Ely and Llantwit Major, combined with the
overall preservation of the sites, have contributed a great deal to our understanding of the
evolution and development of Roman villas in Wales. The remaining evidence of Roman
villas in southeastern Wales have generally been collected from field surveys, modest trial
excavations, aerial reconnaissance and geophysical surveys.

While the information

provided by these sites is nowhere near as comprehensive in nature as that of Ely or
Llantwit Major, the aforementioned archaeological methods have helped illustrate the
evolution and extent of elite rural settlements in Roman Wales.
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The Welsh county of Glamorgan has the highest concentration of Roman villas in
Wales, and in addition to Ely and Llantwit Major, several additional Roman villas are
known to be situated in this region. One such villa is located at Llandough, Glamorgan,
southeast of the Roman fort at Cowbridge. Situated within sight of the Bristol Channel on
quality agricultural land, Llandough Roman Villa was unearthed accidentally in 1979 due
to construction work occurring in the area. An emergency excavation was conducted,
though as a result of the hurried nature of the four week project, scholars can only speculate
about the full history of the site.
Archaeological evidence suggests that at least one pre-Roman circular building lay
beneath buildings erected during the Roman period, and it is entirely possible that other
Iron Age buildings existed here as well.58 Llandough’s favorable location certainly
contributed to the initial occupation of the site during the Iron Age, as well as to its
continued occupation into the Roman period.59 While the general plan remains ambiguous,
evidence suggests that the Roman villa at Llandough was established during the second
century AD, and consisted of a multi-roomed block with a partial hypocaust and a tiled
roof.60 This block was subsequently integrated within a later third century building which
consisted of a small bath suite. This bath suite featured several elements which were
characteristic of Roman baths located elsewhere across Britain. A wooden pipe supplied
water to this facility, and is the only example of such to be discovered in a rural context
within Wales, indicating that a degree of sophistication was characteristic of the later villa
complex.61 Tesserae have been recorded at Llandough, though physical evidence of
mosaic pavements has not been confirmed. The excavation also yielded several fragments
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of decorated wall plaster from several contexts and in a variety of colors. The combination
of a bath suite, plumbing innovations, roof tiles, tesserae and wall decoration suggest that
the Roman villa at Llandough could possibly have equalled Ely or Llantwit Major in
sophistication and reputation.62
The Roman villa at Dan-y-Graig in southwestern Glamorgan is located
approximately one and a half kilometers from the Bristol Channel, and slightly south of
the Roman road which ran between Neath and Cardiff. This location suggests that Dan-yGraig was an important contributor to the local economy and market centers which were
established in southern Wales during the Roman period.63 Evidence of barley grain and a
T-shaped kiln at the site also suggests that the villa was active in cereal cultivation, an
agricultural practice conducted elsewhere in southern lowland Wales.64 A geophysical
survey conducted in 1989 revealed the remains of a substantial corridor-type villa complex
aligned north-south,65 while a partial excavation in 1990 uncovered five phases of activity
at the site dating between the third and fourth centuries AD.66 Material remains discovered
at Dan-y-Graig have yielded a Roman coin, a modest collection of Roman pottery, Pennant
sandstone roof tiles similar to those discovered at other villa sites in southeastern Wales,
iron nails, concrete flooring, and small quantities of painted wall plaster. A re-creation of
the wall decoration would be difficult due to the diminutive size of the fragments found,
yet it is clear that a décor scheme consisting of imitation marble veneer was employed by
the owner as several fragments have a mottled appearance.67
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The remains of a probable Roman villa have been found at Llanbethery, located
between Ely and Llantwit Major. A small excavation conducted during the late 1950s
revealed coarse pottery dating from the late second to fourth centuries AD, stone masonry,
roof tiles, tesserae, iron nails and slag, and a hoard of Roman coins of Constantinian issue
(AD 313-346), primarily from the years AD 330-335.68 The discovery of these material
remains suggests that the villa at Llanbethery possessed characteristics in line with Romanstyle architecture. The results of a geophysical survey indicate that the site was initially an
Iron Age enclosure which was subsequently developed during the Roman period.69
Christopher Arnold and Jeffrey Davies have proposed that the Roman villa at Llanbethery
would have been an L-Shaped villa, comparable to the northern block at Llantwit Major.70
Other probable Roman villas in Glamorgan include Brychau Roman Villa at
Llandow, where crop-marks delineating an Iron Age enclosure have been found along with
some Roman coins.71 Brychau also lies southwest of several springs which would have
been able to provide water for those living at the site.72 Another possible Roman villa
exists at Oystermouth, located near the shore of Swansea Bay in the Gower Peninsula. The
site at Oystermouth has produced fragments of a Roman mosaic pavement, which was
unearthed during grave digging in the local churchyard, pieces of Roman pottery and
coins.73 Oystermouth was situated in a location where water was easily accessible and land
was suitable for agriculture.

The Roman fort at Levcarum (Loughor) was located

approximately ten kilometers to the northwest, and the fort at Neath was located
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approximately fifteen kilometers northeast; the proximity of these forts make it unlikely
that Oystermouth was another military site.

What is particularly interesting about

Oystermouth is that it would have had easy access to the oyster beds of Swansea Bay.
There are references to the Roman military consuming oysters, as well as references to
extensive distribution to towns and markets.74 Involvement in cultivating and distributing
oysters to markets, towns and the military could have proved very lucrative to the
inhabitants of Oystermouth.
Glamorgan is also home to three rural Roman settlement sites which exhibit several
hallmarks of Romanization and are interchangeably referred to by scholars as ‘low-grade’
villas or Romanized farmsteads. The three primary settlement sites which exhibit Roman
architectural characteristics are Biglis, Whitton and Moulton; these sites are located in
remarkable proximity to one another along the Glamorgan sea-plain southwest of Cardiff.
These settlement sites are important in a discussion about Roman villas as they illustrate
the adoption of Roman innovations and architectural elements without the investment of
wealth evident at other sites in southern Wales. Enclosure complexes were common in
southeastern Wales during the Iron Age, and several of these enclosures became the site of
Roman villas, primary examples of which can be found at Llandough and at Llantwit
Major. At several of these Iron Age sites, it appears as though the inhabitants endeavored
to modernize and adopt Roman innovations and architectural styles; yet, for some reason,
these sites did not achieve the sophistication and wealth evident at Ely, Llantwit Major,
Llandough or Dan-y-Graig. Even the archaeological evidence from smaller villa sites such
as Llanbethery demonstrate elements of pretension and opulence, elements which have not
been found at these ‘low-grade’ villa sites.
Comparisons between Biglis and other sites of similar date within Wales have
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suggested that the settlement was inhabited by individuals with a lower standard of living
than at other Roman settlement sites in southern Glamorgan.75 It is noteworthy, however,
that only the outbuildings of the site have been explored due to the construction of a road
in the area. There are three known phases of activity at Biglis, each progressively evolving
from the previous phase, while a mixed economy has been indicated by the discovery of
corn drying kilns, and the bones of butchered animals, primarily sheep.76
The discovery of a female body buried at Biglis, dated to the fourth century,
suggests that the inhabitants here did aspire to emulate Roman cultural values and way of
life. This particular body was buried wearing a pair of gold bracelets, contemporary with
the date of burial77 and a fashionable accessory among women in late Roman Britain.78
These gold bracelets suggest that surplus wealth was available to the inhabitants of Biglis,
and that the absence of ‘high levels of Romanization’ at such sites in Wales are the result
of lower social status and lack of ambition, as opposed to poverty preventing owners from
investing surplus wealth into their residences.79 Christopher Arnold and Jeffrey Davies
have also proposed that the enclosures found at Biglis may relate to building debris found
nearby; the debris found included stone and opus signinum, probably representative of a
villa.80
The excavations conducted at Whitton (figure 4.5) have been valuable in illustrating
the evolution of an Iron Age settlement where Iron Age round houses were supplanted by
simple timber buildings, which in turn were replaced by complex second and third century
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AD stone buildings.81 The remains of this extensive building arrangement are contained
within the banks of a late Iron Age rectilinear enclosure.82 Whitton is located on the exact
stretch of fertile sea-plain where Ely and Llantwit Major Roman villas have been
discovered. The settlement site was just as likely to have reaped a substantial profit from
surplus agricultural production as Ely and Llantwit Major were. Whitton was also situated
within close range of Roman roads, which would have allowed it access to market, and
within range of the Roman forts located at Neath and Cardiff. This location was more
than suitable for generating surplus wealth which could have been invested into a Roman
style villa.
It is evident from material remains uncovered at Whitton that the inhabitants of the
site consciously implemented Roman architectural elements and design features. The
complex at Whitton has provided evidence of plastered walls, and at one time in its history
the northern-most block of the villa complex was afforded a south-facing verandah.83 Two
hypocausts were discovered at the site, however, they were relatively small in size and
evidence suggests that they were never fired.84 Michael Jarrett and Stuart Wrathmell have
suggested considering Whitton as “a prosperous Romanized farm, rather than as the
mansion of a wealthy family as Llantwit Major appears to be due to the
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Figure 4.5. Whitton Roman Villa. Illustration adapted from the work of M. Jarrett and S.
Wrathmell (1981). Image designed by J. Rowe.
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absence of such luxuries as bath suites and mosaic pavements.”85 Regardless of the
accoutrements that Whitton failed to yield its excavators, its inhabitants clearly embraced
Romanized architectural forms, and sought to adopt and, thus, take up the lifestyle
associated with Roman cultural values.
There are a handful of other settlements in southern Wales which may have
developed in a similar way to Whitton. The Cae Summerhouse settlement, located in the
community of Merthyr Mawr, Glamorgan, can be found in close proximity to Dan-y-Graig
Roman Villa. Cae Summerhouse was initially an Iron Age enclosure which was supplanted
by a Romano-British settlement. Excavations have provided evidence of corn drying kilns
and timber granaries at the site, which was inhabited until the fourth century AD.86 Despite
debate as to whether sites such as Biglis, Whitton, and others, are Romanized farmsteads
or ‘low-grade’ villas, what is clear is that aspects of Romanization were being displayed
and utilized at settlement sites that were previously inhabited during the Iron Age.
There are two other noteworthy sites that contribute to the debate.

Located

approximately two kilometers south of Whitton near Llancarfan, the Roman site at Moulton
evolved out of an Iron Age settlement site.87 Exploration conducted in 1958 revealed the
remains of a rectangular stone building, Pennant sandstone roof tiles, opus signinum and
colored plaster, coarse pottery remains dating from the late third to fourth century AD, one
coin each of Constantine I (AD 307-337) and Constans (AD 337-350), and a Roman coin
featuring Severina, the wife of Aurelian (AD 270-275).88

New Mill Farm, located

approximately five kilometers west-south-west from Llantwit Major, has yielded Iron Age
pottery alongside material remains dating from the Roman period. Pennant sandstone
roofing tiles similar to those found at other villa sites in southeastern Wales, along with
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additional building materials have been found at the site. The results of a geophysical
survey conducted in 1999 have indicated that rectangular buildings lie within an Iron Age
enclosure.89 Both Moulton and New Mill Farm have provided evidence of iron slag.
Five Lanes Roman Villa, located in the Welsh county of Monmouthshire, east of
Glamorgan, is unique in that it was located exceptionally close to the Roman civitas at
Caerwent; the vast majority of villas in Wales lie well away from this former Roman
legionary fortress. Roman remains were discovered at the site during the middle of the
nineteenth century when excavations were being conducted within Caerwent’s walls.90
Excavators unearthed the vestiges of roof tiles, brick fragments, and the pieces of a white
tessellated pavement. Crop-marks captured by aerial reconnaissance in 1995 clearly
indicated the presence of a winged-corridor Roman villa which featured five rooms with
wings projecting eastward from each of the end rooms.91 Located within a ditched
enclosure, this winged-corridor villa was built over top of an earlier construction without
wings, while several other crop-marks scattered throughout the settlement site are
indicative of additional modest masonry buildings.92 There are also indications that a
rectilinear field system was located in the space between Five Lanes Roman Villa and the
civitas at Caerwent,93 an element which suggests that the owner obtained a portion of his
wealth through agricultural production.
Croes Carn Einion Roman Villa (figure 4.6) is located in the community of Graig,
north of the River Severn and southwest of the former legionary fortress at Caerleon. The
villa was discovered in 1979 when pipe-layers inadvertently uncovered patterned tiles and
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masonry (none of which were saved94) while aerial reconnaissance revealed the crop-marks
of two individual stone structures in 1996. The western-most building at Croes Carn Einion
was a winged villa aligned southwest-northeast, and featured at least five rooms including
a wing at the southwestern end, and the suggestion of another wing at the northeast end.95
This arrangement is commonly found in other regions of Roman Britain, most notably the
Roman villa at Ditchley in Oxfordshire.96 The southeastern block was an aisle-type villa,
its northern end comprising three rooms while the remainder of the space composed an
aisled hall; its roof was supported by two rows of columns.97
Datable material has not yet been uncovered at Croes Carn Einion Roman Villa.
Christopher Arnold and Jeffrey Davies have proposed the question as to whether other sites
which have produced material remains of tile and masonry, such as Derstow Farm, Great
Pencarn Farm, Llanwern and Rogiet, all located in Monmouthshire, should be considered
potential villa sites as well.98 What is important here, however, is not necessarily whether
or not these sites merit classification as villas, but the extent to which they demonstrate
aspects of Romanization along with the inhabitant’s willingness to express the cultural and
social values associated with being Roman.
As is the case in Glamorgan, there are several possible villa sites in Monmouthshire,
including

Castle

Tump,

Caldicot,
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Farm,
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Figure 4.6. Croes Carn Einion Roman Villa. Illustration adapted from RCAHMW aerial
reconnaissance (1996). Image designed by J. Rowe.
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Wyndcliff. Castle Tump and Caldicot are of particular interest in that, along with Five
Lanes Roman Villa, they comprise a group of known Roman villas that were essentially
“satellites” to the town of Caerwent.99 The remains of a possible Roman villa at the site of
Castle Tump have been found less than a kilometer north of Caerwent. A rectilinear outline
was noted at the site in the early twentieth century, and later revealed a range of different
buildings and courtyards, along with the remains of a Roman mosaic. 100

Aerial

reconnaissance conducted in the area surrounding Caerwent revealed a ditched enclosure
at Caldicot, similar to enclosures located at other sites in Roman Britain, including the
enclosure located at Ditchley in Oxfordshire,101 while crop-marks suggest a stone building
constructed during the Roman period occupied the site. Roman material remains, including
tesserae, have been recovered from Caldicot, providing further evidence of Roman
influence. The sites at Castle Tump and Caldicot certainly thrived during the Roman period
due to the high quality agricultural land on which they were situated; overlooking the
Severn Estuary, this was land which could support either arable or pastoral farming without
difficulty.102
In addition to the remains of a handful of possible Roman villas located in the
immediate vicinity of Caerwent, other possible villas have been discovered within
Monmouthshire. Fairwater Farm, in the community of Michaelstone-y-fedw, is located
just three kilometers from the Roman Villa at Croes Carn Einion.103 The site at Fairwater
Farm is similar to others in the region; however, since the site was only discovered in 2009
by aerial reconnaissance, further investigation is needed in order to reveal more details
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about its architectural footprint and its history.104 Crop-marks found at Wyndcliff, near St.
Arvans, suggest the remains of a possible villa complex. A geophysical survey conducted
at the site provided evidence of a rectangular building constructed of stone, with corridors
and several internal rooms, which was surrounded to the north and west by a ditch.105
Aerial reconnaissance conducted in July of 2013 provided further details “showing two
main rooms at either end of a rectangular block, separated by a third room or open space,
and flanked by corridors at front and rear. No wings are apparent.”106 Monmouthshire is
also home to the remains of a high status Roman site which has provided compelling
evidence that it may have been a villa. Recorded at the summit of Portskewett Hill, a length
of rubble walling has been uncovered, while roof tiles, wall plaster and mid third to late
fourth century AD coins have been found near the wall.107
The vast majority of confirmed and possible Roman villa sites lie within the
southeastern Welsh counties of Glamorgan and Monmouthshire. The villa sites found in
this area are generally modest in dimension and exhibit moderate wealth,108 though there
are some noteworthy villa sites which can be found in the southwestern and western regions
of the country.

A cluster of villas located on high quality soil in southeastern

Pembrokeshire and southwest Carmarthenshire suggest that “there were elements in
Demetian society who could command the resources to build in a Roman manner, although
not ostentatiously.”109 The villas in this southwestern region developed out of Iron Age
settlements.
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Carmarthenshire, is one such site. Brick and tile fragments and a small ceramic assemblage
dating from the fourth century AD were unearthed from within an Iron Age enclosure.110
Parc-yr-Eglwys represents a “class of settlement showing evidence for occupation in the
Roman period comprising small, weakly sited, univallate enclosures of sub-circular or
rectilinear form.”111
Excavations at the Roman villa at Cwmbrwyn, Carmarthenshire (figure 4.7), have
provided evidence of more complex development sequences. Cwmbrwyn was a row-type
villa constructed of stone and built within an enclosure dating from the Iron Age. The
northern end of the villa featured a modest bath suite, and the entire building was roofed in
Pembrokeshire phyllite.112

At the beginning of the twentieth century, excavations

conducted at Cwmbrwyn produced material remains from the second and early fourth
centuries AD, including a corn drier, while the villa itself features a series of reception
rooms along with the bath suite.113 John Wiles has suggested “that rather than classifying
Cwmbrwyn as a ‘Romanized farmstead,’ it is worth considering the specific modes of
performance implied in its form and in the facilities it offers.”114
The most sophisticated Roman villa in southwestern Wales is located upland in
Carmarthenshire at Llys Brychan in the community of Llangadog. The villa was situated
among hills which offered protection in all directions, near the River Towy and the Roman
road which ran northeast between Carmarthen and the Roman auxiliary fortress at Alabum
(Llandovery).115

Roman remains were unearthed at the site in the early
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Figure 4.7. Abermagwr Roman Villa. Illustration adapted from T. Driver and J. L.
Davies (2010). Image designed by J. Rowe.
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nineteenth century, yet, it was only when trial excavations were conducted at the site in the
1960s that evidence confirming a villa was discovered. Excavations at Llys Brychan have
revealed a stone building constructed in two phases which was comprised of at least four
rooms.116 Evidence of a hypocaust was discovered in one of these rooms, while plaster
wall fragments and several roof tiles suggest that Llys Brychan was constructed and
inhabited between the third and fourth centuries AD.117
Llys Brychan is important as it provides evidence that large Romanized estates did
occur in western Wales. Several Roman villas have been excavated in southeastern Wales,
though until the excavation at Llys Brychan in 1961, no significant Roman housing of a
rural, domestic and elite nature had been recorded in western Wales.118

The most

significant discoveries of Roman housing in western Wales, until the excavation at Llys
Brychan, had been at the site of Trelissey, in Pembrokeshire, in the early 1950s, and at
Cwmbrwyn, Carmarthenshire, in the early 1900s.119

Trelissey in particular “shows

evidence of changes in vernacular architecture attaining a highly Romanized form, in
effect, villa development.120 Trelissey was more complex than Cwmbrwyn, comprising at
least three rooms, one of which was hypocausted, and the row-type house may have
possessed the two projecting pavilions of a winged-corridor villa.”121
Christopher Arnold and Jeffrey Davies have stated
We may presume that Llys Brychan was occupied by a Demetic (Demetian?)
noble, and if one of these men could afford a villa with painted and plastered
walls and other refinements it seems likely that others would be accommodated
in a similar manner.122
Several other scholars had also suggested that there were likely other Roman villas in
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southwestern and western Wales and the former territory of the Demetae. These suspicions
were confirmed in 2010 with the discovery of a Roman villa at Abermagwr, located in the
community of Trawsgoed, in the western Welsh county of Cardiganshire (figure 4.7).
The presence of a ditched enclosure was known to exist at Abermagwr since 1979
and the lead excavators of the site, Dr. Toby Driver and Dr. Jeffrey L. Davies, noted that
the enclosure at Abermagwr was similar to the enclosure at Llys Brychan in
Carmarthenshire.123 In 2009, a geophysical survey was conducted by the RCAHMW for
the filming of ‘Hidden Histories,’ a television series produced by the British Broadcasting
Corporation.124 The geophysical survey revealed a stone building with wings; a discovery
which prompted Toby Driver to note
Although the plan was characteristic of a Roman villa, and the building would
have been confidently identified as such in southeastern Wales or southern
England, it was both unusual and unexpected in mid Wales.125
The trial excavation conducted at Abermagwr in 2010 yielded potsherds from
approximately thirty different vessels and some Roman coins, and suggested that the site
“had all the trappings of established villas elsewhere, including a roof with tiles of
pentagonal form to form a highly decorative roof common amongst villas in southwest
England and the Isle of Wight, and possibly glazed windows.”126 The villa featured a block
of three rooms with projecting wings which faced south, as well as a verandah, though
evidence of wall decoration and mosaics have not been found at the site thus far.127
The Roman villas which developed in Wales were modest in comparison to those
located elsewhere in Roman Britain and the Roman Empire. These villas, however,
represented a noticeable advance in standards of comfort, privacy and convenience, as well
123
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as in the expression of wealth, power and social status. The history and chronology of villa
development in Wales is complex, and as we have seen, there are often limitations in the
evidence provided by these villa sites. Roman villas found in Wales include those newly
established, and those which evolved from Iron Age settlement sites. They ranged in size,
amenities and location, as well as in their status; villa, ‘low-grade’ villa or Romanized
farmstead. What these settlements share, however, is the desire to use Roman architectural
forms and innovations to express power and status in their community, an expression which
emphasizes the importance of native contributions to Romanization in Britain.128
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Chapter Five:
Conclusion
In studying the establishment, development, and evolution of Roman villas in
Wales, a number of elements can be credited with having contributed to the growth of elite
rural villas in the region. The initial influences behind the distribution of Romano-British
settlement in Wales were the existing geographic and climatic challenges presented by the
Welsh environment, and the presence of late Iron Age settlement in the region.1

The

highland nature of Wales, combined with an unpredictable climate presented a major
obstacle in the production of any type of agricultural yield which could support the Roman
legions. The existing sites of villas in Wales were thus situated in areas of fertile land in
the south and southeast; areas which were able to generate an agricultural surplus for the
Roman army, and consequently were also able to support the villa economy itself.
Prior to the Roman advance into Wales, diversified cultivation and animal
husbandry practices were utilized by late Iron Age societies. 2 Several of the original
Roman villas in Britain were built over the remnants of Iron Age settlements, such as at
Lockleys and Park Street,3 along with several villas located around the Roman town of
Verulamium (St. Albans).4 Many of the villas which were established in Wales follow a
similar pattern and the villas at Llantwit Major5 and Llandough,6 along with the ‘lowgrade’ villas located at Biglis7 and Whitton,8 were all built upon the remains of Iron Age
settlement sites. The Iron Age societies of Wales settled in areas which were able to
provide fertile land and grazing area for livestock, give access to clean water and building
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materials, and offer security. The owners of Roman villas who built upon pre-existing Iron
Age settlement sites were able to benefit from the knowledge held by the native people of
Wales about the nature of the land. The newly established villa site at Ely was prone to
flooding; that there was no previous Iron Age settlement in this location is indicative that
the indigenous people of the region were likely aware of this, therefore avoiding the
consequences of building on a flood-prone site.
The geography and climate of Wales and the existence of Iron Age settlement were
the initial stimuli for settlement patterns in the wake of the Roman invasion of western
Britain.

Subsequently, the location of Roman military sites, and the consequent

establishment of roads, towns and markets also dictated the location of the Roman villas
which were constructed in the western frontier. The absence of Roman auxiliary forts in
northeastern Wales, combined with a lack of military settlements in the southwest, where
Roman villas are also notably absent, suggest that the presence of the military played a role
in the establishment of elite Romanized housing in southern and southeastern Wales.
The military occupation of Wales brought permanent fortifications, a population
influx, construction projects and the eventual development of towns and roads within the
region. As provincial capitals were founded at Venta Silurum (Caerwent), and Moridunum
(Carmarthen), roads and bridges were also constructed to enable the progression of soldiers
through the region, though they also had the additional benefit of allowing farmers a way
to bring their goods to local markets.9 The foundation of Roman garrisons made road
construction through Wales essential, while also offering considerable advantages for
indigenous populations in the form of soldiers with money to spend.10 As the army became
settled in the western frontier, it required not only food, but other essential and nonessential goods. The foundation of a market economy in Wales was instrumental in
9
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establishing a villa economy, primarily in the first and second centuries AD when Roman
soldiers became the central consumers of goods, services and resources in the western
frontier of Roman Britain.11
The increase of local farms in the areas surrounding Roman roads, as well as the
additional system of secondary roads, illustrate how the development of local infrastructure
was able to advance farming and agricultural production in Roman Britain.12

The

establishment of local markets in Wales certainly contributed to the spread of wealth, and
encouraged settlement in the western region.13

Prosperous Romanized country estates

began to appear in Wales, a consequence of mounting economic action in the region, “and
the demand to meet the expectations of an increasing population which now included
soldiers, businessmen and entrepreneurs from the continent.”14
The development of Roman villas in Wales was slow and late in comparison to
other regions of Britain. While villas at such sites as Park Street and Lockleys were
constructed during the early first century, villa sites in Wales, for example, Llantwit Major,
were only established in the mid to late second century AD, where a simple row-type villa
was erected over the remains of earlier timber buildings.15 In the first quarter of the second
century, a number of villa sites across Roman Britain and Wales reveal considerable
advances in the quality of buildings constructed,16 including, but not limited to, stone
foundations, slate roofs, and heated floors.

The archaeological evidence for the

Romanization of these native Iron Age settlement sites indicates some continuity relating
to cultural tradition, and it is probable that several other Romano-British villa sites were
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located close to or overlying earlier settlements.17
As the villa economies of Roman Wales were developed, the late third and early
fourth centuries AD were prosperous ones for the region. The continuing construction and
expansion of villa sites in Wales at this time is indicative of successful agricultural
practices and a thriving market economy. Evidence of these successful years can be found
at several different villa sites in Wales, such as the elaborate baths constructed at
Maesderwen during the third century AD, and the third century AD enlargement at Ely.
By AD 369, however, the stability of the western Empire was faced with growing threats
from barbarian raids, widespread political unrest and uncertainty, and a struggle for power
and control both within the ranks of Roman rulers and barbarian outsiders.18

Roman

Britain itself was under threat from acts of aggression by the indigenous tribes of Scotland
in the north, Saxon raiders from the continent in the east, the Irish in the west. The villa
site at Moulton was abandoned by AD 340,19 and the most sophisticated and opulent villa
found in Wales, Llantwit Major, was deserted by AD 350.20 Evidence of Roman amenities,
design and security in the villas of Britain and Wales is scarce after AD 383,21 when the
Roman army was relocated to other regions of Britain and the western empire.
The restructuring of the Roman army in Britain, and its removal from Wales in AD
383, left the area vulnerable to attacks. The economy of the region saw a major decline
with the loss of the legions, which also contributed to insecurity and unrest in the western
frontier, further crippling the Welsh economy and, in turn, established villa economies.22
Supporting the Roman army in Wales with food and supplies was no longer required, while
the remaining population of the region was not sufficient enough to maintain a profitable
17
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market economy. By AD 407, bronze coins were no longer in circulation in Britain,
suggesting that even the monetary system was damaged beyond repair, and that the
resurgence of a successful economy in Britain under the Romans was improbable.
Excavations carried out over the years have given accounts of ‘squatter occupation’
as being the final period of activity in the Roman villas of Britain and Wales.23 Evidence
of this type of occupation has been found in Wales at the villa site of Llantwit Major.24
Hearths found on top of Roman mosaics, along with piles of refuse, are indicative of a
breakdown in the social constructs which existed within, and were crucial to, Roman
society.25 These features are usually found along with a notable decrease in the number of
rooms, as well as buildings, being utilized by the inhabitants of the villa.26 At Ely, for
example, new buildings were constructed during the third century AD, and subsequently
demolished in the early fourth century AD.27 A period of abandonment at Llantwit Major
in the third century AD has even been suggested,28 prior to the revival of the villa in the
late third and fourth centuries AD.29
In the years following AD 410 and the end of Britain as a part of the Roman Empire,
society all but collapsed. Crucial Roman institutions which had previously functioned in
Roman Britain and Wales, including provincial administration and taxation, the economy,
both market and monetary, and trade disintegrated rapidly, while the authority and security
provided by the Roman army in the province had vanished.30

Previously prosperous

Roman villas in areas close to the coast and navigable rivers became targets for raids, and
evidence suggests that a number of hillforts were reoccupied at the beginning of the fifth
23
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century AD, perhaps as a safer alternative to undefended villa residences.31 Considered
this way, the fate of villas in Wales can be seen to reveal wider imperial trends; trends
closely connected to expressions of Roman identity, wealth and power.

31

Ibid., 534.
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