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Plan: Beadlam Roman villa, Yorkshire. Source: http://roman-britain.co.uk/places/beadlam.htm, adapted from Britannia 1 1970 p 278 fig 5

It has been argued that Roman villas in Britain were first and foremost part of the classical world. This paper, taking Beadlam villa in Yorkshire as a case study, offers an alternative reading of the material culture, arguing that that it is only through an understanding of the British elements of villa settlements that a fuller understanding of the sites as social, economic and symbolic arenas of living can be drawn out. Consequently the focus of this part of the study involves a number of questions which refer to manifestations of material culture which are not part of the classical canon of architecture or social living. What is the importance of the late burial? Are the contexts of the infant burials extraordinary or usual? How significant is the villa plan in terms of J T Smith’s influential “Unit Theory”? The paper argues that Beadlam’s non-classical elements are in fact common and usual in Romano-British villas, even in the “romanised” south, although caution is expressed about uncritical use of the “Unit Theory” which claims to see “Celtic” society imprinted in British villa plans.
Romano-British Villas
We might deduce from Tacitus that Agricola carried out a conscious policy of “romanisation” in Britain, encouraging the Britons to build Roman-style houses (domos) which would undoubtedly have included villa architecture (Tacitus, The Agricola, xxi). Whether such organized buildings in a rural context can be thought of as villae in a full Roman sense is open to debate, particularly in the case of some of the humbler Romano-British examples.

The problem of defining a villa in Britain lies with the notion of recognising and categorising British material culture in the context of a latin term. Richard Reece has written of “Things Called Villas” (or “TCVs”) (Reece 1988); and the apparent intractability of the problem is highlighted by considering that the Roman agrarian writer Varro invoked characters who could not agree amongst themselves on the meaning of villa (Res Rusticae III, ii, 10; D J Smith 1978, 117).

Martin Millett has recently set a pragmatic agenda regarding terminology:

...buildings, characterized by rectangular plans, the use of stone, solid floors (sometimes with mosaics), hypocausts, and baths, are usually referred to as villas. Provided we distinguish this term from the latin (by using the anglicized form), and recognize that they need not have been known as villae by a "Roman" visiting Britain, the usage is acceptable. (Millett 1990, 91-92; and see Scott 1993a).

Foundation dates
Certainly recognisable attempts at classical villa architecture, though as thoroughly British manifestations of the genre (Scott 1990b), were being erected after one generation of Roman rule and occupation. Eccles (Kent), for example, has produced fragments of a figured and partly coloured mosaic of circa AD 65, even earlier than the pavements at Fishbourne (the "palace" begins circa AD 75). In Hertfordshire, a number of early villa foundations of circa AD 65-70 are known, apparently dependent upon the Roman town of Verulamium (St Albans): Gadebridge, Boxmoor Railway, Northchurch, Gorhambury and Lockleys (Scott 1993a, 103, 93-96). A great many of these early villas are known to overlie Iron Age settlements (eg Branigan 1982). However, such smooth continuity in the first century is not everywhere apparent, and villa buildings continued to be founded throughout the Roman period. High Wycombe (Bucks.), Huntsham (Hereford and Worcs.) and Wyck (Hants.) all appear to be second century foundations (Scott 1993a, 28, 90, 82). Candidates for third century foundations include Andover (Hants.), Droitwich (Hereford and Worcs.), Sparsholt (Hants.) and Wherwell (Hants.) (ibid, 81, 89, 87, 88). Frocester (Glos.) may be an early fourth century foundation, as appears to be the case at Wharram le Street (North Yorks.) (ibid, 72, 153).

General distribution
A general pattern of villa distribution in Britain, reflecting an alleged highland-lowland divide, has long been recognised, and this pattern has held true even as many new discoveries of villa sites have been made and collated. The recently published Gazetteer of Roman Villas in Britain (Scott 1993a), for example, which lists some 2,500 known, suspected and possible villa sites, places only circa 6% of the total number of sites in the "highland zone" north of the Severn-Humber line. This north-south dichotomy is explored briefly by this author elsewhere (Scott 1993b); following Hodder and Millett (1980) who have demonstrated that the distribution of villas is dependent upon the presence of towns, I argue further that the existence of towns and villas is also dependent upon the local population's ability to incorporate Roman material culture into their mental map or world view. The change from living in an indigenous farmstead to living in a Roman villa would be loaded with cultural meaning: from an anthropological point of view, there would be new ways of using space, fire, water, earth and stone, and new technologies are filtered through the ideological constructs of the society adopting them (ibid, 17-18). The existence of towns certainly seems to have been the driving force behind the cultural process of "romanization"; and this lack of both urban development and organizational could well account for the dearth of Roman material culture in northern areas such as Northumberland (ibid, 18-19).

Villas as material culture
What was the economic function and social status of Roman villas in Britain? To what extent do the villas reveal "Roman" or "Celtic" ways of living, producing, consuming, being, moving, dying? Throughout the last two centuries the answers to these questions, and indeed the various forms that these questions have themselves taken, are interesting not because they construct an authentically Roman narrative, but because of what they say about attitudes to the Roman myth in the contemporary archaeology industry. That this has recently been widely recognised has opened up a rich and fascinating debate about Romano-British villas as houses and farms, as material culture, in the full social, economic and symbolic sense: villas as a complex dialectic, a melting pot of processes, some ricocheting within existing constructs, some melding with each other, all changing, all evolving.

Villas in North Yorkshire
Known and suspected villas are plentiful in North Yorkshire, presumably dependent upon Roman urban settlement there. The known villas are: Beadlam, Bainesse Farm, Holmes House, Drax, Kirk Sink, Langton, Castle Dykes, Burton House, Well and Wharram le Street.  Suspected and possible villas are located at: Burythorpe, Cawood, Cold Kirby, Crayke, East Ness, Gatenby, Great Busby, Hood Grange, Hovingham Park, Hutton-le-Hole, Roughborough, Mosley Bank, Middle Farm, Whin Fields, Luttons, Middleham, Middleton, New Earswick, Kirkby Wharfe, Potter Brompton, Riccall, Ripon Deanery, East Knapton, Seamer Crossgates, Settrington, Spaunton, Snape, Wharram (x 3) and Whorlton (Scott 1993a, 149-53).

Beadlam itself has produced prehistoric material and Roman pottery dating from the first to fourth centuries, though the villa buildings appears to be third or fourth century foundations. Other late villa foundations in the county include Holmes House, Drax and Wharram le Street, though the villa at Kirk Sink emerged in the second century (ibid).

Beadlam Roman villa in context
A great deal of the known material culture of Beadlam exemplifies key aspects of the current debates. The plan of the site has attracted the attention of JT Smith who incorporated the data in his "Unit Theory" (1978, 149-85); and the burial evidence requires explanation within the wider Romano-British context. These issues will be addressed below.

Burial Evidence: the Adult Skeleton
The disturbed skeleton of an adult female was excavated from among the rubble of Room 7 of the North Range, which room had an opus signinum floor. Examining the physical evidence of the bones and the context in which they were found, Mays and Strongman conclude that the burial 

was made either in a grave cut into the layer of demolition rubble or that the corpse was laid on the rubble strewn floor of the ruined building and rubble and soil heaped over it. The burial was probably made fairly soon after the abandonment of the buildings in the late 4th century. (Mays and Strongman 1995, 4)
A parallel is drawn with the finding of an adult burial amongst the demolition debris at the Rockbourne villa (Hants.), although the interpretation of that burial - that an individual died while taking shelter there - is rightly rejected by Mays and Strongman. What needs to be recognised is that the Beadlam burial is part of a general pattern of out-of-use villas being used as places of burial, especially those with (visible?) apsidal buildings, including bath blocks. There may be Christian connotations to this. Further, burials are sometimes placed on "special" floors, such as mosaics or tessellated pavements, and then covered up.

One need not go as far as Hampshire to find a convincing parallel for the Beadlam adult burial. At the Well villa in North Yorkshire a pavement was uncovered in 1876, over which were infant bones, adult vertebra, roof slates and a hypocaust pillar block. 

Further afield, other examples (see below) suggest an overall Romano-British phenomenon of the re-use of villas for mortuary purposes, possibly comparable with the situation in northern Gaul though clearly on a much lesser scale. Percival (1976, 183-200) has reviewed the continental evidence in order to understand the cultural processes which may have been at work. He concluded that the coincidence of villas and burials is not simply accidental. There are a large number of cases where burials are placed in an orderly fashion within a villa's rooms.


...in other words, where the building is recognised as a building and allowed in some measure to govern the cemetery's arrangement

(ibid, 184).

This can be demonstrated by the striking example of the villa at Montferrand, Aude, France (ibid, 193). This villa contained a room with an apsidal east end, inside and beside which were dozens of burials of the late fourth century onwards. The burials were clearly spatially associated with the villa's rooms, being aligned with the walls and, in some cases, being laid on top of ruined walls. Percival notes that apsidal rooms are a feature of many of these continental villas with burials, and suggests that the central parts of these villas may have been converted into basilicas of some kind, or the apsidal rooms may have suggested the plans of basilicas to the people who used them. The villas on the continent thus may have taken on a Christian religious role, or may have been mistaken by people as ruined churches, and for this latter reason have seemed appropriate even in a ruined state as places of burial.

The evidence from British villas, whilst being quantitatively relatively poor, nevertheless suggests that similar processes may have been operating. In 1972 Applebaum noted re-use burials at the villas of Llantwit Major (Glos.), Banwell (Avon), Denton (Lincs.), Worlaby (Lincs.), Southwell (Notts.) and Great Tew (Oxon) (Applebaum 1972, 256, 259). To this list Percival adds Well House (Berks.) and Wigginton (Oxon) (1976, 217 n. 1). It seems also necessary to add Bancroft (Bucks.), Great Casterton (Cambs.), Winterton (Humbs.), Rudston (Humbs.), Ilchester Mead (Somerset), Norton Disney (Lincs.) and of course Rockbourne (Hants.) and Well (N Yorks.) (Scott 1993a).

Brief discussion of a few British examples will illustrate this phenomenon further. At Denton the excavator was so impressed with the positions of two burials, one with a "Saxon pot", respectively in the centre of the mosaic in the main room and on top of the central hearth, that he postulated a final phase in which the building had been used as a mortuary house (Stead 1976, 91). Recent excavations at Bancroft have revealed the dispersed partial remains of two adults found on the mosaic pavement in Room 1 of the house (Westley 1987, 191-92). Partial excavations at Southwell in 1959 relocated material previously unearthed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such as the adult skeleton laid over mosaic 1. Another skeleton lies parallel, but no mosaic survives beneath this body. It is also clear that at some point subsequent to the running down of this villa, a robber trench was dug, and in this and around about were dumps of human bones. The most likely explanation for this is that they were placed in the trench after the wall was robbed, coming from skeletons lying over the ruined walls and disturbed in the process. This robber trench lies between Rooms 1 and 2, both of which contain mosaics (Daniels 1966, 24-29). At Winterton Building D - an aisled farmhouse - inhumations were cut into the collapsed remains of the building, and wall robbers had already been active on the site before the bodies were buried (Stead 1976, 91-92). The burials are obviously aligned with the building so its remains must have been visible, as would have been the robber trenches and possibly the Orpheus mosaic. 

It can therefore be argued that the Beadlam adult burial fits into a general picture of the re-use of visible villa ruins as deliberate places of burial. This may well have been borne out of the belief - perhaps some kind of folklore remembrance - that these buildings used to have religious (Christian?) associations. (Many Romano-British villas had temples and some may have had "house churches".) The fact that the Romano-British church was not a lasting success (Salway 1982, 739), in that it died with the economic structure of Roman Britain, may go some way to explaining the paucity of evidence for possible Christian secondary burials on British villa sites as opposed the great number known from the continent. Given, however, this paucity of evidence, it may well be that the burials were made in the Saxon period by people (not necessarily "Saxons" in the ethnographic sense of the term) who viewed the remains of the villas as being significant in some social or religious way; but no direct religious or ideological continuity need be assumed. The remains of villas, and particularly the colourful pavements and floors on which some of the skeletons were laid, may simply have been regarded as relics of a tantalising "Golden Age".

Burial Evidence: the Infants
Two infant burials were excavated at Beadlam. One infant appeared to be a premature delivery of 36-38 weeks and was buried in a shallow grave outside one of the villa buildings. The second infant was circa three years of age, and was interred adjacent to the wall within a villa building; a complete calcite gritted pottery vessel had been placed at its head.

That infant burials were attributed dedicatory value is of course clear from the evidence from Romano-Celtic temples such as Springhead and Uley (Scott 1991, 116). The crouched skeletons of four infants carefully laid in each of the interval corners of Temple IV at Springhead demonstrate this votive principle in operation in the second century, for example (Penn 1969, 121-27).

However, infant interments on villa sites have often been "explained" in various fanciful ways by archaeologists, such narratives usually being concerned to explain away particular and specific examples in terms of the archaeologist's own personal mythology of the Roman Empire and female agency. Thus 

a great many conjectural stories have been put forward to explain the 97 infant burials at Hambleden villa: the burial of "little corpses" "secretly, after dark" (Cocks 1921, 150); the "surreptitious evidence of unofficial births on the villa" (Johnston 1983, 11); "evidence of infanticide" (Watts 1989, 373); and the exposure of unwanted female offspring of a slave-run establishment (Frere 1967, 266-67).

(Scott 1993b, 19-20).

It is difficult to escape from the conclusion that Cocks and Johnston at least regard these infant burials as the illegitimate results of concealed pregnancies, presumably of servants or slaves, and that the social proprieties of the villa were such that secret infanticides were the preferred course of action taken by these women, rather after the fashion of Victorian and Edwardian England.

However, infant burials must be viewed within the general context of infant burials in Romano-British villas in the fourth century.  From the early fourth century onwards, a great many infants were deliberately interred in and around the buildings and agricultural yards of villas. Sometimes, as at Hambleden (Bucks.) and Barton Court Farm (Oxon), large numbers of infants were buried in outer farmyards, areas which contained "corn-driers" and ovens, and represent infant cemeteries which are deliberately associated with agricultural processing and production (Scott 1990a, 1993b, 20). The meanings of these special associations have been explored in detail elsewhere (Scott 1991, 1992).

Elsewhere, single infant burials occur in villas, frequently associated with walls, as at Beadlam, sometimes with ditches, and sometimes accompanied by animal burials. In understanding the Beadlam examples, many similar instances of infant interment can be found. Room 5 of the corridor house at Sparsholt (Hants.) is a case in point. This room was chalk floored and contained many carbonised grain remains; one corner concealed a pit, covered with slabs and containing the body of an infant. The excavator notes: "a dedication"? (Johnston 1972, 7). At Gadebridge, against the eastern wall of the "kitchen" (Building C) were the remains of an infant burial. The evidence from Barton Court Farm demonstrates that six of the 47 known infant burials were specifically and deliberately diverted from the infant cemetery where most of the infants were interred; one was placed under the floor of Room 2 of the villa house, another in Building 2, and four were in ditches (Miles 1986, 34). Three infant burials were located under Building 2 at Rudston villa (Humbs.); numbers B1 and B2 were placed immediately next to the east wall, and B3 was close to the north wall of the smallest room (Stead 1980, 4-5, 147). At Barton Court Farm, and also at Star in Somerset, infant burials were found in association with animal burials, and elsewhere infant burials have been found in association with artefacts including tiles and tesserae (Scott 1991, 117).

Such burials, including those at Beadlam, add weight to the argument that infant burials on villas have important cultural meanings within the context of Romano-British society, and cannot simply be explained away in terms of "lapsed" women. Indeed, the circumstances of the infants' deaths are less important than the fact that there are contexts known where infants are used as foundation or votive deposits, and are thus manipulated as images of power. At Winchester, for example, an infant burial is sealed below an early third century rampart (Grew 1981, 363). Malton Roman fort produced up to 31 skeletons of new-born infants, sometimes buried in lime, and located in the floors of the soldiers' living quarters and also in the floors of one of the guard rooms; and two infant burials were recorded in the eastern interval tower of the south rampart at Chesters fort (Daniels 1980, 189). It is important to stress that these infants were not buried under the floors of the forts because the soldiers or their women couldn't be bothered to walk any further; these burials have meaning, and the infants were interred in floors for special reasons based on ritual practices rather than casual attitudes.

In respect of this discussion, the two infant burials at Beadlam should not be seen as unusual or be seen in isolation. The evidence ‘in the round’ suggests a widespread and culturally meaningful practice on villa sites of the interment of infants close to habitation walls. Although it was not unusual for such interments to be accompanied by artefacts, the complete pot found with one of the Beadlam infants is interesting in that such whole vessels are normally found accompanying adult burials; but of course this infant was not a neonate, being around three years old. The infant burials at Beadlam are likely to date to the fourth century, though it should be noted that some northerly villas, notably Rudston and Winterton, have produced infant burials of apparently earlier date.

The Villa Plan and “Unit Theory”
Beadlam has been cited as an example of a villa conforming to "Unit Theory" (Smith 1978, 149-85). JT Smith's theory, "one of the most ambitious and controversial analyses of Roman society within the Celtic regions of the Empire" (Clarke 1990, 337), holds that many villas in north west Europe were owned and occupied by more than one household, and that such multiple proprietorship of villas is evident in villa plans where two or more houses, or building ranges, or even suites of rooms, are present. Such dual ownership is allegedly the result of a pan-Celtic system of partible inheritance throughout north-west Europe. Beadlam, with its north, east and west ranges would seem an ideal candidate for inclusion in the "Unit Theory" database.

In recent years, however, there have been a number of significant critiques of the "Unit Theory" on a variety of grounds. The two major critiques are those of Simon Clarke (1990) and Robert Rippengal (1993). Clarke tests Smith's model from a processual perspective by means of a consistent and objective examination of villa plans in the Somme, and determines that


J. T. Smith's suggestion that many villas in north west Europe were owned and occupied by more than one household is examined statistically and found to be unsupported by the architectural evidence


(Clarke 1990, 337)

Clarke also points out that Smith's assumption that Celtic society took the same form throughout north-west Europe is highly contentious (ibid, 348).

Rippengal, firmly in the post-processual camp, argues against Smith's ideas on the basis of structuralist analysis. He maintains that 


Smith's suggestions that many villas were occupied by "extended families" is found wanting under a more detailed examination of the evidence. Instead, while there may sometimes be more than one domestic structure on a site, or even indications that individual buildings were occupied by more than a single nuclear family, it is suggested that it is the nature of the relationships involved that should be under scrutiny. To this end, a brief outline is given of an alternative approach to the material. This takes up Bourdieu's notion of habitus with its emphasis on the role of material culture


(Rippengal 1993, 79)

It’s also important to be aware that Smith has omitted to distinguish between sites which have two corridor houses and sites which have one corridor house and an accompanying aisled farmhouse, an important social and functional consideration. My PhD analysis of the construction, origins, function and social position of ‘aisled farmhouses’, an important type of British villa ‘outbuilding’, suggested to me that aisled farmhouses were a British provincial development. These farmhouses may well have been the ‘Home Farm’ of a villa estate; they were certainly the working focus of agricultural production and processing. The introduction of these large and seemingly all-purpose structures, usually at close right-angles to the corridor house, from the late second century onwards, appears to be part of a package of economic and social change on villa sites and to represent a nucleation of agricultural activities and perhaps indicates a desire for increased control over the processing of agricultural produce and inheritance. That some villa sites were dominated by these aisled farmhouses suggests that they functioned as the social and economic heart of the sites, and, in some cases, one suspects that the corridor house may well have acted as a kind of ‘show house’ for encounters with relative strangers from the outside (Scott 1988, 100-152). 
There are therefore grounds for caution when "reading" the plan of Beadlam villa, particularly as no such aisled farmhouse is evident; and the north range at Beadlam will have existed contemporaneously with the west range for perhaps only a short while - although, as Clarke (1990, 348) observes:


This is not to say that only one nuclear family occupied villas, there might be several in a kin group. However the group would be essentially one household not a number of parallel lineages living autonomous family lives.

It is, however, productive to look at the ways in which villa sites grew and how space and access arrangements were manipulated. The social configurations of space at Beadlam are interesting where they can be observed. In the north range, for instance, people clearly moved around this building in quite a complex way. When the mosaic was built, the doorway over the ditch was blocked up, so that access to the mosaic room was carefully controlled - access was gained via the following movements: through the main front door, straight ahead, turn right, into another room, turn right, and turn right again to cross into the mosaic room. Such movement from the outside into the mosaic room comprises four "architectural steps", and gives the range a certain "depth" - perhaps a pulling back of private space into the heart of the habitus at a period of increasing economic and social pressure in the Roman world.

Endnote on ‘Romanisation’

There has been significant debate about the meanings and misuse of this word and the processes which it implies. It is used here as a convenient shorthand for the introduction of Roman material culture and cultural processes into the conquered province.
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