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10 METHOD AND THEORY IN HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY 

METHODE EN THEORIE IN DE HISTORISCHE ARCHEOLOGIE 

METHODOLOGIE ET THEORIE EN ARCHÉOLOGIE 

METHODE UND THEORIE DER HISTORISCHEN ARCHAOLOGIE 

was organized by 
werd georganiseerd door 
fut organisée par 
wurde veranstaltet von 

Anders Andrén 
Frans Verhaeghe 

Preface 

In terms of methods and techniques, the archaeo
logical study of the Middle Ages and Early Modem 
Times is not basically different from that of other and 
mainly earlier periods. This applies as much to field-
work techniques and problems related to natural 
sciences dating and analysis, environmental work, and 
management and inventorying as to the whole range of 
'traditional' archaeological approaches and all possi
ble aspects of archaeological interpretation. It can rea
sonably be argued that not even the broader questions 
are basically different. The specificity of the periods 
concerned has of course to be taken into account and it 
would not be very useful to apply KAr dating tech
niques to 13th-century AD contexts or to query 10th-
century monasteries or 11th- and 12th-century motte-
and-bayley castles in a totally identical way to 
Neolithic religious compounds or Iron Age hill-forts. 
But even in the latter cases, the differences remain 
limited and the basic questions related to the nature of 
defense-works or religious compounds, their positions 
and possible meanings and significance within the 
societies they belong to, and the patterns of human 
behaviour and perception they reflect, are very much 
the same. 

Taking into account a certain degree of specificity 
of medieval and later archaeology, there is a good case 
to discuss methods and techniques as applied to these 
branches of the field of archaeology. This is why the 
organizers of the MEDIEVAL EUROPE BRUGGE 1997 
international conference of medieval and later archae
ology (1-4 October 1997) decided to include the sub
ject as part of a special section of the conference. This 
section was organized by Anders Andrén (S, Univer
sity of Lund) and Frans Verhaeghe (B, F.W.O. & 
V.U.B.) under the general heading 10 - METHOD AND 

THEORY IN HISTORICAL ARCHAEOLOGY - M E T H O 

DOLOGIE ET THEORIE - M E T H O D E U N D THEORIE DER 

HISTORISCHEN ARCHAOLOGIE - METHODE EN THEORIE 

IN HISTORISCHE ARCHEOLOGIE. 

But as the title indicates, part of the section related 
to another topic considered by the organizers to be of 
major importance: theory and theoretical approaches 
in the archaeology of medieval and early modem 
times. This requires a few comments. 

On the whole, medieval and later archaeologists 
profess little if any interest in theory, models and theo
retical approaches above and beyond the most basic 
interpretative work of identifying objects and build
ings, their builders and users, the possible symbolism 
of particular ornaments, trading networks, basic pro
duction and consumption patterns, etc. There are of 
course exceptions, notably in the United Kingdom and 
in American historical archaeology, as well as more 
isolated ones in some countries on the European Con
tinent. But by and large, medieval and later archaeo
logy can hardly be said to be in the frontline of the 
theoretical debate. This situation is both remarkable 
and understandable. 

ft is remarkable because there is no inherent reason 
for this apparent lack of interest and involvement as 
medieval and later archaeology are not fundamentally 
different from archaeology as a whole. Therefore, 
medieval and later archaeology are involved with all 
the important issues related to any possible form or 
component of material culture and its multiple mean
ings as well as the many ways in which those 'objects' 
- including landscapes and buildings - were trans
formed and even actively used. Put otherwise, just like 
any other branch of archaeology, medieval and later 
archaeology ultimately study their behaviour and their 
societies through their material culture and without 
neglecting any other possible source of information. In 
this respect, archaeology is indeed a total discipline, 
however difficult it may be to realize the full potential 
of the material sources. 

If there is a difference between for example prehis
toric archaeology and medieval and later archaeology, 
it seems to be linked to the mass of other sources of 
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information available, notably written sources and for 
the later phases also iconographical ones. These other 
types of sources provide other kinds of information 
and tell us more not only about some of the compo
nents of material culture archaeologists study but -
more importantly - also about their context(s). This 
implies that medieval and later archaeology could help 
archaeology as a whole by contributing to the develop
ment of interpretative approaches. 

But apparently, this does not really happen. Quite 
to the contrary, there would seem to be a direct and 
inverse relationship between the mass of information 
other than that of an archaeological nature and the in
terest in theory. Thus, for instance, work on the 'Dark 
Ages' - which are far less well documented by texts 
than say the 14th or 15th century - is much more 
strongly involved in the theoretical debate than 
archaeological studies of the late Middle Ages. In 
practice, this approach means that the more written 
sources are available, the less need there seems to be 
for theoretical work. We believe this to be a funda
mental error. This notion implies that the material 
culture of literate societies is less informative than that 
of societies less well documented through written 
sources, which is not the case. It also implies that the 
non-archaeological sources reflect the total complex
ity of society, which again is untrue. It neglects the 
bias in non-archaeological sources (though the 
archaeological ones are not themselves devoid of 
bias). And, finally, it neglects the potential of archaeo
logical data to reveal all kinds of behavioural patterns 
and perceptions which are not otherwise documented. 

Still, the question remains why such a large part of 
European archaeology of medieval and early modem 
times fails to realize its own potential and to contrib
ute sigiimuanily to ihe ihcüretical debate on matciial 
culture, its nature, and its many interactions with 
humans. It can reasonably be argued that this is largely 
the result of the historical development of this disci
pline, which can be seen as one of the youngest 
descendants of many fathers, including history, art his
tory, the history of architecture and even archaeology 
itself. In practice, two main factors seem to hamper the 
theoretical development of the field: the weight of his
torical - and even institutional - traditions and ques
tions on the hand and the continuously increasing 
pressures of rescue work and the changing nature of 
the practical world of archaeological work on the 
other. This deserves detailed comments but unfortun
ately this is not the place for an encompassing debate. 
It may be sufficient to emphasize that we believe the 
potential of medieval and later archaeology to be such 
that it should passively submit neither to the dictates of 
traditional historical work (which should be a friend 
and partner rather than a magistrd) nor to those of 

developers who so often set the agenda of archaeo
logical work. In addition, it would be most useful if 
university training paid more attention not only to 
efficient practical work but also to the many questions 
of a more theoretical nature which confront every 
archaeologist willing to go further than an often some
what mindless collection and description of data which 
are then often presented as the 'objective' (and 'sensa
tional') truth. 

All this again explains why the organizers of the 
MEDIEVAL EUROPE BRUGGE 1997 international con
ference of medieval and later archaeology felt it worth
while to include a section on method and theory, 
hoping that this will contribute to the development of 
the discipline and help it to take its rightful place. The 
present volume offers a collection of pre-printed 
papers, a number of which were presented orally and 
debated during the sessions of section 10. Unfortun
ately, a number of contributors to this section did not 
submit a text in time for inclusion in the present 
volume while other colleagues could not attend and 
present their contribution. This explains why the 
general structure and the contents of the present vol
ume do not conform exactly to the programme of the 
conference. The volume has been organized keeping in 
mind both the complexity of the subject and the gen
eral lines of the structure of section 10 of the confer
ence as proposed by the organizers. This means that 
the contributions in the present volume have more or 
less been grouped according to the following topics: 

- The nature of medieval and later archaeology 
groups the papers on some of the recent developments 
within the field as a whole and on its possible mean
ings. 
- A number of papers confronting archaeology with 
othei sources of informatiün have been brought 
together under the heading Confronting objects, im
ages and texts. 
- In view of the importance of the use of space, a 
section on Spatial analysis was included. 
- The developments in the field of archaeometrical 
techniques as applied to medieval and later archaeo
logy have found a suitable place in the section 
Archaeometry. 
- A series of case-studies where different 'non-tradi
tional' questions and topics are looked at within the 
context of different theoretical approaches which 
deserve suitable attention and these contributions arc 
grouped under the heading Special subjects, even 
though their theoretical base may relate to discussions 
already mentioned in the previous sections. To some 
extent, they also reflect the practical application of a 
few theoretical approaches, showing that theory (and 
ideology) pervades all archaeological work, whether 
consciously or otherwise. 
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- Finally, it was felt that heritage management and 
public archaeology deserved a place here because they 
derive from specific theoretical, ideological and 
methodological approaches and these papers consti
tute the section on Building archaeology, conservation 
and public archaeology. 

The volume of course does not do justice to the 
many and complex issues involved. Nor does it pro
vide a complete overview ofthe many problems to be 
addressed, the results attained and knowledge acquir
ed. Nevertheless, the 26 papers included in the present 
volume provide an idea ofthe present state ofthe ques
tion in these fields. Taken together, they also illustrate 
that theory and methodology have a direct impact on 

all aspects of the archaeology of medieval and early 
modem times and this is in keeping with the basic 
philosophy ofthe MEDIEVAL EUROPE conferences that 
none ofthe subjects and topics of interest to medieval 
and later archaeology can rightfully be divorced from 
one another. This is also illustrated by the fact that 
some of the papers in this volume - and particularly 
those grouped under the heading Special subjects as 
well as a few others - could arguably have been 
included in other volumes of this series of pre-printed 
contributions and have been presented in other 
sections of the MEDIEVAL EUROPE BRUGGE 1997 
conference. 

Frans Verhaeghe & Guy De Boe 
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Charles K Orser Jr. 

Expanding Historical Archaeology 

Archaeologists around the world are often con
strained by the periodization of history. Such limit
ation is particularly evident in medieval and later 
archaeologies. Medieval, post-medieval, and historical 
archaeologists know the time limits within which they 
should concentrate their efforts, and their work often 
becomes problematic when they leave these bound
aries. Problems with how we envision archaeology 
become clear when we think about conducting histor
ical archaeology, as defined in the United States and 
Australia, in Europe. In this brief paper, I explore the 
nature of the apparent differences between historical 
and post-medieval archaeologies and propose a way to 
link them, and even medieval archaeology, through a 
concept of modem-world archaeology. 

In 1994, I began a multi-year investigation into 
the material conditions of Irish peasant farmers in the 
years immediately preceding and including the Great 
Famine, which began in 1845. Prior to this research, 
I had spent the preceding twelve years examining the 
material culture of African-Americans, both slaves 
and their tenant farming descendants in the American 
South and runaway slaves in northeastern Brazil. My 
initial thinking was that I could directly transfer my 
knowledge and experience with the archaeology of 
the dispossessed and overlooked in the New World to 
the archaeology of the dispossessed and overlooked 
in one part of the Old World. In addition to sharing 
similar positions near the bottom of their countries' 
social ladders, both slaves and peasants were also 
contemporaneous. 

Irish peasants and African-American slaves were, 
without question, enormously different in terms of 
history and culture. Nonetheless, my initial supposi
tion that there would be a similarly in the archae
ology of these dispossessed peoples was indeed 
correct. I was happily surprised that much of what I 
knew about the archaeology of African-Americans 
could be transferred directly to the study of Irish 
peasants. In addition, I discovered several intriguing 
historical similarities between the two peoples as 
well, including how they were similarly perceived by 
outsiders (Orser 1996a, 1996b). 

While I was gratified by the similarities I could 
see in the archaeology of slaves and peasants, I was 
also aware of a troubling dimension of the research. 
Though understanding and being quite intrigued by 
the similarities between these two really diverse 
peoples, I experienced a somewhat disquieting 
uneasiness. The slave research was never a problem. 
In fact, the archaeology of African Americans, both 
slave and free, has become a staple of historical 
archaeological research in the United States and the 
Caribbean, and it is starting to make great strides in 
South America as well. So my unease was not about 
that side of my research. My disquiet revolved 
around understanding where the archaeology of nine
teenth-century Irish peasants fit into Irish archaeol
ogy in general. Though archaeology of the nineteenth 
century is not entirely unknown in Ireland, it is usu
ally conducted as a sideline to research being con
ducted at sites where the real interest is focused on an 
earlier occupation. Given the laws of simple stratific
ation, it only stands to reason that archaeologists 
interested in cultural levels dating before AD 1700 
would often come upon archaeological deposits of 
more recent date. In some cases, enlightened Irish 
archaeologists analyze this more recent material 
along with the earlier, and to them more interesting, 
material. But even among the most forward-looking 
archaeologists in Ireland there is a lack of the anthro
pological perspective that I brought to the study of 
the Irish peasants. The reason for this difference is 
obvious: as an American, my principal training is in 
anthropology rather than strictly in archaeology. As 
a result, it only stands to reason that my outlook and 
research perspective would be somewhat unique 
within the Irish context. But this uniqueness has 
caused some confusion. Am I really an archaeologist 
studying modem history, a historian who chooses to 
dig in the ground, or a folk-life specialist who finds 
research materials buried in the ground rather than in 
old sheds and bams (Orser 1997)? These kinds of 
questions are not at all problematic in the United 
States where historical archaeology means post-
Columbian archaeology and where I would definitely 
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be classified as an anthropologist. However, they 
were not so clear-cut in Ireland. 

The root of the problem seemed to lie in the 
difference that exists in the conceptualization of his
torical archaeology in North America and Europe. In 
those parts of the world that had been colonized by 
Europeans after 1492 - for example, North America, 
South America, Australia, and South Africa - histor
ical archaeology is generally understood as the 
archaeology of the post-Columbian world. But in 
Europe, historical archaeology is generally presumed 
to be archaeology that occurs at sites associated with 
a literate tradition. The methodology of both link 
together archaeological field research and archival, 
documentary research. Thus in Europe, the subject of 
historical archaeology has much deeper roots than in 
the colonized world. My understanding is, and my 
training supports the idea, that the field now widely 
known as "historical archaeology" was originally 
created as a way to use archaeology to help under
stand the material dimensions ofthe post-Columbian 
world. In fact, to highlight this idea, I prefer to use the 
term "modem-world archaeology" to describe the 
archaeology that is overtly focused on the concept of 
modernity itself. Modem-world archaeology - or the 
historical archaeology of the modem world, if you 
like - becomes the study of the development of the 
world as we know it today. It provides a way to 
examine ourselves through our history in clearly 
archaeological ways. Based on my understanding, it 
is pertinent to investigate the supposed difference 
between historical archaeology - as it is conceptual
ized in America and elsewhere as a modem-world 
archaeology - and post-medieval archaeology, as a 
distinctly European kind of historical archaeology. 

In 1967, the prominent anthropological journal 
Current Anthropology announced the formation of 
the Society for Historical Archaeology (Anonymous 
1967). The author ofthe announcement said that the 
primary geographic concem ofthe new organization 
would be "the Westem Hemisphere." The society 
would also include "Oceanic, African, and Asian 
archaeology during the relatively late periods," but 
Europe would only be considered a part of the new 
discipline's focus if the subject had "a definite 
bearing upon problems in the non-Westem world." 
Thus, the intent ofthe Society for Historical Archae
ology right from the very beginning was to focus on 
issues of Europe but not European. In other words, as 
it was initially conceptualized, historical archaeology 
would examine the same exotic, ostensibly non-
European places and people traditionally studied by 
cultural anthropologists. The theoretical emphasis of 
the founding members of the Society for Historical 
Archaeology was clearly on understanding explor

ation, colonization, and acculturation in the non-
European world though the study of archaeological 
sites and materials (Jelks 1993; Pilling 1967,6). 

About three years before the organizational meet
ing of the Society for Historical Archaeology and 
across the Atlantic, K. J. Barton and John Hurt had 
launched the "Post-Medieval Ceramic Research 
Group" in Bristol, England (Barton 1968,102). The 
goal of the research group was to develop and 
exchange information about English ceramics manu
factured between 1450 and 1750. Interest in the 
group grew so large that in 1966 -just when Amer
ican archaeologists were thinking about founding the 
Society for Historical Archaeology - the members of 
the ceramic research group dissolved their organiz
ation and created the Society for Post-Medieval 
Archaeology (Anonymous 1968). The new society 
kept the temporal focus of the first group - on the 
years from 1450 to 1750 - because "there is some
thing distinctive about the years between the impact 
of the Renaissance and Reformation at one end and 
the onset of the Industrial Revolution at the other" 
(Society for Post-Medieval Archaeology 1993, 93). 
As initially conceptualized, then, post-medieval 
archaeology is the logical and more modem exten
sion of medieval archaeology. Thus conceptualized, 
the historical and cultural trends of the European 
Middle Ages are seen to blend into the post-medieval 
period in an easy and relatively straight-forward way. 
And, post-medieval archaeologists are generally 
interested in the same sorts of questions as their 
colleagues in medieval archaeology (Addyman 1989; 
Austin et al. 1989; Ayers 1991; Broberg 1992; 
Crossley 1990; Kajzer 1991; Martins 1992). In every 
sense, this archaeology was designed as truly "post 
medieval." 

Though the gradation from medieval to post-
medieval makes great sense in Europe, it is not so 
easily imagined outside Europe. When Europeans 
took their cultural institutions beyond their borders 
and across titanic seas, they and the indigenous 
peoples they encountered created new worlds. In 
some ways, these worlds were odd reflections ofthe 
Old World, albeit situated in new places. But in other, 
and perhaps even more important ways, the hybrid
ized patterns of life in these newly created 
multicultural places were unlike anything that had 
existed before. In an important sense, what was 
created represented nothing less than a "decisive 
break in world history" (Amin 1989, 1). The New 
World was notjust a reinvented version ofthe Old; it 
was a unique creation, woven from diverse strands of 
culture and tradition. 

Considered in this light, then, it appears that his
torical archaeology and post-medieval archaeology 
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really are two distinct kinds of archaeology. Histor
ical archaeologists investigate the creation of new 
ways of life that bound together diverse peoples 
originally from widely divergent places. Post-
medieval archaeologists, on the other hand, study the 
continuation of ways of life that had developed 
indigenously over hundreds of years. As a result, it 
only stands to reason that the archaeologies of these 
places and traditions indeed would be different. Thus, 
when archaeologists study the English settlers at 
Jamestown, Virginia, they are historical archaeo
logists but when they turn their attention to the 
seventeenth-century English in Southampton, they 
are post-medieval archaeologists. 

Even in light of these differences, however, I 
would be one of the first to argue that any substantive 
distinction between historical archaeology and post-
medieval archaeology is trivial. The only important 
difference between the two archaeologies rests on the 
location of their work: post-medieval archaeology is 
practiced in Europe, historical archaeology is prac
ticed outside Europe. Though any kind of semantic 
distinction seems relatively insignificant, I am still 
compelled to believe that the two archaeologies really 
are distinct. With the exception of the recent work by 
British-trained archaeologist Matthew Johnson 
(1993), who thinks nothing of bridging the Atlantic 
with his ideas and approaches, post-medieval and 
historical archaeologists generally stay aloof from 
one another. (Here, I should point out parenthetically, 
however, that the degree of separation may be 
changing. This year, the Society for Historical 
Archaeology and the Society for Post-Medieval 
Archaeology held two joint conferences - one in 
Williamsburg, Virginia, and the other in London - to 
celebrate each society's thirtieth anniversary. Tnough 
this linkage is a positive sign for the kind of globally 
scaled modem-world archaeology I envision, it 
remains to be seen whether this union was simply 
generated, not by a shared sense of common purpose 
and subject matter, but only because of the coincid
ence of the anniversaries themselves. The Society for 
Historical Archaeology, for example, did little to 
advertise or to promote these conferences among its 
membership and most American historical archae
ologists ignored them.) 

Since historical and post-medieval archaeologists 
study much the same segment of time, what accounts 
for the apparent distinctions between them? The 
explanation for the separation is undoubtedly com
plex and multifaceted, and it may include such prac
tical matters as personal preference and educational 
training. Post-medieval archaeologists are trained first 
and foremost as archaeologists, whereas historical 
archaeologists today are almost always trained as 

anthropologists. But beyond this educational differ
ence (which in the end may not mean much), part of 
the explanation lies, I believe, in the perception that 
the histories of Europe and of the many non-Europes 
around the globe are so uniquely different that they 
require separate archaeologies to examine them. The 
parts of the world studied by historical archaeologists 
have colonial histories that are so different from the 
histories of Europe that it appears natural that the 
archaeology of each is inherently distinct We may 
conclude, perhaps, that it takes someone with anthro
pological training to excavate sites associated with 
the cultural interactions, exchanges, and accultur
ation that accompanied colonial Europeans wherever 
they went in the world. Thus, one could argue that 
post-medieval archaeologists ask different questions 
than historical archaeologists by virtue of the realities 
of the pasts they study. The root cause of the appar
ent distinction may be laid at the feet of the presence 
of colonialism, Eurocentrism, capitalism, and modern
ity - what I term the four haunts of modern-world 
archaeology (Orser 1996a) - in the non-European 
world. Writing from the United States as I do, this 
reasoning seems to make sense. But does it really? Is 
post-medieval archaeology really different than his
torical archaeology just because post-medievalists 
tend not to examine the four haunts? (And again, I 
must pause to mention parenthetically an exception 
in Matthew Johnson's An Archaeology of Capitalism 
[1996].) One answer to the question of whether post-
medieval and historical archaeologies really need be 
different, based on the uniqueness of the histories 
they study, can be found in Robert Bartlett's {1993) 
The Making of Europe: Conquest, Colonization, and 
Cultural Change. 950-1350. 

Bartlett's book is enlightening. Rather than to 
describe the tortured, political rise of Europe's 
nation-states or to chart the turbulent history of the 
medieval Church, Bartlett concentrates on social and 
cultural history to demonstrate that medieval Europe 
was multicultural and international. In these respects, 
much of European history seems to have been repeat
ed, albeit in colonial guise, after 1492. Bartlett even 
builds a convincing case that colonialism, capitalism, 
Eurocentrism, and modernity each gained expression 
in Europe between 950 and 1350. 

Bartlett argues, for instance, that colonialism was 
definitely a reality during this period. The Germans 
moved into Pomerania, the Castilians settled Anda
lusia, and the Anglo-Normans invaded Ireland. The 
intent of these colonies was to replicate their home
lands on foreign soil, not to subjugate the people in a 
push toward economic dependency as was the case 
during the modem age (Bartlett 1993,306). But still, 
the efforts of these functionaries were clearly colon-
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ialist in scope and nature. Bartlett also shows how 
thirteenth-century knights in the Austrian country
side acted like budding capitalists when they looked 
at quiet, unproductive marshlands and envisioned 
bountiful fields of swaying com raised by rent-pay
ing tenants (Bartlett 1993, 121). Notions of Euro-
centrism and modemity were not absent in Bartlett's 
Europe, either. For example, he argues that the word 
"Frank" was a generic term that gained widespread 
usage to refer to Western Europeans who travelled 
outside Europe either to settle or to conduct warfare. 
By the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, however, the 
term had become synonymous with forward-looking, 
progressive thinking. As Bartlett (1993, 105) says, 
"to be a Frank implied modemity and power." It 
seems, then, that many medieval Europeans were as 
concerned with modemity as their descendants would 
be many years later. "Race relations" were also "a 
central issue" during the Late Middle Ages because 
so many diverse peoples from so many different cul
tures lived adjacent to one another in Europe's pro
gressive cities (Bartlett 1993, 197). The medieval 
concept of race was not similar to its modem under
standing. Instead of being related to the usually 
vague concepts of blood, heritage, or national affili
ation, medieval race was rooted in overt cultural dis
tinction. For example, perceived racial differences 
between Germans and Slavs gained tangible expres
sion in each people's customs, dress, language, and 
law. So, when European explorers sailed out of 
European ports beginning in 1492, they came from 
places that sometimes had generations of experience 
with colonization and cultural transformation (Bart
lett 1993, 313-314). In other words, if we believe 
Bartlett, these explorers had experienced the incipi-
enx forms of coionialism, EuiuuciiLrisui, capitalioin, 
and modemity in Europe long before traveling to the 
vast world that existed for centuries beyond Europe. 

Bartlett's brilliant analysis opens up exciting pos
sibilities for archaeology. In my opinion, he does 
nothing less than to provide the commonality of topics 
that can unite post-medieval and historical archae
ologies into modem-world archaeology. In addition, 
his analysis suggests that this modem-world archae
ology can be extended into the medieval past. In fact, 
Bartlett (1993,156) explicitly makes the case that a 
modem-world archaeology has "enormous future 
potential" in Europe. The goals of this archaeology 
should include, but not be limited to examining the 
deeply significant transition from feudalism to 
capitalism. It should also investigate the beginnings 
of the modem world among the castles, the peasant 
villages, and the cathedrals of the feudal world. 

Once we, as historical archaeologists fully accept 
the connection between Europe and non-Europe in 

more than a tangential way, I believe we will dis
cover whole new vistas for research. As far as modem-
world archaeology is concemed, it does not really 
matter whether we choose to call what we do "histor
ical archaeology" or "post-medieval archaeology." As 
we begin to operationalize a research program that 
openly examines colonialism, Eurocentrism, capital
ism, and modemity, the importance of the apparent 
distinction between the archaeologies will fade into 
memory and become irrelevant. The incorporation of 
medieval archaeology into this modem-world 
archaeology further illustrates the futility of attempt
ing to hold onto any sort of disciplinary name that 
retains rigid, and defining, temporal boundaries. 

At this point it is perhaps necessary for me to 
anticipate some of the unrest among my European 
colleagues. Both from personal discussions with 
European archaeologists and from reading, I have 
come to realize that many archaeologists stubbornly 
cling to defining historical archaeology simply as an 
archaeology that makes frequent and abundant refer
ence to textual sources of information. In fact, the 
following comment made in 1995 is still common: 
"The unifying theme for historical archaeology 
simply seems . . . to be history'" (Becker 1995, 6). 
Archaeologists who think along these lines tend to 
classify Mayan archaeology, for example, as histori
cal archaeology even though they would search in 
vain for anything resembling the modem world among 
the pre-Columbian Mayas. 

The willingness to classify historical archae
ology simply as research that links together the 
disciplines of archaeology and history is an old 
theme that cannot be put to rest. I have argued on 
more than one occasion why historical archaeology 
is so much more than just a method (see, for exam
ple, Orser 1996a, Orser & Fagan 1995,14-22). And, 
I have argued in the clearest possible terms why I do 
not believe Mayanists are historical archaeologists. 
It seems to me that the creation of a truly modem-
world archaeology solves the ongoing debate about 
historical archaeology. Modem world archaeology 
requires us to step out of the temporal confines 
within which we often place ourselves and to look 
at the world in ways that breaks down the often-
arbitrary barriers of space and time. Bartlett (1993) 
shows that the themes running throughout ovn-
modem world - the things that affect and even 
bedevil us today - have roots that often extent into 
the Middle Ages. If the roots of colonialism extend 
into the tenth century, then in attempting to under
stand the archaeological nature of colonialism, we 
would be short-sighted if we went no further back 
than 1450 because that is where post-medieval 
archaeology becomes medieval archaeology, or than 
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1492, because that is where historical archaeology 
becomes prehistoric archaeology. 

I believe that we are now facing the most exciting 
time in world archaeology. Part of this excitement 
lies, I think, in the creation of a global, modem-world 
archaeology that examines today through the lens of 
the past. For too long, we archaeologists have said as 
a profession that archaeology is important to all 
people because it teaches us about ourselves as mem
bers of the human family. But we have done little to 
show anyone outside the profession how archaeology 
really can be relevant to non-archaeologists. Through 
the archaeological study of colonialism, Eurocen-
trism, capitalism, and modernity, I believe that we 
really can use archaeology to teach us about our
selves from our history. The creation of an expanded 
historical archaeology, a modem world archaeology, 
can do exactly that. 
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Historical Archaeology -

When dealing with periods of history for which 
we have written sources, archaeologists have the pos
sibility to investigate the competence of archaeology. 
Archaeology can be refined and strengthened when 
compared with written sources and the information 
they contain. For prehistoric periods, we do not have 
this opportunity. In this paper, I will discuss the 
potential that historical archaeology has to improve 
archaeological thought. Traditionally, the archae
ology of historical periods has been dominated by 
questions asked by historians. 

1 Perspectives of Historical Archaeology - a sub
ordinate discipline? 

The pioneers of archaeological research did not 
distinguish between prehistoric and historical archae
ology. In fact, before archaeology became a science, 
the same learned persons dealt with written sources, 
monuments and objects found in the earth. An exam
ple of this is the Norwegian historian Gerhard 
Schoning. In 1760, he was one of the three founders 
of the first scientific institution in Norway, which 
was established in Trondheim in 1760. After this, 
Schaning became a professor in Denmark, and trav
elled in many parts of Norway in the 1770s. In this 
way, he not only described many ancient monuments 
for the first time, but also made drawings of them. 
(Schaning 1910, 1968.) 

Later, when archaeology was established as a 
science, Hans Hildebrand continued this tradition as 
the director general of the Central Board of National 
Antiquities in Stockholm. However, Hildebrand's 
successor, and the father of archaeological typology, 
Oscar Montelius, restricted his own research to pre
historic archaeology (Andersson 1993, 13-14). In 
Trondheim, the only archaeologist at the museum, 
Karl Rygh, declared prehistoric archaeology to be his 
sole domain (Petersen 1916, 21). It was, of course, 
too much work for one person to establish both the 
historical archaeology and the prehistoric archae
ology at the same time. 

Birgitta Berglund 

A Challenge for Archaeological Thought 

The separation between prehistoric and historical 
archaeology, in the 19th century, confined the study 
of prehistoric archaeology in Scandinavia to the uni
versities and the large archaeological museums. The 
study of historical archaeology, or archaeology of 
periods where written sources were available, has 
been non-existent, or has mostly existed in institu
tions separated from the universities. The University 
of Lund in the south of Sweden is one of the very few 
exceptions. 

Historical archaeology in Scandinavia has been 
synonymous with the excavation of cultural deposits 
in the medieval towns, and also with the study of 
monuments such as churches, castles and monast
eries. Meanwhile, archaeological research in the 
countryside, except for the above-mentioned monu
ments, has been almost ignored. Investigations of 
dwelling-places and similar sites in woodland and 
mountain areas, and in the archipelago, far from the 
sites and areas close to home are mostly absent. This 
is certainly the result of the lack of contact between 
historical and prehistoric archaeology. 

Another result of the separation between histor
ical and prehistoric archaeology is that the excav
ations in the medieval towns, to a large extent, have 
been guided by information gathered from written 
sources. 

Monument-archaeology, and archaeology based 
on written sources, are not especially Scandinavian, 
but they abound in the rest of Europe. The most ob
vious example 's the use of written sources and 
monuments in the study of classical archaeology. The 
classical archaeologists' use of Pausanias' reports 
from his travels in Greece, in the second century AD, 
is typical. His reports describe a great number of 
ancient monuments. Archaeologists have spent a lot 
of energy rediscovering these monuments. This is an 
obvious example of the restricting effect that the use 
of written sources has on archaeology. Classical 
archaeological research has been so concentrated on 
the monuments from the classical periods mentioned 
in the written sources, that sites relating to the lives 
of ordinary people have generally been ignored. 
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The dominance of monument-archaeology in 
Scandinavian historical archaeology was long-lasting, 
but, in the 19th century, objects of archaeological 
interest in the cultural deposits of the medieval towns 
began to be discovered. The cultural deposits them
selves were of less interest. It is typical for this period 
that the professional archaeologists had practically 
no interest in finds from the cultural deposits in the 
towns. They concentrated on prehistoric archaeology. 

When professionals took over the archaeological 
work in Scandinavian medieval towns, it was usually 
kept separate from the prehistoric archaeology. The 
cultural deposits in the medieval towns were pro
tected by law. The excavation of Bryggen, after the 
big fire in 1955, in the Hansa town of Bergen on the 
Norwegian west coast, was the start of modem exca
vations in medieval towns in Norway. Bryggen, with 
its large storehouses, was the quayside where the 
fishermen from north Norway brought their cod-fish 
for further distribution to Europe. 

The excavation developed into a large, money-
demanding project. It is not only the excavation but 
also the conservation of the finds that is expensive. If 
we look at the large amounts of money put into the 
archaeological investigations in the relatively few 
medieval towns in Norway, we could have expected 
that these investigations alone would have brought 
archaeology ahead. Therefore it is time to examine 
what this form of research has contributed to the 
development of archaeology. 

2 Today's strategies in the archaeology of 
medieval towns 

Tne Icelandic Sagas say thai king Olav Trygvason 
founded Trondheim, and king Olav Kyrre founded 
Bergen, Therefore, the principal goal for the excav
ation of the cultural deposits of these medieval towns 
has been to discuss how and when the towns were 
founded - an interesting question discussed by histo
rians for decades. My objection to this is that the 
information we have gained from the Sagas has lim
ited the scope of these investigations. The archaeo
logical interpretations are seen in relation to history, 
mostly without discussion of the value of the written 
sources. The use of Icelandic Sagas by archaeologists, 
without any discussion of their value as historical 
sources, is certainly due to a limited knowledge of the 
comprehensive linguistic and historical discussion 
surrounding the use of these Sagas during the post
war decades. 

Finds from excavations in medieval towns are 
usually published in groups: ceramics, household 
utensils, agricultural implements, etc., all individu

ally. This makes it difficult or even impossible to 
integrate the information from the many groups and 
to relate it to archaeological questions. Too often the 
finds are completely isolated, while the synthesis is 
strongly influenced by problems historians have 
formulated. With Hans Andersson (1989), it is justi
fied to ask why medieval archaeologists do not for
mulate their own questions. I want to widen this 
question to all historical archaeology. 

Questions about social structure in the towns, for 
example, are normally not discussed. However, a 
very important objection is that the towns are usually 
seen as isolated from their surroundings. This is also 
the result of a dependence on the written sources, 
since these are questions that the written sources do 
not normally say anything about Of course no town 
was isolated from its hinterland. In any case, the 
inhabitants of a town were dependent on the sur
rounding countryside for a food supply, even if the 
town itself had developed without any support from 
the area. Examples of questions demanding investig
ations of both the towns and their surroundings are: 

- Who lived in the towns? 
- Did the craftsmen come from the surrounding 
countryside? 
- Where did the food supplies come from? 
- Did urban and rural culture differ from each other, 
or did they influence each other? 

Not only have the written sources restricted his
torical archaeology, but also the way in which inves
tigations of churches, castles and monasteries have 
been done. These have concentrated so much on the 
monuments themselves that the everyday-life in the 
monasteries, for example, has been overlooked. The 
inhabitants of a monastery also had to cook, produce 
and mend clothes, and repair buildings. They also 
had to have some connections with the people in the 
surrounding countryside, and they certainly influ
enced them in many ways. 

I do not want to make Scandinavian urban medi
eval archaeologists responsible for this situation. The 
universities have not been aware of their responsibil
ity for the rural historical archaeology. For example, 
with regard to excavations performed due to devel
opment, it is much more difficult to argue for the 
funding of such excavations of rural historical 
dwelling-places, than it is for the excavation of 
cultural deposits in medieval towns. Why do we have 
this situation? 

Do we consider medieval town populations to be 
more important than populations living in the coun
tryside? 
- Is it because we think that towns, as places to live, 
are more interesting? 
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- Is it because towns are so often associated with 
the power of a king? 
- Is it because we find the archaeological institu
tions, and therefore the archaeologists, in the towns? 
- Is it because the cultural deposits in the towns are 
much more frequently threatened by development? 
- Is it because we are told so much about the towns 
by the written sources? 

The answer is probably a combination of affirm
ative replies to all the questions. But, personally, I 
think the last two questions are the most important 
ones. If this is so, why is it that only the medieval 
cultural deposits are usually excavated, while the 
younger layers are removed without investigation? 
Are archaeologists not interested in the living condi
tions of people in the 17th and 18th centuries? Why 
are these textiles, food remains, handicrafts and 
forms of living not as interesting as those in medieval 
times? Perhaps the abundance of written sources for 
this later period has made archaeology unwanted. Or 
do we already know the answers, because such a 
large body of material remains from these centuries 
has been preserved? If this is the case, we have for
gotten that these remains are often the most valuable 
ones. Everyday materials like worn out clothes and 
tools are almost never preserved. 

3 Other examples of archaeology as footnotes to 
history 

I have proposed earlier that archaeological excav
ations of medieval towns in Scandinavia are depend
ent on questions from the historians in the same way 
as classical archaeology is dependent on written 
sources. Authors of surveys in medieval archaeology 
are also looking at archaeology as a part of history (c. 
Andersson 1994,193). 

Historians often use the archaeological material 
as illustrations, while the serious text is limited to the 
written sources and to the questions they can answer. 
It is a challenge to archaeologists that our publica
tions about past historical periods are not exciting 
enough. This is especially valid for the medieval 
period, where the written sources are limited while 
the archaeological sources are rich. I think the reason 
why archaeology has to be satisfied with the role of 
being a footnote to the written sources so often is the 
archaeologists themselves, myself among them. 

Another example of the use of archaeology, as a 
comment on the written sources, is the way that 
Scandinavian finds in the British Isles are usually dis
cussed. The written sources tell us about the Viking 
raids on the British Isles. The most well-known raid 
is the one the British clergyman Alcuin (about AD 

730-804) tells us about, which is the plundering of 
the monastery on Lindisfame, on the coast of North
umberland, in the year of 793. 

In the British Isles, especially in the northern 
areas, the place-names are often said to be of Scan
dinavian origin. Names such as 'Scar' on the Orkneys 
are almost identical with Scandinavian names. Many 
non-Christian graves in the northern areas of the 
British Isles have the same types of grave-goods as 
Scandinavian graves. Several places in the British 
Isles have Scandinavian runic inscriptions (Holman 
1996). Since the written sources tell us that the 
Vikings came to these areas at the end of the Sth cen
tury, it is usually presented as a fact that graves and 
place-names with the same characteristics as Scan
dinavian ones are attributable to the early plundering 
raids and later colonisation of these areas by the 
Vikings. The belief in this theory, given to us by the 
written sources, is so strong that its value as a histor
ical source is not discussed. 

Why do archaeologists not discuss the possibility 
of a common culture in the North Sea basin (cf. 
Berglund 1995, 517-518)? In many areas along the 
North Sea coast the practice of having farm-houses in 
the same place for hundreds of years is usual. On the 
coast of north Norway the farm-mounds are a good 
example of that. The establishment of a farm-mound 
could start as early as around the birth of Christ, in 
the Viking Age, in the Medieval times or even later. 
The people living on the farm-mounds did not move 
until the distance between the houses and the nearest 
harbour became too far, due to the rising of the land. 
On the Orkneys, there are similar types of dwelling-
places (Davidson et al. 1983, 39-44). In Friesland 
(Frisia) the 'terpen' and 'Wurten'-sites are examples 
of tile same process, although the history of their 
formation diverges from that of the others. The Nor
wegian farm-mounds consist of fire-layers, remains 
of turfwalls and floor-boards, other types of building 
remains, waste-products (especially garbage), and 
humus (Bertelsen 1979, 1989, 171-182; Berglund 
1995, 345). The mounds in the flat, sinking Frisian 
landscape are consciously built up by man as protec
tion from flooding during the spring tides (cf. a.o. van 
Giffen 1936,40-47; Haamagel a.o. 1963). In addition 
to the material used to build up the 'terpen' and 
'Wurten' -sites, these mounds consist of similar 
material to the Norwegian farm-mounds. However, 
around the North Sea coast one can trace a common 
tradition of living in at the same place for a long time. 

It is noteworthy that the north Norwegian chief 
Ottar seems to have been able to make himself imder-
stood in England, in the 9th century (Bately 1980). In 
Trondheim, the power of the medieval archbishops 
encompassed Greenland, Iceland, the Faroe Islands, 

18 



Historical Archaeology - A Challenge for Archaeological Thought 

Fig. 2. - The possibilities for contacts between the peoples around the North Sea basin are very good as long as one can 
travel by ship. Therefore, contact must have been established long before the Viking period. 

the Orkneys, ihe Hebrides, and ihc Isle oiivlau. Tuis 
could be the result of an old fellowship around the 
basin. Politically, the areas seem to have been asso
ciated with each other in a North Sea prosperity in 
early Medieval times. 

In Herjólfsdalur, in the Westman Islands in Ice
land, Margrét Hermanns-Audardóttir (1989) has 
excavated farm-houses of Norse type older than the 
Viking Age. These results are in direct opposition to 
what the written sources from the medieval period 
tell us. According to these there were no people living 
in Iceland before the Viking Age, while in 
Herjólfsdalur the oldest settlement has been dated to 
the 7th century (Hermanns-Audardóttir 1989, 70). 
This is a good example of how our opinion can be 
dependent on the presence of written sources and 
what they say. The contrast between the archaeolog
ical evidence and the written evidence makes it 
necessary for us to strengthen both archaeological 
and historical source-criticism and methods. 

As soon as the peoples around the basin had 
developed sea-worthy enough boats, the contact 
between the different peoples must have been inten
sified. It is not difficult to think of the existence of a 
common culture around the basin, even a substantial 
time before the Viking period. The problem is that 
the information we gain from the written sources 
makes us unable to discuss the possibility of contacts 
around the North Sea basin older than the Viking Age. 

My opinion is that the archaeologists have the res
ponsibility to interpret the archaeological record, 
even if it does not correspond with the written 
sources. Why not study what the archaeological 
record can tell us about Scandinavian finds in the 
British Isles? Methodologically, it is very interesting 
to interpret these finds without being dependent on 
the written sources. Such comparisons, between the 
results from archaeological investigations and the 
written sources, also provide a good opportunity to 
develop prehistoric archaeology. 
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4 Archaeology on the boundary-line of other 
disciplines gives us independent knowledge 

In this case, I am looking at archaeology on the 
boundary of history, but other disciplines could also 
have been chosen. The study of archaeology in asso
ciation with other disciplines can refine the disci
pline. The questions we ask, about what knowledge 
we can gain from archaeology that we cannot gain 
from the written sources, must be strengthened. 
Below are some examples of areas of research that 
archaeology is able to answer. These are questions 
about: 
- where the dwelling-places were. The written sour
ces tell us what farms existed in an area. However, 
they do not say where the farms were situated. One 
cannot be sure that all the farms in a particular area 
are mentioned in the actual written source. This 
depends on why and how the source was created. 
- ordinary life and work in these dwelling-places. 
The Icelandic Sagas tell us about struggles and con
flicts in the aristocracy, and between the various 
kings and the aristocracy. The administrative written 
sources, such as land-registers, say which farms 
belonged to which landowner and how much the 
tenant had to pay the landowner. They do not tell us 
what people were eating and drinking, how the food 
was prepared, what kind of table-ware was used if 
any, or how hygienic the standard of the food-pre
paration was. Written sources seldom tell us about 
wood-carving, iron-working or other handicrafts 
used on a farm. 
- work in soapstone-mines and iron-bloomeries, 
hunting, fishing, summer dairying in the mountains, 
and other types of work in the woods, mountains and 
on the coast. Tne adminisxraiive writien sources deal
ing with Norway seldom mention these types of 
activities. The reason for this is that the Danish offi
cials who wrote these documents did not consider 
these activities, since in Denmark the farm and its 
lands were the most economically important re
source. In Norway other resources were often more 
important. 
- trade-goods and connections with other areas. 
Registers of taxable wares tell us about trade and 
trade-goods, but they are in complete and have 
mostly been lost for the period. It is the archaeolog
ical sources that tell us what the trade-goods looked 
like and where they came from. 
- long-term perspective. The written sources are not 
able to give us this as they are not old enough. 

As an example of the last point I can mention the 
archipelago Kvenvr, in the Atlantic outside Trond-
heim. The oldest known written sources first mention 
settlements on these islands in the 15th century. New 

archaeological excavations have shown that the area 
was already used for settlement several thousand 
years before the birth of Christ (Berglund & Johansen 
in prep.). In fact, the excavations have also revealed 
settlements from the Medieval period, the Iron Age 
and the Stone Age. 

The list of questions could, of course, have been 
much longer. In spite of the important archaeological 
questions we could ask, it is so easy to forget them, 
when we are working with access to the written 
sources. In these cases, we rely so much on the writ
ten sources, and the historians' interpretations of 
them, that we forget our own questions. We also for
get to compare the archaeological results with the 
historical results. By doing this we can also improve 
the prehistoric archaeology, as this type of archaeo
logy is unable to compare its results with contempor
ary written sources. 

As these comparisons between archaeology and 
history clarify what archaeology is best suited to tell 
us, we are simultaneously becoming aware of the 
limitations of archaeology and the advantages of his
tory. 

Since history, and the questions the historians arc 
asking, are so dominant, it is not my intention to do 
any further exploration of the discipline of history 
here. In fact, both the archaeologists and the histori
ans are trying to create their own pictures of the past 
As long as the foundation for the two disciplines is 
different, the pictures produced cannot be the same. 
Nor is this an appropriate aim since, in any case, it is 
impossible to create a true story of the past 

5 Conclusion 

The separation of prehistoric and historical 
archaeology, in 19th-century Scandinavia, has 
caused the two different types of archaeology to 
develop in different ways. Historical archaeology has 
been dependent on written sources and on monu
ment-archaeology, and on the boundary-line of the 
history of art. The result is that archaeological ques
tions have been suppressed while questions asked by 
historians have predominated. Now it is time to use 
the advantage historical archaeology has in being on 
the boundary-line of other disciplines, such as his
tory. 

With historical archaeology it is possible to look 
at the archaeological results in the light of what the 
written sources tell us. Obviously, this is not possible 
in prehistoric archaeology. Comparisons of knowl
edge gained from both the archaeological and the 
written sources make the advantages and disad
vantages of the two types of sources obvious. This 
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experience is also useful for prehistoric archaeology, 
and should also enable us to ask more interesting 
questions in this field. 
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Matthew H Johnson 

Medieval Archaeology: beyond Method and Theory 

The aim of this paper is to explore new approaches 
to medieval archaeology and history through the 
exploration of one site: that of Kenilworth Castle. 
Kenilworth, as a site, sits not just in the middle of 
England. It sits in the middle of our concerns as 
archaeologists. It occupies a place at the centre of our 
thoughts and labours and dreams as practitioners of 
the discipline at the end of the millenium. 

When I first thought of writing on this topic, I 
considered the question: which thematic session at 
Bruges does this paper fit into? Certainly it fits a 
'military' context. Kenilworth originated as a motte-
and-bailey earthwork castle, the ovoid form of the 
11th/12th century defences conditioning and struc
turing the later form of the stone palace. It was 
besieged in the 13th century by royal forces, the 
castle then being held by the supporters of the famous 
Simon de Montfort, of whom more a little later. 

But even the original foundation of the castle had 
more than a military significance. Alongside the 
castle there is a 12th century monastery, and a small 
town grew up around the castle and monastery. The 
first phase of Keniiwonh, then, can best be inter
preted as part of a classic piece of Norman elite land
scape, combining different elements of social power 
- the military (fortification), the economic (granting 
of borough rights, the deerpark), and the religious 
(monastery). 

So, if the castle is not purely military, it is also not 
alone in the landscape. We must look at its context. 

Kenilworth is also part of a symbolic re-ordering 
of the landscape. A complex series of artificial lakes 
and meres were created to the south and west of the 
castle. Whether these were originally purely defen
sive in nature we shall never know. By the 14th cen
tury, however, the large sheets of water in which the 
red sandstone towers of the castle were reflected had 
taken on a series of very precise and more wide-
ranging allusions. These allusions would have been 
read and understood by elite travelers and visitors as 
they made their way towards the castle along the 
series of causeways that spanned the waters. 

Beyond the sheets of water, a moated Pleasance 
was sited at the other end of the artificial lake. The 
Pleasance was out of sight of the castle, being hidden 
by a low hill. At the Pleasance were facilities for the 
docking of small boats and the housing of picnics. 
The Pleasance, then, carried a whole series of sym
bolic allusions and resonances. 

Perhaps, therefore, my Kenilworth paper fits not 
into military studies, but into economics, or religion 
and symbolism? 

There is a final area where my paper might fit, 
though no session is explicitly devoted to this theme: 
that of the material culture of'medievalism'. A self-
conscious medievalism was not purely the product of 
the 19th century. In the 1560s, Queen Elizabeth was 
welcomed to Kenilworth by the goddess of the lake 
rising from the waters and declaiming a speech. The 
speech was a complex narrative affirming the castle's 
links to its medieval past. It ends with the equation of 
the original British hero Arthur and Elizabeth herself. 
Over two centuries later Sir Walter Scott used Kenil
worth as the setting for his novel of that name. 
Kenilworth is a work that reads in so unbelievably 
turgid a manner to us that we can scarcely compre
hend its popularity with Scott's contemporaries. 

De Montfort, of course, as every English school-
child reared on the Whig interpretation of history 
knows, played a central role in the creation of Parlia
ment in the 13th century. De Montfort's less salubri
ous role in the persecution of the Jews has been rather 
more easily forgotten. So perhaps my paper should 
be put into a session entitled 'medieval archaeology 
in the present', focussing on nationalism, heritage 
and the socio-politics of the past 

Of course, none of these easy insertions into spe
cific thematic sessions are possible. The red ruins of 
Kenilworth defy us; the thoughts and emotions we 
experience as we walk through John of Gaunt's shat
tered hall can't be put into neat boxes in such an 
orderly fashion. 
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If the boxes don't follow from direct experience 
of the empirical material - the material remains of 
Kenilworth, or for that matter the material remains of 
the medieval past - where do they come from? They 
can only come from one place: the present. Divisions 
into towns and trade, military, artefacts, and so on 
reflect our concerns and preoccupations. They reflect 
an anachronistic imposition of our thoughts on to the 
past. They tell us more about the thoughts and fears 
of Europe in the late 20th century than they do about 

the Middle Ages. They are, by definition, theoretical 
divisions. In this sense, the session in which this pa
per appears is the least theoretical of all sessions, the 
first to sense a move beyond method and theory and 
to hint at the need for a more contextual approach. 

The ruins of Kenilworth laugh at us. They speak 
mockingly of a past that just wasn't like that. If as 
archaeologists we really wish to speak meaningfially 
of the Middle Ages we must listen to them. Their 
voices will not go away. 

Dr Matthew H Johnson 
Dept of Archaeology 

University of Durham 
South Road 

Durham 
UK 
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How can we find the keys to understand a medi
eval world of thinking? Is it possible for us to get an 
understanding of the thought and can the traces be 
used to reveal the thoughts of the past? 

These questions are the starting-points for my 
attempts to find a medieval time spirit. 

In medieval research, it is common to study a geo
graphical area in order to understand the environ
ment. Is it also possible to look upon historically 
known people in order to attain a picture of the time 
spirit? In studying people, we must find other 
methods than those we usually employ in archae
ology. Human nature is ambiguous and this ambigu
ity is a distinctive mark that we have to maintain. 
Human beings from medieval times have left us 
sources of various kinds, both materialistic and liter
ary. These sources act as messages directly or indi
rectly and our ambition is to understand the meaning 
of these phenomena. When studying medieval per
sonalities, the various kinds of sources speak to us. 
This language may be difficult to understand but with 
a careful approach to them and through a combin
ation of them, they reconstruct a world of ideas. 

The archaeologist Carl-Axle Moberg has critic
ized traditional archaeology for being positivistic. 
The museums and the care of relics have generated a 
concentration on finds and descriptions of finds in 
the basic university training in archaeology. This is 
because there is a great need for diggers, people who 
catalogue finds and the exhibition of finds. 

According to Moberg this has led to a searching 
only for information about time, geographical regions 
and the character of the sites. These questions have 
been more important than the interest in people and 
their lives. Instead of cutting the wings of archae
ology, we should come closer to history (Moberg 
1978,221 ff.). 

In historical research, there has for a long period 
been a discussion on how to study historical person
alities. In the 17th century, Descartes advocated a 
history that turned away from the people and instead 
focused upon nature, because nature lacks humanity 
and therefore its subjectivity. The philosopher's ideal 

Kristina Josef son 

In Search for a Medieval Spirit of Time 

was a science based on the precise language of 
mathematics. 

This approach has its opposite in the rhetoric of 
Giambattista Vico (1668-1744). According to him 
what we in a real sense can understand or have 
knowledge of is not of nature, but of things we have 
ourselves created, that means the phenomena which 
are shaped by mankind. This we can understand from 
inside us because our imagination can reconstruct 
them. We know what it means to be a human being 
and for instance to have feelings. On the other hand, 
we cannot understand the phenomena of nature. They 
are outside us; we cannot imagine what it means to be 
a bush. In history we are faced with a world created 
by human beings; it deals with their experiences and 
actions (Lübcke 1988, 575 f.). 

Vico argues that history is to be understood like 
the knowledge we have of a friend, her character, 
way of thinking and acting and the intuitive sense for 
nuances in her personality, emotions and ideas (Ber
lin 1976, x i n f.) 

Accomplishing an historical writing about histor
ical personalities might appear to be subjective. The 
researcher is influenced by her own experiences. We 
can never obtain one in a sense of scientific truth 
about human experience. 

But this subjectivism should not be despised. It is 
not on a par with relativism, on the contrary the inter
pretations must rest on careful, critical deliberations. 
It is not a matter of 'anything goes' but of a great 
cautiousness when approaching human experiences. 

The philosopher, archaeologist and historian R.G. 
Collingwood distinguishes between outer and inner 
relations of an event. The outer relations are data 
about the event, while the inner are the thoughts con
nected with it. In the research of history, we can first 
study the outer relations and then observe the inner 
ones. This is not only a study of the actual event but 
also the conscious action connected with i t This 
means we must search for the hidden thoughts behind 
it. We must pass the directly observable, find the 
thought and understand it. Hereby imagination is an 
important tool. Collingwood states that the work of 
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the historian is like that of a detective. Like the histo
rian, the detective starts with indications of various 
kinds and from this - with the help of imagination -
he constructs a picture of how the crime was com
mitted and by whom. But unlike the historian, the 
detective often obtains a confession from the perpe
trator (Collingwood 1994, 241 ff.). 

Now, however, a problem arises. With our expe
riences, how can we understand people from ancient 
times who lived under very different circumstances? 

The philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum is of the 
opinion that this deals with a responsiveness and 
illustrates it with an example from the anthropologist 
Martha Chens' work/l Quiet Revolution (1986). 

The example deals with women's education on 
the countryside in Bangladesh. A group of develop
ment assistance workers had the task to increase 
womens' ability to read and write in order to improve 
their possibilities to live a better life. This ability was 
seen as closely connected with other important values 
such as economic development, independence and 
self esteem. But this conviction had no roots in the 
local traditions of the villages where the women had 
no experience of education. Instead, it built upon the 
development assistance workers' experiences and 
opinions. They knew nothing about the womens' 
concrete way of living. Their lack of contextual 
knowledge made it impossible for them to succeed. 
What the women were offered, they thought of as 
boring and of little relevance. So the group had to 
change its attitudes. They did not abandon the con
viction that the ability to read and write was impor
tant to these women; on the other hand, however, 
they realized the necessity of understanding the 
womens' lives and thoughts. In this way, they gained 
a more subtle understanding of me situation. Tney 
learned to understand the context in which these 
women lived and were active and the particular quali
ties which were shaped by their poverty and their 
limitations (Nussbaum 1995, 153 f.). 

This is a way of arriving at understanding. We 
should not transfer our own values to a material, but 
must be sensitive to the context, the unique and par
ticular environment. It is possible to study another 
cultural situation. There are, according to Nussbaum, 
certain features common to all people which makes 
it possible for us to understand the thinking and 
acting of others. These qualities are basic experien
ces which are fundamental to us all, i.e. fear of death 
or our need for kinship with other people. These 
qualities work as bridges between different cultures 
(Nussbaum 1995,159 f.). 

History is what people have done and what has 
happened to them. Human beings are subjects bound 
under natural laws, there is a need for food, shelter 

and reproduction. This never seems to have changed 
throughout the centuries and it seems to underline the 
collectiveness of human actions. Moreover we can 
study peoples' emotions and thoughts but this requir
es, as Isaiah Berlin puts it, the use of common sense 
and a constructive imagination (Berlin 1980,105 £). 

The historians of science Allan Janik and Stephen 
Toulmin have underlined the importance of contex
tual studies. In their work Wittgenstein's Vienna 
(1973), they investigate the background for Wittgen
stein's ideas and thoughts. They write: 

'Despite the valiant efforts of positivists to purify 
philosophy of historical dross and reframe its ques
tions in the kind of abstract, general form already 
familiar in mathematics, the philosophical problems 
and ideas of actual men - the young Ludwig Witt
genstein, as much as anyone - confront us like geo
logical specimens in situ; and, in the process of chip
ping them free from their original locations, we can 
easily forget the historical and cultural matrix in 
which they took shape, and end by imposing on them 
a sculptural form which reflects the preoccupations, 
not of their author, but of ourselves.' (Janik & 
Toulmin 1973,27). 

The authors mean that we have to understand the 
context in order to avoid misunderstandings. Only in 
subjects like pure mathematics we are allowed to 
overlook the historical and cultural environment in 
which the arguments and concepts were invented and 
seen. In this kind of studies, we can perhaps assess 
weaknesses and merits isolated from the environ
ment. This is not, however, possible in subjects like 
philosophy and history. Janik and Toulmin scrutinize 
Vienna regarding Wittgenstein's childhood, the 
political and social problems, the cultural activities 
and the general philosophical overall conception 
common to all thinkers as much as to the academic 
philosophers. 

It is important to understand the economy, politics 
and cultural situation at that time. To reach an under
standing of ideas and thoughts we should use various 
kinds of sources; written, artistic and architectural are 
examples which transmit conceptions and ideas. If 
we can combine these sources they might give us a 
picture of a medieval thinking. But how can this com
bination be made as the sources are very different? 

The medieval archaeologist Anders Andrén sug
gests that a combination of the sources thing and 
script can give us a wider understanding of ancient 
times. Through various media, we can study the 
physical state, actions, world of conceptions, langu
age, music, movement and speech of human beings. 
We can, Andrén claims, come closer to the human 
totality although no media can give us a total picture 
(Andrén 1988,17 f.). 
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A medieval archaeologist who also uses written 
sources comes closer to the subject of history but has 
also the advantage of studying the material traces. 
Both things and scripts transmit conceptions and 
ideals, but in different ways. The question is: how 
can they meet? 

They can complement and support each other. 
The art historian Richard Krautheimer has given a 
perspective on this subject. According to him it might 
be difficult to understand the meaning of architecture 
to the medieval person. When medieval texts com
pare two buildings with each other and state that one 
is similar to the other, the similarity might not seem 
convincing to us. Perhaps, Krautheimer writes, this is 
because medieval conceptions of what made build
ings comparable differ from ours. In medieval time, 
there was no strong attention for geometrical figures. 
If an item had more than four comers it was regarded 
as a circle (Krautheimer 1969, 116 f.). 

Can the combinations of sources give us insights 
that otherwise would have been alien to us if the 
comparison had not been made? Can the knowledge 
obtained give us a common medieval understanding? 
One possibility to gain a deeper understanding of the 
medieval world of ideas is to start with unique exam
ples; persons of whom we have enough detailed 
knowledge in order to create a notion of a unique 
world of ideas. The historical person may give us an 
insight into a medieval thinking. Through reconstruc
tive imagination we try to recreate an atmosphere - a 
spirit of time. The individual person's way of think
ing is influenced by the environment in which she or 
he lived; through caution and openness, we should try 
to arrive at an understanding The caution consists of 
responsiveness and a critical attitude, openness of the 
ability 10 discern the salient features. 

Like attempting to learn to know a friend, we try 
to learn to understand the medieval person. But in the 
friendship there must be a distance. We are not 
allowed to be so engaged that we loose the critical 
stance. The picture obtained is as ambiguous as 
human nature. This must be accepted because the 
material is rooted in a living tradition and is not uni
versal. 

During the 13 th century, a monk named Petrus de 
Dacia (approx. 1230-1289) lived in Visby, Gotland. 
He belonged to a group of people who had the oppor
tunity to study at universities in Europe. Petrus took 
part of higher education in both Colonia and Paris. 

During this period, Visby was constructing large 
buildings; there was an intense creation of art and 
churches. During the days of glory of the town, more 
churches were built here than anywhere else. There 
was a variety, a prosperity and a Christian devotion 
(Lagerlof & Svanström 1990,13 f.). 

In the 1250s, a Dominican order was founded in 
an older church building, which was rebuilt accord
ing to new ideals. A simplification of the stylistic 
features is conveyed. The church room was enlarged 
in order to have room for more people, the tower was 
pulled down and the apse taken away. The new 
church building is characterized through clear and 
simple proportions. 

Petrus de Dacia wrote a biography about Kristina 
of Stommeln. This and their correspondence are 
sustained to the after-world. After having met Kris
tina for the first time. Petrus was caught by her 
humbleness and piety. Their meetings developed into 
a close friendship which lasted for many years. 
There is a constant feature in their story. It deals 
with the question of how they shall be able to live a 
virtuous life, so that they can be one with Christ. 
Their lives are ruled by the conception of God. The 
book gives us historical facts, but above all it is a 
description of life, a book filled with thoughts from 
medieval times. 

In the text, we can distinguish ideals comparable 
with the scholastic philosophers. The whole exist
ence is grounded in a hierarchical order. At the top of 
the hierarchy stands the pure materia. The human 
being stands over all other things in nature, since she 
or he is provided with sense. The finite can to a great 
extent understand the endless, but this godly 
knowledge is limited. Through revelation we can 
gain deeper knowledge of the essence of God. 
Through her ability to see revelations, Kristina has a 
higher position in the hierarchy than Petrus has. 

Both the stylistic traits of the church and the text 
by Petrus have common features which remind of 
each other. One strives after a simple style of life, 
wheic everybody fits into the system. The absence 
of church towers and Petrus' minimizing his own 
value make the message plain: man should not 
plume himself. The picture of the world is charac
terized by a totality where everything has its given 
place. 
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Richesse archéologique: source historique et loisir culturel. 
Le cas d'Ourense, Galice 

En cet endroit, dans cette ville de Brugge qui a su 
si bien conserver son heritage historique, cette inter
vention peut paraitre tres inopportune. C'est une re
flexion formulée depuis un pays, la Galice, dans le 
nord-ouest de la Péninsule Ibérique, oü l'exploitation 
archéologique du passé medieval est encore tres 
réduite et oü le chercheur du passé medieval - et 
même toute personne intéressée - trouve dans la 
dilapidation du patrimoine de nombreux motifs de 
regret. Je suis néanmoins certain qu'une probléma-
tique identique se présente en beaucoup d'autres 
lieux. Les lignes suivantes veulent attirer 1'attention 
sur cette situation, pour démontrer - dans la perspec
tive de l'historien, pas de l'archéologue - l'utilité que 
les sources archéologiques ont pour 1'étude du monde 
urbain. 

L'archéologie médiévale en Galice 

On ne peut en disconvenir: l'archéologie médié
vale est toujours une curiosité en Galice. On ne con-
sidère absolument pas qui'il soit indispensable pour 
un medieviste d'etre plus ou moins inirié a i:archéo
logie, ni même d'utiliser dans ses travaux les moin-
dres informations provenant de cette discipline - bien 
qu'il soit de bon ton le faire. Le curriculum acadé-
mique se contente de quelques matières de Troisième 
Cycle. Jusqu'ici, l'Histoire médiévale se bomait 
exclusivement a 1'étude des archives, sinon simple-
ment aux livres ou a la speculation. 

Les raisons de cette situation sont évidentes. On 
considère que 1'énorme (et heuresement brillant) 
développement de l'archéologie préhistorique chez 
nous - grace aus tres féconds efforts du Séminaire 
des Etudes Galiciennes durant les années 30 et de 
F.L. Cuevillas par après, continues avec succes a 
1'interieur et en dehors de l'Université de Saint-
Jacques-de-Compostelle - a fait s'identifier l'Archéo-
logie avec la Préhistoire, empêchant d'orienter égale-
ment les efforts vers les périodes postérieures, con-
sidérant que cela était superflu. En fait, l'intitulé du 
Département universitaire concemé le reconnaït 

implicitement, parce qu'il unit les deux denomina
tions. Mais cette explication est erronnée (ou du 
moins incomplete) et elle dévoile une certaine reti
cence è assumer les propres responsabilités. 

En fait, le monopole de la préhistoire en archéo
logie est deja cassé en quelques points. Appliquée a 
la période de la romanisation, l'archéologie a permis 
de remarquables progrès, et aujourd'hui elle se trouve 
en plein développement, aussi bien dans les aires 
rurales et maritimes (fouilles de villae agraires et 
cotieres) que dans les villes, avec de récentes trou
vailles révélatrices a La Corogne, a Pontevedra et a 
Vigo. Certes, pour cette époque les documents sont 
tres limités et, a cause de cela, l'archéologie a tou
jours été considerée comme activité legitime. En 
revanche, l'histoire contemporaine n'est pas sujette a 
cette limitation, tout au contraire, mais les chercheurs 
savent néanmoins de plus en plus apprécier l'aide de 
l'archéologie industrielle ou navale qui, malgré un 
reel retard, commencent aussi a faire leurs premiers 
pas chez nous. 

Tout cela ne signifie cependant pas que 1'archéo
logie médiévale n'ait absolument pas avance, ces 
lignes n'auraient pas été possibles sinon. Mais son 
progrès est limité et discontinu. D'ailleurs, une 
grande partie des découvertes concemant la période 
médiévale ont été produites au cours de fouilles 
réalisées avec une fïnalité et suivant des methodes 
propres a la préhistoire ou a l'histoire de l'art; elles 
sont, en ce sens, plutöt fortuites. En tout cas, les 
découvertes strictement médiévales (faites depuis la 
Guerre Civile) peuvent être comptabilisées rapide-
ment: quelques nécropoles suèves (la plus importante 
dans le sous-sol de la Cathédrale de Saint-Jacques, 
une autre, aussi grande, a O Grove); quelques nécro
poles du haut Moyen age (par exemple a Allariz, 
découverte pendant un reconditionnement); a Padron-
Iria (prés de Compostelle) on a entamé la fouille du 
chateau archiépiscopal de La Roche, oü ont été trou-
vés d'intéressants restes architecturaux etartistiques; 
auparavant y avaient été étudiées les restes des tours 
occidentales; il y a quelques années on a fait (par 
fouille de sauvetage et de fa^on incomplete) des 
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trouvailles de structures portuaires a Pontevedra; 
récemment on a fait des fouilles en des points bien 
determines du périmêtre défensif haut-médiéval de 
Saint-Jacques; enfin, les bulletins des musées re-
cueillent des trouvailles épigraphiques et céramiques. 
Il manquera peu de chose dans ce rapide dossier. 

Quand, en 1980, on a réuni a Saint-Jacques-de-
Compostelle, un "Séminaire d'Archéologie duNord-
Ouest Péninsulaire" (sans continuité), ses sections 
voulaient, dans un but tres sage, embrasser Ie Moyen 
Age. Mais, dans la pratique, elles se sont elles-même 
limitées au haut Moyen Age, peut-être encore parce 
qu'on considérait que Ie seul but de l'archéologie 
consiste a suppleer Ie manque de sources écrites. 
Malgré cela, les deux communications médiévales1 

se bomaient a 1'analyse des réseaux urbains au regard 
des témoignages architecturaux visibles, c'est-a-dire, 
sans aucune intervention archéologique. 

L'archéologie, source historique 

Cependant, nous avons tous conscience que 
l'archéologie constitue une source indispensable pour 
la recherche en uistoire médiévale, de sorte que, tout 
en étant parfois profanes dans ses techniques, nous ne 
pouvons pas éviter d'inclure autant que possible Ie 
répertoire des témoignages archéologiques visibles 
dans toute étude globale d'une certaine société, aussi 
bien rurale qu'urbaine; traces de vieilles unites 
d'exploitation agraire, restes de 1'infrastructure des 
Communications, d'installations industrielies, vesti
ges de l'enceinte urbaine, elements défensifs, rues, 
batiments, installations portuaires; pour les époques 
antérieures 1'information foumie par les trouvailles 
numismatiques a en outre une grande valeur 

Il semble que la methodologie oblige a faire place 
a ce chapitre dans la recherche. M. Barceló critique 
non sans raison cette fonction de "banale illustration" 
a laquelle Ie médiévisme veut limiter l'archéologie2; 
mais il faut aussi 1'interpreter comme un salutaire dé-
sir de la part des historiens. 

On ne peut pas nier la priorité du document écrit 
dans l'histoire médiévale (et Ourense en possède un 

1 X. BARREIRO SOMOZA & P. DEL LLANO CABADO, 

Estructuracion urbana de Compostela (1037-1140); A. LÓPEZ 
CARREIRA, A estructura urbana de Ourense no século XV, Adas 
del II Seminaria de Arqueologia del Noroeste (Santiago de 
Compostela. 1980), Madrid, 1983. 
2 BARCELÓ M. 1988: Arqueologia medieval. En la afueras 
del "med/eva/Zsmo ", Barcelona, 12. 
3 Ibid., 74-75. 
4 Ibid.,U. 
5 J. ARMAS CASTRO, Pontevedra en los siglos XII a XV. 

grand volume), mais il est également vrai que, en 
l'utilisant exclusivement, notre vision de la réalité 
reste incomplete et plusieurs aspects ne sont nulle-
ment éclairés. L'auteur cité ci-dessus rappele que 
certains secteurs sociaux ne sont pas représentés dans 
la documentation, soit parce qu'ils n'ont pas produit 
d'écrits, soit parce qu'elle est perdue ou dispersée; en 
tout cas - poursuit-il - la volonté de transmission de 
la documentation écrite lui doime une intention déter-
minée3. 

Done, l'archéologie complete nos champs d'obser-
vation ou bien les illumine elle même. Prenons un 
exemple révélateur (récemment exposé): même avec 
l'aide de l'iconographie (representations, dessins) 
nous ne pouvons pas reconstuire une caravelle du 
XVe siècle avec la précision suffisante pour qu'elle 
puisse naviguer avec succes; seules les découvertes 
tres récentes (sous la direction du pro£ F, Alves) de 
témoignages archéologiques de ces bateaux (tantter-
restres que sous-marins) a Aveiro et Lisbonne (Por
tugal) permettront leur reconstruction fidele. 

"L'objectif de l'archéologie est de produire des 
connaissances historiques"4. C'est pour cela que 1c 
médiéviste, de la même faijon qu'il a étendu son 
attention de la documentation royale et seigneuriale 
a celle privée a mesure que ses champs d'étude se 
sont élargis, doit aussi inclure de plus en plus les 
données de l'archéologie dans ses sources. 

Le model e d'Ourense 

En Galice, les villes de Pontevedra5 et Ourense6 

sont les seules a avoir fait l'objet, jusqu'a présent, 
d'études completes concemant le Moyen age. Con-
cemant cette demière, nous ne pouvons réellement 
guère aj outer du neuf a tout ce qui a déja été publié et 
qui sont des observations de 1'historiën attendant 
1'intervention de l'archéologue. Mais au dela du fait 
d'avoir fait l'objet de nos recherches, elle offre sans 
doute un modèle privilegie: ville moyenne (environ 
4.000 habitants vers la moitié du XVe siècle7), elle 
controle un passage important sur une grande rivièrc 
(le Mino), que tout le trafic entre la Galice cotière et 

Configuración y desarrollo de una villa marinera en la Galicia 
medieval, Pontevedra, 1992. J. JUEGA PUIG, A. DE LA P E S A 
SANTOS & E. SOTELO RESURRECCION. Pontevedra, villa 
amurallada, Pontevedra, 1995. 
6 A. LÓPEZ CARREIRA, Ourense no século XV. Economia e 
sociedade urbana na Baixa Idade Media, Vigo, 1991; ID., A 
cidade de Ourense no século XV. Sociedade urbana rnt Galicia 
baixomedieval, Ourense, 1997. 
7 Vid. E. ENNEN, Die europaische Stadi des Mittelalters, 
Göttingen, 1987,225. 
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Fig. 1. - Rue médiévale. 

l'intérieur du pays doit traverser sur un pont dont la 
construction initiale remonte a 1'époque romamc; 
elle est siège episcopal et la Cathédrale y exerce ïa 
jurisdiction seigneuriale (l'évêque) et territoriale (le 
Chapitre); elle exploite avec profit une agriculture 
viticole intensive destinée a 1'exportation, et entre ses 
murs prospérait un riche éventail de l'artisanat, sur-
tout le textile. Comme toute la Galice urbaine, 
Ourense fut un protagoniste important des conflits 
durant la deuxième partie du XlVe siècle et de la 
moitié du XVe, avec de lourdes consequences maté-
rielles. Malgré une interessante tradition d'études 
historiques, archivistiques et archéologiques, et sur-
tout une richesse documentale sans egale en Galice, 
il n'y a cependant aucun indice de progrès dans le 
domaine de l'archéologie médiévale, et son patn-
moine, nullement négligeable, demeure toujours a la 
vue des observateurs... et se consume inexorable-
ment. 

L'analyse superficielle du patrimoine archéo
logique 

A cöté d'une exhaustive documentation médié
vale (gardée aux Archives de la Cathédrale -ACO- et 
aux Archives Historiques départementales -AHO-), 
Ourense conserve en état relativement excellent la 
structure de son enceinte urbaine historique. Certes, 
la documentation nous permet de reconstruire en 
bonne partie la ville médiévale, mais elle est évi-
demment insuffisante pour connaïtre des aspects 
importants qu'elle ne reflète pas. Il n'y a que le 
travail sur le terrain qui peut foumir des informations 
sur le tracé irregulier des rues et sur leur largeur, sur 
l'étendue des demeures et leur occupation; sans ces 
ressources tout plan que nous pourrions dresser res-
terait inexact ou superficiel. 

Ces données sont conservées au-dessus du sol et 
avec elles (et l'aide de la documentation) on peut 
aussi confirmer et évaluer les différentes étapes du 
développement du noyau urbain, en identifiant les 
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Fig. 2. - Aspect extérieur d'une maison. 

zones construites et celles oü les vergers et terrains 
incultes ont subsisté au fil du temps (on dispose 
égalerment de plans du siècle dernier pour le con-

firmer). La delimitation la plus exacte possible du 
plan constitue un pas crucial pour établir la capacité 
démographique de la ville; dans notre cas on peut 
pour cet aspect facilement remonter jusqu'au XVe 
siècle grace a une documentation exceptionnelle, 
mais, pour les périodes antérieures, il faut utiliser 
1'analyse de 1'espace occupé, ce en quoi 1'archéolo
gie devient indispensable. 

Les documents citent les elements et les maté-
riaux de la maison urbaine médiévale (fig. 1); lis par-
courent même son intérieur. Mais cela n'aurait pas 
suffi a nous faire une idéé exacte (ils ne parlent 
jamais de la cuisine, par exemple) si quelques bail
ments (tres rares et en nombre toujours plus restreint) 
n'eussent conserve leur aspect extérieur et les maté-
riaux originaux. Peut-être que certaines maisons de la 
vieille ville, avec proliferation de bois, n'aient guère 
altéré leur structure intérieure au cours des siècles 
(fig. 2). 

Enfin, les batiments seigneuriaux montrent 
l'exercice du pouvoir, parce que leur signification 
politique se manifeste simplement a travers leur éten-
due et la position qu'ils occupaient dans la ville. 

Tout ceci est bien connu. Il s'agit de methodes de 
base utilisées dans toutes les études sur la ville 
médiévale et on a seulement besoin de I'heureusc 
circonstance d'une bonne condition de transmission, 
sans alterations par les destructions de la guerre ou 
par des interventions urbanistiques assez agressives. 
A Ourense il n'est arrive rien de tout cela, encore que 
la speculation urbanistique ne soit pas absente non 
plus: on a altere en certains points la largeur originale 
des rues considerées historiques et on a même bati, il 
y a quelques années, une nouvelle place au coeur de 

Fig. 3. - Elements défen-
sifs de la cathédrale. 
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la zone monumentale. Au début du siècle, une église 
gothique complete a été arrachée de son lieu et 
déplacée. Mais, malgré tout, la structure de la ville 
médiévale subsiste dans la vieille ville, avec toute 
son enceinte. 

Ce que la recherche découvre sur Ie terrain 

Un deuxième niveau d'observation suppose déja 
une petite recherche sur place, pour attirer l'attention 
sur ce que, peut-être, on ne voit pas de prime abord. 
Alors sortent des vestiges tres interessants, il est sur-
prenant qu'ils demeurent encore exposes au total 
abandon. 

La structure defensive fondamentale a 1'intérieur 
de la ville était constituée par la Cathédrale et par Ie 
palais episcopal. La première a été peu alterée par la 
succession des styles architectoniques et conserve en 
essence son aspect original. Mais Ie second a souffert 
des alterations remarquables et on peut aujoud'hui Ie 
reconstuire grace aux fouilles archéologiques diri-
gées par F. Farina8 (fig. 3). 

Ourense n'avait pas de muraille, mais elle avait, 
malgré cela, des portes a l'entrée des rues. Ellcs ont 
toutes disparues, mais non sans laisser de trace: la 
documentation décrit Tune d'elles superficiellement 
au XVe siècle; ailleurs, un pilastre (déjè du XVIe 
siècle) de la Porte de l'Aire (Porta da Aira) subsiste 
sur place, incrusté dans le mur d'une maison, quoi-
qu'il passe en general inapergu (fig. 4). 

Le chateau Ramiro (Castelo Ramiro) - apparte-
nant aussi a la mitre - est situé dans la banlieue; il fut 
définitivement rendu inutile en avril 1467, pendant la 
Revolution Irmandina. Ses restes sont demeurés par-
faitement visibles jusqu'ii y a quelques années, quand 
la municipalité a construit sur le même terrain un 
reservoir d'eau. De toute fafon, un simple coup d'oeil 
a cet endroit permet de voir les restes d'une muraille 
et d'évaluer son enceinte. Une fouille pourrait reve
ler, avec certitude, une grande quantité d'information 
(fig- 5). 

On peut dire la même chose sur le réseau des com
munications9. Les documents nous informent sur les 
chemins importants, mais il n'est possible de les tracer 
sur plan qu'en suivant a pied les tronfons qui subsis
tent (et ceux que nous nous rappelons encore). C'est 
le cas de celui qui menait jusqu'au Vieux Port (Porto 
Velio) prés du fleuve, aujourd'hui partiellement trans-
formé en rues urbaines. Nous pouvons le suivre paral-
lèlement au fleuve pour aboutir finalement a la place 
du port, après avoir dépassé le petit sanctuaire gothi
que de Sainte-Marie (un peu spolié déja). 

Dans l'aire suburbaine il y avait des constructions 
industrielles. Quelques unes ont totalement disparu 

Fig. 4. - Pilastre de la Porta da Aira. 

de notre vue et nous ne les connaisons plus qu'a tra
vers la documentation écrite, mais il y en a d'autres 
qui subissent (avec difficulté) le passage du temps, 
ruinées ou transformées. Les moulins fluviaux con
stituent un groupe tres notable10, enregistrés dans les 
documents a 1'époque médiévale et utilises presque 
jusqu'a nos jours. Leurs murs et leur machinerie 
restent caches par la vegetation des rivages. 

AU centre de ia viile, devant le vestibule de 
l'église Sainte-Marie Mere, était le cimetière medie
val. Son enceinte est devenue place publique et des 
travaux de conditionnement y ont mis a jourplusieurs 
tombes, parmi lesquelles quelques unes avec les 
symboles habituels des métiers. 

Certes, si nous dirigeons notre attention vers 
1'archéologie spatiale, les vestiges se multiplieront, 
avec d'importants apports sur la structure du plan de 
la ville et, dans les campagnes, sur les modalitées 
d'exploitation de l'agriculture intensive et commer-
ciale de la contrée, encore évidentes dans les petites 
unites (leiras) viticoles typiques. 

8 F. FARINA BUSTO, Pazos, torres e curral do bispo de 
Ourense, Ourense, 1994. 
9 E. FERRAIRA PRIEGUE, LOS caminos medievales de Calicia, 
Ourense, 1988. 
10 LEMA BENDAIVIA X.R., Muinos nas proximidades da cidade 
de Ourense, Boletin Auriense XI, Ourense, 1981. 

33 



A. López Carreira 

Fig. 5. 
Ramiro. 

Mur du chateau 

Restes archéologiques occultes 

^ i oul cc 4ui vient u etre expose peut etre appreci 
par toute personne modérément observatrice, par 
celui qui connait sa ville. Cependant, le chercheur 
re^oit au moyen de la documentation de 1'infor
mation sur beaucoup d'autres elements fontamentaux 
de la ville médiévale, totalement disparus de la sur
face, mais qui, bien sür, pourront reparaïtre avec une 
intervention archéologique systématique. Les docu
ments indiquent simplement leur existence, mais ils 
ne permettent pas de connaitre leur aspect et parfois 
même pas leur situation. 

Plusieurs fois ils parlent de deux etablissements 
de bains (un pour les hommes et 1'autre pour les 
femmes). Ils existent encore aujourd'hui et il n'y a 
pas de raison pour penser que leur emplacement ait 
pu changer. Mais aucune étude archéologique n'a été 
réalisée et il est certain que si on en faisait une, on 
trouverait des structures médiévales; peut-être même 
sont elles visibles a l'oeil nu. 

Bien que nous connaissions la forme et les mesu-
res des rues, il y a des elements importants qui nous 
échappent, tel le revêtement de la chaussée et l'écou-
lement des eaux. On doit assumer que la plupart 
étaient simplement en terre et que les eaux s'écou-
laient par oü elles trouvaient un chemin, mais un 
document révèle qu'au XVe siècle il y avait des 
tron9ons pavés et des canalisations. Ces mentions 

" GALLEGO DOMINGUEZ O., Torres, puertas y cerca de la 
ciudad de Orense, Boletin Auriense II, Ourense, 1972. 

sont assez imprécises et il faudrait une intervention 
archéologique pour chercher ces elements, avec 
l'avantage que les documents nous donnent leur 
localisation spatiale. 

Une autre inconnue subsiste concemantr enceinte 
defensive. Il ne peut y avoir de doute qu'en plein 
Moyen age (c'est-a-dire, quand on consolide le 
noyau urbain) Ourense n'avait pas - on l'a déja dit -
une veritable muraille1', mais des documents du XVe 
siècle révèlent l'existence de tronfons de cloture 
(cerca) et de fossé (camzva), en donnant leur situa
tion approximative. Il sera possible de réaliser des 
fouilles a des endroits determines et les résultats 
foumiront des données tres utiles pour l'histoire de la 
ville, en précisant les rares references écrites. 

On doit encore mentionner un dernier element a 
l'intérieur de la ville, sur lequel on a assez spéculé, jus-
tement a cause du manque de ces données évidentes 
que seule 1'archéologie peut foumir. Ourense est la 
seule ville de Galice qui possède une documentation 
abondante sur la communauté juive. Maintes fois on 
parle de la synagogue et, avec une recherche minu-
tieuse, nous arrivons a peu prés a trouver son empla
cement. On ne peut pas, cependant, avoir une garantie 
complete, parce que rien n'en est visible. Et nous ne 
connaissons encore moins le cimetière juif, qui n'est 
jamais mentionne dans les textes. L'intérêt de ces deux 
elements, si caracteristiques de la ville médiévale, est 
évident. Or, on n'a jamais entamé de recherche dans 
cette direction, quoique l'espoir peut paraitre fondé 
que des vestiges en subsistent sous terre. 

La même chose se produit dans l'aire suburbaine: 
les documents nous mettent sur la piste de construc-

34 



Richesse archéologique: source historique et loisir culture! 

tions intéressantes, dont il n'y a aucun reste visible. 
Nous ne savons absolument rien (sauf la mention) du 
four a tuiles (forno telleiró) qui exista aux environs 
de Saint-Lazare, et encore moins du four destine a la 
fabrication de chaux. Tous les deux constituaient 
alors des elements significatifs du paysage urbain; 
peut-être étaient-ce les elements les plus visibles 
d'une industrie élémentaire de 1'époque, animée 
d'une intense activité axée sur la construction des 
batiments de la ville et du Pont Majeur sur Ie Mino. 

Justement, pendant qu'on restaurait ce pont, tout au 
long du XVe siècle, tout Ie trafic a dü traverser Ie 
fleuve au moyen de deux grandes barques, reliant les 
deux ports respectifs: Ie Port du Terrón {k cóté du pont) 
et Ie Vieux Port (en amont)12. On peut localiser ces 
deux endroits; Ie premier parce qu'on l'a utilise pres-
que jusqu'aujourd'hui et l'autre parce qu'on y a bati 
une construction hydraulique. Mais en ce qui conceme 
leur aspect medieval, nous disposons seulement des 
renseignements impressionistes foumis par les docu
ments. La recherche archéologique sera ici tres facile. 

Les problèmes que pose l'intervention archéo
logique 

Notre exposé révèle la richesse du patrimoine 
archéologique d'Ourense et sa valeur fondamentale 
comme source historique. Ce n'est pas une nou
veauté: les chercheurs réunis autour du Bulletin de la 
Commission départementale des Monuments en 
avaient déja conscience au moins depuis les pre
mières décennies du siècle présent. Mais il est vrai 
que, pour l'instant, on n'a pas encore procédé a une 
recherche systématique et a la sauvegarde du patri
moine medieval de la ville. Au contraire, ie pèril 
d'une disparition definitive est aujoud'hui imminent, 
devant 1'expansion urbanistique désorganisée, et 
beaucoup de restes ont déja été sévèrement atteints. 

Le désintéressement des responsables laisse n'im-
porte qui perplexe, car la conservation dépend des 
decisions politiques. En effet, les raisons de nature 
technique et économique ne sont pas en elles-même 
déterminantes. Il n'y a pas de problèmes techniques 
insurmontables pour procéder a une fouille. C'est 
particulièrement vrai dans l'aire suburbaine, mais 
cela ne doit pas non plus provoquer de grands contre
temps a l'intérieur de l'enceinte, et en fait l'exécution 
de fouilles de sauvetage est une pratique normale 
dans beaucoup de villes européennes. Le facteur éco
nomique est plus lourd, mais seulement en fonction 
de la position tres basse qu'on a impartie a ces acti-
vités sur l'échelle des priorités. 

Ce sont les facteurs de nature politique qui sont 
décisifs. On tient compte, en bonne partie, des diffï-

cultés que provoque une intervention archéologique 
a l'intérieur des enceintes urbaines, surtout dans les 
propriétés privées situées dans les noyaux histo-
riques: de telles interventions nuisent sans doute a 
quelque intérêt et engendrent quelque impopularité. 
Et si l'on n'assume pas en pleine conscience la néces-
sité de ce type d'activités, on trouvera toujours 
d'autres lieux oü apparemment il est plus rentable 
d'investir de l'argent. On suppose (mais cela n'a pas 
été démontré) que la recherche archéologique ne se 
traduit pas immédiatement en popularité politique. 

C'est pour cela que, quand des vestiges archéo-
logiques entravent 1'expansion ou la renovation 
urbaines et qu'une collision se produit entre ces inte
rets opposes, les lois de protection du patrimoine et 
les normes urbanistiques sont méprisées et parfois 
ostensiblement transgressées de la part des autorités 
municipales mêmes. Certes, il y a des lois et, en theo
rie, des commissions du patrimoine fonctionnent 
avec la mission de synchroniser construction et con
servation. Dans la pratique elles sont évidemment 
inopérantes (par negligence, par complicité et par 
manque de capacités exécutoires). L'approbation, 
l'année demière, d'un plan de protection du noyau 
historique (y compris les allegations de l'opposition 
quant aux elements essentiels de la banlieue) n'em-
pèche absolument pas que les dissimulations de la 
part des particuliers affectés et la negligence de la 
part des autorités soient encore pratiques courantes. 
En demière instance on procédé a de rapides inter
ventions d'urgence, avec la perte irreparable de beau
coup d'informations. 

L'alternative de l'usage public 

Or, la conservation du patrimoine fait partie du 
progrès de la qualité de vie. Il faut sans doute faire un 
effort culturel capable de donner conscience au 
citoyen de l'importance qu'a la connaissence de la 
propre histoire et du capital humain accumulé dans 
nos villes au cours des siècles. Mais il est tout aussi 
fondamental d'assurer a tous ces témoignages une 
valeur d'usage concret, physique. 

Cela n'est peut-être pas quantifiable du point de 
vue strict du marché, mais on le permit manifes-
tement. Prés d'Ourense il y a l'exemple du village 
d'Allariz, promu touristiquement comme un ensem
ble historique et récemment recompense par 
l'UNESCO. 

12 RIVAS FERNANDEZ J.C., LOS dos antiguos "Portos" fluvia-
les de Orense: el "Porto Auriense" y el "Porto Velio". Sus 
barcas, ermitas y caminos, Boletin Auriense VUI, Ourense, 
1978. 
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Toute 1'enceinte ancienne (et aussi la moderne) de 
la ville doit être dotée d'une signification historique, 
faisant saillir les points les plus significatifs, créant 
des circuits pour le loisir public; mais je veux main-
tenant, pour finir, mentionner spécialement trois 
exemples de la banlieue a cause de leurs possibilités 
particulières et de la menace qui plane sur eux. 

Le mont oü était situé le chateau Ramiro offre une 
perspective excellente sur la contrée. II offre un cadre 
parfait pour un pare urbain, après une fouille archéo-
logique préalable, la consolidation (facile) des restes 
aujourd'hui visibles en surface et I'habilitation de 
I'espace. 

La route du Vieux Port, qui quitte la ville par la 
rive du Mino, a été massivement utilisée comme 
espace de loisir jusqu'aux annés 60, quand on ainitié 

la spoliation de sa grande carrière de pierre arrondie 
{coinaJ) pour la construction, et par la suite elle a dis-
paru. C'est une aire d'expansion naturelle comme 
espace ouvert de la ville. Une campagne d'archéologie 
spatiale permettra de récupérer 1'information histori
que et de restituer son usage publique, avec des indi
cations concretes dans le port et dans le sanctuaire. 

Finalement, les moulins, en plein processus de 
disparition, unissent leur localisation favorable a une 
tres grande capacité didactique, surtout pour les nou-
velles generations urbaines. Malgré l'état particu-
lièrement ruineux de quelques moulins, on peut les 
remettre en marche et illustrer ainsi des anciennes 
techniques qui ont conserve jusqu'il y a peu d'années 
(j 'en ai vu moi-même en fonctionnement) la mémoire 
vivante d'une ancienne civilisation. 

Anselmo López Carreira 
Rua de Derribo 7, 6° H 

36940 CANGAS (Pontevedra) 
Galicia 
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"Distant voices, still-lifes". 
Late medieval religious panel painting as a context 

for archaeological ceramics 

Pictures as texts: artefacts in the contemporary 
pictorial record 

Ceramics, whether excavated from the ground or 
surviving in curated collections, provide a rich source 
of information on material life in past societies. As an 
artefact which is represented at virtually all levels of 
late medieval and early modem society in north-west 
Europe, ceramics may be studied on a comparative 
basis as a physical index of living standards and 
social behaviour, including conspicuous consump
tion and the social emulation process.1 Investigation 
of the function, use and symbolic role of ceramics is 
a steadily growing field, involving the analysis of the 
technical, physical and typological properties of the 
medium, its archaeological context and the detailed 
study of contemporary historical sources, notably the 
rich pictorial record showing function, use and value. 
The approach requires the integration of archaeo
logical and historical sources to produce a more con
textual picture of ceramics in the home.2 

The extent to which utilitarian and symbolic roles 
of domestic ceramics can be identified and separated 
within archaeological contexts is a matter of some 
methodological complexity. Much of the excavated 
record is limited as a source in that it can only throw 
light on the circumstances of objects once they have 
been broken, lost or thrown away. Few excavated 
contexts, apart from time-capsule deposits in destruc
tion horizons or shipwrecks, provide an opportunity 
to study objects in daily use before the point of 
discard or loss. Equally, documentary references to 
ceramic use and value remain sparse and unrepre
sentative for the late medieval period. For example, 
although well represented in the ground, ceramics are 
conspicuous by heir absence in the probate inven

tories of even middle-class mercantile communities.3 

For this reason it is becoming increasingly important 
to consult complementary historical texts, most nota
bly pictorial representations of daily life or other 
human activities, for clarification of the context in 
which household artefacts were used and appreciated 
by different communities. 

With their ubiquity in the ground at all levels of 
society across North-West Europe, it is not so sur
prising that ceramics are frequently represented in 
the late medieval representational arts of the region.4 

For some time it has been recognised that panel-
paintings, prints or miniatures of interior scenes or 
still-life compositions containing domestic artefacts 
can provide a missing link between object and con
text.5 Decoded for their religious and allegorical 
biases, they provide an immediate visual snapshot of 
the functions, uses and the social appreciation of 
domestic goods and utensils - including archaeolog
ical ceramics - among different groups of consumers, 
ranging from court circles to the socially aspirant 
urban mercantile and artisanal classes. The pictorial 
record also gives an indication of the relative 
functional and social relationship between ceramics 
and other domestic media which do not appear so 
frequently, or at all, in the ground. The 'missing 
artefacts' include precious metal ware or organic con
tainers made from treen or leather. 

The social world of late medieval religious panel-
painting 

Characteristic of Netherlandish (i.e. Flemish and 
Dutch) and North German religious panel painting of 
the 15th to early 16th centuries is an attention to 

1 Beaudry et al. 1991 for discussion of artefacts as 'active 
voices'; Gaimster 1993 & 1994 for discussion of this theme in 
post-medieval material culture studies. 
2 Burke 1993; Kühnel (ed.) 1986; Hundsbichler 1992; and 
Gaimster 1994 for discussion of self-critical and inter-disciplinary 
nature of late medieval and post-medieval historical studies. 

3 Hasse 1979. 
4 Walcher von Molthein 1902; Percmans 1975; Gaimster 
1997, chapter 4. 
5 Rackham 1926; Spriggs 1966; Strauss 1972; Peremans 
1986;Erdmann 1991. 
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Fig, 1. - The Merode-triptych, the central panel with the Annunciation. By Robert Campin. dated 1428. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York. 

detail in the domestic interior, motivated by a desire 
on behalf of patrons to record much of the parapher
nalia of their own lives. The carefully assembled 
imagery or 'bourgeois realism' was motivated by a 
concern on behalf of artists and their clients to place 
holy figures firmly in their own world, to share, or at 
least to be present at, the events in Christ's life.6 As 
Robert Campin's Annunciation scene in the centre of 
the Mérode altarpiece of 1428 illustrates (Fig. 1; see 
below), domestic details of almost archaeological 
'exactness' were introduced in order to amplify the 
personal, realistic and sacral character of the work: 
hence household furnishings and utensils such as 
metalware, glass and ceramics, including tin-glazed 
earthenware and stoneware used as vases to hold the 
Flowers of the Virgin. The tradition for pictorial 
verisimilitude in Netherlandish and German painting 
continued into the 16th and 17th centuries with the 
development of sumptuous still-life and social genre 
painting which is such a rich source of domestic 

artefacts depicted in a functional and social context 
However, despite their pictorial realism, the 'hidden 
symbolism' of interior scenes and still lifes of the late 
Middle Ages and early modem period can not be 
interrogated uncritically, but must be decoded to take 
account of social and ideological motivations.7 

The cultural context for the pictorial art of the 
Burgundian Netherlands and Hanse Germany is a 
highly cosmopolitan, almost exclusively urban world, 
pivoting on trading communities and their satellite 
settlements spread across the English Channel, North 
Sea and Baltic littorals. As visual sources, therefore, 
the paintings produced by this culture are as relevant 
to archaeologists working on traded ceramics or glass 
in Bruges or London as they are to colleagues in Riga 
or Stockholm, all of which supported substantial 
Flemish, Dutch and German communities at this 
time.8 Religious panel-painting was an art form spon
sored by court and merchant class alike. However, 
the genre flourished with the emergence of the town-

6 Grimm 1988, 24-26; Harbison 1995, 50-53 on realism in 
Flemish painting of the 15th to early 16th centuries. 
7 Hundsbichler 1992,303-304 on the need for critical interpre
tation of the social bias in these works which emphasise the de
piction of prestige goods at the expense of the everyday utensils. 

8 Gaimster 1993; and Gaimster & Nenk 1997 for a discussion 
of the (material culture) impact of Netherlandish and German 
mercantile communities living in South East England during the 
15th and 16th centuries. 
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based mercantile classes in the region, as its visual 
vocabulary could be used to articulate both the spir
itual and material aspirations of this new class.9 

Along with a vast new range of domestic goods, com
missioning a triptych became both a good financial 
investment and an opportunity for social competi
tion: a medium by which town burghers could emu
late court fashion and the practices of patronage. 
Both the established as well as the up-and-coming 
had themselves depicted as donors on the side-panels 
of diptychs or triptychs (see Fig. I).10 

The late-medieval ceramic revolution 

Northern European panel-painting of the late 15th 
and early 16th century contains two major categories 
of pottery which also have a wide archaeological dis
tribution within the mercantile network of the region. 
Both decorative but delicate tin-glazed earthenwares 
as well as robust but fine-bodied stoneware ceramics 
were intended as much for the international com
modities trade as the local market. Each type is 
recognised by archaeologists across the region as a 
physical index of living standards and social compe
tition.11 The new decorative and technological prop
erties of tin-glazed earthenware and stoneware trans
formed the quality of ceramic tableware available to 
the consumer. The expansion in the variety of forms 
and decorative products enabled ceramics made for 
household use to migrate from the strictly utilitarian 
to the social sphere. The new repertoire in ceramic 
tableware can also be seen as a response to changes 
in dining practices which, by 1500, had developed 
into a ritual designed to demonstrate status. Cheaper 
than metalware or glass, these products enabled 
groups of middle-class consumers to imitate the 
dining habits of their betters.12 The transformation in 
the status of ceramics over the late 15th to early 16th 
centuries is also reflected in the contemporary 
pictorial record. The dining scenes (Last Supper, 
Marriage at Cana) of Netherlandish and North Ger
man religious panel-painting provide an invaluable 
functional and social context for the tin-glazed 
earthenwares and stonewares found in the ground. 
Moreover, the devotional subjects associated with 

9 Prevenier & Blockmans 1986; and van der Stock (ed.) 1991 
for study of urban culture in the Burgundian Netherlands. See 
Hamburg 1989 for survey of Hanseatic culture in northern Europe. 
10 Gaimster 1994; Gaimster & Nenk 1997 on the consumption 
of domestic goods in late medieval northern Europe; Harbison 
1995 on the consumption of artworks. 
11 Gaimster 1993; 1994. 
12 Goldthwaite 1989; Gaimster 1994, 1997; and Gaimster & 

the veneration of the Virgin (Annunciation, Ador
ation, Virgin and Child and still-lifes) suggest a hither
to unrecognised ritual or sacral role for these wares. 

1 Tin-glazed earthenware from Spain, Italy and the 
South Netherlands 

The last decades of the 15fh century saw a sub
stantial rise in the numbers and range of Continental 
painted tin-glazed earthenwares imported into North-
West Europe. Spanish lustrewares, Italian poly
chrome-painted maiolicas and their Netherlandish 
imitations form the three principal categories of these 
'luxury' wares.13 Characteristic North Italian and 
South Netherlandish products, such as the 'flower'-
or 'altar-vase' (so-called after their depiction in 
Marian representations of the period c.1490-1510) 
have been found on over 100 sites in Britain alone, 
ranging in status from royal and episcopal residences, 
country manor-houses, to merchant houses in Lon
don, Southampton, Norwich and elsewhere. In com
parison to even relief-decorated stoneware, the pro
duction of Italian and Netherlandish maiolica was a 
much longer and more expensive process requiring a 
biscuit firing prior to painting and glazing (in the case 
of Spanish lustreware, an additional third firing was 
required to bond the silver or copper lustre). The 
body was ideally suited to the role as a status posses
sion as the repertoire of painted decoration could be 
rapidly adapted to meet popular styles trends without 
the need for technical change or additional invest
ment in production.14 In this new medium, therefore, 
the response to fashion was immediate. 

The social premium attached in England to 
imported tin-glazed earthenwares of the early 16th 
century can be observed in the archaeological record, 
including the assemblages associated with the royal 
visit of 1535, at the gentry house of Acton Court, 
Avon. Here 'Italian' wares account for between 1 and 
19 per cent of imported ceramics by sherd count. 
South Netherlandish wares between around 2 and 11 
per cent, and various Iberian lustrewares made up 
between 2 and 38 per cent of the Continental totals 
found in the layers dating to c.1500-1535/50.15 

Further archaeological evidence for the enhanced 

Nenk 1997. 
13 Gaimster 1994, 291; and Gaimster & Nenk 1997, for com
mentary on this phenomenon. See Hughes forthcoming for the 
chemical separation of the respective production sources of 
Netherlandish and Italian maiolicas of the late 15th to early 16th 
centuries. 
14 Orton 1985 for discussion. 
15 Vince & Bell 1992, tables, 3, 5,6. 
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social role of these wares can be observed in finds 
from Whitehall associated with the 1530-31 clearance 
of York Place, the London residence of Cardinal 
Wolsey as Archbishop of York; the Old Manor, 
Askett, Buckinghamshire; and the Tower of London 
which has produced number of vases painted with the 
royal arms of England.16 As with stoneware, the 
demand for polychrome maiolica and lustreware 
spread early on to mercantile and artisanal consumers, 
and a number of urban excavations have produced 
contexts dating to c.1500. The cosmopolitan nature 
of the Guy's Hospital site, Southwark, the 1507 Nor
wich Pottergate assemblage and the Southampton 
Simnel Street tenement finds provide an opportunity 
to examine the role of imported maiolica in the social 
emulation process.17 

2 Rhenish stoneware 

From the mid-14th century stonewares from the 
Rhineland formed a regular and increasingly sub
stantial component of Continental ceramic products 
traded around northern Europe, from the English 
Channel to the Baltic and beyond. Their technical 
superiority over rival wares was ensured by their 
robust and impervious body, a lustrous ash and salt 
glaze, a stain-resistant and odour-free surface, and a 
varied typology which suited the multifarious 
demands of drinking, decanting and the transporting 
of beverages along with storage and toilet needs. 
Mass-production on an industrial scale for both home 
and international markets resulted in a relatively low 
cost to the consumer and an ability to reach a broad 
spectrum of the population.18 

Over the years excavations on English sites of the 
15th to i6th centuries indicate a rise in the frequency 
of Rhenish stonewares across the social scale.19 The 
most dramatic increase in the frequency of stoneware 
imports to England can be dated to the final quarter 
of the 15th century. At Southampton around 20 per 
cent of all imported ceramics (by weight) found in 
late 15th century contexts came from the Rhineland. 
The increase coincided with the conversion at Raeren 
to mass-production for international export. Raeren 
stonewares dominate imported pottery assemblages 
the early 16th century in London and across the 
South-East, inclusive of sites of upper and middle-

16 Gaimster ANenk 1997. 
17 Ibid, for full survey of archaeological distribution of these 
wares. 
18 Gaimster 1997, Chapter 3, for a full survey of the medieval 
to later international stoneware trade. 

class status. This centre supplied all the stoneware 
found in pits sealed by the redevelopment of White
hall Palace in 1530-31, and almost a third of vessels, 
and almost all mugs and cups and decanting vessels 
found in the Norwich Pottergate fire horizon groups 
of 1507. London sites such as the Tower of London 
Postem Gate are dominated generally by Rhenish 
stonewares where they account for over 12 per cent 
(EVE) of all ceramics found and over 50 per cent of 
all Continental imports in the early to mid-16th cen
tury phases. Sites such as Norwich Pottergate and 
Toppings and Sun Wharves, adjacent to London 
Bridge, Southwark, which both produced large 
assemblages of Raeren stoneware for the table 
together with Dutch-style redware for the kitchen, 
suggest that a good proportion of the trade in these 
wares may have been ethnically motivated. The uni
versal social distribution of stoneware in early 16th-
century England is emphasised by the Raeren vessels 
excavated at the village of Wharram Percy in North 
Yorkshire and the poorer quarters of Exeter. 

Multiplication in the range of vessels designed for 
table use characterises production in the Rhineland 
from the end of the 14th century and dominates it 
after c.1450. Refinements in dining habits over the 
course of the 15th century, particularly among the 
town-based mercantile and artisan classes, are prob
ably responsible for an increasing variety of stone
ware cups, mugs, beakers and drinking jugs - some 
suitable only for wine-drinking, others for beer20 -
along with jugs of various sizes designed for 
decanting liquids into individual drinking vessels. 
Stoneware captured a niche in the popular tableware 
market of North-West Europe, enabling the socially 
aspirant middle classes to imitate aristocratic rituals 
in a less expensive medium, substituting precious and 
base-metalware and imported coloured drinking 
glasses with a range of fine-bodied ceramics which 
imitated their role.21 

The sacred and the profane: a religious context 
for archaeological ceramics of the late Middle 
Ages 

The tradition for incorporating the elaborately 
painted maiolica jug as a device to hold the Flowers of 
the Virgin in northern European Marian art can be 

19 Gaimster 1997 (Chapter 3.4); and Gaimster & Nenk 1997 
for full surveys. 
20 Clevis 1992. 
21 Hundsbichler 1986 for changes in table habits during the 
15th century; Gaimster 1997, Chapter 4.4 for full discussion of 
impact of this custom change on ceramics. 
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traced back to the Annunciation scene in the centre of 
the Toumay painter Robert Campin's Mérode-triptych 
of 1428 in which an Italian-style maiolica jug takes 
centre stage on a table between the Archangel Gabriel 
and the seated Virgin (Fig. I).22 In this case the jug 
holds the lily, symbol of the Virgin's purity. 

Little can demonstrate the high regard in which 
Valencian lustred ceramics were held in the North of 
Europe more than the albarello (pharmacy jar) 
depicted in the Ghent master, Hugo van der Goes' 
Adoration of the Shepherds altarpiece for Tomasso 
Portinari, Medici agent at Bruges, which was painted 
between 1475 and 76.23 The lustreware albarello is 
painted with the blue and copper-lustre leaves so 
typical of the mature phase of Valencian lustreware 
production alongside a glass beaker: both vessels 
perform the function of vases holding flowers asso
ciated with the Virgin Mary. 

The contents of the Mérorfe-triptych jug and 
Portinari lustreware jar - the Flowers of the Virgin -
form a common link between many of the tin-glazed 
ceramics depicted in Netherlandish panel-painting of 
the late 15th to early 16th centuries. Polychrome-
painted maiolica from Northern Italy and their South 
Netherlandish (i.e Flanders) imitations made by 
expatriate Italian potters based there from c.1500 
appear in prominent positions in a series of works of 
the period c. 1490-1510, mostly of a Marian nature, 
by native painters such as Hans Memling, Bartho-
lomaus Zeitblom and Gerard David.24 Each of the 
maiolica vessels depicted in the Annunciation, 
Adoration or Virgin and Child images contain 
flowers symbolic of the Virgin's purity, sanctity, 
royalty and humility.25 Forms and decorative varia
tion among the vessels depicted correspond closely 
to those North Italian and South Netherlandish maio-
licas then in circulation and found on excavations on 
both sides of the Channnel. Memling's Madonna and 
Child of c.149026 and Bartholomaus Zeitblom's 
Annunciation of 149227 (Fig. 2) are visually precise 
representations of contemporary North Italian poly
chrome-painted maiolica jugs.28 Both panels depict 
the classic Faenza form with trefoil pouring lip and 
'kicked-up' wide strap handle, and are painted with 
the characteristic central medallion containing the 
Holy Monogram IHS surrounded by a 'ladder' bor-

22 MetropolitanMuseumof Art, New York; seeScheil cat21; 
Strauss 1977, pi. 10. 
23 Uffizi, Florence. See Scheil 1977, cat. 116. 
24 Scheil 1977 for comprehensive catalogue of late medieval 
Netherlandish paintings containing tin-glazed earthenware ce
ramics. See also Strauss 1972 and Lechner 1978 for detailed 
analysis and additional examples. 
25 Behling 1957; and Lechner 1978 for discussions of floral 

Fig. 2.-/4 detail from the Annunciation by Bartholomaus 
Zeitblom, dated 1492. Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart. 

der. The Zeitblom vessel contains Lilies of the 
Valley, renown for its scent and hence a reference to 
the sweemess of me virgin s narure; whereas the 
Memling holds white lilies, symbolic of the Virgin's 
purity, and irises, associated with Mary as Queen of 
Heaven. An identical (the same?) jug appears as a 
dramatic still-life on the reverse of a portrait of a 
young man by the same painter of c.1490 (Fig. 3).29 

In this case the vessel contains the white lilies and 
irises of the Virgins in addition to columbine, a refer
ence to the Holy Spirit. Less typical, a jug of the same 
form but painted with a maiden-head within a glory 
(the Virgin's head?) appears holding the Flowers of 

symbolism in Marian art. 
26 SPMK Gemaldegalerie, Berlin. See Scheil 1977, cat. 80. 
27 Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart. See Scheil 1977, cat. 78; Strauss 
1972,1.10, no. 6. 
28 See Hughes forthcoming, for confirmation of North Italian 
origin of these jugs using NAA on British finds. 
29 Thyssen collection, Lugano. See Scheil 1977. cat. 79b. 
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Fig. 3. - Still-life by Hans Memling, c. 1490. Thyssen Col
lection, Lugano. 

the Virgin in a portrait of the Virgin and Child by an 
unknown Netherlandish dating to c.1500.30 

Vessels of a different form but with the same 
'IHS' medallion -the so-called 'flower'- or 'altar-
vases' with their two ring-handles - also figure in this 
genre: the right-hand panel of Memling's 'Liibeck 
Passion-altar' of 1491 being a case in point (Fig. 4).31 

Here the vessel is depicted in the centre of the 
Entombment scene: its leather lid is shown to the 
side, clearly having just been removed in order to 
apply embalming oils to the body of Christ, possibly 
the mixture of myrrh and aloes described in John's 
Gospel (19:38-42). 

In all these examples well-known North Italian 
and South Netherlands maiolica vessels are depicted 

30 Kunstmuseum Basle. See Strauss 1972, pi. 10, no. 9. 
31 Museen für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte Liibeck. See Scheil 
1977, cat. 81. 
32 Duffy 1992, 256-265 for discussion of Marian cult in pre-
Reformation England. 
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with archaeological precision in a series of artworks 
devoted to the cult of the Virgin, possibly the most 
powerful focus of the devotion in pre-Reformation 
Europe after Christ himself. She was worshipped by 
royalty and peasantry with equal fervour and her 
complex symbolism was understood by all, literate 
and illiterate.32 The democratisation of religious 
practices in pre-Reformation Europe provides a com
plementary historical context in which to interpret 
these vessels, their function and social value. The 
combination of painted ornament-the Sacred Mono
gram - along with their frequent depiction as vases 
for the Flowers of the Virgin or containers for holy 
substances makes an explicit reference to the sacral 
role of these decorative ceramics. Of course, the 
'IHS' monogram, originally the badge of St. Bernar
dino of Sienna (1380-1444), may have been nothing 
more than a marketing device to emphasise the Italian 
character of the ware, whether it was made in the 
Mediterranean or the North.33 Although perhaps not 
intended by the producers for this purpose, it is pos
sible that Netherlandish panel-painters of the period 
around 1500 appropriated maiolica vessels then in 
circulation in order to emphasise the religious nature 
and domestic authenticity of their compositions. After 
all, there was little else on the household ceramics 
market which was remotely devotional in form or 
ornament. But why ceramics at all? Why was pre
cious metalware not selected more frequently for this 
purpose? Perhaps there was something in the com
bination of explicit devotional ornament and the 
nature of the clay medium. Contemporaries would 
certainly have been familiar with the symbolic refer
ences to clay vessels in the bible and their association 
with the Virgin, the Mother of Christ (Jeremiah 18:3-
4; Wisdom of Soloman 15:7-13; Romans 9:21; and 
Revelations 2:27).34 

The widespread archaeological distribution of 
North Italian and South Netherlandish maiolica both 
in England and in the Low Countries seems to sug
gest an entirely domestic and, in the main, secular 
milieu for these wares. Urban tenements, country 
residences, castles, royal palace households etc. form 
the majority of excavated contexts35 (see above). In 
fact, relatively few finds come from monastic or 
ecclesiastical sites. The excavated contexts for these 
wares seems to correspond to the contemporary his
torical evidence for the ' democratisation' of religious 

33 Lechner 1978,92. 
34 Lechner 1978,94. 
35 Hurst forthcoming for survey of the British distribution pat
tern. 
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Fig. 4. - Annunciation by 
Petrus Christus, dated 
1452. SMPK Gemalde-
galerie, Berlin. 

practices. In this case the vessels may have been used 
for private devotion, as symbolic containers tor holy 
water or as holders of the Flowers of the Virgin. 
Rather like pipeclay figurines of the Virgin or other 
Saints so common on urban sites of the period, these 
vases could have been part of portable altar arrange
ments, either for moving about the home or for taking 
on pilgrimage. In contrast to stoneware, it is signifi
cant that these products do not appear in dining 
scenes of the altar-panel genre. 

In the same vein, Netherlandish and North Ger
man panel-paintings serve to confirm the archaeo
logical evidence for the growing status of stoneware 
in the late medieval household and its migration from 
the exclusively utilitarian to the social and symbolic 
spheres. Rhenish stoneware is the predominant 
ceramic utensil portrayed in dining scenes of the 
period.36 Dieric Bouts' Christ at Supper with Simon 
the Pharisee (c.1464) and Jan Mostaert's Holy Fam
ily at a Meal of c. 1495-1500 depict stoneware in the 
context of dining habits practised respectively by the 

rich mercantile and artisanal classes of northern Eu
rope.37 ims picTonai recora aemonstraies most 
clearly the success of the stoneware industry in cap
turing part of the tableware market at the expense of 
competing media. Stonewares are depicted in combi
nation with both more precious materials such as 
pewterware and glass in the group dining scene, and 
alongside less expensive products such as wooden 
trenchers in the case of the more modest Holy Fam
ily scene, which represents the private world of the 
artisan, in this case that of the carpenter, Joseph.38 

The various depictions of The Marriage at Carta 
painted at the beginning of the 16th century, such as 
the scene by the Master of Mary of Magdalene with 
its deliberate visual reference to actual members of 

36 Gaimster 1997, Chapter 4.3-6. 
37 Stromberg 1987, 33 for reference to the urban mercantile 
context of these scenes. 
38 Schneider 1979,266. 
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the House of Burgundy or the version by Gerard 
David, provide a social context for the larger jugs and 
pitchers. In this case they are shown specifically in a 
court milieu transporting wine from the cellar to the 
dining area and decanting it into more precious 
metalware for drinking at the table. Here the utilitar
ian superiority of stoneware, which enabled it to 
penetrate into the households of court and patrician 
class, is emphasised. 

Some late medieval stonewares from Germany 
may have performed a specifically sacral or liturgical 
role. The 15th-century Saxon stonewares with elab
orate plastic surface ornament with typological 
features based on contemporary ecclesiastical metal-
work fit well into this category.39 Occasionally 
inventories of church plate provide documentary 
information on early post-medieval stonewares and 
their use as liturgical objects, in this case for the 
storage and pouring of communion wine. Examples 
include the Siegburg Schnelle tankard of the second 
half of the 16th century recorded in the 1876 inven
tory of the church of St Catherine in Hamburg.40 For 
the late Middle Ages a devotional function has been 
assigned to a series of miniature Raeren costrels of 
the late 15th to early 16th-century. An example was 
deposited as a reliquary in a Norwegian graveyard 
during the 1470s.41 

Netherlandish and German panel painting of the 
late 15th to early 16th century includes a number of 
Annunciation or Virgin and Child scenes which 
clearly depict Rhenish stoneware vessels of the 
period fulfilling an explicitly devotional or sacral 
role: mainly - as in the case of contemporary maioli-
cas - as containers for the Sacred Flowers associated 
with the Virgin. The Annunciation painted by the 
Bruges artist Petrus Christus in 1452 features a 
Raeren-type loop-handled beaker of the period hold
ing white lilies which are symbolic of the purity of 
the Mother of Christ (Fig. 4).42 A bottle from the 
same workshop is depicted holding the same flowers 
along with irises, a reference to Mary as Queen as 
Heaven, in Hans Memling's Annunciation of the late 
15th century. Hans Holbein the Elder's Virgin and 
Child Enthroned of 1499 repeats the symbolism of the 
white lily; in this case held by an Raeren or Cologne-
type drinking jug. It is possible that the selection of 
stoneware vessels to hold the Flowers of the Virgin in 
these paintings, to the exclusion of luxury maiolica or 
metalware, is quite deliberate as the plain and robust 

39 Gaimster 1997, see section on Late Medieval Saxon Stone
ware. 
40 Krueger 1979, 294, footnote 84. 
41 Reed 1992. 

d body of the ceramic emphasises two of the Virgin's 
d principal attributes, purity and modesty, 
a A number of north German triptych panels of the 
e mid- to late 15th century, in this case commissioned 
s by corporate patrons, shows Rhenish stoneware 

vessels being used in the explicitly liturgical act of 
0 baptism. Hans Bomemann' s altar scene of St Andrew 
n baptising converts, painted for St Nicholas' Church 

in Lüneburg in c. 1444-48/50, depicts the Saint 
y pouring water from a Siegburg Jacobakanne jug. On 
il a side panel of Bemt Notke's Scania Merchants 

Company (Schonenfahrer) altar-piece of c.1475 
.1 dedicated to St John, John the Baptist can be seen 

baptising Christ with a funnel-necked beaker of Sieg-
y burg type (Fig. 6). The Scanian Merchants Company 
/ was a group which traded between the north German 
d Baltic ports and Scania in southern Sweden. The 
e archaeological picture in the region suggests that 
s they may have been involved in the Rhenish and 
1 Saxon stoneware trade to Scania and in the southern 

Baltic.43 This vessel corresponds precisely to the 
r stonewares which were circulating in the Baltic 
i during the second half of the 15th century and which 
f were almost certainly prominent on the tables of 
s these merchants. The choice of a stoneware jug as 
1 opposed to a metalware container for the act of Bap

tism is again quite deliberate and emphasises the 
5 authenticity of the scene. The stoneware jug may also 
f correspond to the social and occupational status of 
i the patrons of the altar-piece. 

1 
Research strategies for iconographic sources in 

1 historical archaeology? 

i Tnis paper is intended to do little more than 
provoke some much-needed discussion on the oppor-

f tunities and problems of integrating the archaeolog-
: ical study of late medieval household artefacts - in 
s this case ceramic flnewares - with the contemporary 
s iconographic record alluding to their function and 
; social milieu. For this purpose I have selected a 
/ number of sources in order to illustrate the possibil-
ï ities of this approach with two material case studies: 

the highly decorated tin-glazed earthenwares of North 
f Italy and the South Netherlands and the rather more 
i utilitarian stonewares of the Rhineland. Ubiquitous in 
r the ground, both categories feature prominently in 
t contemporary religious panel-paintings produced in 

42 Walcher von Molthein 1902, fig. p. 238. 
43 Gaimster 1977, Chapter 3.3; and in prep for full survey of 
the Hanseatic ceramic trade in the Baltic. 
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the Low Countries and North Germany between the 
early 15th and early 16th centuries. Despite the dif
ferences in perceived social value, both products 
appear in devotional scenes, the ceramic bodies pos
sibly adding an extra visual dimension to the spiritual 
symbolism and authenticity of the composition. 

Viewed critically the pictorial sources offer a rich 
seam of historical information in their own right. 
Although years of rescue excavation in northern 
European towns have now provided a quantitative 
basis for the transformed status of ceramic tableware 
across a wide spectrum of late medieval households, 
the contemporary pictorial record provides an invalu
able qualitative control on functional and socio-
behavioural interpretations. Almost uniquely the 
panel-paintings offer a glimpse of the objects in use 
prior to loss or discard, and reveal something of the 
ideological matrix in which they performed, insights 
for the most part denied to the excavator. The vast 
corpus of iconographic references available for this 
period will doubtless necessitate a systematic 
approach to the integration of physical and docu
mentary sources. A first priority will be to develop 
methodologies in this field. The iconographic data
base established by the Institutför Realienkunde at 
Krems in Austria provides a worthy model for such 
work in northern Europe.44 Such a project would 
form one of many challenges for a truly interdisci
plinary and international historical archaeology in 
our region. 
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La toponomastica come fonte documentaria per lo studio del Medioevo 

Spesso nella ricerca archeologica si incontrano 
troppi siti senza nome oppure molti nomi di inse
diamenti incollocabili, a cui non corrispondono 
effettivamente dei resti sul terreno, causa la gene-
ricita delle fonti che li riportano o la difficolta nel 
loro reperimento, dovuta alia scarsita delle testi-
monianze a disposizione o talvolta all'impossibilita 
di movimento nel territorio, ostacolata dalla vegeta-
zione oppure, purtroppo, dalla sovrapposizione di un 
cantiere edilizio. 

La lacuna è parzialmente colmabile col corretto 
esame della toponomastica, svolto su documenti 
d'archivio, fonti medievali e cartografïa storica, per 
approdare alia verifica sul posto di soprawivenze 
nella memoria di tradizioni locali e di eventual! resti 
archeologici. 

Nel corso della comunicazione vengono prodotti 
alcuni esempi signifïcativi relativi a Roma e alia 
Tuscia meridionale, la porzione laziale della regione 
storica compresa fra la catena appenninica, a N 
(odiemo confine fra Emilia Romagna e Toscana), e il 
corso del fiume Tevere, dalle sorgenti alia foce. 

Definire la toponomastica una fonte documentana 
per lo studio del Medioevo non è affatto azzardato. 
Come ha gia dimostrato il Serra nella prima meta del 
1900, con gli importanti studi sulla continuita fra 
comunita rurali preromane e insediamenti altomedie-
vali, e sull'organizzazione viaria nella parte occi
dentale della Pianura Padana nei secoli X-XV1, e 
come ha piü volte sostenuto il Coste2, ogni toponimo 
costituisce un elemento importante delle pergamene 
e delle carte medievali, ricevendo dal loro contenuto 
indicazioni essenziali per poter essere circostanziato 

1 G. SERRA, Dell'origine del nome Marengo (Alessandria) in 
rapporto con le vie marenche ossia "marittime" dell'Italia 
occidentale, in G. SERRA, Lineamenti di una storia linguistica 
dell'Italia medioevale, Napoli, 1954, vol. I, 135-235; G. SERRA, 
Contributo toponomastico alia teoria della continuita nel 
Medioevo delle comunita rurali romane e preromane dell'Italia 
superiore, Spoleto, 1991. 

nello spazio e nel tempo (k due coordinate fonda-
mentali, di cui tener conto ogni volta si impieghi il 
toponimo nella ricerca topografica) e contempo-
raneamente divenendo un valido strumento per 
integrare ed accrescere la comprensione delle infor-
mazioni da essi trasmesse. 

Entrando nel merito di questa doppia relazionc fra 
il toponimo e le sue fonti, i documenti medievali 
permettono di inquadrare la tipologia d'uso di 
ciascun nome, magari in relazione a edifici, stagni, 
torrenti, pianure, colline, montagne, vallate, ecc. 
Talvolta offrono persino dati sufficienti per aiutare a 
capime il significato e il perché della sua introdu-
zione nel territorio. La circostanza non è cosi 
infrequente come si potrebbe pensare: nel 965 si ha 
menzione nel territorio a SE di Roma del Casale 
Barbiliano, positum foris Porta Maiore miliarii ab 
urbe Roma plus minus quarto In/undo qui vocatur 
Quarto3; qui appare evidente la connessione fra 
toponimo e miliario medievale. II 5 settembre 989 il 
Capitolo di S. Pietro in Vaticano tratta il possesso di 
medietatem de terra sementaricia cum introitu suo et 
cum omnibus ad earn pertinentem. Positam foris 
porta Beati Petri apostoli intro parietinas qui 
appellantur Centecellas, locum qui vocatur Stainello, 
avente sul tertio vel quarto latere parietinas 
antiquas4; il costante riferimento a parietinae anti-
quae, cioé ad antiche rovine, spiega automaticamente 
il significato del toponimo Centecelle o Centocelle, 
distribuito in tutta la Campagna Romana a partire dal 
secolo X, in corrispondenza proprio di ruderi di vasti 
complessi residenziali (soprattutto ville imperiali, ma 
anche terme, cisterne e monumenti sepolcrali). 
Nell'aprile del 1047 il monastero romano dei SS. 

2 J. COSTE, Scritti di Topografia medievale. Problemi di 
metodo e ricerche sul Lazio, Istituto Storico Italiano per il 
Medio Evo - Nuovi studi storici 30, Roma, 1996, 1-15. 
3 II Regesto Sublacense dell 'undicesimo secolo, a cura di L. 
ALLODI & G. LEVI, Roma, 1880, 64 (n0 25). 
4 L. SCHIAPARELLI, Le carte antiche dell' Archivio Capitolare 
di S. Pietro in Vaticmo, Archivio della Societa Romana di storia 
patrialA, 1901, 443 (n0 V). 
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Cosma e Damiano in Mica Aurea loca ad un private 
crip tam unam in integro sinino opere coopertam, 
cum introitu et exitu suo vel cum omnibus ad eam 
pertinentibus. Posita trans Tiberim ubi dicitur Cripte 
Colarie, inter affines, a primo latere criptam 
Gratiani jilius Celii, a secundo latere viam publico, 
a tertio latere criptam Pauli lagunarii et a quarto 
latere viam publicam5; dalla descrizione si com-
prende la natura della cripta, una cistema {sinino 
opere coopertam), forse pertinente all'ultimo tratto 
dell'^^Mfl Alsietina, l'acquedotto che con le acque 
del Lago di Martignano alimentava il bacino della 
Naumachia di Augusto a Trastevere (Roma). La 
struttura faceva parte di un complesso piü ampio di 
rovine, poiché non solo il toponimo compare al 
plurale, ma accanto alia "grotta" oggetto del contratto 
ne sono indicate delle altre, il che lascia intendere che 
il monastero possedeva un'intero fabbricato antico, 
composto da una parete rettilinea di fondo, a cui 
erano addossati una serie di ambienti costruiti e 
coperti, probabilmente facenti parte dei mercati 
(horrea) compresi fra l'antica Via Portuense e la 
suddetta Naumachia. Il 21 luglio 1173, infine, si ha 
una vendita tra privati di unum petium vinee cum 
arboribus infra se et cum introitu et exitu suo et cum 
omnibus suis usibus et utilitatibus ac pertinentiis. 
Positum territorio castri Buccege in loco qui dicitur 
Larrone inter hos fines: a primo latere est aqua 
Arronis6; anche in questo caso la spiegazione del 
toponimo Larrone è contenuta direttamente nelle 
righe successive del documento, essendo palese il 
riferimento al corso d'acqua, chiamato Arrone, pre
sente ai confini del terreno. 

Proprio la datazione, riportata in apertura dei 
singoli documenti, consente di defïnire il periodo a 
partire dal quale si sente parlare di un toponimo o di 
determinare la sua durata d'uso nel tempo, tenendo 
sempre conto di un margine di circa 50 anni, salvo 
eccezioni, da considerare a partire dalla prima attes-
tazione, come periodo durante il quale sono awenuti 
il concepimento e l'introduzione della denominazione. 

Ai fïni invece della maggiore comprensione di un 
documento il toponimo, quale parte integrante di 

5 P. FEDELE, Carte del monastero dei Ss. Cosma e Damiano 
in Mica Aurea, Archivio della Societa Romana di storia patria 
22,1899, 90 (n0 LI). 
6 L. SCHIAPARELLI, Le carte antiche dell'Archivio Capitolare 
di S. Pietro in Vaticano, Archivio della Societa Romana di storia 
patria 25, 1902, 313 (n0 LVI). 
7 Come ebbe gia modo di sostenere il Coste (J. COSTE, Scritti 
di Topografia medievale, 9), "se l'abbazia di Farfa possedeva 
una volta cento rubbia in una data zona, queste cento rubbia 
esistono ancora oggi. Certo, oggi non saranno piü di Farfa, 
probabilmente sono divise tra varie proprieta e forse, anziché 

esso, una volta stabilitane la tipologia di appar-
tenenza (nome di un edificio, in buono stato o in 
rovina, di un elemento geografïco, di un uomo, di una 
specie animale o vegetale) aiuta ad ubicare meglio 
nel territorio il contenuto della carta presa in esame7, 
a ricostruime il paesaggio e a sottolineare il veri-
fïcarsi di fenomeni tipici del Medioevo, come il riuso 
di spazi e strutture antiche. Nel dicembre 1050, ad 
esempio, un contratto riporta la concessione di due 
vigne di 30 filari ciascuna, cum versulariis suis et 
locum ad calcatorio ponendum [...[. Positae terri
torio Silve Candide, inpredio insule vestre, in locum 
qui vocatur Solario*; l'indicazione di un calcatorio 
(termine proprio dei luoghi in cui soprattutto marmi 
e blocchi calcarei lavorati, asportati da antiche 
rovine, venivano trasformati in cake), unita alia 
denominazione Solario (specifica delle terrazze o di 
ambienti coperti, al primo piano degli edifici medie-
vali, e spesso associata ai ruderi delle ville romane) e 
all'indicazione in predio Insule vestre, cioé nel 
territorio di stretta pertinenza di Isola Famese 
(Roma), permette di ubicare il contenuto del docu
mento nell'area della citta etrusca, e poi romana, di 
Veio, peraltro mai indagata per quanto riguarda la 
soprawivenza o meno di un abitato nel Medioevo, 
nonostante i riferimenti inseriti nelle bolle papali, 
rilasciate ai vescovi della Diocesi di Silva Candida, 
lo lascino intendere chiaramente. 

Ciascun toponimo, preso nella giusta considera-
zione, costituisce in assoluto la carta di identita del 
territorio. In esso, infatti, si possono riassumere tutte 
le principali caratteristiche di un luogo, siano esse 
positive o negative, determinate dai fattori piü 
disparati (la fertilita, la sterilita di un terreno o la sua 
scarsa produttivita per la presenza di sostanze, come 
il sale, m concentrazioni superiori alia norma, oppure 
a causa dell'ingombro di rovine di vario genere; la 
difficolta di accesso ad un posto o di transito in una 
strada, la posizione di un edificio rispetto ad essa e 
altro ancora) e spesso colorite o spiegate localtnente 
da leggende e tradizioni particolarmente suggestive, 
ben rappresentate da figure mitiche (giganti), epiche 
(paladini e cavalieri) o soprannaturali, operanti fra il 

piantarvi del grano, vi si piantano ora delle palazzine di cinque 
piani. Ma le cento rubbia non sono scomparse. Nel nostro 
mondo tutto ha una fine: gli uomini muoiono, le istituzioni deca-
dono, le case crollano, le biblioteche vanno in fume. Una sola 
cosa non scompare mai: Ia terra e per questo lo storico non puo 
trovare un punto di riferimento piü sicuro e piü stabile che il 
confronto della realta di cui paria con il terreno sul quale esse 
sono esistite, perché essa è Tunica cosa che perdura. Questo 
confronto è il compito specifico, arduo ma nobile, della topo
grafia". 
8 FEDELE, Carte del monastero, 96 (nD LV). 
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mondo terrene e quelle ultraterreno in modo benefice 
(santi e fate) o malefico (demoni, streghe e folletti). 

La nascita e l'esistenza di un toponimo sono 
legate alia popolazione insediata in una localita9 e 
alia permanenza o meno degli elementi del paesaggio 
assunti come riferimento dai suoi anonimi ideatori. 
Qualunque denominazione, infatti, è soggetta a molte 
varianti, a seconda dei casi, parziali o definitive, che 
ne determinano modifiche nella forma linguistica 
(distorsioni dialettali oppure dovute ad un eccessivo 
uso di un termine, del quale si è via via perduto il 
significato), nella posizione (un nome si muove nel 
paesaggio seguendo l'oggetto a cui è legato, nei suoi 
ampliamenti, nelle sue riduzioni e frammentazioni), 
nel contenuto (trasformazioni connesse a variazioni 
fisiche del paesaggio) e nella durata (un nome rimane 
in uso fino a quando restano invariate Ie condizioni 
che lo hanno generato e persiste I'Dggetto a cui è stato 
associato). 

Il messaggio contenuto e tramandato da un topo
nimo non sempre è diretto e di facile comprensione 
ma, opportunamente valutato, puó, come si è visto, 
aprirsi a diversi piani interpretative Dal canto suo il 
Medioevo, essendo scomparsa o venuta meno buona 
parte della toponomastica di epecaromana, ad esclu-
sione di alcuni centri urbani a continuita di vita e di 
una buona percentuale di prediali, va considerate non 
sole come il veicelo dei nemi superstiti, ma anche 
come il periode nel quale si celmane i vueti ferma-
tisi, creando un gran numero di nueve deneminazioni 
nei modi visti nelle righe precedenti e che in Italia 
rispondene pienamente alle nuove realta territoriali. 
Procopio di Cesarea, gia nella seconda meta del VI 
secelo, trattando gli awenimenti della guerra grece-
gotica (535-553), effre per tutta lapenisola una serie 
di interessanii arcesiazioni tepenemasiiche, associate 
a leggende di vario genere e pienamente consolidate 
nelle forme che poi saranno tipiche del pieno 
Medioevo: per il 537 d. C , ad esempio, a Roma fra 
Ie porte Flaminia (ora del Popoio) e Pinciana, nella 
cinta muraria di Aureliano, il muraglione di sostegno 
degli antichi Horti Aciliorum, inglobato nelle fortifi-
cazioni e presto rovinato, a causa di un cedimento 
delle fondazioni, reca il nome Muro Rotto, giunto 

9 Esiste una relazione diretta tra densita di popolazione, 
dimorantc in modo piü o meno continuo in una certa zona, e 
numero di toponimi presenti in quella stessa superficie da essa 
occupata. Se ad esempio un terreno di 1 ettaro appartiene ad un 
solo proprietario, ha un solo nome; se peró viene ripartito in 
quattro appezzamenti, propri di persone diverse, automatica-
mente aumentano a quattro anche i nomi. Allo stesso modo, se 
in un qualunque tratto di campagna si possono avere quattro o 
cinque toponimi diversi, quando questa superficie viene 
inglobata nella periferia di un certo abitato e urbanizzata, il loro 

sino a noi nella versione leggermente distorta di 
Muro Torto, e su di esso, secondo 1'autore, grava la 
protezione di S. Pietro contro gli assalti dei Goti 
invasori10; nello stesso anno l'anfiteatro Castrense, 
racchiuso nella medesima cinta poco lontano da 
Porta Maggiore, non è piü ricordato come tale, ma 
con il nome di Vivarium, rimastogli per tutto il 
Medioevo. Procopio ne spiega l'origine, ignorando la 
vera funzione del complesso, in realta facente parte 
del Palazzo Sessoriano di Costantino, e definendolo 
un luogo usato "per custodirvi in gabbia leoni e altre 
belve"1'. Nel 545-546 d. C. viene ricordato in Puglia, 
fra Canne e il Monte Gargano, il Campo di Annibale 
(letteralmente il "trinceramento che fu di Annibale il 
Libico"), dove il generale cartaginese si era accam-
pato nel 216 a. C., poco prima di infliggere ai Romani 
la tremenda sconfitta, e dove, a distanza di sette 
secoli e mezzo, re Totila pone la base per il proprio 
esercito12. E, infine, quasi contemporaneamente, a 
Spoleto l'anfiteatro romano, trasformato dai Goti in 
postazione fortificata, è definite da Procopio un 
"recinte di caccia", cioé un Vivario, "ch'era chiamato 
di selite Anfiteatre"13. Le stesse evoluzieni della 
toponomastica sono visibili in un grande numero di 
casi anche nel Liber Pontificalis, nelle bolle 
pontificie altomedievali, nell'insieme di fontiriunite 
sotto il titolo di Mirabilia Romae e in altre ancora14. 

La piena affermazione delle diverse forme di 
nomi nei secoli successivi, mantenutesi invariate per 
molto tempo, puó indurre facilmente neU'errore di 
fissare la propria attenzione sul solo significato dei 
singoli toponimi, tralasciando, invece, le molte infor-
mazioni ricavabili dal porsi una serie di domande, 
prima fra tutte il perché di una denominazione, in un 
certo luogo piuttosto che in un altro. Intere classi di 
nomi quali Antico, Area, Bagno e Barca, solo per 
citame alcuni, ricavati dall'esame di carte e docu-
menti relativi alia Tuscia meridionale, avrebbero 
poco senso, e forse neanche quello corretto, se spie-
gati solo nel loro significato stretto, senza neanche un 
confronto con le realta locali e fenomeni quali: la 
definizione nel territorio di aree ricche di materiali da 
costruzione, estraibili da edifici in rovina e riutiliz-
zabili in nuovi cantieri (da cui i toponimi medievali 

numero si moltiplica in proporzione diretta all'aumento della 
viabilita e della relativa onomastica. 
10 PROC. CAES., Bell. Goth., I, 23. 
1 ' PROC. CAES. , Bell. Goth., 1,23. Lo stesso toponimo Vivaro, 
con analoga spiegazione, viene spesso attribuito nei secoli VIII-
XIII a molti edifici di spettacolo romani. 
12 PROC. CAES., Bell. Goth., III, 22. 
13 PROC. CAES., Bell. Goth., III, 23. 
14 A. GRAF, Roma nella memoria e nelle immaginazioni del 
Medio Evo, Torino, 1923, in particolare alle pp. 34-118. 
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Muro, Marmo, Pareti, Statua ecc; se si tratta di 
fabbricati interi allora si ha pure Bagno, Caminetto, 
Casa, Cistema, Palazzo e i loro derivati. Grotta vale 
anche per gli abitati rupestri, laddove il terreno offra 
Ie condizioni necessarie alia loro costituzione); oppure 
la fissazione di nuovi elementi confïnari (nomi di 
alberi isolati, Colonna, Area, Pietrafitta) e di punti di 
riferimento lungo tracciati stradali, in uso in epoca 
preromana e recuperati solo con la caduta dell' 
Impero (Cava, Osteria, Pietra, Mezzocammino, 
Pozzo); la creazione delle vie di pellegrinaggio, con 
Ie loro infrastrutture assistenziali o di semplice 
supporto (Borgo, Ospedale, Lazzaretto, Tempio, 
Commenda, Magione), e tutto il carico di tradizioni 
e leggende, variamente assegnate agli aspetti anomali 
e piü appariscenti del paesaggio, siano essi naturali o 
prodotti dall'uomo (il Drago e Ie cave antiche, il mito 
di Orlando e dei Paladini di Carlo Magno, i ponti e Ie 
altre numerose opere del Diavolo e delle Streghe, i 
santi, posti variamente a guardia dei punti piü 
pericolosi per i viandanti o a controllo di chiese, sorte 
su vecchi templi pagani); la diffusione nelle cam
pagne del Cristianesimo, dall'organizzazione delle 
diocesi alia fondazione di chiese rurali e monasteri 
(Badia, Pieve, Carcere, Chiesaccia, Vescovo, 
Monaca); l'abbandono o il recupero di antichi abitati 
per nuovi insediamenti (Civita, Castello, Palombara); 
la riorganizzazione della rete idrica nelle campagne 
dopo la cessazione della cura da parte della magis-
tratura romana delle acque (Forma, Capo d'Acqua, 

Condotto, Cunicchio e loro derivati e varianti); lo 
stabilirsi di nuclei di origine germanica o comunque 
non-latina (Longobardi, Goti, Ungari); per non par-
lare poi deH'mcastellamento e delle logiche alia base 
della costruzione delle torri, siano esse di guardia o 
semaforiche (Castello, Rocca, Torre). 

Tutto questo è la toponomastica, un utile strumento 
in grado di trasformare un'indagine topografïca e 
archeologica da casuale in scientifïca, supportata da 
una precisa metodologia di ricerca. 
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One for all, all for one. 
The old english Beowulf and the ritual and cosmological Character of the 

Relationship between Lord and Warrior-follower in germanic Societies 

Research on the structure and development of 
protohistoric Germanic societies has always shown a 
special interest in the issue of Gefolgschaft. It is cus
tomary to define Gefolgschaft as a formal and long-
lasting relationship of reciprocity between a lord and 
his warrior-followers. Some scholars have tried to 
develop a model of the economy of this relationship. 

Gefolgschaft is thought to be a phenomenon of 
special importance in the study of long term develop
ments in the societal organization of Germanic soci
eties. In general it is looked upon as a revolutionary 
kind of organization which marks the transition from 
tribe to state. The main objective of my lecture is to 
shed some new light on the issue of Gefolgschaft. To 
realise this goal I will not, as is customary, give an 
overview of all relevant extracts from the primary 
sources. However, one of the most important sources 
- the Old English Beowulf- will be dealt with in its 
entirety. Beowulf is looked upon from both a literary-
historical and an anthropological perspective. A criti
cal evaluation of the models developed by both his
torians and archaeologists in their description and 
analysis of the structure and development of Ger
manic societies will conclude my lecture. 

In comparison to for example Tacitus' Germania, 
the study of which dominated the discussion on 
Gefolgschaft, the opportunities for research offered 
by the Old English epic Beowulf wz to be emphas
ized. To be sure, the unknown author provides us 
with an image of a heathen past which is determined 
by Christian ideas on the historical development of 
human society. However, the poet's use of a Ger
manic language, his incorporation of stories taken 
from a native oral tradition and his familiarity with a 
societal structure which developed from the one typ
ical of the heathen dark ages, enhance the authentic
ity of his description. Because the exchange of gifts 
figures largely in the poet's descriptions of the rela
tionships between king or lord and warrior-follower, 
I thought it right to base my analysis of Beowulf an 
the anthropological study of gift-exchange. 

In the lecture I will provide an overview of the 
anthropological discussion on exchange. I have 

restricted myself, however, to the research done by 
those anthropologists who can consider themselves 
to be the true heirs of Marcel Mauss because they 
have developed his most important notion of the 
commensurability of the participant in an exchange 
and the objects exchanged. I am referring to the 
French ethnologist Louis Dumont and his French and 
Dutch followers. The native conceptual universe 
plays an important role in their analysis. Each soci
ety is characterized by a unique system of ideas and 
values in which a society names and values all impor
tant relationships. Within this system of ideas and 
values, these relationships are brought together into 
a connected whole. Typically, non-modem societies 
do not only specify relationships among the living, 
but also between the living and supernatural beings 
like ancestors, ghosts and gods. In contrast to the 
modem barrier between the living and the dead 
which seems to be insurmountable, in non-modem 
societies the living and the dead seem to participate 
in one and the same system of exchange. Often the 
relationship between the living on the one hand, and 
the ancestors or other supernatural beings on the 
other, is of the utmost importance for the continua
tion of human life. 

Each person, according to the Dumontian scholars, 
is brought into being, transformed into a mature 
human and, after death, made into an ancestor in this 
complex field of relationships between entities in the 
sublunary and the supernatural world. These succes
sive transformations of the person can be considered 
as the joining together, development and breaking up 
of different 'constituents'. Because none of these 
successive transformations make up an automatic 
process of a natural kind, the exchange of gifts 
becomes important. The transformations mentioned 
are realised by the activation of different relations 
within the human world and between the human and 
the supernatural world and they are realized through 
the exchange of gifts. Such perspective shows how, 
in Mauss's vein, subject and object of exchange are 
commensurable and how the constituent parts of the 
human being are conceived of as valorized parts of 

51 



J. Bazelmans 

exchange objects. All constituents which are relevant 
for the human person circulate in extensive circuits of 
exchange in which all rituals, in which the trans
formation of the person is brought about, form one 
whole. 'Society as a whole', as the Dumontians call 
it, comes to the fore in this totality of exchanges. 

The question poses itself whether historical and 
archaeological studies of relations of exchange inside 
and outside the Gefolgschaft comply with the 
Dumontian principles of research. The answer is 
negative. First, the research done on relations of 
Gefolgschaft and other patron-client relations only 
take the living into account. Usually the ensemble of 
relationships among the living is not embedded in an 
encompassing sociocosmic order. Second, the mod
em distinction between subject and object in an 
exchange is taken for granted. Individuals of a given 
social category exchange objects and these objects 
are valued not because they are synonymous with 
constituents of the person but because they are use
ful, scarce or costly. Third and last, life cycle rituals 
do not figure prominently. However, it is important 
to see these rituals as the essential temporal dimen
sion of Gefolgschaft. In the remainder of my lecture 
I will develop - on the basis of Beowulf - a model 
which meets the aforementioned drawbacks. The 
model breaks with the dominant politico-economical 
perspective on Gefolgschaft and offers an interpret
ation which values the ritual and cosmological basis 
of this relationship instead. My presentation of the 
model in is preceded by a short discussion of two 
major problems which have to be addressed by every 
5eovw///"scholar: its date and its religious purport. 

Dating Beowulf faces us with a problem. Argu
ments have been given for dates which range from 
the late seventh to the first quarter of the eleventh 
century. Most probably, Beowulf dates from the 
period 675-825. Such an early date is of importance 
for my analysis because I pretend my fieoww/f model 
to be of relevance for the historical and archaeologi
cal study of the Germanic societies of the late Roman 
and early medieval period. 

Next I will dicuss whether a Christian conceptual 
universe is at the basis of Beowulf This issue is of 
special importance for my analysis of the exchange 
of gifts in Beowulf for two reasons. First, a structur
alist Dumontian analysis has to be aware of the rela
tions of exchange between the world of the living and 
supernatural entities. The discussion of the religious 
incentive of 5eow«//Tias shown that the author made 
use of biblical and patristic understandings of a pre-
Mosaic age of natural law. Although God had not 
revealed himself, people were able to know God 
because they were able to see through Creation and 
to know his law because they had been created in 

God's image. These likes of Noah had to combat the 
devil but they were not able to directly communicatie 
with God. 5eowM//therefore seems to offer limited 
opportunity to analyze patterns of exchange between 
man and God. However, as I will demonstrate at the 
end of my lecture, the main characters of Beowulf 
show a great concern with the ancestors and the 
creation of new ancestors. 

Second, the discussion of the religious purport of 
Beowulf sheds light on the validity of christian typo
logical or allegorical interpretations of the poem.The 
endorsement of these interpretations would implicate 
an analysis of the exchange of gifts in Beowulf not in 
secular terms of munificence and meanness but in 
religious terms of charity and avarice. I see, however 
no reason to adapt these latter terms. 

After discussing date and religious purport a 
Dumontian model of the societal structure as 
described in Bewoulfis offered. The model brings the 
following elements together in one coherent whole: 
- the most important social relations between vari
ous social categories; 
- the constituents which are relevant for the consti
tution of the fully fledged noble person; 
- the values which are prevalent in the relations in 
which noble people acquire the above-mentioned 
constituents; 
- the social topography of the sublunary world; 
- the life-cycle rituals of the king and his warrior-
followers; 
- the ceremonial exchanges which accompany the 
life-cycle rituals of the warrior-follower, the marriage 
and death rituals and the festive and ceremonial oc
casions during which the king shows his generosity. 

The idea that the human person is a merger of 
various constituents is basic to the model. In Anglo-
Saxon England, of which Beowulf is an exponent, 
these constituents can be labelled as: 'body', 'life', 
'mind', 'image' (or 'worth') and Christian 'soul'. 
Life-cycle rituals aim at the bringing together, the 
development and breaking up of these constituents. 
These transformations are not a matter of course but 
depend on the activation of the relations within 
human society and between humans and God. They 
are implemented by the exchange of valuable goods 
like ornamented weapons, horses, golden rings and 
precious table wares. In the ensemble of relations of 
exchange Anglo-Saxon society as a whole comes into 
being; i.e. the model not shows only how young 
noble males become mature in relation to the lord or 
king, but also how the lord or king is transformed into 
an ancestor in relation to the various parts of his king
dom, i.e. in relation to his mature warrior-followers 
who rule part of his realm. The complementary ritual 
roles of the king, on the one hand, and the warrior-
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followers, on the other, epitomize the principle stated est to Beowulf scholars because it deals with the 
in the title of my lecture: one for all, all for one. region and period which are central to the concerns of 

To conclude my lecture I will deal with the the Beowulf^ott I make a stand against the progres-
implications of the research presented in this lecture sive evolutionary perspective adopted by Hedeager. 
for the archaeology of Germanic society. I will limit The first millenium societies of Denmark do not 
myself to an archaeological study which can be con- progress from tribe to state, as Hedeager claims they 
sidered to be a good exemple of the archaeological do. In fact the complex developments of this era can 
research done on the early Germans in the wake of be conceptualized in terms of an oscillation between 
the New Archaeology: Hedeager' s Iron Age Societies, more or less hierarchical modalities of the model pre-
published in 1992. Her book seems of special inter- sented in my lecture. 

Dr. Jos Bazelmans 
Instituut voor Prehistorie 

Postbus 9515 
2300 RA Leiden 

Nederland 
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Inertia as a measure of inter-assemblage variability: 
some applications in the study of spatial differentiation 

within medieval towns 

1 Introduction 

In any settlement of more than the very smallest 
size, we are likely to observe that there is spatial dif
ferentiation, i.e. that the settlement is not spatially 
homogeneous. There may be areas where different 
activities are carried out - for example, living areas, 
industrial areas, religious areas. Even within one 
such category, we can expect to find variation: there 
may be large and small houses, perhaps constructed 
of different materials, different kinds of industrial 
activity, even different religious functions. Different 
settlements, or the same settlement at different 
periods, may show variation in the scale of pattern
ing, from coarse-grained patterns of distinct zones of 
different functions to fine-grained patterns in which 
the different functions are closely intermingled. The 
scale itself could vary across a settlement, or through 
time; indeed, the nature and rate of such change 
would be an interesting area of study. 

How is such spatial variation, and such patterning, 
to be studied? Three approaches come to mind imme
diately: 
(i) an liistorical approach, such as Keenc's study of 
medieval Winchester (Keene 1996), 
(ii) a structure-based approach, based on standing 
buildings or records of buildings (Schofield 1995), 
using methods developed by architects and planners 
for studying the structure of modem towns, 
(iii) a finds-based approach, based on excavated 
assemblages of chosen categories of finds, both arte
facts and ecofacts. 

As an archaeologist, I cannot comment on (i), 
except to say that I do not rule it out. The use of 
approach (ii) will depend on the availability of 
adequate data, e.g. if a settlement has been aban
doned, overwhelmed by some disaster (cf. Pompeii), 
substantially preserved, or subjected to a thorough 
inventory of its buildings at some point in the past. 
All these circumstances are likely to give rise to, at 
best, a 'snapshot' of the settlement at a particular 
point in time, and are not likely to give a picture of 
chronological variation. The third approach can be 

divided into two, depending on whether we look at 
material which is likely to have been accidentally 
lost, or at material which is likely to have been 
deliberately discarded. The former (probably only a 
small minority of the total finds assemblage) can be 
expected to be found close to the location at which it 
was used, while the latter may have been moved a 
considerable distance, depending on the means of 
rubbish disposal. For example, disposal in domestic 
pits is likely to result in deposits which are individu
ally homogeneous, but which show a marked, and 
possibly very local, pattern of variation between 
assemblages. On the other hand, disposal into more 
communal deposits, such as those behind the river
side revetments in London (e.g. Milne & Milne 
1982), or large extra-mural rubbish deposits is likely 
to blur the distinction between individual deposits, 
and prevent the study of patterning at a fine scale. 
Thus changes in observed patterns of variability 
might be due to changes in patterns of use, but they 
might also be due to changes in patterns of disposal. 
The nature of excavations will also affect our ability 
to observe different scales of patterns; large-scale 
excavaiiuns may detect small-scale variation, but only 
within a limited area, while small-scale excavations 
across a wide area may detect large-scale variation, 
but may fail to detect any small-scale patterns that 
may exist (and may in unfortunate circumstances 
mis-identify them as examples of large-scale patterns). 

Different classes of finds may be studied in the 
hope of detecting different sorts of evidence. The 
principal distinction, in both archaeological and 
statistical terms, is between individual and bulk finds. 
The former, often known a s ' small' finds, are usually 
complete and recognisable objects, possibly of some 
intrinsic value, and may be more likely to have been 
lost than deliberately discarded (some categories, e.g. 
glass and metalwork, may have been mainly recyc
led, and thus appear relatively rarely in the archae
ological record). The latter, which are usually far 
more numerous, derive from objects which lose 
much of their value when broken (e.g. pottery, tile), 
although they may have some residual use (e.g. hard-
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core), or are the end-point of a process of use (e.g. 
discarded animal bones, though even here the possi
bility exists of further use as a raw material for 
industrial processes). 

2 Theory 

Despite these warnings, but always keeping them 
in mind, it is worth trying to develop a statistical 
theory that can examine and demonstrate inter-
assemblage variability, and an archaeological frame
work within which the observed variability (or lack 
of it) can en interpreted. 

2.1 Archaeological 

Three broad types of reasons for variation between 
assemblages can be considered: 
(i) chronological: the use-lives of artefact types 
tend to follow chronological patterns: types come 
into being, they flourish and they decline. The same 
can be said, for different reasons, for ecofacts: differ
ent species of animal may be eaten, and different 
species of plant flourish, at different times. The com
position of assemblages will naturally follow these 
variations: this principle underlies the widespread 
technique of seriation. 

(ii) distributional: when artefacts are distributed 
from a centre of production, their abundance is 
observed to fall off as one moves away from that 
centre. The nature and steepness of a 'fall-off curve' 
depends on the type of artefact (light or heavy? valu
able or common?) and on the means of production 
and uisiribuiion. Whatever its nature, it will be 
reflected in differences between the compositions of 
assemblages at different locations in a region. For 
example, pottery which is common in one town may 
be a relative rarity in another only 10-20 miles (15-
30 km) away. Distributional and chronological 
effects can sometimes be confounded, as for example 
when an innovation spreads out from a centre, and 
reaches its floruit later in peripheral regions than at 
the centre. Distributional differences are not, how
ever, usually detected within a single settlement, but 
only between settlements. 

(ni) functional or social: differences observed 
between assemblages within a settlement are more 
likely to relate to functional or social differences 
between the locations that they represent. Concentra
tions of specialised types of artefact may reflect the 
presence of industrial activity, while variations in 
proportions of artefact types thought to be of 'high' 
or of 'low' status may be thought to represent social 

differences. However, the absence of certain mate
rials may mask differences. For example, the pres
ence of 'high status' pottery may not indicate a 'high 
status' location; such locations may have been 
marked by the use of metal artefacts which, through 
re-use or recycling, have not entered the archaeolog
ical record. 

The possibility that observed variation may be 
due to one or more of these sources has implications 
for the definition of 'types', or for the choice of vari
ables. For example, if we are mainly interested in 
chronological variation, we will chose chronological 
types, such as pottery styles, while if we are mainly 
interested in distributional variation, we will choose 
'types' that reflect that interest, such as pottery 
fabrics, which can indicate local sources of clays and 
fillers. 

2.2 Statistical 

We start from the definition of the statistical com
position of an assemblage as the proportions of that 
assemblage that belong to the different 'types' into 
which it has been decided to divide i t This decision 
depends on our archaeological purposes, as discussed 
above. We must also note the overall size of an 
assemblage, as this will be needed as we develop the 
theory. We consider 
(i) the case of individual finds, which are generally 
complete and can be counted, and 
(ii) the case of bulk finds, which are usually frag
mentary, and which there is no obvious way of 
counting. 

(i) 'counted'objects: 
We first note that, in practice, no two assemblages 
are ever exactly the same. The question then arises as 
to whether an observed difference between them is so 
large that it cries out for interpretation, or whether it 
is so small that we can regard the assemblages as to 
all intents and purposes 'the same'. 

One way of looking at this is through the concept 
of statistical significance: we ask the question "sup
pose that these two assemblages derived from the 
same parent population (e.g. all the artefacts in use at 
a certain place at a certain time), then what is the 
chance that the difference between the two assem
blages would be as large as the difference we actually 
observe". If this chance is small, we take this to be 
evidence that they are not likely to have derived from 
the same population, and say that the difference 
between them is statistically significant. If, however, 
this chance is large, we say that there is no evidence 
that they did not come from the same population 
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(note the double negative), i.e. that the difference 
between them is statistically not significant. In the 
latter case, we would be on shaky ground if we tried 
to interpret the differences between the assemblages 
archaeologically. For two or more assemblages, where 
the data are expressed as counts of objects of differ
ent types in each assemblage, the statistical signifi
cance is usually assessed by means of the familiar 
chi-squared statistic (this can be found in almost all 
introductory text books on statistics; archaeologists 
may be more familiar with Shennan 1988, 65-76), 
although more modern approaches are available 
(Bishop et al 1975). It is important to note that the 
chi-squared statistic should be based on counts and 
not on percentages. 

One drawback of the concept of statistical signifi
cance is that it is very dependent on the sizes of the 
assemblages. The same proportional difference bet
ween two assemblages may be judged statistically 
significant if the assemblages are large, yet statist
ically not significant if they are small. In other words, 
any differences in proportions may be statistically 
significant if the assemblages are large enough. This 
means that, in practice, an apparently trivial differ
ence in proportions may be formally statistically 
significant- we say that it is however "not practically 
significant". Conversely, very small assemblages 
may appear to be very different, but this difference 
may fail to be statistically significant. 

Since the size of the chi-squared statistic increases 
(other things being equal) with the size of the assem
blages, it cannot be used in itself as a measure of the 
size of the difference between them. A more useful 
statistic for this purpose is the inertia of the assem
blages, which is defined by the equation 

inertia = chi-squared/ioial size of assemblages, 
expressed more mathematically as 

m(I)'t/n 
(Greenacre 1984,35). 

This definition is not just a mathematical formal
ity, it also has an appealing geometrical or intuitive 
visualisation, which is as follows. If the number of 
types is/>, then the composition of each assemblage 
can be represented as a sequence oïp numbers, which 
in turn can be represented as a point in a space oïp -
1 dimensions (think of plotting three points in two 
dimensions, four points in a space of three dimen
sions, and so on). The average composition of all the 
assemblages is represented by an 'average' point, 
known as the centroid. Then, provided that 'distance' 
is suitably defined, the inertia of the assemblages is 
just the sum of the squared distances from each point 
to the centroid, weighted by the relative size of the 
assemblage represented at point. This can be written 
mathematically as 

in(I) = Zwd2 

{ibid.). 
This demonstrates geometrically the relationship 
between inertia and the differences between the 
assemblages. 

This theory is part of a statistical technique known 
as correspondence analysis {ca) It enables us to plot 
two-dimensional representations, not only of the 
differences between the assemblages, but also of the 
corresponding differences between the types. Because 
of the way in which distance is defined, both can be 
plotted on the same graph, so that differences 
between assemblages can be interpreted in terms of 
their relationships with the types, and vice versa 
(ibid.). We shall use this characteristic later when 
examining the differences between assemblages of 
different categories of finds. 

(ii) 'fragmentary' objects: 
All the statistical theory given above only works if 
we can regard our data as counts, but what if all we 
have are fragments (e.g. of pottery)? The answer is 
that the theory, from chi-squared statistics to corres
pondence analysis, can still be applied, provided that: 
(a) the fragments are recorded in a way that reflects 

their sizes as proportions of the original objects, 
and 

(b)the recorded values are then subjected to a math
ematical calculation known as the pseudo-count 
transformation or pet. This is basically a scaling 
factor, which adjusts the notional size of an 
assemblage to match that of a hypothetical assem
blage of complete objects, and it must in principle 
be calculated separately for each assemblage. 

The theory has been set out in a series of papers; for a 
detailed discussion and references see Orton (1993). 

3 Casestudies 

In this section we shall look at examples of the 
applications of this approach to the study of three 
classes of archaeological objects: 'small' finds, pot
tery and animal bone. We shall look, not only at the 
sorts of results that may be obtained, but also at the 
conditions (e.g. scale of excavation, recording tech
niques) that are needed to provide sufficient data to 
yield such results. 

3.1 'Small'finds 

The data are taken from the archives of the cam
paign of excavations carried out in Winchester from 
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1961 to 1971 under the direction of Professor M. 
Biddle (Barclay et al 1990). More than 4000 artefacts 
of post-Roman date were catalogued according to (i) 
type of object, (ii) material of object, (iii) type of site, 
and (iv) date of the context in which the object was 
found. Correspondence analysis was used to show 
the relationships between pairs of these factors, for 
example between type of find and type of site, 
between material and type of site, and between type 
of find and type of context. More interesting three-
way relationships (e.g. possible changes over time in 
the relationship between type of find and type of site) 
could not be studied directly with the software then 
available, but an attempt was made to examine them 
manually, by inspection of data tables in the light of 
the correspondence analysis results. It would be a 
valuable exercise to re-examine the data using more 
modem software, such as pie-slice (see below). 

Type of find and type of site 
Fig. 1 shows a correspondence analysis plot of types 
of finds by types of sites. The positions of some finds 
types with very high inertia lie off the plot itself, and 
are indicated by arrows: this is to prevent over
crowding in the centre of the plot. Looking first at the 
vertical axis, we see that there is a strong contrast 
between Urban domestic sites (upper part of the plot) 
and Minster, Palace and Castle (lower part). This 
suggests that the strongest difference is between 
types of finds found mainly on Urban domestic sites, 
and types found mainly on the other types of site. 
There is a group of finds types, all of relatively high 
inertia, which plot 'above' Urban domestic: shoes, 
tenter hooks, toggles, quems, textile tools, lighting 
équipement, hones, tools, mortars. These are all asso
ciated with Urban domestic sites, i.e. they occur there 
more commonly than they do on other types of sites. 

High M 
Low P 

X| = 55% 

•sewing pins 

I Palace 

Low D 
HighP 

Fig. 1. - Ca plot of numbers of finds 
from Winchester by find types and 
site groups (from Barclay et al 1990, 
fig-6). ' 
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Conversely, towards the bottom of the plot is a group 
of types which are associated with Minster and Pal
ace, but not with Urban domestic: tacks, points, keys. 

Along the horizontal axis, there is a contrast 
between Minster and Castle (to the left) and Palace 
(to the right), although for technical reasons the 
Castle sites are best omitted. Types associated with 
Minster are: reliquaries, combs, jewellery, sewing 
pins; with Palace are: weights gaming equipment, 
sewing equipment, building ironwork, horse furn
iture and beads. 

In the very centre of the plot are a group of types, 
of low inertia, which are not associated with any par
ticular type of site, i.e. they occur roughly equally on 
all types of site: furniture, locks, belt fittings, horse
shoes, kitchen equipment and buckles. 

Thus this particular urban assemblage is very 
varied (high inertia), with groups of types being 

associated with particular types of site, and a minor
ity having no particular associations. Many of the 
associations are just what one would expect (e.g. 
reliquaries with Minster sites), some may be less 
obvious and could lead to interesting interpretations. 
A few are misleading: for example, the association of 
shoes with Urban domestic sites arises because 
leather shoes only survive in waterlogged deposits, 
and the excavated waterlogged deposits were mainly 
on domestic sites. It does not suggest that shoes were 
not worn at the Palace or Minster! 

Type of find and date of context 
Fig. 2 shows a correspondence analysis plot of types 
of finds by date of context. Here the main (vertical) 
contrast is between early dates (10-12th century) and 
the 'bottom' of the plot, and later dates (14th-17th 
century +) at the top of the plot Looking more 

X, = 38% 

sewing pins 
points 

beads 

• sewing 
equipment 

Fig. 2. - Ca plot of numbers of finds 
from Winchester by find types and 
context dates (from Barclay et al 
1990, fig. 7). 
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closely, we can see that the points representing the 
centuries fall in a steady curve, from the 10th through 
to the 17th+: this indicates a regular chronological 
pattern, with types coming into, and falling out of, 
use (i.e., the types of finds seriate). A good example 
is the contrast between querns (early, bottom) and 
mortars (late, top) which share a common function. A 
large group of finds types, inside the curve, continue 
with little variation throughout the whole period. 

Once again, there are some interesting possible 
interpretations, for example tenter hooks which are 
associated with the 12-14th centuries, as well as some 
misleading ones, such as the apparent association of 
shoes with the 10-11th centuries: it's the waterlogged 
deposits again. 

3.2 Pottery 

Pottery would seem to be an ideal subject for this 
sort of analysis: it is plentiful in medieval urban con
texts, it has been extensively studied and can be 
divided into types in a variety of ways (e.g. by fabric, 
by form). The potential for relating the compositions 
of assemblages to their locations in a town was 
demonstrated by Redman (1979) at Qsar es-Seghir. 
He compared assemblages from 22 excavated areas 
in the town in terms of the proportions of 11 common 
form categories present in them. He used cluster 
analysis, selected a solution that grouped the excav
ated areas into four categories, and interpreted the 
areas by comparing the average proportions of each 
form in each cluster. 

Cluster analysis was an obvious technique to use 
in the 1970s, but has the disadvantage that it creates 

clusters whether or not they exist within the dataset, 
and may give little information about the internal 
variability of the clusters. A less structured approach, 
such as correspondence analysis, which just demon
strates the relationships between the areas, between 
the types and between the areas and the types, would 
be preferable in the 1990s. 

Analyses of this sort have been surprisingly rare 
in medieval archaeology since this pioneering 
paper. Possible reasons will be discussed at the end 
of the paper. A small example, again from medieval 
Winchester, gives a microcosm of the sorts of 
results that could be expected from this approach. 
Fig. 3 shows a correspondence analysis plot for broad 
pottery form types by selected 'final phases' from 
the Brook Street site at Winchester. The strongest 
pattern (which on this plot is the horizontal one) that 
of associations between house xii and cooking pots 
(on the right) and house ix/x and lamps and jugs (to 
the left); house xi is ambiguously located, while the 
bowl form occupies a very central position, i.e. it 
has no particular associations. A secondary pattern 
relates to the vertical axis: the assemblage from 
house ix/x has greater inertia than that from house 
xii (its phases are plotted further apart). We can see 
a chronological progression in house ix/x from 12th 
century (top) to 15th century (bottom), and none at 
all in house xii. This is linked to a change from 
lamps to jugs in the associated pottery, and seems to 
reflect a change of use in house ix/x. The strati-
graphic evidence suggests a change from an area in 
which industrial processes took place, to a substan
tial stone-built house. Thus in this small part of the 
town we can see both small-scale spatial, and chro
nological/spatial patterns. 

o ix/x 12thc 

•lamp o 
xi & xii 

0 ix/x 13thc 
xi 13c 

0 i 
bowl 

xn 

Fig. 3. - Ca plot of form against 
final phase. Brook Street site, 
Winchester (from Orton and 
Tyers 1992, figure 5). 
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3.3 Animal bone 

This example arises from some experimental 
analyses of bone data from excavations in the Greater 
London area, taken from the archives of the (then) 
Greater London Environmental Archaeology Service. 
Only contexts with more than 200 bone records were 
chosen, giving about 23,000 bones from 50 Roman 
contexts, about 26,000 bones from 54 Saxon contexts 
and about 15,000 bones from 31 medieval and post-
medieval contexts (12th to 18th centuries). A com
parison of the Roman, Saxon and medieval/post-
medieval assemblages has been published (Moreno-
Garcia et al 1996), as well as a more detailed examin
ation of some aspects of the Roman assemblages 
(Orton 1996). The statistical computer package/jfe-
slice (Orton & Tyers 1992) was used throughout. 
Here we concentrate on the Saxon and later assem
blages. The coding used for the sites, species and 
bone elements is given in table 1; details of the con
texts, and references to the sites, are given in 
Moreno-Garcia et al (1996), table 1. 

Two sorts of analyses were carried out: species by 
context and bone element by context. It was found 
that for all periods (including the Roman) the former 
partem was stronger (had greater inertia) than the 
latter, although the difference between the two was 
least in the Saxon period. 

Saxon: the chosen assemblages are from three areas: 
middle Saxon Lundenwic (c 650-850 AD), Barking 
Abbey (similar date, 15 km to the east), and West
minster Abbey Undercroft (11th century). Fig. 4 
shows the correspondence analysis plot for contexts 
by bone elements after some initial editing (removal 
of rare species). Tne roiai inertia (variabiiiiy between 
contexts) is relatively low, and quite a high propor
tion of it is due to recording difficulties (see table 2 
below). The Jubilee and Maiden Lane sites show an 
apparent lack of mandibles and vertebrae; this is not 
a real absence, but arises because methods for quan
tifying these bone elements had not been devised 
when these sites were catalogued. York Buildings 
shows an apparent excess of phalanges, but this is the 
only one of these sites at which some deposits were 
seived, probably resulting in better recording of these 
small bone elements. The reason for the apparent 
lack of phalanges at Barking Abbey is not known. 
After allowing for these problems, the middle Saxon 
assemblages are remarkably similar, both within and 
between individual sites. The differences are still 
'statistically significant', but this reflects the overall 
size of the assemblages rather than the differences 
between them. Westminster Abbey stands out as 
having far more diverse assemblages (greater internal 

inertia) than the middle Saxon sites; it is considerably 
later and should perhaps have been grouped with the 
medieval sites. 

Table 1 
Codes used for sites, species and bone elements in the 
animal bone case study 

sites 

Middle Saxon 
BAI 
JUB 

MAI 

NAG 
NGA 
PEA 
YKB 

Barking Abbey, Essex 
Jubilee Hall, Covent Garden, London, 
WC2 
Maiden Lane, Covent Garden, London, 
WC2 
National Gallery Extension, London, WC2 
National Gallery Basement, London, WC2 
Peabody Site, Bedfordbury, London, WC2 
18-20 York Buildings, London, WC2 

Late Saxon/early Norman 
WST Westminster Abbey Undercroft, London, 

SW1 

Medieval and post-medieval 
BIG 

BS 

CH 

SH 

SWA 

Billingsgate Lorry Park, Lower Thames 
Street, London, EC3 
Royal George Wharf, Bankside, London, 1 
SE1 
Chaucer House, Tabard Street, London, 
SE1 
Seal House, 106-8 Upper Thames Street, 
London, EC4 
Swan Lane, Upper Thames Street, Lon
don, EC4 

species 

BOS 
OVCA 
ORG 
SUS 

cattle, domestic 
sheep/goat 
rabbit 
pig, domestic 

bone elements 

CAL 
~CEV 
FEM 
HUM 
-INN 
MAN 
-MTC 
PH 
RAD 
SCP 
TIB 
~TRV 
ULN 

calcaneus 
cervical vertebra, axis, atlas and skull 
femur 
humerus 
innominate and sacrum 
mandible 
metacarpal, metatarsal and astragalus 
phalanges 
radius 
scapula 
tibia 
thoracic and lumbar vertebra 
ulna 
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Fig. 4. - Ca plot for the Saxon dataset from London, showing relationships between contexts and bone elements. For 
reasons of space, some site codes have been abbreviated to their initial letter (from Moreno-Garcia etal 1996, fig. 5). 

Medieval and post-medieval: relatively few assem
blages of this date had been quantified in the appro
priate way, and were large enough to be selected for 

Table 2 
Total inertia of context by species tables and context 
by bone element tables, for Saxon and medieval/post-
medieval assemblages 

Saxon 
Saxon 

med. 
med. 

context by species 
context by bone 
element 
context by species 
context by bone 
element 

inertia 

0.115 
0.298 

0.208 
0.380 

'adjusted' 
inertia* 

0.145 
0.179 

* in this column, the bone elements whose recording problems 
distort the comparison (vertebrae, mandibles and phalanges) 
have been omitted. 

analysis. The context by bone element pattern has 
almost twice the total inertia of the context by species 
pattern (see table 2), but is difficult to interpret, 
perhaps because of the long time period represented. 
Fig. 5 shows the correspondence analysis plot for 
contexts by species. Two patttems seem to be 
present: 
(i) a trend, probably chronological, of decreasing 
cattle and pig, and increasing sheep/goat, from left to 
right across the plot, 
(ii) an isolated peak in rabbit in assemblages from 
Bankside dating to around AD 1600. 

The shortage of large dated assemblages, with a 
good geographical spread, severely limits the pos
sibilities for interpretation, as the medieval contexts 
all come from north of the river Thames, while the 
post-medieval one are all from south of the Thames. 
Thus it is not possible to disentangle chronological 
and spatial trends with any certainty. 
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Fig. 5. - Ca plot for the medieval and post-medieval dataset from London, showing relationships between contexts and 
species (from Moreno-Garcia etal 1996, fig. 8). 

Comparison: it is tempting to take a face value the 
much lower inertia of the dataset from middle Saxon 
Lmdenwic, in comparison to that from medieval 
London, or indeed Roman Londinium. It shows a 
much lower level of variability between the middle 
Saxon sites than between the medieval ones; this 
could be taken to indicate a relative lack of spatial 
specialisation, and thus a marked difference in the 
urban structure. This may well be so, but the medieval 
assemblages do not give a firm basis for comparison, 
since they are widespread both in date and spatially, 
with different areas being represented at different 
dates. Series of contemporary assemblages from 
across London are needed before we can make seri
ous comparisons. 

4 Conclusions 

The case studie ̂  demonstrate the potential of this 
approach to the study of spatial and chronological 
variability across an urban settlement, based on a 
wide range of archaeolgical materials. They also 
show the vast amount of preparatory work that must 
be undertaken before such a study can be put in place. 

First, data must be assembled from several years' 
excavations, and definitions of 'types' (e.g. pottery 
fabrics and forms) must be consistent across the 
entire dataset. This requirement will be increasingly 
hard to meet as archaeological fieldwork becomes 
more and more fragmented, and more and more com
peting teams working in the same area. Whether 
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archaeological curators can impose the necessary 
level of terminological control over a variety of 
archaeological contractors, is an open question. 

Next, the data must be quantified, and in an appro
priate manner. This may well be seen as the sort of 
luxury that can be dispensed with in the interests of 
cutting costs and gaining contracts. They may well be 
little benefit in quantifying material when archae
ology is looked at on a site-by-site basis; it is only the 
'big picture' that makes it worth while. Once again, 
the question of the imposition of standards and con
trols must be fac. 

Finally, programmes of research must be drawn 
up and inplemented. The opportunistic trawling of 
computer archives, such as described above for the 
animal bones, makes a useful demonstration, but is 
no substitute for a careful selection of sites and 
assemblages that are likely to shed light on serious 
urban questions. This requires both the ability to 
design such a study, and ready access to computer 
archives. The recent creation of the Archaeological 
Data Service in England may ease the second point. 
But there is a danger that, just at the time when the 
tools have become available to analyse large datasets 
in a useful way, the data themselves may have begun 
to drip away from between our fingers. 
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Aspects of Early 

1 Introduction 

The investigation of issues concerning early rural 
settlement and landscape organisation in Europe is a 
task fraught with difficulty. The lack of contemporary 
documentation, together with the misinterpretation of 
the sources that there are has led to some misguided 
interpretations1. This study seeks to explore familiar 
themes of early medieval landscape organisation 
through using a range of often later sources that are 
interpreted with regard to theories of territoriality and 
evolving territorialisation. A detailed local study in 
Cornwall may then be placed in the context of wider 
developments in terms of settlement, society, econ
omy and polity. 

Cornwall contains a complex and particularly rich 
assemblage of historical and archaeological material 
which requires further analysis in order to make sense 
of its meaning. Although it may not be regarded as a 
nation state, Cornwall is an individual and separately 
identifiable region with a distinct, Celtic-speaking 
history which has not received the same attention as 
other 'Celtic' regions. Many investigations in other 
Celtic regions have been greatly aided by a rich 
assemblage of early documentary material2, which 
has enabled a thorough and uniformly systematic 
assessment of early landscape organisation. Cornwall 
however does not have any comparable corpus to aid 
such a general reconstruction, though many workers 
such as Preston-Jones and Rose (1986,137-38) stress 

1 Of particular note here are the ethnic interpretations and 
accompanying 'waves of invasion' hypotheses that many work
ers held earlier this century. 
2 In particular I am thinking of the large collection of ninth 
century charters referring to cases in a small region of eastern 
Brittany (Davies 1988), or the law codes of Ireland such as the 
Crith Gablach (Binchy 1941 and McLeod 1986). For a particu
larly good law code contextualisation of a largely morphologi
cal investigation of early Irish settlement forms, see Stout 1991. 
Useful law tracts also pertain to early Wales (see Jones 1976) 
and Scotland; (the Senchus Fern 'Alban for instance is utilised 
by Lamont). Even later works that aggregate the surviving ma
terial of earlier times have been very useful for producing a sys-
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the possibilities of early systems of landscape organ
isation in Cornwall that are comparable to other 
areas, and detailed recent works on specific areas of 
Cornish evidence tend to support such a contention.3 

The very early (ninth to early tenth century) domina
tion of the area by an Anglo-Saxon hegemony goes 
some way to explain this lack of a pre-English sys
tematic documentary source. 

It is essential to recognise that the sites and zones 
that are of interest to archaeologists and historians 
should not be placed within a geographical vacuum. 
Early workers such as Vinogradoff (1905) and 
Jolliffe (1926,1933) noted the importance of a terri
torial framework, but only more recently has the 
analysis of landscape organisation and the placing of 
archaeological sites into a territorial framework 
become a central focus.4 A reconstructed framework 
of landscape organisation can provide a context 
within which to understand the products of early 
societies that are being uncovered by archaeologists 
and historians. In addition however, it is crucial to 
acknowledge that spatial structures should no longer 
be seen simply as an arena in which social life 
unfolds, but rather as a medium through which social 
relations are produced and reproduced. In this 
respect, exercises of landscape organisation and terri
torialisation are both key social practices and impor
tant cultural experiences. 

It is not my intention to undermine the work of 
historians and archaeologists. Rather, I intend to pro-

tematic territorial analysis of a region. McErlean 1983 used the 
seventeenth century Calendar of Patent Rolls of James I for his 
investigation of townlands while the interpretation of early land 
organisation on the Isle of Man has greatly utilised the nine
teenth century Atlas of quarterlands by James Woods (sec 
Davies 1956). 
3 Thomas 1994 for instance, charts the development of early 
Christian activity within a structured Comish society of the mid
dle of the first millennium, while Hooke 1994 clarifies and in
terprets the pre-Conquest charter material for Cornwall. 
4 See for instance the works of Phythian-Adams 1978; Michel-
more 1979; Hooke 1982,1985; Winchester 1987; Driscoll 1991 
and Hadley 1996. 
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mote the acknowledgement of the importance of 
spatial experience and order through concepts of 
territoriality. It is through notions of territory that the 
landscape is ordered and it is therefore within the 
context of territoriality that we may understand the 
organisation of that landscape. Following a short dis
cussion of the notion of territoriality, section 2 refers 
to the use of this concept. Dodgshon's organisational 
perspective avoids the reification of period-based 
cultural 'traditions' by seeking to uncover an evolving 
relationship between society and space. A study of 
Cornwall that synthesises notions of landscape order 
and societal development is called for. 

A wider exploration of territorial experiences and 
formations in other Celtic-speaking regions is 
explored in section 3 with the intention of uncovering 
ways in which we can perceive the early territorial 
development of Cornwall. Some methods of relating 
the theory and the reality in Cornwall are then dis
cussed in section 4, stressing the importance of flexi
bility and clarity both in terms of the interpretation 
and the language used to communicate expressions 
of landscape organisation. Actual territorial patterns 
in west Cornwall are then reconstructed in section 5 
through a broad range of source material. A detailed 
case study is considered in section 6, in which the 
territorial expression of a later medieval system of 
justice and local government is related to the pro
posed vestiges of a much earlier scheme of adminis
tration and exploitation. 

2 Territoriality; landscape, society and context 

In order to understand changes that have occurred 
within society one should look at the way society 
organises the landscape which it not only occupies, 
but of which it is an integral part. In this respect, as a 
product of successive societies, the landscape itself 
may be seen as a source for the study of previous 
societies. Processes of territorialisation are consequent 
upon particular relationships of society and space 
that are represented through the medium of landscape 
organisation. The indivisible nature of landscape and 
society means that an emerging territorial framework 
which results from such processes as territorialisation 
can be related to societal transformations. The iden
tification and representation of purpose in terms of 
territorial organisation allows the intentions and 
designs of such mechanisms to be examined. The 
recognition and interpretation of a territorial 'culture' 
opens up debate on the experiences, meanings and 
expressions of territorial organisation. An investig
ation of the processes of territorialisation necessarily 
entails an analysis of social processes. In this respect. 

the human agency of territorialisation may be articul
ated through the expression 'territoriality^ a term at 
the very heart of the space/society relationship. 

Territoriality can be defined as "the attempt by an 
individual or group to affect, influence or control 
people, phenomena, and relationships, by delimiting 
and asserting control over a geographic area" (Sack 
1986,19). Territoriality implies, by definition, a form 
of classification by area, a form of communication 
such as a marker sign or boundary, and an attempt at 
enforcing control or restraint over access to resources. 
Its logic rests on the advantages that stem from these 
interconnected relationships (Sack 1986, 21-22). Be
cause territoriality is always socially constructed, an 
understanding of the spatial strategies that have been 
used to control space can potentially give a far deeper 
knowledge of the meanings, reasons and acts of will 
that occur in the society in which they operate. 

Gold (1982, 53-54) argues that "the most impor
tant facet of territoriality is that it can create a stable 
and unobtrusive framework for the orderly conduct 
of everyday life". Therefore, a society with changing 
needs attaches changing importance and meanings to 
its territorial framework at various levels. Biddick 
(1990) for instance, saw the transition from feudal
ism to capitalism in Britain being mirrored by a 
change from using territorial management as a 
vehicle for enhanced status, to one which facilitated 
commercialism and the creation of money. Biddick 
(1990, 9) articulates this transition succinctly by 
commenting that "land left the sphere of personal 
relationships and became property". Although the 
perception of territory over this period can be seen to 
have been transformed, the underlying reasons for 
the existence of territories remained consistent, 
namely, the maintenance of control and influence 
over a geographical area. 

"Whether powers were full or partial and held by 
greater or lesser rulers, they tended to be defined in 
relation to territory" (Davies 1990,16). This concern 
for the control and articulation of power is a very 
important aspect of the territorial strategy. Working 
in a Scottish context, Driscoll (1991, 83) argues that 
power "flowed from the land. Consequently the basis 
for understanding state institutions is an understand
ing of how land was controlled and how agricultural 
production was managed. At this most fundamental 
level it is the patterns of landscape organisation that 
we must seek to understand, that is we must seek to 
produce a coherent image of the early medieval land
scape with its attendant social practices and political 
institutions". Therefore, if land is seen as the ultimate 
source of wealth, then the territorial control and 
organisation of the land's resources can be seen as 
the key to power-broking in any society. 
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It is axiomatic therefore, that in order to under
stand the purpose and meaning behind strategies of 
territoriality we must look toward emerging systems 
of power and control within societies. Territoriality, 
however, is also an experience that is associated with 
cultural, social and economic relationships. "Terri
toriality, as a component of power, is not only a 
means of creating and maintaining order, but is a 
device to create and maintain much of the geographic 
context through which we experience the world and 
give it meaning" (Sack 1986, 219). In this sense, 
there is a need to focus on the experience, as well as 
the functions and use of territory. 

Territory and territoriality are important aspects 
of the relationship between society and space. The 
development of territoriality and territorialisation 
however needs to be approached and interpreted in 
practice. In this respect, Dodgshon's (1987) thesis of 
developing territoriality provides a useful context in 
which to view the more specific territorial develop
ments that are the focus of this study. Dodgshon's 
organisational perspective (1987, 130-165) suggests 
that as societies become more organised, institutions 
develop a more sophisticated sense of territoriality, 
with both increasing hierarchalisation and specialisa
tion. The horizontal network of spatially defined sub
systems, together with a vertically structured organ
isation of stratified groups allowed more complete 
control, and were better adapted to the administrative 
requirements of large and complex societies. In this 
way, older patterns of spatial order such as tribal 
divisions, were preserved in a different form, along 
the lines of newer principles of territorial order. 
Dodgshon's 'totalising' perspective challenges period-
based approaches in order to explain the evolution of 
the relationship between society and space m terms 
of territorial development and unfolding systems of 
spatial organisation which are deeply embedded in 
social order and cultural expression. The nature of 
territoriality is as a stable framework for the forma
tion, conduct and development of society which 
evolved at a number of rates and scales so as to 
reflect the transforming conditions of society. 

An exploration of the developing sense of terri
toriality will aid an understanding of the evolution 
from tribal to kinship to feudal to class based sys
tems. Feudalism for instance generated a distinct 
form of spatial order that utilised a complex system 
of lordship for purposes of regulation and exploita
tion in terms of both society and territory (Dodgshon 
1990,256). In this sense, the significance of develop
ing territoriality and territorialisation is as a focus on 
the evolving patterns and processes of the social 
organisation and production of space. Issues regard
ing the transformation of the experience of time and 

space may therefore be addressed. Increasing territor
ial order and a more sophisticated notion of territori
ality brought about alterations whereby communities 
of kin became communities of locality. Similarly, 
increasingly focused modes of organisation brought 
"respect for the discipline of the calendar rather than 
the seasons" (Loyn 1974, 13). 

Continuity is an important theme when examining 
the prevailing patterns, forms and perceptions of 
institutions as an evolving whole. An investigation 
into territoriality means that actual settlements and 
site-specific phenomena, or even the physical bound
aries, are less important in terms of continuity than 
the ideals and purposes of landscape division. Ideas 
of landscape organisation always rest on previous 
notions of organisation, so raising the importance of 
context and continuity. 

In addition to the search for general evolutionary 
trends in territorial development, a focus on context 
also highlights the potential importance of localised 
factors in both time and space. Wider landscape 
developments and societal transitions vary both 
spatially and temporally, alluding to what Abels 
(1988, 116) describes as a flexible combination of 
"ideas, customs and innovations differing according 
to need and locale". Therefore, in order to achieve a 
deeper and wider understanding of the processes and 
patterns, we need to look at more detailed, local 
studies, while drawing parallels over both space and 
time. 

It should be emphasised that investigations focus
ing on territoriality and territorial development 
necessarily draw attention to social context in a way 
that has been missed by many previous studies of 
pre-modem Britain. In west Cornwall for instance, 
Newcombe's (1968, 1970) statistical investigations 
of archaeological sites in west Penwith are a good 
example of an approach that lacks such a 'societal 
context'. His 'new geography' positivist approach, 
using an almost geometrical analysis of sites, failed 
to take into account the social production and divi
sion of space and thereby failed to provide any real 
explanation grounded within a contemporary social 
context. With these problems in mind, Phythian-
Adams (1978, 39) indicated the importance of 
placing elements within a territorial context, "rather 
than socially undifferentiated regional maps of drift 
geology", demonstrating the need for detailed local 
studies "which seek to bring together all the evidence 
in specific topographical contexts". 

The process of bringing together a wide range of 
evidence is particularly cogent for a study of emerg
ing medieval territoriality. The lack of a single sys
tematic and comprehensive source necessarily 
demands a rigorous search for a variety of source 
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material; both direct and indirect. A broad-based 
investigation will therefore be provided with a rich 
context within which to view landscape and societal 
developments. This study seeks to provide a syn
thesis of landscape and social evolution, based upon 
a number of indirect sources, which is comparable to 
what is known in other regions. In this sense, this 
investigation is concerned with the interpretation of 
clues and the relation of particular localised develop
ments to wider processes and organisational theories. 

The need for local studies, that people such as 
Phythian-Adams (1978, 1) allude to, should be 
underlined. It is through the synthesis of a wide range 
of material and the interpretation of signs that a 
detailed reconstruction of local territorial develop
ment can be achieved. Such developments in terms of 
landscape organisational strategies must be seen 
within their social context and related to societal 
transformations. This 'context-rich' local study can 
then be related to developing territorial experiences 
in other regions. 

3 Contextual background; emerging administra
tive frameworks in Celtic-speaking regions 

The extension of the power of the state through 
specialised hierarchies of administration and control 
can be seen to mirror the increasing importance of 
notions of territoriality in an increasingly delineated 
landscape of known territorial units. In attempting to 
comprehend the essence of early societies and the 
nature of their interaction with the environment, one 
has to consider the access, uses and manifestations of 
power. The existence of ancient 'pre-state' territorial 
recognition seems to be a common element through
out the British Isles, with later, more tightly defined 
administrative units taking on the form of previous 
territorial entities of various types. A short review of 
some of these supposed units in Celtic-speaking 

areas can act as a useful introduction for the work that 
I have done in Cornwall. 

The Isle of Man for instance, possessed a complex 
and highly regulated landscape organisational system 
based around quarters, treens, parishes and sheadings 
(Davies 1956; Megaw 1978). Although there is some 
considerable variation in the actual numbers, these 
units appear to make up a complex and well under
stood hierarchy of specialised exploitational ele
ments in the landscape, as shown in Fig. 1. 

In Brittany, an archaic system of landscape organ
isation reveals itself in the later structures of the com
munes or plebs (Flatres 1977; Davies 1981, 1988). 
Ireland has a highly developed and surprisingly under
studied early organisational system based around such 
units as the catron, the gnive and the ballybetagh 
(Hogan 1929; Graham 1970b), so thatMcErlean (1983) 
was able to draw up a structured ideal of hierarchical 
landscape organisational order for each of the prov
inces, as shown in Fig. 2. 

From Wales come law documents setting out 
strict guidelines for systematic landscape division 
based around specialised territorial units (Lloyd 
1911; Davies 1982, 1990). In an 'ideal' version of 
this territorial hierarchy, Jones (1976) used the medi
eval code known as the Book of lowerth to display an 
'all encompassing' model based very solidly upon an 
estate system.5 The purpose and general style of these 
administrative territorial hierarchies seems to be con
stant, with a system embracing many functions in a 
variety of forms. We see flexibility and adaptability 
within a systematic model of territorial control. 

In Scotland we find a number of hierarchical 
systems involving such units as the davoch, the 
pennyland, the baillebetagh and the ploughgate. 
Lamont (1957/8, 1966) investigated in great detail 
the administrative and economic units of the Scottish 
island of Islay and produced a very revealing account 
of control and resource exploitation through a highly 
developed system of tributes, dues and services. 

Fig. 1. - The territorial hierarchy in the Isle of Man. 
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The important issue to comprehend is how the throughout Scotland, the nature or'style'of territori-
emerging systems of territorial control interpreted alisation may show many common elements. Units 

Acre 

1 

w 
4 u . i U ^ Homestead 

or tyddin 

Cantref 2 n i U 

4 vniU ^ Shareland 4 u»iu ^ Holding 4 » l l a 
""-' 

Commote 12 • • i d V 2 Till Multiple estate 

^ 

VIII 

i 
^ / . . M . 

1 
Fig. 3. - The territorial hierarchy according to the Book oflowerth. (after Jones 1976) 

69 



D. Harvey 

Da-Skillin 1 
1 or 2 penny land j 

Cowland 

House 

2»iu * 
Cota ban 
or groatland 

3 nltM w 

3 MBlU w 

k 
2u.it. * 

Leor theas 
or ploughgate 

Treb 
or holding 

2 U M U r 

k 

Ochtobh 
or eighth 

1 4U.H. i 

Cearabh 
or quarter 

1 
Fig. 4. - The territorial hierarchy of May, (after Lament 1957/8) 

of lower levels of economic production or tribute 
(such as the baillebetagh or cowland) are incorpor
ated within a system of tax. The collection of dues 
through the mechanism of territorially organised 
ouncelands or pennylands for instance represents an 
increasingly sophisticated organisational structure. 
These developments in Scotland open up the question 
of administrative organisation in other Celtic-speak
ing regions. 

4 Relating territorial frameworks to Cornwall 

Without the law codes and other material that 
exists for such areas as Ireland for instance, Cornwall 
has no formal language or terminology for the legal 
and political environment of pre-English society. It is 
a mistake however to see Cornwall as a political 
vacuum in the period before Anglo-Saxon domin
ation. Such notions as the regione and the terra unius 
familiae for instance, provide a suitable framework 
for analysis of early territorial entities and develop
ing landscape organisation. Flexible notions of early 
landscape organisation that can be related to ideas of 
community, hierarchy and exploitation, but do not 
carry the legal and definitional 'baggage' of such 
terms as 'estate' can therefore be used to clarify the 
evidence that is known in west Cornwall. In this 
respect, common themes and ideas that are displayed 
in other areas can be related to what is known about 
Cornwall. 

In order to make the most of what information 
exists for Cornwall, conceptual frameworks deduced 
in other areas can act as a guide to explore the terri
torial hierarchies and exploitational mechanisms of 
west Cornwall. Investigation along such themes as 
regular assessments and territorial dues for instance 
can be informed by a notion of what Cornwall 
'should' be like. In this respect, the Cornish evidence 
is being interpreted within the context of what has 

been gleaned from other regions and supported by 
territorial theory. 

In many respects, studies of early landscape 
organisation in western Britain confirm the notion 
that actual physical boundaries are less important 
than the function and territorial meaning conveyed 
by landscape division. Hence, the basic 'history' of 
Cornish territories can be informed by a need to 
approach developments of landscape and society 
through a territorial perspective. The experiences of 
other regions suggest that comparable developments 
may be found in Cornwall. Additionally, the basic 
description of the Cornish territorial framework, and 
the narration of its history, can be greatly enhanced 
by a more explicit investigation of evolving territori
ality and processes of territorialisation. In this 
respect, territorial experience is viewed less in terms 
of the history and endurance of physical landscape 
divisions and more in terms of its reflection of the 
crucial relationship between society and space. 

In Cornwall, the physical reconstruction of an 
early territorial framework may provide a context 
within which to view organisational models which 
are comparable to other regions. Preston-Jones and 
Rose (1986) for instance have suggested that a com
plex system of transhumance existed in early Corn
wall and Herring (1996) sees this system as perhaps 
being organised on a hundredal basis around Bodmin 
Moor, though they bring little good evidence to bear 
on the subject. An intensive investigation of territorial 
organisation in west Cornwall can potentially distin
guish a possible organisational model for a trans
humance system comparable to those in Ireland or 
the Isle of Man.6 In these areas, transhumance zones 

6 For emergent and early systems of transhumance in Ireland, 
see Graham 1953, 1970a, 1970b. For a review of the transhum
ance systems in the Isle of Man see Davies 1956 and especially 
Quine 1996. 
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were partially defined according to a wide-ranging 
and assessed territorial hierarchy of a sort that can be 
investigated in Cornwall. 

Working within an Irish context, McErlean (1983, 
328) noted the importance of the "regulation of land 
resources among a territorially-defined community". 
Davies (1990) supported this notion with reference to 
Welsh material and, even in Cornwall, Thomas (1994) 
has alluded to the importance of perceiving com
munal organisation within early territorial patterns. 
My investigations in Cornwall can seek to uncover 
the earliest patterns of what can be termed 'com
munal organisation' through the relation of recon
structed physical units to developing notions of 
landscape division and society. 

The definition and delineation of a territorial 
framework necessarily requires some form of' signi-
fier' such as a recognised boundary,7 as well as some 
attempt to enforce certain codes (Sack 1986). In this 
respect, certain actions that involve surveillance or 
supervisory mechanisms within a developing terri
torially defined arena can be seen to be important. 
The territorial development of government in Eng
land for instance clearly demonstrates the increasing 
role that territories played in the administering of 
daily justice, civil control and fiscal exaction. 
Territorialisation can therefore be portrayed as an 
ongoing attempt to instil influence or 'control' within 
a socially defined landscape and Cornwall provides a 
suitable 'testing ground' in which to view such devel
opments. 

Developing notions of surveillance and super
vision were charted by Robinson and Scaglion (1987) 
in their study of justice and the developing police 
function, and it is in these terms that such functions 
can be investigated in Cornwall. At the local level in 
ComwalU we see the tithing institution as a territori-
alised expression of community. This was a system 
of compulsory collective responsibility, through 
which a sort of joint bail was fixed for individuals, 
not after their arrest for a crime, but rather as a safe
guard in anticipation of it.8 This system constituted 
the backbone of Norman law-giving and can be seen 
as the mechanism through which central government 
held dominion over the population. Importantly, this 
system in Cornwall, unlike other parts of Britain, not 
only represented an income generating mechanism 

7 This 'boundary' however, need not be in the form of a fixed 
physical 'barrier' or even a solid 'line on a map'. 
8 For a more legally-based definition of the tithing see 
Critchley 1967, 2-3, or Pollock & Maitland 1968, Vol. I, 568-
71. The tithing system of Cornwall is often overlooked in stud
ies, but has been analysed quite thoroughly by Pool 1959, 1981, 

and form of judicial control, but became systemat
ically territorialised. 

The evolving wider hierarchies of administration 
and exploitation that have been identified in simple 
terms in many Celtic-speaking regions and by Loyn 
(1984), Jolliffe (1937) and Warner (1988) among 
others in England, can act as a guide to the way the 
emerging Cornish network of territorial admini
stration can be viewed. In this sense, a better under
standing and explanation of the tithing network for 
instance can be produced than has been hitherto 
established/ 

The place of such territorial devices as the tithing 
within a wider evolving hierarchy of government and 
administration can be investigated. The early territor
ial administrative structure of Cornwall can be related 
to those of other areas such as Scotland, Ireland, Brit
tany and the Isle of Man in order to extend our com
prehension. In this respect, the importance of such 
things as dues and assessments can be clearly seen. 
Reference to well ordered partially standardised pat
terns of assessment on the ground therefore, may 
reflect a systematic and regularised ideal of territorial 
assessment in theory. The bare historical record of 
early Cornish territories requires deeper analysis with
in the context of theories of developing territoriality 
and synthesis with notions alluded to in other areas. 

The origins and nature of any regular assessments 
in Cornwall need to be addressed, not in terms of 
finding a perfectly formed and uniform system of 
assessment that may never have existed, but in terms 
of finding the vestiges of an assessment system that 
is comparable to ones found either in the law books 
or on the ground in other areas. The general history 
of territorial institutions in Cornwall requires further 
analysis with respect to themes of hierarchalisation 
and specialisation. In this sense, a focus upon func
tion as opposed to 'form' per se is a crucial element 
in the analysis of relationships that are found in the 
processes of territorialisation in west Cornwall. 

Preston-Jones and Rose (1986, 138) note that the 
emergence of large estates made up of trefs or local 
farm units in ninth century Wales agrees with "the 
little which is known for Cornwall". This raises the 
question of whether we can perceive anything in 
Cornwall which is comparable or analogous in func
tion to these multi-vill units. We should try to per-

whose latter paper should be considered as the basic reference 
text on the subject. 
9 The existing contradictory understanding of the tithing as 
being in many ways the 'manor' under another name, (Pool 
1959,1981) and yet also being equated with the vill (Pool 1981, 
279) needs further analysis. 
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ceive the sorts of patterns which would have been 
part of such a postulated system, while acknow
ledging the problematic nature of this 'multiple 
estates' approach.10 In this respect we should seek a 
method of conceptualising such early patterns, from 
the premise that territorial developments are linked to 
social expressions, through demands for service, 
income and power. 

It is important to recognise that not all societies 
were developing at the same time and in the same 
way. An investigation of territorialisation and terri
torial relationships, however, can provide an impor
tant opening into revealing some aspects of deeper 
developments of societal and landscape meaning and 
representation. It must be emphasised that by their 
very definition, territories are socially generated. 
They represent expressions of community, govern
ment and exploitation rather than being inanimate 
physical features such as hills or rivers. Territories 
therefore are intrinsic to a 'peopled' landscape. Since 
there is no single or simple 'answer' and no all-
encompassing and homogenous system, the inter
pretation of these patterns, associations and designs 
into a coherent territorial framework should perhaps 
avoid the use of such loaded terms as the 'estate' for 
example, and instead concentrate on allowing for 
multiple meanings and paths of development. It is for 
this reason that such terms as regione have been used. 

An investigation into the territorialisation of a 
region such as west Cornwall obviously has reper
cussions for studying landscape and landscape 
changes. This investigation attempts to fill the struc
tured political vacuum that is implicit in many studies 
of Cornwall before Saxon hegemony. Polity and 
landscape organisation were not Norman or even 
Saxon inventions and so we should try to perceive 
the origins or antecedents for the later patterns and 
practices that seem unique or at least somehow dif
ferent in Cornwall. 

The examination of changing modes of resource 
allocation and territorial development, can bring 
insight into the economic arrangements of early Corn
wall. Investigation of such early territorial schemes 
may provide a more meaningful framework within 
which to view the findings of archaeologists, while 
further emphasis on territoriality for instance, may 
bring better understanding of early systems of grazing 
management. In terms of administration, the expan
sion of 'government' through surveillance and con
trol mechanisms such as the tithing system, can be 
seen through territorial studies. In this sense, the 
development of territorial ideas mirrored the estab
lishment of more complex systems of tribute-type 
exploitative practices, organised forms of justice and 
accountable mechanisms of government. 

The transition of self-identity from a familial 
notion based upon such concepts as 'tribe' and the 
development of a notion of identity based upon 
'place', is apparent in areas such as Ireland and Wales 
through focusing upon territoriality, and considera
tion of Comish material may bring some important 
related points of view. Comish features should be 
viewed within the context of wider evolving terri
torial patterns. Linkages and relationships can be 
made with other areas and other times. It is important 
to note that deficiency in source material does not 
necessarily mean a deficiency in territorial structure. 
In relation to Cornwall, the investigation of early sys
tems of landscape organisation can look beyond the 
lack of direct and complete forms of evidence to use 
the indirect material, signs, analogous comparisons 
and the many strands of partial evidence. 

5 The tithing framework of west Cornwall and 
the vestiges of early landscape organisation 

Sources from the thirteenth and fourteenth cen
turies (see edited works by Hall 1978; Stenton 1952; 
Midgley 1945 and also Pool 1981) show that the 
territorial framework of tithings was being utilised 
for the purpose of a centrally organised law and order 
system; a mechanism whereby the authority of the 
state trickled down to the lives of people in every 
comer of the land. This uniform and systematic terri
torial structure, with perhaps much older origins, 
reflects the increasing importance placed on control
ling the landscape through a complex and tightly 
regulated territorial hierarchy. Every person not of 
noble status would have known which tithing they 
were in, to whom they were responsible, and for 
whom they had responsibility. This close level of 
control and supervision was enhanced by putting 
these relationships on a territorial footing, the frame
work of which was then utilised for the management 
of a taxation system. Each household paid a certain 
proportion of money known as smoke silver, the 
assessment of which was based around the territorial 
tithing framework (Pool 1981). Figure 5 shows a map 
of the supposed tithing districts in the two hundreds 
of Penwith and Kirrier in west Cornwall. This map 
was determined from using a wide variety of evid
ence based upon tithing extents, court documents and 
manorial relationships,1' and shows the name, centre 
and territorial associations of every tithing. 

10 See for instance Hadley 1996. 
11 This work was carried out as part of a doctoral thesis. For 
more specific and detailed information, see Harvey 1996. In 
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Fig. 5. - Basic tithing pattern (Penwith based largely on Pool 1959). 

In order to understand the complex inter-relation
ships between land and society which are expressed 
by such a territorial pattern, it is necessary to explore 
the evolving territorial relationships and examine 
some of the assessment data that survive. The 
Extenta Acrarum documents of 1284 and 1345 record 
the assessment of each tithing in terms of Cornish 
acres.'2 Tne imerpretaiion and underslanding uf Ihc 
Comish acre units are at present unsatisfactory, 
though in origin can be traced to at least the period of 
the Domesday Survey (?ade\pers. comm.). The use 
of the Comish acre in the context of tithing assess
ment is interesting and suggests that the territorial 
units themselves may have at one time represented 
much more than groupings of people for judicial 
organisation and control. The very common repeti
tion of the three Comish acre unit (or multiples 
thereof), tends to indicate some sort of systematic 

many respects, the lines represent recognition of territorial sig
nificance rather than strictly defined and accurate 'boundaries'. 
12 Neither of the two versions exist in their original state. Al
though the original purpose of the records and the context of 
their production is not completely understood, some kind of sur
vey is apparent, with both versions providing lists of tithing 
names and assessments in Comish acres. Their basic record is 
transcribed by Pool 1981. The most complete published discus-
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and uniform reckoning of territorial units and possi
bly points toward a more ancient system of landscape 
organisation that is previously unrecognised in 
research literature. The results of this analysis are 
displayed graphically in figure 6, which emphasises 
the non-random pattern of Comish acre assessments. 

The fact that Penwith does not demonstrate this 
overwhelming prevalence of the number three, is 
probably due to its being the only Comish hundredal 
jurisdiction in private hands.13 The Lords of Conner-
ton, who held the hundred would have been eager to 
maximise any dues to them and so would have 
boosted the acreage assessments for their hundred. 
Importantly, it seems that whatever the significance 
the three Comish acre unit may have once held, by 
the time Penwith's figures were artificially boosted, 
the significance was forgotten, implying possibly 
very ancient origins for the assessment structure. 

sion of the meaning of the Comish acre is to be found in Hull 
1971,liv-lxii. 
13 The hundred of Penwith was granted by William II outside 
of royal authority in about 1090. The private hundredal jurisdic
tion was comprehensively confirmed by a charter to the 
Arundell family of Connerton of the period 1227x43. See Hall 
1978, 171, and Pool 1959, 165-171. 
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Fig. 6. - Three acre units in Cornwall hundreds, trom Extenta 
Acrarum (1345) which assesses tithings in Carnish acres. 

25 Total number of tithings 

9 The number of tithings whose 
assessment is a function of 3 

20 km 

Interestingly, the only other hundreds where the 
three Comish acre unit seems to be less significant 
are the two easternmost hundreds, and even here the 
three Comish acre unit is still relatively significant. 
These two hundreds received Anglo-Saxon influence 
much earlier man me west; perhaps by about A.D. 
825. The six earliest charters that refer to land in 
Cornwall, including all the pre-tenth century exam
ples, are associated with land either in Stratton hun
dred or the far south east (Finberg 1953, items 16 and 
72-77).14 Although large scale population displace
ment and complete landscape re-organisation seems 
very improbable, the very early English interest and 
involvement in this part of Cornwall provides an 
explanation for the apparent exception of this most 
eastern zone. This is certainly so in terms of place 

14 Indeed, a charter of king Ine (AD 705x712) records the 
granting of 20 hides at linig, which has been interpreted as the 
land between the Lynher and Tamer rivers (see Finberg 1953, 
item 73). 
15 The topic of reconstructing integrated estate units from early 
periods is a much discussed and debated area of work. See for 
example Jones 1976,15-40, or Blair 1991, chap. 1. For a more up 
to date view on such supposed early schemes, see Hadley 1996. 

name distribution in the area, and may provide a con
text within which to view the apparently anomalous 
assessments of later years (Preston-Jones & Rose 
1986, 142; Wakelin 1975, 59-60). Because the three 
Comish acre unit does not appear to be significant in 
these early Anglicised areas, it implies that the 
significance of the three Comish acre unit should be 
sought in the pre-Saxon period. 

Further analysis of the assessments together with 
investigation of manorial and other linkages reveal a 
sort of 'unity' amongst certain groups of tithings. 
Some of the proposed 'blocks' of tithings are shown 
in figure 7, which illustrates the disparate and often 
fragmented nature ofthese land units. Eleven of such 
blocks are shown (some with their assessments ac
cording to the Extenta Acrarum of 1345), and some 
suggestions of links with other tithings arc also put 
forward. In this respect, the three Comish acre unit 
seems to have been a basic unit within a hierarchical 
territorial framework, maintained for the purpose of 
exploitation and control at a very early period. The 
system can perhaps be seen as a territorial scheme for 
the full economic exploitation of the landscape 
through integrated estate management of specialised 
elements.15 While acknowledging the probable local 
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Fig. 7. - Blocks of tithing units 
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fluctuations, transitions and changes that would have 
occurred over the several centuries under investig
ation, essential elements of stability, persistence and 
cohesion can be seen to endure. Transhumance prac
tices and other economic activities are reflected in 
place name elements such as havos, hendre and laity.16 

It is combinations of such specialised units within a 
developing estate system that would have provided a 
surplus for an elite class. 

6 The vestiges of early land organisation in the 
Meneage area of west Cornwall 

At this point it is perhaps useful to look at a part
icular area in more detail and to draw out some of the 
themes that have been discussed and to demonstrate 
the application of using a wide range of hetero
geneous sources to understand early organisation of 
landscape elements. The area around the present day 
village and parish of St. Keveme in the far south of 
Cornwall (otherwise known as 'the Meneage') pro

vides us both with a number of questions and poten
tial sources for such a purpose. Figure 8 reveals the 
complexity of the tithing framework in this area as 
well as highlighting the systematic nature of this 
framework's assessments, both in the fourteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Six tithings with their centres 
marked and territorial connections indicated, are dis
played. The tithings of Rosenithon, Treleaver, Trelan 
and Trenoweth are all assessed at 9 Cornish acres, 
and the first three are also liable for 9 shillings and 1 
pence (9/1) smoke silver. Trenoweth, Traboe and 
probably Rosuic17 are each liable for 7/1. The fact that 
Traboe is assessed at 24 Cornish acres and Rosuic at 
30, greatly complicates the relationship between Cor
nish acres and smoke silver. It appears that the actual 
area of Rosuic was mostly outside the parish, and 
largely composed of moorland, which may well have 
had few smoke silver-paying tenements. Traboe 
appears to occupy similar land of a similar size to 
Treleaver, while Rosenithon, Trenoweth and Trelan 
all seem to occupy relatively smaller pieces of land. 
The assessments certainly appear to be dependent 

16 An early work on such significance of place name elements 
in Cornwall was conducted by Pounds 1942. More recent com
ments have been made by Padel 1985 and Preston-Jones & Rose 

1986, 141-145. 
17 This depends upon whether 'Lucies' can be equated with 
this tithing; Pool 1981 thinks so. 
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Fig. 8. - The tithing framework in the St Keverne area. 
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upon some status or function heyond that of simple 
land area and number of tenements. The fact that 
these tithings which are positioned so close to each 
other, are all assessed in the same way seems to 
indicate that they are related in some way; perhaps as 
component parts of a larger entity. 

In order to try and understand the significance of 
these arrangements, a number of other sources can be 
brought in to play. In terms of parochial organisation, 
the name 'Meneage' or 'monkish land' appears to 
have been affixed to the ecclesiastical establishments 
of this area, suggesting a degree of early territorial 
cohesion that had recognition in the nomenclature of 
later territorial organisation. The 'administrative' 
centre of this territorial unit was undoubtedly the 
important early centre of Lesneage (literally 'the 
court of the Meneage'). King Edgar's grant of land at 
Lesneage and Pennare to Wulfhoth Rumuncant in 
AD 967 concerns a defined portion of land in the 
heart of St. Keveme parish.18 Along with the other 
pre-Conquest charters primarily concerning Traboe,19 

and the grant of some land 'in the Meneage' to St. 
Michael's Mount in the immediate post Norman 
Conquest period,20 the break up of a large early estate 

seems to be indicated. In this respect the 'Meneage' 
appears to be some sort of early land unit that became 
fragmented due to land holding interests but impor
tantly, it was also a land unit that held some sort of 
spiritual significance. 

The investigation of the nature of this 'spiritual 
significance' leads us to the door of the early monas
tic centre of Lannachebran (indicated on figure 9). 
Documentary evidence for the early existence of this 
establishment is found in the form of a tenth century 
list of saint's names21 while Domesday Booklists St 
Keveme as the only land holding religious establish
ment in Kirrier.22 Olson (1989) sees the monastery of 
Lannachebran as an important land-holding monastic 
centre of the pre-English period, and one which was 
very much related to the early regional territory of the 
Meneage. 

When looking at this area therefore, the vestiges 
of an early territorial entity are reproduced in later 
territorial framewo'ks, with assessments showing a 
remarkable consistency. As well as illustrating the 
common 3 Comish acre phenomenon, the acreage 
figures for the six St. Keveme tithings add up to 90 
Comish acres, and if Rosuic is ignored,23 then the SL 

18 Exeter Dean and Chapter, 2521 («zee. xi2). Sawyer 755, 
Finberg 1953, item 84; Hooke 1994a, item 4, 37-40. 
19 See Hooke 1994, items 6 and 10; Finberg 1953, items 90 
and 99. 
20 This is noted in the Cartulary of St. Michael's Mount. Item 
1, p. 1 of Hull's (1962) transcription, dated c.1070. 

21 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana MS "RegmensisLatinus 191". 
22 See Thorn & Thorn 1979, item 4/23. 
23 The territorial tithing of Rosuic appears to mostly contain 
land in the Ruan/Grade area of the Lizard peninsula and 
territorially at least seems to have little to do with St Keveme 
parish. 
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Fig. 9. - The Meneage in the early medieval period. 

Keveme parish total is 60 Cornish acres. Whether 
these assessments represent some sort of admini
strative 'label' or are more concerned with 'estate' 
organisation is not known. The idea of assessment 
certainly indicates some form of exploitation, and the 
label 'acres' does suggest an agrarian/economic rela
tionship. The Meneage appears to have been a large 
unit recognised before the Conquest which was 
broken up due to land holding pressures of the tenth 
and eleventh centuries, but this does not necessarily 
indicate that it once functioned as a single integrated 
'estate'. There is a strong possibility however, that 
the Meneage was expressed as a whole number of 
Cornish acres and in terms of a definite group of '3 
Comish acre units'. Therefore some administrative 
and tribute collecting competence is indicated. 

In order to make more sense out of the meaning of 
this early land unit, it is perhaps profitable to look 
towards the area of place name studies. Hooke (1994) 
sees such early units of exploitation as including 
several agricultural components stretching from the 
high moorlands to the sea. In this context, an invest
igation of certain place name elements may allow a 
deeper understanding of the nature of internal organ
isation within this large territorial unit. The inter
pretation of the place name 'Lesneage' as 'the court 
of the monkish land' indicates the existence of an 
administrative hierarchy within such units, while 
other place names imply other functions and relation
ships associated with such an internal hierarchy of 
administration and exploitation. Preston-Jones and 
Rose (1986, 144) for instance saw the relationship 
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between the place name elements hendre (old/winter 
settlement) and havos ('shieling' or summer settle
ment) as demonstrating the operation of a system of 
transhumance. 

The Meneage region has good access to areas of 
moorland and a place on the edge of the Goonhilly 
Downs named Kerne was, or 'autumn settlement' (lo
cated in figure 9), implies that a system of transhum
ance may have once operated. Kemewas is included 
within the tithing extent of Treleaver,24 but when 
mapped, appears as a detached portion, away from 
the rest of Treleaver tithing. This settlement is very 
close to that of Rosuic, and so may be related to some 
extent to the early operations of that estate. A link 
between Kemewas and Traboe however is better sup
ported, with this area of moorland apparently 
included within the charter bounds of Traboe in AD 
977 (Hooke 1994). Henderson (1931, 63-64) also 
notes the existence of a thirteenth century charter25 in 
which the moor above Kinihavot was granted by 
Robert Breto, Lord of Trelan. Therefore, this impor
tant element within an early system of transhumance 
appears to be connected by varying degrees to at least 
three or four different tithing units as they emerged 
in the later medieval period.26 Some sort of agrarian/ 
economic coherence within the proposed Meneage 

24 '2 tenements at Kenewas' noted in Henderson MSS, HB/8/ 
76. 
25 PRO, A. 8999, circa 1250. 
26 These being Treleaver, Traboe, Trelan and possibly Rosuic 

Penan X A 

X Lesnta/te 

Si Keveme tt4The 'monastery' of 
Lannachebran 
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region is thus implied, with the Goonhilly Downs 
representing an important element within an inte
grated agricultural system. 

The existence of a transhumance-based mode of 
pastoral farming requires an organised division of 
landscape that is recognised at all levels of society. 
The acknowledged hierarchical basis of Cornish acre, 
three Cornish acre unit and groups thereof, may 
provide a context within which such an agricultural 
system may operate. The hundred-wide assessment 
confers the unit 'Cornish acre' onto units of land
scape and recognises the existence of a 3 acre entity 
as that requiring acknowledgement of a certain level 
of status, as well as reflecting the increasing power of 
state mechanisms. Dodgshon argues (1987,162) that 
the increasing territorialisation of tribal groups and 
the development of state mechanisms, was all part of 
the assertion of "a new kind of lordship, namely 
feudal lordship". The tribal territories therefore took 
on a new meaning as part of the hierarchy of admin
istrative and lordship units that is found in the pre-
Norman feudal system. 

In Cornwall, the evidence is both scarce and of 
low resolution, so that the highly detailed recon
struction that is possible in some Celtic-speaking 
areas is impossible here, especially when alluding to 
pre-Conquest processes. However, the evidence that 
does exist suggests that similar processes were taking 
place as those that are found in other regions, and 
certainly does not indicate a totally different system. 

In Cornwall is revealed an early territorial frame
work, with previously unrecognised three Cornish 
acre units and larger groups of acres, possibly with 
specialised functions, producing a hierarchy of land
scape organisation. At one level, the agricultural 
economy operated through systems of transhumance 
organised through recognised territorial limits, while 
at another level, dues were collected and administra
tive control was maintained. An English admini
strative agency utilised the landscape organisational 
scheme in order to suit their own needs of judicial 
control and income generation, and it was this 
scheme of early economic exploitation through inte
grated estate management that formed the basis of 
the later emergent manorial system.27 It is important 

27 In Wales, Melville Richards 1969 attempted to place the 
various terms and units he found into some sort of coherent ad
ministrative whole, though is still tentative when interpreting the 
administrative relationships of some forms. This work may be 
seen as a step in that direction. Work on the semantics of such 
names as the /re/settlements for instance needs to be extended. 
28 Our understanding of the word 'estate' for instance should 
be qualified. 

however to heed the cautions that Hadley (1996,11-
12) recognises, based around the underlying assump
tion that there was a point at which the landscape was 
uniformly divided into neatly segmented territories.28 

As Hadley (1996, 12) notes, 'Property rights and 
territorial organisation were seldom simple in the 
early medieval period'. 

7 Conclusion 

The early territorial pattern in Cornwall mirrors 
some important aspects of early societal systems and 
the evolution of these territories mirrors the evolution 
of the distinct Cornish society that defined them. As 
society in Cornwall became more complex and as the 
need to control increased, especially when power was 
being wielded from a distant central agency, organ
isational strategies had to become more sophistic
ated. Therefore spatial control mechanisms involving 
the use of systematic territorialisation were used. The 
development of territorial organisation must be seen 
within the context of a continuing purpose of the 
territorial strategy; namely that of the exploitation 
and control of resources and population. 

It is only through looking at the ways in which 
societies use territorial strategies that we can under
stand both the nature of those societies and the form 
of the landscape which later societies (including our 
own) inherited. Other material in the landscape 
should be viewed within the context of this territorial 
organisation to enable us to understand their mean
ing. Further work is needed however if the full signi
ficance of the territorialisation of early west Corn
wall is to be appreciated. What was the nature of the 
ancient forms of landscape organisation and how 
were they recognised territorially? How well does the 
rest of Cornwall fit the proposed scheme and what 
sort of comparisons can be made with other regions? 
How were the territorial devices actually perceived 
by English power-brokers and what form did their 
exploitation of the landscape take? These questions 
have, to date, only been partially addressed and this 
investigation can be seen as a useful' starting block' 
for a whole range of further explorations. 
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