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Archaeological theory and the origins
of English towns — a review

Grenville Astill

The relevance of theory to urban archaeology in England is illustrated by a comparison of
how the early medieval urban sequence has been reconstructed between the 1970s and 1990s.
While the primacy of state formation remains the most important explanation of urban origins,

the adoption of new perspectives, whether 1deological or economic, have broadened the scope of

the enquiry and enriched the debate about town origins which needs to be seen in the context of
the whole of European medieval society.
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This review will concentrate on the pre —twelfth century urban sequence in
FEngland and 1s in three parts. The first 1s a survey of the commonly accepted
interpretations of the archaeological information which has rapidly accumulated
over the last forty years. The second part considers the points at issue between
theories recently used to elucidate early medieval urban development in England.
Thirdly, new information will be considered in the light of these theories.

Among the many surveys of medieval urban development in the 1970s and
1980s, one of the most influential was Biddle’s of 1976. Out of necessity, his review
concentrated on those parts of the urban hierarchy which were then of current
concern or for which most evidence existed. Inevitably it was an episodic and
disjointed account which switched from one geographical region to another in an
attempt to construct a chronological overview for the whole country. The
limitations are best illustrated in the period between the seventh and the ninth
centuries where the discussion shifts from a consideration of the coastal trading
sites, particularly Hamwic, to the Mercian defended centres which were regarded
as so critical in the process of Anglo—Saxon town creation, and seen to be the
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inspiration for the Wessex burhs (Biddle 1976:112 — 24). The link between these very
different types of “urban’ settlement is at best tenuous, and as presented does not
help us to understand the urban process (e.g., Hill 1987:48). It does, however,
demonstrate a common approach to the study of the medieval town: one that is
essentially site—based and which frequently considers town development in
isolation of the parent society (¢f. the recent Clarke and Ambrosiani 1991).
Methodological or theoretical discussions are usually limited to the problems of
defining towns using archaeological evidence alone or in combination with

documents, and are invariably resolved by the employment of bundle criteria.
Because the approach is so site-based, the argument focuses on a series of type sites
whose role in urban development can only be comprehended by using an
explanation which is either specific to each type site and so does little to establish
connections between the data, or is so general and superficial that it fails to convince.
The end result is often a series of unrelated ““case studies” which embody some data
and explanation, but is hardly a synthesis. Archaeologists’ failure to produce models
of urban development goes a long way to explain why historians often do not use
archaeological data in their discussions about urbanism — too many accounts only
discuss the data and not their significance for the urban process. Archaeologists get
closest to such a discussion in overviews, but the fact that the links between sets ot
archaeological data are invariably provided by historical evidence or interpretation
only serves to underline the lack of archaeological syntheses.

Although archaeology is often regarded as particularly good at reconstructing
trade, and given the intimate connection between exchange and towns, it 1s curious
that so few of the existing surveys consider the relationship between urban
development and the parent society or its economy. The relationship may,
however, be regarded as so evident and longstanding that there 1s no need for
further discussion. But, to return to the example given above, any consideration of
the striking differences between the coastal trading sites and the inland defended
centres ought, by way of explanation, to raise the possibility of a pronounced
change in the character of England’s economy during the seventh to tenth
centuries: to rely on “more economic growth equals more and bigger towns’ as
an explanation may distort the evidence.

One of the most enduring concerns has been to assess the importance of the
Roman legacy to the development of the medieval town. At first sight, of coutse,
with a number of medieval towns superimposed on their Roman predecessors, the
relationship appears strong. The continued importance of Roman towns in the
subsequent centuries has been stressed because there has been a marked reluctance
to believe that the Roman towns could be revived as centres after a period of
abandonment. Thus in the past much effort went into demonstrating the survival
of towns as urban centres into the fifth century, but the lack of unequivocal
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evidence led to a redefinition of the town as a purely political centre with little or
no economic role, perhaps protected by Germanic mercenaries. Continental ideas
have been highly influential; in Gaul for example, the continued importance of
Roman towns as political centres during the medieval period has been advanced as
a result of the coincidence in location between the praetoria and the residence of
a Frankish king or count (see Bruhl 1988 for a short recent summary). In this
country the argument has been modified to the extent that any potential coinci-
dence between a Roman civic (or military) building and an early medieval palace
is sufficient to demonstrate the continuance of the Roman town as a “centre of
authority” the location of the former is reasonably certain in many cases, but that
of the latter has yet to be established archaeologically for any town. Leaving aside
the problems of identification, the most important element in the argument was
the implicit assumption that the Roman civic buildings had a political function 1n
the fourth or fifth century which was continued in the medieval period. However,
lack of evidence for the sixth century remains the problem. What evidence we have
is indirect — the rich “Anglo—Saxon” cemeteries, which exist in the vicinity of
some towns and are assumed to contain high—status urban occupants. Such
evidence was used to explain why Roman towns were sometimes, but not
invariably, chosen as bishops’ seats in the seventh century. Not only did the choice
reaffirm continental practice, but it reflected the “realities of contemporary
politics” in that the sees were based in existing ““centres of authority” and
population (Biddle 1976:118 —9g). With next to no evidence for the survival of any
towns as cult centres, continuity was primarily seen in secular, political, terms, the
arrival of the bishops serving to enhance, rather than initiate, the settlements’
function. The major archaeological input on early medieval towns has, however,
been on the coastal and riverine trading sites, especially Hamwic and Ipswich and
now York and London (Brisbane 1988; Wade 1988; Hobley 1988; Hall 1988).
These sites are characterised by their size, dense occupation which often has an
industrial character, and evidence for trade with the north French coast and the
Rhineland. Most appear to have been active by about 700, and were located on
greenfield sites. These “emporia” or “wics” are regarded as a response to two
stimuli, one internal, the other external. By the late sixth century some
Anglo— Saxon kingdoms had become sufficiently established that their leaders had
the opportunity to further exploit the resources of their territory and beyond. They

created special trading sites which were designed to participate in the revival of
trade along the North and Baltic Sea coasts, facilitated by emporia such as

Quentovic and Dorestad which had existed since the early seventh century. A clear
link was proposed between a royal centre (which may have been based in a former
Roman town) and its dependent industrial and exchange centre. Most of these sites
flourished during the eighth, and continued to function for most of the ninth,
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century. Most also minted coins, but there 1s little discussion about the character
of the economy, although the assumption that goods were exchanged within
a market system is tacitly accepted. Between the seventh and ninth centuries then,
those kingdoms with access to the sea had a two—tier system of administration
and exchange: large, production and trading sites which were linked to the
administrative and ecclesiastical centres. While 1t 1s clear that the emporia grew
during the eighth and ninth centuries, what happened to the administrative centres
is virtually unknown; it 1s assumed, using little more than hind —sight, that they
too grew incrementally, but without developing significant urban functions (Biddle
1976:112 — 20).

- Excavations in a few midland towns provide the only indication of what was
happening inland during this period. Hereford, one of the non—Roman places to
become a bishop’s see in 676, had a late seventh— or eighth —century cemetery
and chapel, and some corn —drying kilns. By the eighth century Hereford had the
cathedral and another church, with some signs of a planned street system (Fig. 1);
its defences are difficult to date, but the first phase was probably
mid — ninth — century, although there is a possibility that they were earlier, and the
work of Offa (Shoesmith 1982:77, go— 20).

Tamworth had a royal residence between 781 and 857 and fieldwork has
demonstrated a pre—tenth —century palace enclosure within a larger circuit ot
defences. Offa, or perhaps his successors, may thus have been responsible for
creating this settlement. While there is no evidence of a street system, the first
watermill in the excavated sequence could be linked with this period of royal
involvement, and may have been used to process renders brought to Tamworth
(Rahtz and Meeson 1992:1 — 7).

This midland evidence is interpreted as evidence of a phase of urban creation
which was critical for the development of the Anglo—Saxon town. Metcian
charters show that “borough work”, the building of fortifications, was enforced
from the mid —eighth century, and therefore the governmental framework existed
for the creation of defended places like Hereford and Tamworth (Brooks 1971).
The large size of the enclosures and the Hereford streets indicate that these places
were intended as towns (e.g., Haslam 1987), although it must be said that there 1s
little otherwise to indicate an urban character to these places in the eighth or ninth
centuries.

This “midland urban phase” is regarded as the precursor to the better
documented burh —building programme of the Wessex kings, in particular Alfred,
in the later ninth century. From the mid —ninth century, the enforcement ot
“borough work” and the need to protect the kingdom from further Viking
incursions provided the conditions for the construction of defensible places
— a “planned scheme of national defence”. A great variety of sites was chosen,
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2. The forts of the Burghal Hidage (from Brooks 1964: 74)

and classifications, based on the document known as the Burghal Hidage and
topographic analysis, emphasise the difference between the large places which
subsequently became towns and the smaller, forts (see Biddle 1976:124—37 for
below). Examples, however, exist in both groups of the reuse of previously
defended locations: in the case of the (subsequent) towns, these were at former
Roman towns (Fig. 2). A distinction is also usually made between those new burbs
which were regularly arranged within rectangular defences, such as Wareham or
Cricklade, and those with more irregular sites located on promontories, for
example Lydford or Chnstchurch. In the early tenth century the scheme was
extended into the midlands by Aecthelflaed. The same strategy was also used to
great effect by Edward the Elder in his reconquest of the rest of England south of
the Humber. Between 911 and 919 over a dozen places, including some Danelaw
towns, were reoccupied and redefended.

These burbs were clearly intended to be major defences, to house garrisons and
shelter the local population if necessary. But they were also clearly intended to
function as towns — not only as political and ecclesiastical centres but also as
places of production and exchange. The layout, coupled with their size, is the kind
of evidence — similar to that from Mercia — that 1s common to most barbs. This
process of town creation is seen as part and parcel of the increasing development
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of the English state. The towns were not only to be administrative centres, they
were also intended to be the means by which the country’s resources could be
better exploited and controlled by the state. Towns were to become the major
locations for exchange and for the control of the currency within the kingdom.
Evidence of an economic nature is however very difficult to find for most of
the burhs betore the late tenth century. There are of course notable exceptions
where documentary and archaeological research has demonstrated a varied econ-
omic base and built—up areas, including suburbs — as for example in Winchester
from the late ninth century (Biddle and Keene 1976:453 — 6; Biddle 1983:119 — 26).
Both the creation of the b#rhs and the decline of the emporia are usually related to
the Viking threat, and the failure of sites such as Hamwic emphasises the disruption
of Channel trade — the new unstable conditions may explain why the emporium
at London shifted site to an intramural location and why Winchester, with the
demise of Hamwic, continued to develop rapidly its urban characteristics (Vince
1990:18 — 25). '
While the emphasis in south and west midland England is on a royally —led
urban revival for which the evidence is largely of a documentary and topographic
nature, the character of towns in the north and east 1s very different. The evidence
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for intensive, industrial, settlement is much more prolific and is a common feature
of towns such as Lincoln, Stamford (Fig. 3) and Thetford (Perring 1981:12 — 8;
Mahany ef a/. 1982: 2—12; ROgcrsdn and Dallas 1984:107, 124, 198). The
qualitative differences between the urban experience in the north and the south
were, however, not considered as significant, partly because it was thought only
a matter of time before the “economic” evidence for the southern towns would be
recovered, and partly because the differences became less marked during the later
tenth and early eleventh centuries. After the reform of the coinage in 973 mints can
be identified for most of the country, and this provides for the first time an
indication of an urban hierarchy — of regional, county and small towns. The
geograhical range of these settlements, especially in the south, shows how rapidly
towns had developed, and these were to form the basic urban framework until the
twelfth century. There is, however, very little documentary or archaeological
information to match the numismatic data and so this late Saxon phase of urban
development 1s little understood (e.g., Hill 1987:52 — 3).

This very brief review demonstrates the episodic and geographically fragmen-
ted character of the English urban sequence. If there is any underlying theoretical
approach, it is an undeveloped theory of state formation where the emphasis 1s very
much on firstly the king’s exercise of authority, then the protection of the
kingdom, followed by the creation of a bureaucracy with which to exploit more
efficiently the kingdom’s resources. The process of state formation 1s rarely
discussed (but ¢f. Campbell 1975, 1979); the archaeological evidence is merely
exploited to demonstrate that particular “towns” wete the “centres ot authority”
or of exchange 1n certain parts of the country at certain times. The context for such
centres is usually derived from the documentary evidence — tor example, the role
of Ine in the foundation of Hamwic i1s identified and underpinned by his laws
which indicate, by reference to the renders, the collection of agricultural surplus
and therefore a need for exchange centres. Or the context tfor the construction of
defended sites in Mercia or Wessex 1s supplied by the charters which, through
detailing ““borough work”, indicate the growing power of the kings. The urban
sequence 1s seen as essentially evolutionary, mirroring the development of kingship
in England. Emphasis 1s placed on the achievements of the Wessex kings in not
only reclaiming their territory from the Scandinavians but also at the same time
creating an enduring urban framework. Attention thus focuses on the later ninth
and tenth centuries as the critical period for urban development in this country. It
is a scheme that is essentially driven by political rather than overtly economic
considerations. Leaving aside the indirect evidence for a growing economy — that
is the presence of the large, planned burhs, whose survival, it 1s assumed, indicates
that the kingdom was so developed it needed such towns — there 1s surprisingly
little independent information about the economic state ot the country for most of
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the ninth and tenth centuries. It 1s only at certain stages in the sequence where it
seems the political impetus fails that it is necessary to consider an economic impact
— such as the need for internationdl trade to justify the creation of the emporia,
or in the late tenth and early eleventh century when much of the apparatus of state
was in place and it is necessary to account for the spread of small towns.

11

The last fifteen years have seen a revision of approaches to the medieval town.
This is partly a result of new data, but more importantly it is because the subject
has been viewed from a more overtly theoretical perspective and, whatismore, from
a perspective of the whole of medieval society rather than just the medieval town.
In some respects the new approaches do not, however, mark a significant break
with previous methodologies. Recent overviews, for example, are essentially
a combination of information and theories derived from both historical and
archaeological research and, therefore, continue earlier work. They differ, perhaps,
in the way that theories are now presented-.and tested for their utility whereas in
the past theory was used in a covert way and inte“grated with the information
without a real discussion of the validity of such a procedure — this was the thrust
of some of my comments above. Yet this difference should not be pushed too far.
Theories are now more openly used to understand developments within medieval
society, but no such openness is apparent in the combination of historical and
archaeological data — the theoretical underpinnings. of this scholarly practice are
not discussed — as indeed.they were not in previous surveys, because presumably
the advantages and problems are obvious. Yet it is precisely this practice which is
becoming an important theoretical issue. (e.g., Hodder 1986; Austin 1992).

The character and quality of the archaeological data inevitably determine past
and present approaches so some general comments about their character are
apropriate here. Firstly, it has always been difficult to define towns using material
culture, which 1s why the employment of bundle criteria, representing a mix of
archaeological and historical data, has been popular. This approach 1s often used
to compensate for the lack of sufficient diversity in the archaeblogical record to
define a town. But it 1s also a question of intensity of the archaeological record
— it -has been noted many times that small towns which can be identified from the
documentary record have on excavation failed to produce a distinctive material
assemblage because what might be called urban activities fell below the threshold
of archaeological visibility (e.g., Astill 1985, 1991:196 — ). The implications of these
shortcomings are well known — but 1t does mean that archaeologists alone cannot
construct an urban hierarchy which gives due emphasis-to the smaller towns. And
it also follows that neither are they adept at identifying urban origins. It needs little
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imagination to conceive of a situation where an urban sequence starts in a number
of settlements which practise “‘urban activities” at a low intensity (e.g., Carver
1993:39) and which only becomes archaeologically visible with an agglomeration ot
these sites at a new location or when the activities are practised continuously rather
than seasonally. The possibility of missing the first urban stage is ever present and
may be particularly relevant for any discussion about empotia.

However, we all know that archaeological evidence 1s good at charting
long —term changes, which 1s often another way of saying that it 1s weak at
providing a precise chronology. In such circumstances the relationship with the
historical evidence has to be at times inexact. Some particular kings are better
documented than others which means that the former inevitably receive the
greatest attention in historical accounts; they are thus sometimes credited with
achievements which may have taken the efforts of many, less well documented,
kings — and thus the danger of a “big man” theory of history 1s ever present.
Archaeologists can also be prone to such interpretations by telescoping data, which
may have a date range of over a century, into a narrow time span which coincides
with the reign of a relatively well —documented king, such as, for example, Otta
or Alfred (see above).

The existing theoretical approaches to the medieval town are really condi-
tioned by what is regarded as the major determinant of urban growth. There are
two broad trends in recent work. The most established 1s essentially an economic
approach, and is largely associated with the work of Richard Hodges: sustained
versions of his arguments occur in Dark Age economics (1982) and The Anglo— Saxon
achievement (1989), although even in these it 1s sometimes difficult to appreciate the
coherence of his theoretical perspective. His concern 1s to look at the overall
development of medieval society, and not just towns, 1n an attempt to understand
how England acquired an economy based on the free market by the tenth century.
Hodges’ interpretation represents an eclectic borrowing of theories which were
current in the 1980s. The development of a market —oriented, urban, society was
predicated on profound changes in the social fabric of the country, summarized in
the transition from a kin —based society, with its introverted and small —scale
social and economic transactions based on gift exchange, to a tribute —based and
stratified society where the social and economic resources of the country were
exploited more efficiently for the general, but especially the leaders’, benefit using
a coinage which had become the principal medium of exchange. The role of the
king is, of course, fundamental in this sequence, and the speed with which various
kingdoms underwent this change could be determined by a particular king’s
character. Hodges, however, thinks that the receptivity of a particular kingdom to
external trends and events is 2 much more important explanation, and this view is
really derived from the theory of peer —polity interaction. This theory proposes
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that a major cause of change within societies is to be found in the process of
“competition and emulation’ which existed where there were a number of polities,
or in this case kingdoms, vying for control. Often the success of particular polities
is seen in the degree to which they were able to respond to events across the
Channel. Kent’s preceminence for most of the sixth century 1s shown in terms of
a close relationship that kingdom had with Frankia, and similarly the Mercia of
Offa achieved its powerful position in the later eighth century because its leader
learnt from his contemporary Charlemagne’s activities. The cause of such emula-
tion or competition could also lie within England. Ine’s bid to secure more prestige
items by the creation of Hamwic should be seen in the context of an attempt to
wrest control from Kent, just as Alfred’s reorganization of Wessex was spurred by
similar developments in the Danelaw. For Hodges, such competition can assume
a wide variety of forms, and can include competition of ideas. Like many
post —processual theoreticians, he believes that material culture can be a mode of
non — verbal communication, and in some cases it can be used in the battle between
ideologies. The advent of the Augustinian church, which had a huge impact on the
English kingdoms, can be interpreted in this light. The church not only brought
a new ideology but also a new means of expression — writing — and in some
kingdoms resistance was expressed in a flamboyant mode of burial which empha-
sised the Germanic, pagan, origins of the rulers and people (Hodges 1989:43 — 56).
Having briefly outlined some of the main theoretical strands, let us summarize
briefly the main lines in Hodges’ arguments.

Hodges’ scheme has little use for the Roman legacy. For him the economy of
this country had been in decline since the later third century at least, since when
there had been a progressive return to a society more akin to that of the Iron Age,
with an emphasis on the kin, the domestic mode of production, and with limited
outside contacts — this was a society which had no use for towns whether new,
or old Roman ones. During the later sixth and early seventh centuries there are
signs of significant change. The emergence of trading places and special sites such
as palaces and churches indicate a new political system which depended on
continental contacts and which increased the production and circulation of prestige
goods.

In the later seventh century, Hodges argues that the incipient differences
between the kingdoms become more pronounced, indicated by the transtormation
of one trading place into a planned, permanently occupied production and trading
port, an emporium — Hamwic — which served the needs of a strong king ot
Wessex. This was the first English town. Such a fundamental change in economic
organization, with its emphasis on specialization, is assumed also to indicate
a deterioration of a kin —based society and the development of a more interdepen-
dent society which was articulated by the extraction of tribute — a trend which
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was hastened by the church shortly after its arrival early 1in the century. A century
later similar changes can be observed in other parts of the country, and are assumed
to be indicative of a more intensive exploitation of resources, or “‘take off”,
underpinned by the kings’ assumption of more coercive powers. The proliferation
of emporia was associated with such phenomena as the nucleation of rural
settlements and the beginnings of open—field systems. Attempts to increase
pottery production, iron making and milling are also regarded as signs of
intensification which owed something to the Carolingian example. The lessons
were not, however, fully learnt until the late ninth and early tenth century in
Wessex, where, with the stimulus of an external enemy, the Vikings, Alfred set
about creating ‘“‘the First English Industrial Revolution™. The regularisation of
tribute, or tax, was allied to the creation of towns as major marketing and
commodity production centres, whose other main function was to regulate the
coinage, which had become the main means of exchange. The proliferation of
smaller towns occurred from the later tenth century, in response to the explosion
of parish churches and manors which were created ““to control the rural resource
base’: a fully — fledged market system had emerged as a result of the same process
which had produced the first kingdom of the English: such 1s Hodges’ essentially
economic approach to English urbanism.

The second theoretical trend 1s less well developed for the Middle Ages than
for the prehistoric period: it emphasises the importance within societies of
non —economic factors which nevertheless effected change. Particular importance
has been placed on the role of ideology, and the extent to which material culture
can betray the i1deological bases of societies. Allied to this 1s the conviction, also
shared in part by Hodges, that material culture has in the past been used to send
non — verbal messages, some of which were blatant and others tacit. Martin Carver
has used such an approach in his study of medieval towns, first mooted in his
Underneath English towns (1987) and then used more explicitly in Arguments in stone
(1993). He takes an overtly ideological stance, which is designed to interpret the
role of post —Roman and medieval towns even in conditions where there was little
economic need for them. Carver’s view is almost that, once created, it 1s impossible
to ignore or “‘uncreate” towns. The town for Carver is much more central to all
stages in the development of medieval society. The town offers a mirror to society,
and the value of a town at any particular time 1s established by the perceptions of
the people living there. The underlying belief is that society was driven by ideas,
often of the ruling elite, rather than by the exploitation of resources: Carver has
a preference for an ideological cum political, rather than an economic, prime
mover. He justifies this view by stressing that the archaeological attributes we use
to define towns — especially defences, public buildings and monuments, and the
spatial arrangements within towns — are often statements which are more political
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than economic in intent. The impact of cults, and in this case the church, is seen
as a major way whereby ideology exercised a profound influence on towns. Towns
became important barometers to political change or, as Carver puts it, changes in
the political structure means that the towns fulfil different functions and these are
emphasised by the elite using “‘alternative investment strategies” (Carver 1993:50).
He is not, of course, denying the economic function of medieval towns, but he
argues that periods of substantial, and often fast, urban change can be better
explained as an integral part of political restructuring. Whereas change in towns 1s
often seen as a result of economic growth, an alternative interpretation would stress
that through political change the same level of wealth was disposed of in a different
way. Such a view derives in part from his perception of the speed and chronology
of economic change. Hodges chooses to emphasise the importance of change which
is brought about quickly, often the result of the actions of particular ruling groups,
and is only too aware that some might think he is coming perilously close to a “*big
man’’ interpretation of history which necessitates a telescoping of the archaeologi-
cal evidence (Hodges 1989:4). Carver, however, takes the view that economic
change is often much more long —term, and that, for example, although 1t seems
that settlements which had a specific economic function suddenly appear, for
example the emporia, they did in fact have a long period of gestation during which
their function and character evolved to match the needs of the elite. As a corollary,
some political developments originate at an earlier period. So, for example, he sees
state formation in progress during the fifth century, and as virtually complete by
the seventh, rather than the ninth century. Within this new political context, the
Roman towns were thus put to a different use, and were not abandonded between
the sixth and seventh centuries.

This ideological approach, then, reinstates the importance of long—term
change which was often politically or ideologically inspired.

Given these bald accounts of recent theoretical perspectives, it 1s appropriate
now to consider their impact on the urban sequence, and the extent to which new
data support these interpretations. The importance of all recent theory is that it
emphasises the link between towns and the rest of society.

Recent attempts to characterise early medieval English society have brought
together historical and archaeological information and set it in a continental context
(e.g., Wickham 1992). Between ¢. 600 and 750 England is distinctive in having
a collection of small kingdoms vying for control of areas of the country. Power
structures were consequently small —scale and relied on personal contacts between
the leaders and their followers. Any stability in these potentially volatile relation-
ships had to be established by the constant recycling of any surplus to which the
leaders had access — the process which is usually summarized by the phrase “gift
oiving” or “gift exchange”. The social structure was thus dominated by “networks
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of negotiation”, and these social interactions determined the transferral of the
resources of kings and aristocrats among their military retinues and their followers.
The economy during this period was subsumed within these social relationships,
which prevented kings or followers accumulating a surplus: they could not build
up a ‘“‘resource base” which would allow a greater degree of control and
independence.

From about the mid —eighth century there are signs that some kings were
starting to accumulate wealth which is retlected in the increased ability to obtain
a wider range of commodities with which their positions could be reinforced. The
purpose of the emporia was to augment periodically the supply of “gifts” for
distribution. The establishment and patronage of the church, and the decreasing
availability of some prestige goods from the early seventh century, had established
the granting of land as an additional means by which loyalty could be maintained.
However, the conditions attached to some land grants, such as “borough work”,
indicate that the kings were starting to assume coercive powers. In the ninth
century, in the face of increased aggression from the Vikings, the king and his
aristocracy became more assertive and were better placed to extract tribute from
the rural population. Whereas during most of the seventh century the inability of
an elite to accumulate wealth meant that at least a proportion of the tribute
gathered from the peasantry would return to them, the establishment of an
aggressive kingship over the next two centuries increased the means by which
surplus could be extracted from the peasantry. This surplus fuelled aristocratic
conspicuous consumption and an 1increasingly complex commercial network:
~a suitable context for the development of towns as centres of artisanal production,
administration and taxation during the tenth century. There 1s however some
difference of opinion as to the function of towns at this time: whether they
essentially served the requirements of the ruling group or if they catered for the
needs of most of the population. The difference stems from the extent to which
the rural population needed access to market towns — as a result, for example, of
increased rent demands on the peasantry.

One further theoretical perspective which 1s critical 1n discussions about
urbanism 1is the function of coinage, and 1n the past opinion has been divided. One
group believed that early medieval coinage was used as the major medium of
exchange — for buying and selling, often at markets. Another interpretation
emphasises the political and symbolic function of coinage so that coins were used
independently of whatever medium was employed for the everyday exchange of
commodities. In the beginning much of the debate centred on estimates of the
volume of coinages and the speed with which coins changed hands (Metcalf 1963,
1967; Grierson 1967); recently more attention has been paid to the location of
mints, the distribution of coins and the contexts in which they were found. As
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a result, the interpretation of coinage has been modified. While it 1s clear that
money was used to measure value, in most cases it is regarded as unsuitable for
local exchange, partly because of an individual coin’s high value and partly because
of the nature of local exchange. The use of anthropologically —derived models
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4. Distribution of “secondary sceattas” (mid—eighth—century) (after Metcalt 1984)
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which stress the importance of gift exchange for early medieval society also
emphasise how transactions were part and parcel of social relationships, and that
concepts of profit and loss, and buying and selling were foreign to that society’s
ethos (e.g., Wickham 1980:27 — 34). In such circumstances coinage had no role. Coins
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s. The ranking of mints expressed as a percentage of total known moneyers, 973—1066 (atter Hill 1978)
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appear to be the medium of exchanges which involved kings and, later, states. They
were used to convert surplus from renders and tributes into a portable form of
wealth that was recognised both by a kingdom’s inhabitants and visiting foreigners.
They were, therefore, used to accumulate and transfer wealth, but not to facilitate
everyday transactions. Distributions lend support to such interpretations, for
example eighth —century mints were often located at emporia, and chance finds
occur at potential centres of exchange and consumption such as monasteries, royal
residences, and potential fair sites such as hill forts. The large numbers of sceattas
from the mid —eighth century can be used to illustrate the extent of trading within
England (Fig. 4), and the connections the country had with the continent (Hinton
1986:18). In the later ninth century the burhs may also have acted as similar
exchange centres, but there is less numismatic evidence. The widespread monetiz-
ation of England (also reflected in the increase in the number of mints — Fig. §)
does not seem to have occurred until the later tenth or eleventh centuries, and may
have been a consequence of Edgar’s reform of the currency in 973 (Spufford
1988:90). It is important to heed numismatists when they tell us it 1s difficult to
write economic history from coins. The geography of minting for example cannot
be used to illustrate the geography of regional consumption, nor regional wealth,
nor marketing. The function of major mints was to expedite two related opet-
ations: firstly, the conversion of foreign (illegal) coin into English currency, which
was the prime way silver stocks were replenished, and tended to concentrate
moneyers at major points of entry; and, secondly, to maintain long — distance trade
at a high level which meant employing a large number of moneyers at ports.
Important mints therefore owed their status not just to their relationships with
hinterlands, but to the country’s external contacts. A mint town’s position relative
to others will therefore indicate the level and direction of international trade rather
than the strength of regional economies (Grierson and Blackburn 1986:275; Metcalf
1978:163 —6). Even the vast quantities of silver that was taken out of England in
the form of Danegeld in the late tenth and early eleventh century has been seen
not so much as an indication of the increased productivity of the English
countryside, but more as the result of attracting imported silver by devaluations
and of running a balance of payments surplus with north —west Europe at a time
when international trade was burgeoning, underpinned by a new source of silver

(Jones 1991).

111

Let us now consider the problems of the urban sequence in the light ot these
theoretical approaches and more recent data, and start by returning to the fate of
the Roman towns. It 1s now commonly acknowledged that by the fourth century
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the large Roman towns had already changed their character in terms of their size
and function (see Esmonde Cleary 1993 for a summary). Areas of towns appear to
have been abandoned and there is less evidence of industrial production relative to
the second century; the remaining housing was predominantly of a high status, but
few public buildings continued in civic use. The historical evidence, with its
emphasis on the administrative role of the large towns, particularly the raising of
taxes by a professional group resident in the towns along with rentiers whose
wealth was derived from rural estates, would appear to be pointing in the same
direction. The towns had become essentially non—productive administrative
centres which were dominated by an elite, where the emphasis was on private,
rather than public, consumption. The urban economy had consequently become
more narrowly based. Redistribution of resources continued in towns, but mainly
in the interests of the state and its officials; the artisanal element was consequently
directly geared towards the demands of the elite which were fuelled by competition
within that group. The towns’ future was thus inextricably linked to the fortunes
of the governmental administration. When the governmental structure collapsed
and the tax system broke down in the early fifth century, the urban raison d’etre was
removed at a stroke. This must have occurred at different times according to the
character of particular towns — the deterioration appears to have been deferred,
for example, at towns like Wroxeter and Verulamium. In some towns the latest
“Roman™ occupation 1s represented by a thick layer of ‘““dark earth”, whose
interpretation varies according to the rest of the history of the town in which it
was located, from wind —blown rubbish to, more frequently, garden soil (Macphail
1981, 1983; Yule 1990). It certainly marks a dramatic break with what had
happened before, and can either be interpreted as indicating that the towns had
become a “garden suburb” which continued to be inhabited by the successors of
the elite group, or as evidence that the town had shrunk to an administrative, and
perhaps religious, nucleus surrounded by derelict or agricultural land (e.g., Barnish
1989).

This revised view of the large Roman towns potentially weakens the model
commonly used to explain the survival of such centres, that is in terms of an
administrative continuity, based on the adaptation of Roman public buildings. Few
such civic structures appear to have been maintained by the fourth, let alone a later,
century; much has been made of the survival of the York principia which stood
until the ninth century, but this late date is now disputed, and the building could
have been demolished much earlier (Carver 1993:59 —60). Even if a coincidence in
location between Roman and medieval buildings can be demonstrated, the con-
tinued importance of Roman public buildings cannot be assumed. Anglo— Saxon
leaders may have chosen to exploit the Roman momuments in a way which bore
little relationship to their function in the fourth or earlier centuries. They were



Archaeological theory and the origins of English towns 45

making use of the past in a way which owed little to Roman practices. But 1t is
important to stress that Anglo— Saxon leaders did not exclusively choose to reside
in old Roman towns — their palaces have been found in rural locations which may

have had more relevance to the contemporary settlement pattern and, therefore,
their exercise of power (Hinton 1990:7—9).

Documentary evidence exists for royal residences at Canterbury, dated to the
late sixth century, and London (the third quarter of the seventh century); they are
assumed to have existed at the same time in Winchester and York (Biddle
1976:116— 8). Archaeological evidence has, however, not been forthcoming, and it
has been suggested that some royal sites may have been extramural (Welch
1992:104). While the dark earth deposits and, therefore, the administrative nuc-
leus/garden suburbs are difficult to date, the only definite archaeological evidence
for the use of Roman towns 1s overwhelmingly religious, and the possibility that
some Roman towns were rescued from abandonment by the church must be
considered (and see below). The excavator of the Old Minster at Winchester, tor
example, interprets the first structure as a chapel that was originally attached to
a royal residence. The lack of indisputable evidence for early royal involvement at
Winchester 1s in stark contrast to that which shows it to be a religious centre; and
thus Yorke (1982) has argued that the medieval origins of Winchester are to be
seen in the installation of a bishop and not a king. An ecclesiastical use for parts
of York between the seventh and ninth centuries has been proposed and a similar
sequence has been suggested for Worcester (Carver 1993:59 — 6o; Baker ef a/. 1992).

Roman towns, then, have to be seen as part, and only as a part, of the
settlement pattern of high —status groups between the sixth and ninth centuries.
The foundation of cathedrals, monasteries and royal residences at new sites as well
as in Roman towns argues that the need of such groups to make an ideological
statement did not always necessitate the exploitation of the Roman past. Continen-
tal models of an administrative or religious continuity, therefore, have to be
modified to take account of the character of late Romano — British urban society,
as reflected in the change of use of civic areas of Roman towns, and the totally
different needs of the small —scale, successor societies. Equally, it also means that
more recent theories have to be adapted — on the one hand, account has to be
taken of what was happening in some Roman towns because they were not totally
abandoned as Hodges would like; on the other hand neither were they critical to
the dissemination of an early medieval elite ideology in the way Carver suggests
because only a minority of towns were used i1n this way and elite foct existed at
other, non—Roman, locations. In economic terms, the “‘centres of authority”,
whether inside Roman walls or not, were essentially high —status consumption

centres; in social terms there is more archaeological evidence for an ecclesiastical,
rather than a royal, character to the centres within Roman towns.
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Recently the economic and ideological importance of the ecclesiastical impact
on the developing kingdoms has received much attention. The 1nitial reaction to
Christianity has already been mentioned, such as the exaggerated forms of burial
and increased conspicuous consumption. More important for our present purposes
is the new research on the minsters which has drawn our attention to those sites
which later became towns and which were probably becoming economically
differentiated from at least the eighth century (e.g., Blair 1988). It has been
customary to stress the royal involvement in the development of these settlements
because of their proximity to royal residences which functioned as tax collecting
and (later) administrative centres (Haslam 1984). Just as the medieval phases of the
old Roman centres were thought to have started with a royal stimulus and were
then augmented by the foundation of a cathedral, so these smaller towns developed
from a royal palace, subsequently attracting the foundation of a minster. Despite
the fact that in both cases the evidence for the role of the church is considerably
more than that for royal involvement, the stress has remained on the secular
stimulus. To a certain extent the contrast 1s overdrawn because most of the
minsters for which we have evidence were royal foundations. Nevertheless, 1t 1s
noticeable that minsters were located at a distance from the royal centres, and
sometimes within an abandoned Roman fort, town or hill fort. If a town developed
in the neighbourhood of a minster and royal palace, its focus was more frequently
the minster (Fig. 6). Whereas the royal site functioned periodically as a tax
collection centre, the minster was permanently occupied and performed a variety
of services for much of the population of the surrounding area — and a com-
bination of functions, especially of consumption and production, would have
stimulated settlements with an urban character. Many of these “minster towns™
have distinctive topographies, but it 1s impossible to date the arrangements. Most
of this research is based on a combination of documentary and topographic work,
and these centres of authority have received little archaeological attention. One
such is Northampton (Fig. 7), where a sequence of two eighth and ninth —century
halls has been excavated to the east of the minster church (Williams e# a/. 1985).
While the excavators favoured a secular interpretation of the site, as a royal centre,
others suggest an earlier date, perhaps starting in the seventh century, and see it as
a monastic complex (Hinton 1990:45; Blair 1988:41). Northampton, of course,
subsequently developed into a thriving late Saxon county town. The monastic
involvement in the consumption, production and redistribution of commodities is
also apparent from the number of monasteries where sceattas have been found and
which received freedom from tolls (Hinton 1986:18). Recent excavations at eighth —
and ninth — century monasteries such as Hartlepool, Jarrow and perhaps Brandon
and Flixborough also confirm the diverse economic character of these institutions
(Daniels 1988; Carr ef a/l. 1988). Some of these did not subsequently attract urban
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populations, but they indicate the extent to which the settlement hierarchy was
differentiated in the eighth and ninth centuries.

The importance of the ecclesiastical stimulus to urban development should,
however, not be pushed too far. There i1s now a small body of good archaeological
evidence which demonstrates that a wide variety of economic activities were
practised at royal centres in the eighth and ninth centuries. The extensive iron
smelting at Ramsbury needs to be considered alongside the corn milling at
Tamworth and Old Windsor, the grain drying at Hereford and the glass and iron
working at King’s Sombourne to illustrate the productive character of these secular
“centres of authority” (Haslam 1980; Rahtz and Meeson 1992; Shoesmith
1982:28 — 31, 72; Youngs ef al. 1985:181).
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The implication of this material 1s that by the eighth century the collection of
renders or tax was organized from, and the surplus brought to, these royal and
ecclesiastical centres (Astill 1984:54—5). The sites appear to have been differenti-
ated from the rest of the rural settlements (for which there is very little evidence)
not only by virtue of their administrative or religious importance, but also their
diverse economic base. However, the units of production appear to have been small
and probably functioned periodically: but they do represent a stage in the urban
process. Sites of varied character had all reached the same, low, level of production,
and some subsequently developed further urban characteristics, while others did
not. But the way society was organized in the eighth and ninth centuries did not
require more sophisticated settlements in the interior of the kingdoms.

In contrast, there were the large coastal and riverine trading and industrial
sites, the “wics”, or emporia. The emporia have dominated the discussions about
early town development in England. Given the quality and range of the archae-
ological information, this is perhaps not surprising, but what has to be remembered
1s that many interpretations have been framed on the basis of interim, rather than
final, reports from excavations, and consequently views about the character and
function of sites change as more final publications are produced (Astill
1989:563 — 7).

Three related themes need to be considered: the development of emporia and
the role of kings, and the function ot emporia.

Trading sites have been commonly identified by concentrations of coins,
industrial residues and imported materials, especially pottery; other sites were
inittally recognised from the docmentary references to the payment of tolls at ports
such as Sarre in Kent. Hodges has produced a scheme whereby a low level of
international trading was sustained by small, pesiodic sites, which were probably
beach markets, during the late sixth and most of the seventh centuries. Most trade
during this period was focused on Kent and that kingdom’s connections with
Frankia. Then in the later seventh century, according to Hodges, the initiative for
trading was seized by Wessex, and the level of trading was intensified by the
creation of a large, planned settlement with a mint, Hamwic (Fig. 8). This new
form of settlement reflected the developing political structure of the Wessex
kingdom, associated with the reign of Ine, and inaugurated the first phase in the
urban development of the Middle Ages. Trading and industrial production became
firmly under royal control, and the settlement really functioned to provide the
kings with the means — prestige goods — to reinforce their position; and the scale
and manner in which it was built reflected the increasing, coercive, power of
kingship. As other kingdoms reached a similar stage of political development, so
they too developed permanent trading centres, such as Ipswich for East Anglia.
Hodges’ emporium, then, was an urban phenomenon which was fully developed



