
The result is that often (e.g. concerning Late Roman taxation (147)) it is possible to see what F. is driving at
only if one already knows something of the history of Gaul. That the target audience is, in fact, the ‘general’
reader is confirmed by the lack of citation of modern works, all banished to the bibliography. This last
lists references by chapter, but those given are few and not easy to relate to particular points. Given their,
albeit inconsistent, concern for the ‘general’ reader, I was puzzled by F. et al.’s lack of success in making
figures move in the landscape even on those occasions when this should be easy. More could have
been made of the personalities and activities of the individuals mentioned on the ‘Thorigny marble’
(24–5) and in the Testamentum Galli Lingonis (123), not to mention of the martyrdom of Blandina
(ignored on 155). Third, and fundamental, as F. acknowledges throughout (9, 32, 159), unlike other
provinces, Gallia Lugdunensis never existed as a distinct geopolitical entity, and so never had its own
history, economy or culture: it was what was left after the creation of Narbonensis, Aquitania and Belgica/
the Germanies.

So what do we have from F. and his collaborators? First, a wealth of glorious plates, some covering two
sides, the most striking of which is that of the Lyon circus-mosaic (fig. 32); these will greatly aid the
preparation of future PowerPoint presentations. Second, a useful check-list of themes, points and sites
relating to Lugdunensis. Third, a clear awareness of the general direction of Gallo-Roman archaeology,
visible in, say, close attention to ‘agglomérations secondaires’ (67–78). Fourth, a profusion of hints of
particular new research in the region, in the case of, for example, towns, from High Roman waste-disposal
(37, 62) to the complexities of the Late Roman ‘decline’ (135). And fifth, as might be expected
from scholars of the quality of F. and his associates, a range of stimulating aperçus, including
observations on the cultural significance of the provision of butcher’s meat in towns (26, 44) and on
Lugdunensis’s trade with Britain as one of the few features that made the province different from its
neighbours (9–10, 96).

Sadly, these days, almost no undergraduates and few junior postgraduates will dare tackle a book in
French. At E65.00 it is not cheap, and since it is not really a work of reference most university teachers
will hesitate to recommend it for purchase by financially straitened institutions. However, it deserves a
place in major research libraries.
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The Beautiful Rooms are Empty: Excavations at Binchester Roman Fort, County Durham 1976–1981 and
1986–1991. By I.M. Ferris. Durham County Council, Durham, 2010. 2 vols: pp. 605, illus (some colour).
Price: £55.00. ISBN 978 1 90744 501 9.

Vinovia: the Buried Roman City of Binchester in Northern England. By I.M. Ferris. Amberley, Stroud, 2011.
Pp. 192, illus. Price: £16.99. ISBN 978 1 44560 128 1.

Binchester fort in County Durham lies 22 miles south of Hadrian’s Wall. Very little is known of its interior
except for some late Roman internal baths attached to fragments of the praetorium. The baths, among the best
preserved in Britain, were described in 1891 and were again the focus of excavation in 1976–81 and 1986–91
in connection with the protection and display of the remains. Ferris now presents a final report and summary
publication. There were finds of exceptional interest, such as remarkable graffiti on tiles from the baths,
including a list of 25 soldiers’ names in fourth-century cursive, rare evidence for ethnic origin and literacy
in the late Roman army of North Britain.

The baths are described in detail, though without reference to baths elsewhere in Britain or the Empire.
F. accepts the traditional view that they were for the private use of the commander, not considering
whether this might have been a late Roman internal baths for the soldiers, as a comparison of the size of
the building with other military baths might have suggested. A conservative line is also taken on the
well-known tiles in the baths stamped N CON, accepting that they refer to a unit from Chester-le-Street
(Concangis), 14 miles away, although there are other possibilities — perhaps a unit named something like
numerus Constantinianorum (cf. ND Oc. VII, 149)?

The earliest fort, founded c. A.D. 80, was exceptionally large (roughly 7 ha). Excavation of the earliest
levels was limited but found fragments of a high-status building, superseded in the first half of the second
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century by rubbish-dumping and iron-working. In the mid-second century the fort was reduced in size to its
visible 3.6 ha and the first phase of the praetorium built (Phase 6).

The report’s showpiece is a structural sequence running into the sub-Roman period, with an impressive
suite of over 20 radiocarbon dates that offers the prospect of anchoring such a sequence in some kind of
absolute chronology. The later chronology argued for in the report is as follows: the praetorium is rebuilt
in stone after A.D. 270 (Phase 7), and again more grandly, c. 335–45 (8A). The internal baths are not
added until c. A.D. 350–60 (8B), with modifications (8C) followed by major additions (8D). The
baths remain in use to the end of the fourth century, after which there is a phase of rubbish
dumping contemporary with craft and animal slaughtering activities in the praetorium rooms. This is
overlain by dumped clay and rough paving associated with antler-working. This occupation (Phase 9) is
possibly still current when a high-status Anglo-Saxon inhumation is dug through the collapse of the
bath building in the mid-sixth century. The general argument is that late Roman Binchester and its large
vicus acquired a quasi-urban function as a regional centre. This entails the maintenance of the praetorium
in high style to c. A.D. 400 and makes Binchester a place of continued importance in the fifth and sixth
centuries.

The report tends to push structural developments as late as possible, when in reality they may have
occurred earlier. Phase 7 is dated as a whole from a single radiate coin sealed beneath a wall; many of the
other ‘Phase 7’ walls are retained, stone-for-stone, from the preceding Phase 6 plan (cf. figs 17 and 18).
The terminus post quem for Phase 8A is a single coin of A.D. 335–45 sealed in the foundations of an opus
signinum floor, judged to be primary. Can a single wall or floor, each possibly a modification to an existing
structure, really date an entire building phase?

The dating of the addition of the baths to the second half of the fourth century is unconvincing and difficult
to parallel. The dating is based on a coin of A.D. 350–60 from a foundation trench of the west praefurnium, but
in the larger report (67) an earlier set of walls is described, suggesting that the extant praefurnium was not the
original. A wall of Phase 8A (A.D. 335–45, if correctly dated so late) was truncated to make way for the baths,
but this need not have been long after the inception of Phase 8A and it seems inherently likely the baths were
added in the A.D. 330s or 340s when the coin record indicates extraordinary activity at Binchester. Nor can the
‘8D’ addition to the heated block be much later: misunderstood in the report as an entrance hall and changing
room, it is in fact the frigidarium (as two cold plunge baths confirm), without which the baths cannot have
functioned.

The rubbish-dumping that signals the disuse of the baths was rich in finds, including the latest types of
Roman pottery. But the latest of 141 coins from these deposits were of A.D. 350–60, while the Bayesian
modelling of ten radiocarbon dates places the end of this phase in cal A.D. 370–410 and probably cal A.D.
380–400. From the subsequent horizon associated with antler-working, four statistically consistent
radiocarbon dates were obtained. Combined in the Bayesian model these indicate that this phase ended by
cal A.D. 380–450 and probably by cal A.D. 390–430. The decay of the fabric of the baths immediately
follows. F. casts doubt on the modelling but seems to be brushing aside the science because it does not fit
the preconceived idea of a long sub-Roman chronology.

The evidence could support other equally interesting models of fourth-century transformation. The coin
report points to the A.D. 350s as the decisive time when the arrival of newly minted coins fell to and
remained at unusually low levels. Between c. A.D. 360 and c. 400 continued occupation elsewhere must
have produced the rubbish dumped around the baths. One possibility is that the military occupation had
contracted and that after c. A.D. 360 the baths were abandoned, with the investigated areas lying outside
whatever part of this large fort was still in use. Whatever the nature of the final occupation, the scientific
dates suggest that it ceased at least a century before the Anglo-Saxon use of the site for burial.

Specialist readers of the big report and the undergraduates and general readers at whom the shorter book is
aimed are thus offered an indispensable mine of information, but would do well to consider this evidence for
themselves and to engage critically with some of the interpretations placed upon it. Whatever your stance on
the ‘late Roman transition’, F. and his collaborators are to be thanked and congratulated for bringing to
completion one of the most important excavation projects of recent times in the military North.
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