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There are relatively few religious sites of the Romano-British period in the west midlands. The distribution map of religious sites in the region distinguishes between temples, sanctuaries and findspots of altars. The latter type of record will not be discussed in this paper.

Of the sites listed as temples, evaluation at Craven Arms, Shropshire in 1991 suggested that this was not, in fact, a religious enclosure, while the SMR record of the site excavated in 1891 at New Weir, Kenchester, Herefordshire does not necessarily point to this site having a religious function. The identification of temples at the Britannia Square site, Worcester and Little Comberton, Worcestershire would appear to be presently circumstantial, while without excavation doubt must also remain about the identification of temples in Warwickshire at Alcock’s Arbour and Lawford Heath.

This paper will therefore concentrate on discussing the urban temples in Wroxeter, Shropshire and the two excavated rural temple sites of Grimstock Hill, Coleshill, Warwickshire and Orton’s Pasture, Rocester, Staffordshire, along with finds from Wall, Staffordshire.

At Wroxeter, to the south of the forum, a major classical temple building (see Lewis 1965; Rodwell 1980; and Henig 1984 on temple types), perhaps built in the 2nd century, has been excavated, ‘with a four column façade and a clay and cobble podium faced with large sandstone blocks. Fragments of sculpture, among them a life-sized horse’s head and a relief depicting Venus looking into a mirror with an attendant beside her, suggest that the deity in the temple might have been either Venus or Epona, the Celtic horse goddess, or conceivably both together’, according to Philip Barker and Roger White (Barker and White 2000, 95). To the west of the temple, and probably associated with it, lay a large, double-walled enclosure that may represent a religious precinct. The excavations by Bushe-Fox at this temple recovered large assemblages of finds, including pottery, numerous small finds, including personal items such as brooches and pins which were probably dedicated as ex votos, and over five hundred coins (Bushe-Fox 1913). 

This temple and possibly others in the city went out of use in the 4th century.  Romano-Celtic temples were possibly sited to the south of the baths, ‘almost directly opposite the classical temple’, and to the north of the present-day farm complex (Barker and White 2000, 95-96). In addition to formal temples, there is indisputable evidence for the presence of a free-standing Jupiter Column which may itself have stood outside a temple near the farm. Anatomical ex votos in the form of eyes, made of gold, copper alloy and plaster, mostly found redeposited in rubble on the baths basilica site, attest to a temple in the city specialising in the healing of eye complaints, probably as well as other illnesses and ailments.   Other pieces of religious sculpture found in the city include a capital decorated with grapes and a hare, both Bacchic-related  motifs, found near the Bell Brook, and an altar fragment whose decoration includes a Pan-like figure, a mother goddess a goat and possibly the male figure of 

Bonus Eventus (Barker and White 2000, 94-95). All of this material and other sculptural items from the region are in the process of being catalogued by Martin Henig for a forthcoming fascicule in the Corpus Signorum Imperii Romani of Great Britain.

The recent campaign of intensive and extensive geophysical survey at Wroxeter has identified a building that may be a Christian church, though without excavation this identification can only be viewed as being tentative. Orientated east-west ‘and set back slightly from the street intersection’, the building is in the form of a 30m-long hall with an apsidal end standing alone in an enclosed area.

The temple of Coleshill in Warwickshire ‘lies on the eastern slope of Grimstock Hill overlooking the floodplain of the River Cole. Information on the site, excavated many years ago and which is presently being prepared for publication, comes from John Magilton. A number of either late Iron Age or early Romano-British round houses, associated with smithing hearths and domestic items such as pottery, spindle-whorls, querns and loom weights represent the earliest activity on the site. The first ritual activity was focused on a pit that was later enclosed by the cella of a wooden rectangular temple building which may date to the early 2nd century. This was succeeded by a stone temple with an apse in its west wall and no ambulatory. 

At its most extensive, with the last modifications being made to it in the early 4th century, the complex consisted of the main temple building of the common rectangle-within-a-rectangle plan entered, as usual, from the east. Within the temenos, which was part paved with cobbles, was a square building overlying the site of earlier ovens that may have had a ritual function, and an isolated apse that could have formed a backdrop for altars or statues. The temenos wall had an eastern entrance and, like all the buildings, was built of the local red sandstone. Outside, to the south, lay a small bath building. There is little evidence for religious activity after the mid-4th century. A silver plaque from the site carries a representation of a martial figure, either Mars or Minerva, who may have been the deity worshipped at the temple. A notable pottery assemblage was recovered during the excavation, as was a small but interesting small finds assemblage, including thirty brooches, pins, toilet implements and bracelets that were again probably ex votos.

Rescue excavations by Birmingham University Field Archaeology Unit at the site of Orton’s Pasture, Rocester, Staffordshire in 1995 uncovered the remains of two ditched enclosures, possibly annexes, lying to the south of the Roman fort complex tested by excavation in 1965 and 1985-1987 (Ferris, Bevan and Cuttler 2000). The southernmost of these enclosures contained a small building, subsequently interpreted as a shrine or small temple of a simple rectangular form (see Drury 1980 on non-classical temple buildings), adjacent to which were three pits, two very large and one small. These three pits contained between them, leaving aside quantities of coarse pottery, diagnostically religious material, including an altar fragment and a pottery lamp. Environmental remains from the pits included Stone Pine nut shells and cone scales, charred date stones and a grape pip.  Further Stone Pine remains came from the 

recuts of the enclosure ditch, along with fragments from a number of tazzas, a face pot and a triple jar. A ceramic lamp decorated with the figure of Bacchus and a panther also came from within the southern enclosure, while a decorated copper alloy patera handle, again bearing Bacchic motifs, and a significant concentration of small complete or largely complete green-glazed Roman vessels came from the northern 

enclosure. The activity at Orton’s Pasture dates principally to the period c110-130/150, in other words contemporary with military activity to the north. The southern enclosure has been interpreted as the site of a Bacchic rustic shrine, perhaps established and maintained by military personnel from Rocester fort.

Religious material of note has also been recovered from excavations at Wall in Staffordshire (Ross 1980; Frank and Nancy Ball pers. comm.). Nine decorated stones reused in the mansio building may be derived from a 1st century shrine or temple, or an associated structure such as a well. Decoration includes heads in niches, paired warriors, horned figures and a phallus. A tenth reused stone, linked to [Mars] Cocidius again attests to pre-mansio religious practice here. 

According to the excavators, Frank and Nancy Ball, Christian activity may be represented by an unprovenanced stone bearing a cross in a circle, another stone bearing a chi-rho monogram in situ in the wall of the stone courtyard building there, and the reported finding of a small bronze bowl, now lost, in the 1920s with a chi-rho in relief on the inside at the base. Of these items, the bowl is further discussed by C.F. Mawer in her survey of evidence for Christianity in Roman Britain as represented by small finds (Mawer 1995). For the west midlands region Mawer additionally lists a hoard of silver spoons from Biddulph, Staffordshire, a copper alloy buckle and plate decorated with a peacock, a tree of life and a swastika from Cave’s Inn Farm, Tripontium, Warwickshire, a copper alloy strap end decorated again with a peacock and tree of life from Kenchester, Herefordshire as Christian items while she dismisses claims of a Christian context for a cremation urn with a painted cross on its side from Monk’s Kirby, Warwickshire.

The category of sites defined as sanctuaries perhaps requires some brief discussion. These include Croft Ambrey and Donnington, both in Herefordshire and probably also Bury Walls in Shropshire and one or two other candidates such as Endale, Herefordshire (Keith Ray pers. comm.). Howard Williams has included Croft Ambrey in his list of Roman temples or shrines reusing prehistoric sites, in this case part of the Iron Age hillfort (Williams 1998, 73). Recent work at the site has further clarified the religious nature of the Romano-British activity here (Keith Ray pers. comm.). Could these midlands sanctuaries and others elsewhere in Britain be similar to sanctuaries in Gaul, where there is a lesser distinction made between religious and urban centres. Another notable and intriguing Romano-British reuse of an earlier, prehistoric site in the midlands is attested at Bromfield, Shropshire where a Roman marching camp’s seemingly deliberate incorporation of a prehistoric barrow inside the circuit of its defences, when the monument would still have been a significant upstanding earthwork, might be interpreted as a ritual, if not necessarily a religious, act.

Religion and ritual of course come together most significantly in burial and mortuary rites, but this subject lies outside the scope of this present review. Numerous other types of religious or ritual acts would have been carried out in contexts away from formal religious sites in the Roman world and I want to briefly consider one such example here, from the excavated villa site of Berwick Alkmund Park, Shropshire where a small-scale evaluation was carried out in 1997 as part of Birmingham 

University Field Archaeology Unit’s Wroxeter Hinterland Survey (White 1997). While the site boasted substantial remains of a stone villa building the most curious find came from the backfill of one of the enclosure ditches around the complex. This consisted of  ‘a crudely sculpted stone carving, a simple figurine which was deposited face-down in the ditch fill when the buildings were demolished’ according to Roger White, an evident rite of closure perhaps.

To summarise, there are only a relatively few religious sites known in the region, and yet those sites where excavation has taken place display an interesting range of temple types, from the Classical temple at Wroxeter, through the Romano-Celtic temple at Coleshill, to the rustic shrine at Orton’s Pasture, Rocester. The possible existence of a Christian church at Wroxeter is of enormous importance to urban studies in the region.

Finds also attest to the probable existence of a specialised healing shrine somewhere in Wroxeter a site whose ‘pull’ would probably extend beyond the limits of any economic hinterland. Anatomical ex votos are not at all common site finds in Roman Britain (Ferris 1999) and in fact there is a slight southwestern bias in their occurrence, as indeed there is of healing shrines themselves. Only at Coleshill has a possible earlier, Iron Age use of the site been attested, although mention has been made of the so-called sanctuary sites such as Croft Ambrey. Good finds assemblages have been recovered from excavations at Wroxeter, Coleshill and Orton’s Pasture, material which helps us understand the functioning of these sites. With the exception of the Orton’s Pasture site though , there is not much viable environmental data from religious sites in the region, the recovery of such material through a soil sampling campaign having added an extra dimension to the interpretation of that site.

Future research directions in the field of Roman religious sites in the region must be integrated with wider regional urban and rural research strategies. At the most basic level there is a need to see the Coleshill temple and its associated finds brought into print, a project that is presently being undertaken by John Magilton and Warwickshire County Council. The archive from the Bushe-Fox excavations of the classical temple at Wroxeter, while not necessarily complete (Mike Stokes pers. comm.) would surely repay re-examination, particularly the small finds and pottery, given that there was selective publication only of this material. A survey of artefacts of a religious or cultic function recorded by the Portable Antiquities Scheme in the region would also probably be a priority. Clarification through evaluation fieldwork of those sites whose religious function remains speculative or in doubt would also seem a sensible goal, particularly in the case of the Wroxeter ‘Christian church’, followed up by research excavation of all sites verified by evaluation.

Results from work in the midlands can be contextualised with reference to a number of published surveys devoted to Romano-British religion, both pagan and Christian (e.g. Henig 1984; Lewis 1965; Rodwell 1980; Thomas 1981; and Watts 1991)The national research agendas document ‘Britons and Romans’ (James and Millett 2001) does not deal with religious sites as a distinct category, but rather it is stressed how the study of such sites and their material culture can contribute towards many separate strands of research, including: examinations of transition from Iron Age to Romano-British periods and from later Roman Britain to Dark Age Britain; comparisons between urban and rural development; studies of the adoption of, or antipathy towards, new material culture; studies of environmental history; and investigations of regional identities. This is undoubtedly true, but it is also true to say that the national dataset of Roman religious sites, to which the west midlands can contribute quite significantly, is crying out for the kind of landscape-based study first advocated by Thomas Blagg in 1986 in his important paper ‘Roman Religious Sites in the British Landscape’ (Blagg 1986), though perhaps one now also utilising GIS technologies. 

Finally, it should not surely be viewed as over-ambitious to suggest that the national dataset could also undoubtedly be used as the basis for a study similar to that undertaken by Ton Derks for Roman Gaul and published as ‘Gods, Temples and Ritual Practices’ (Derks 1998) in which he used his material to explore, as his book’s subtitle tells us, the transformation of religious ideas and values in his chosen area of study. Derks’ view that Romanisation, if we still must use the term, can be equally understood through a study of religion as it can through analysis of ‘changes in socio-political organization and economy’ (Derks 1998, 1) is one that it is difficult to argue with.
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