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Author’s Note

In the Autumn of 2022, a chance conversation with Roger White, senior lecturer
in archaeology at the University of Birmingham, was followed by discussions
with David Breeze at the Roman Limes (Frontiers) Congress in Nijmegen
Holland. I was subsequently offered the chance to write this book on Roman
Exeter for the Archaeopress Roman sites series. Given my 50-year association
with the archaeology of Roman Exeter I had no hesitation in accepting and am
most grateful for the opportunity.

[ arrived in Exeter from London in 1972, intending only a short stay whilst
awaiting my first archaeological ‘digging’ post, a summer season at Dewlish
Roman villa in the neighbouring county of Dorset. However, quite unexpectedly
there arose the prospect of joining excavations in the city centre being carried
out by the Exeter Museums Archaeological Field Unit. Initially signing up for
six weeks, this fortuitous decision proved to be life-changing as 1 was very
rapidly and expertly tutored in the techniques of urban multi-period open-
area excavation by the late Christopher ‘Chris’ Henderson. I went on to stay in
Exeter for 10 years beyond those first six weeks, during which I participated in
numerous archaeological investigations within the city, many of which have
provided the foundations for this book.

The arrival of qualified archaeologists at Exeter in the 1970s saw the
development of innovative archaeological techniques which paved the way for
amajor breakthrough in the understanding of the origins of the city asa Roman
military foundation. This book illustrates how the remarkable archaeological
exposures from those early years of intense investigation built up a picture of
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the evolution of Roman Exeter, which was hitherto completely hidden from
view. The archaeological work of the last decades of the 20th century was
followed by the further discoveries and research of the first two decades of
the 21st. This allows the story of Roman Exeter, from its beginnings until its
ultimate demise, to be told with much greater confidence than at any time
previously. The account which follows draws upon a vast amount of existing
literature, all of which is listed in the section marked Further Reading at the

end of the book.

It is my earnest hope that the book will be well received, both by the citizens
of Exeter and by those beyond, interested in the story of a legionary garrison
fortress that rapidly evolved into a Roman city on the very western edge of the
Roman Empire.

John Pamment Salvatore
Isca Dumnoniorum
MMXXIII
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General Notes

Copyright

Figures captioned (© RAMM) are from the archives of Exeter Archaeology and
are copyright Royal Albert Memorial Museum & Art Gallery. Figures captioned
(© ECC) are copyright of Exeter City Council. Figures 1; 26-27; 47; 98 and 106
were drawn by David Gould at the University of Exeter for the Exeter: A Place in
Time project published in 2021 and are copyright of the authors (Rippon and
Holbrook). Amendments to these figures for the purposes of this book have
been undertaken by David Gould with the permission of the authors. All other
figures carry copyright information within their individual captions.

Note on the orientation of the fortress and town gates

The Roman city of Exeter has its major street axes set out not in accordance
with the cardinal points of the compass but approximately NE to SW and NW
to SE. However, the city gates on all four sides of the town wall have, since
time immemorial, been referred to respectively, as the North Gate, South Gate,
East Gate and West Gate, and these names, still in everyday usage, are retained
throughout this book. This ‘constraint’ does not apply to the gates of the
earlier legionary fortress, which are described and shown with their correct
geographical orientation (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The gates of the fortress and the town (location and orientation). Drawn by David Gould

Note on the dating of archaeological material from Exeter and the
published source material.

The archaeology of historic cities is usually described as being multi-period
and deeply stratified. This is true of Exeter where the Roman levels in the city
centre may be found below medieval and post-medieval deposits sometimes



3m or more below the modern ground surface. The archaeological deposits
often comprise of successive layers of building debris and discarded rubbish.
Cities which have been continuously occupied for hundreds or even thousands
of years will accumulate sometimes significant depths of successive building
remains on the same site. Due to the labour involved, and before the advent of
earth moving machines, re-building would often see the demolition of the old
followed by construction of the new without any large-scale clearance having
taken place. Likewise, before relatively modern, and organised waste disposal,
domestic rubbish was often discarded into the nearest redundant ditch, well, or
pit. These rubbish deposits may contain material which can assist in the dating
of the sequence when recovered during controlled archaeological excavation.

The dating of archaeological deposits from Exeter relies on two main sources,
coin loss and pottery evidence. The reliability of coins and pottery as dating
evidence varies considerably for the Roman occupation of Exeter - which
broadly spans the period from the mid-first century AD until the last decades of
the fourth. Pottery, particularly terra sigillata (or Samian ware as it is commonly
known), is useful for establishing a chronology for the first few hundred years
of Roman occupation. Samian is a high-quality, fine table ware which arrived
in Britain in huge quantities following the Roman invasion of AD 43 and was in
common usage by the Roman army and amongst the civilian Romano-British
inhabitants in Romanised areas of Britain. The ware was mass produced in
central and southern Gaul (modern France). A dish, bowl, or cup in Samian
ware could be produced quickly by putting the initially wheel-thrown clay into
a pre-prepared mould where the decoration had been applied in relief. The
firing process produces the appearance of a high, shiny red gloss. Samian ware
found in excavation at Exeter after nearly 2,000 years in the ground, can have
the appearance of having been newly made (Figure 2 ).

It is often the case that a mould-maker’s name will be stamped on the base of
Samain vessels and sometimes those of individual potters. Furthermore, each
mould-maker or potter would have had a working life. This allows pieces to be
relatively closely dated, providing a chronology for other finds. For example,
it will be self-evident that stamped Samian ware found damaged within the
burnt destruction layers at Colchester, resulting from the sacking of the town
during the revolt of Boudica in AD 60-61, must have been made before that
date. The name stamp on the bottom of the Samian plate from Exeter shown
in Figure 3 reads NESTORFE[C] (which may be read as Nestor fe[cit] = Nestor
made this). A study of this mould-maker’s stamp by Brenda Dickinson has
produced an estimated period of production between c. AD 45-65. At Exeter,
the ability to obtain close dating from Samian ware becomes more difficult in
the final decades of the second century, whilst the supply to the city appears to
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Figure 2. Roman Samian ware pottery. (© RAMM)

dry up in the early third century. Exeter is fortunate in that the Roman finds,
including the pottery and coins recovered from all sources up until 1980, have
been published by Neil Holbrook and Paul Bidwell as an Exeter Archaeological
Report (1991, Vol. 4). It was supplemented the following year by a journal
publication which took the study forward to cover the years 1980 to 1990.

Coins can offer good dating evidence given that they carry information about
the emperor depicted, his current term of office, and when and where the
coin was minted. Sometimes a known historical event is commemorated. For
example, the coin of the Emperor Claudius seen in Figure 4 celebrates the
capture of Britain (DE BRITANN inscribed on a triumphal arch) which means the
coin must have been minted after the invasion of AD 43 In fact, the inscription
around the head of Claudius tells the specialist that the coin was minted in
Rome in AD 46-47.

The account of Roman Exeter which follows draws upon a vast amount of

existing literature. All published source material, both ancient and modern, is
listed in the section marked Further Reading at the end of the book.
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Figure 3. A Samian ware plate base with maker’s mould stamp
(NESTOR FE[C] = Nestor made this. (© RAMM)
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