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4 
Identities in the Late Roman Army: 
Material and Textual Perspectives 
Andrew Gardner 
Institute of Archaeology, University College London 

4.1 Introduction 

The study of the Roman army, as with any other aspect of the Roman world, is 
inescapably an exercise in historical archaeology. Whether \ve accept or reject the 
detailed use of written sources in our interpretations, many of our concepts and 
chronologies are clearly structured by such sources at a very fundamental level. Sim
ply to talk of Romans is to use an identity label of a kind unavailable to a Pa.laeolithic 
archaeologist. In this paper, I will use the archaeology of the late Roman military 
to problematise the whole concept of historical archaeology, a term which I use in a 
fairl y loose sense as applying to any society with some kind of written culture (cf. 
Andren 1998, p. 6; Funari et al. 1999b, pp. 1-3), and to give explicit thought to the 
relationship between written texts and material culture in Roman studies. 

My argument that this is an issue requiring urgent attention is partly based on 
developments over the last 25 years in the philosophy of history (see Munslow 2000 , 
for example). These, as with a number strands of general archaeological theory, have 
not been given as much attention as they deserve by many historical archaeologists 
(Johnson 1999b, pp. 25- 8; cf. lVlorris 1997, 4-8). However, a new approach is also 
demanded by the complexities of the archaeological and historical data pertaining to 
the late Roman military, and their place in society. These require an interpretative 
framework which is highly sensitive to varying perspectives on socia l identities. I 
therefore hope to situate an understanding of particular aspects of the army within 
two overlapping contexts . One is the diverse spectrum of identity categories negoti
ated by various social groups in the Roman world. The other is the way in which 
different manifestations of these processes of negotiation have come to be separated 
by a disciplinary boundary in modern scholarship . While historical archaeologies 
have attempted to sit on this boundary, all too often they have merely fallen between 
theoretical stools. 

4.2 Historical archaeologies of the Roman army 

I will begin with a brief (and necessarily over-simplified) review of some previous 
approaches to using written and material sources, with particu lar reference to the 
study of the Roman army, but also linked in to wider paradigm shifts in archaeology. 
I wi ll then offer an alternative framework, and explore this with a range of data . 
In more traditional forms of Roman archaeology, texts are commonly regarded as a 
substitute for theory, providing the narrative framework upon which to hang mate
rial culture as well as the normative categories with which to describe it (Frere 1988, 
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p. 36; cf. Johnson 1999b, p. 29). The most obvious manifestation of this in Roman 
army studies is the genre of military history (e.g., Nicasie 1998). T his can actually be 
difficult to separate from more mainstream histories of, for instance, Roman Britain, 
which often place a heavy emphasis on campaigns (e.g ., Frere 1987). Those Roman 
authors who were themselves interested in military narratives , such as Tacitus and 
Ammianus, typically form the basis for such accounts, with excavated camps or fort s, 
equipment, and topographically-identified bat tle-sites employed as illustrative mate
rial. Certainly, the written sources are often ampl ified or even questioned on t he basis 
of more archaeological information, and chronological narratives obviously have their 
uses. However, the perspectives and selections of so-called facts presented by a small 
number of ancient authors tend to become all-powerful in dictating the directions 
such narratives take (cf. Hingley 1989, pp. 2- 3; Johnson 1999a, p . 154). 

This kind of approach clearly has close links with traditional history, but different 
ways of using texts and material culture do obviously exist. Moving away from event
based narratives and more towards a model or hypothesis-oriented framework (Storf'Y 
1999, p. 206), the themes of military organisation and equipment are major areas of 
research involving documents and archaeological material of various kinds (including 
representations). Such work can, however, still be text-determined to a considerable 
degree. Examples include the roles of inscript ions, a small number of literary sources 
and excavated fort plans in attempts to establish the structure of the army (e.g., 
Webster 1985, 96-230), or more specifica.lly, the pervasive influence of late Roman 
documents, particularly the Notitia Dignitatum, on the understanding of a variety of 
administrative aspects of the later army, again tied in to forts and other sites (e.g ., 
Coello 1996; Southern & Dixon 1996, 39-66). This kind of work is certainly not to 
be dismissed, and has considerable value. However, the epistemological problems , let 
alone the ontological ones, of using written and material cultures as evidence in an 
unstructured way are rarely considered. 

More explicit testing of hypotheses generated by written sources, such as techni
cal treatises, can be found in many equipment studies, particularly those involving 
reconstruction. These tend, however, to address mainly functional questions (e.g., 
Hyland 1993; Peddie 1994, pp. 92· ·100; Zienkiewicz 1994, p. 13). In certain senses, 
some of th is work moves in the direction of what can loosely be termed processual 
historical archaeology, with interests in testing, fun ctionality a.nd the 'systemness' of 
the army. However , much more developed processually-oriented uses of texts and ma
terial cul ture are evident in other areas of Roman studies, such as A nnales-influenced 
landscape archaeology (Johnson 1999b, p. 29; Storey 1999, pp. 206- 12) . In the con
text of the military, the notion of testing one source against another all too often fails 
to expand the range of ques tions beyond those raised by the texts, or to escape the 
reductively descriptive and functional approa.ch implicit in the commonly-held idea 
of a universal 'military science ' (cf. Haynes 1999a, p. 8). 

In contrast, perspectives which take a more social and contextual approach to 
Roman arm ies are increasingly common, linking in both to post-processual archaeol
ogy and to the New Cultural History (Johnson 1999a, p . 153; Morris 1997, pp. 6- 8). 
In the broader discipline of archaeology, Hodder (1991, pp. 145- 6) has referred to 
written sources as useful for constructing the contexts of ideas and meanings so im
portant to deepening understanding of past human activity, just as Binford before 
him had advocated employing historical sources in cons t ructing Middle Range The
ories (Binford 1983, pp. 25-6). Several recent studies deploy a wide range of social 
theory to integrate written and material culture in the construction of social histories 
of Roman armies. Themes investigated in such work include the nature of the com-
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munity of soldiers (.James 1999), social dynamics within the au.Lilia (Haynes 1999b), 
and relations between soldiers and others in Egypt (Alston 1995). Issues of so cial and 
cultural identity are a prominent element in this kind of historical archaeology, and 
also feature in my own work on t he late Roman military in Britain (Gardner 1999). 

4.3 Texts, material culture and structuration 

However, while pursuing this research , I have recently come to think tha t we need to 
look even more closely and critically at the relationship between texts a nd material 
culture, and not simply in terms of their relationship in the present as 'evidence' . 
Rather, we must attempt to generate complex interpretat ions of the roles that written 
and non-written forms of discourse have played in the li ves of past human agents. 
Obviously, this en tails the integration of texts and material culture within a body of 
theory, ra ther than the opposition of texts to theory referred to above (Andren 1998, 
pp. 3- 4; Scott 1993, p. 19). This will not only enhance our understanding of the 
enormous diversity of experiences of the Roman world , but a lso speak to the concerns 
of the wider disciplines of archaeology and history. To achieve this we need to take on 
board what historians as well as archaeologists have been doing in the last ten years. 
Obviously there is no more unity in the philosophy of history than in archaeological 
theory, but the strand I would like to pick up on is post-modern or post-empiricist 
history (Berkhofer 1995; Jenkins 1991; Munslow 2000, pp. 9- 20), following on from 
the 'linguistic turn' initiated primarily by Hayden \-Vhite (1973). 

This really undermines the whole historical project as traditionally conceived. 
Simply put , to say that history has taken a linguistic turn is to say that some his
torians have become more interested in the way historical knowledge and meaning 
is constit uted and reproduced through language than in assembling facts. Indeed, 
the very nature of facts becomes problematic once the level of interpretation involved 
in creating history is acknowledged, and the traditionally distanced relationship of 
subject (historian) and object (past) undermined (Munslow 2000, pp. ll , 97- 100, 
151- 3). This clearly resonates strongly with debates about objectivity and relativism 
that have taken place in archaeology (e.g., Hodder 1999 , pp. 23-4, 153-77; Wylie 
1992) , and below I will explain how uniting these convergent theoretical streams in 
history and archaeology actually allows us to resist a complete collapse of subject and 
object. The key thing to take from post-empi ricist history, I think, is the reminder 
that written texts are in no way unproblematic or untheorised (cf. Johnson 1999b, 
pp. 29- 32). Just as we would say for mater ia l culture, indeed as items of material 
culture themselves , t.exts represent part.ial perspectives on a world, created by human 
agents with particular objectives , which , at the same time, are capable of being read 
in many ways. vVe are thus forced to engage with multiple interpreted pasts, rather 
than attempt to represent a single true past (Berkhofer 1995, pp. 39-75). 

However, in order to ground our attempts to understand these pasts and bring 
them within the scope of a present hermeneutic, or interpretat ive, exercise , we need to 
link these elements of historical theory with a particular approach to material culture, 
one which emphasises its meaning content as created in practical action (Hodder 1999, 
74- 9; Tilley 1999 , 262-72). I would argue tha.t historica.l archaeologies are in a unique 
position to make the most of this. By treating written tex ts and material culture as 
ea.ch possessing some of the qua.lities of the other , we can explore the divers ity of 
meaningful discourses that shaped the Roman world. Writing is clearly a material 
prac tice (Johnson 1999b, pp. 31- 2; P otter 1999, pp. 20- ll9), the significance of which 
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is all too easily lost in modern translation. Equally, the idea that material culture has 
textual qualities has some advantages, emphasising the importance of the meanings 
of things: how these fit in to systems of symbols, but may also be highly contextually 
variable. Like words, material signifiers are intrinsically polysemous - that is , having 
multiple meanings (Tilley 1991, pp. 16-23, 95-6). This 'textual' approach also has 
limitations, though, which are critical to the theoretical synthesis proposed here. 
Objects, including ones with writing on them, are unlike spoken language in their 
very materiality (Hodder 1995, pp. 201-12; Tilley 1999, pp. 262- 72). They are bound 
up in the embodied, repetitive practices of human agents, which often act to solidify 
or reify the meanings attached to them. 

Giddens ' structuration theory (1984) provides a useful way of understanding the 
nature of such practices, and therefore of underpinning the interpretation of written 
and non-written material culture as actively involved in the reproduction of the so
cial world. Concerned with the relationship between the rules and resources of social 
structure, and individuals as knowledgeable actors or a.gents, structuration theory 
enables us to treat material culture and written or spoken language as equally impor
tant media of interaction between agents. This interaction, embedded in the routine 
practices of human agents, is critical to the generation and regeneration of social 
formations, including institutional organisations (Giddens 1984, pp. 5- 92). As the 
various cross-cutting aspects of social identity - ethnicity, age, gender or occupation 
- are all profoundly implicated in this process, the negotiation of these identities will 
often involve material culture and writing as forms of meaningful discourse. Thus, 
structuration allows us to work with both written texts a.nd material culture in a 
novel way, overcoming the divide between these as forms of evidence. It enables us to 
exploit the full potential of a historical archaeology concerned with different perspec
tives on past social identities and institutions, such as those surrounding the military 
organisation of the Roman state. 

4.4 Material perspectives from late Roman Britain 

I will now attempt to work through some of these ideas, using a variety of material 
and textual perspectives on the Roman military in the fourth and early fifth centuries 
AD. IvIy research has been focused on Britain, and the comparison of a range of sites 
of different kinds has highlighted various patterns. It has not always proved easy to 
reconcile the published results from excavations conducted at very different times and 
in very different circumstances, but in looking at as many kinds of artefactual material 
as possible, as well as at structural sequences, it is possible to build up a multi-layered 
interpretation. The artefactual ambiguity of late Roman fort assemblages has always 
been an archaeological problem, resisting easy categorisation as either military or 
civilia.n (Esmonde Cleary 1989, pp. 51- 63; James 1984, p. 168). From my comparisons 
between forts and other sites, this remains essentially true, demonstrating that not 
only do these categories overlap in terms of specific artefacts, but also as levels of 
social identification. 

Artefacts commonly given particular milit.ary significance, such as crossbow broo
ches a.nd belt-fittings, occur on a range of sites , including towns a.nd villas. It is to 
be expected that soldiers moved around (cf. Bishop 1991; Esmonde Cleary 1989, 
pp. 54- 6), and there is a woeful lack of fort cemetery excavation in Britain to permit 
associations with individuals rather than places, but it is equally likely that such 
symbols had wider currency amongst state officials (Reece 1999, pp. 156-7). In other 
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Figure 4.1: Percentages of Roman-period small finds, by category, from selected sites. 
Categories based on Cool et al. (1995, pp. 1626-47); clata from Cool et al. (1995, pp. 1635-
6) and reports in Casey et al. (1993); Owen-John (1988); Cunliffe (1975); Rennie (1971). 
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(1995 ); for dat a see Gardner (1997, forthcoming) _ 

respects , small fin ds assemblages show considerable variation throughout the Roman 
period (Fig. 4.1 ), and while some sites like Caerleon 's Prysg field stand out with a great 
quantity of early military material, there is no reason to suppose that four th century 
forts were not inhab ited by a simila rly mixed community of men and women as any 
other sizeable settlement (cf. van Driel-Murray 1995)_ In terms offaunal assemblages, 
a brief look at the dominant species in the fourth century reveals cattle to be in 
the majority at most sites regardless of type (e. g_, O'Connor 1986; Rackham 1995 ; 
Scott 1999; Wilson 1986) though pig tends to crop up more often as the second-most 
abunda nt on fort sites. Unfor tunately many key sites lack well-published assemblages 
of t his kind of material. 

There is a considerable range of coinage patterns from sites of different types, and 
geographical or chronological factors are as likely to affect this as any characteristic 
kinds of coin-using activity. For instance, the fo rts of Wales hang together as a 
group more than those of the north (Fig. 4.2; see also Gardner 1999, pp _ 411- 12), 
which have a greater range of foundation da tes. Some of the town sites in each 
area show simila r trends to certain forts . It is true that many forts decline in coin
use in the fourth century, but this is fa r from a unique feature which can be ascribed 
purely, for instance, to the annona militar-is (cf. Casey 1974, pp. 48- 50), and there are 
some exceptions which refl ec t a considerable degree of local variation in loss patterns. 
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Pottery assemblages are considerably more difficult to compare than coinage, but 
a coarse-grained analysis of different wares present at various sites through their 
occupation does not suggest any distinctive 'military' patterns in the fourth century. 

There are more signs of distinctiveness to be gleaned in some cases from archi
tectural features in forts, though again localised variation becomes more common 
through the fourth century (even beyond that which is actually a feature of military 
sites in the Principate). South Shields stands out as a fort with a fourth century 
plan of a particular type (Fig. 4.3), with a large new courtyard house, barracks and a 
principia arranged in a cruciform pattern also identified by the excavators at certain 
cont.emporary forts in other parts of the Empire (Bidwell & Speak 1994, pp. 40-2). 
However, at other sites there are significant changes in the use of space, with struc
tures being used for purposes other than that for which they were apparently built, 
particularly rubbish disposal. The most obvious example is the use of the stores at 
Birdoswald for just this activity (Wilmott 1997, pp. 203-9). Similar changes can be 
observed in other kinds of site, such as at the Marlowe Car Park baths in Canter
bury (Blockley et al. 1995, 171-210), and even in the less well-understood later fourth 
century phases back at South Shields (Bidwell & Speak 1994, pp. 43-6). 

4.5 Literary and documentary perspectives 

These material patterns can be interpreted as offering a range of different perspectives 
on identification, with different kinds of material culture used in different ways at 
a variety of local and wider scales. All are involved to at least some degree in the 
creation of meanings in the social world of those using them, simply by virtue of being 
involved in the practices of daily life. Before discussing these further, comparison can 
be made with certain other perspectives materialised in a different way - writing. 
The narrative account of military and state affairs provided by Ammianus Marcellinus 
has had a profound influence on modern studies of the fourth century, particularly 
of the army and its campaigns (e.g., Jones 1964, pp. 115-54,607; Nicasie 1998). As 
such, and because written discourses are so often treated as unproblematic compared 
to material ones in the historical archaeology of this period (cf. Johnson 1999b, pp. 29-
30), the things that Ammianus says have been generalised beyond what I would prefer 
to take as just another partial perspective. 

To keep Ammianus in his place, we need to think about the how and why as well 
as the what of his writings - addressing issues of form as well as content (Munslow 
2000, pp. 100-6). He describes the social formation of the army as he sees it, from the 
point of view of a relatively high-status individual ,vith literary aspirations (Bames 
1998, pp. 54-66; Wallace-Hadrill 1986, pp. 14-15). Thus, while soldiers and civilians 
are generally quite clearly separated in the narrative, and Ammianus certainly places 
military activity at the heart of state interests (as well as making a point of describing 
himself as 'a former soldier'), ordinary milites are often portrayed as brutish, greedy 
and fickle, and battles are often described in formulaic fashion (e.g.) XIV.10, XIX.8, 
XX.4, XXVI.2, cf. XXXI.l6; Wallace-Hadrill 1986, pp. 22-35). If we focus on these 
aspects of this particular written source, we begin to see how one individual could 
perceive and present the military in a complex and ambiguous way. Such a perception 
is bound up with Ammianus' other cultural preconceptions (such as those regarding 
Roman identity), and these are all filtered through the text he has written with 
certain literary goals (Barnes 1998, pp. 187-98). This is no transparent rendering of 
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Figure 4.3: Plan of South Shields in the fourth century ;\0, with excavated areas shaded 
and numbered in chronological order. Plan after Bidwell & Speak (1994, p. 34). 
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an objective reality, but an unavoidably subjective arrangement of material of varying 
degrees of facticity. 

Another significant body of (mostly Greek) written material is the so-called Abin
naeus Archive, a collection of letters apparent ly belonging to an officer at the fort of 
Dionysias in Egypt in the mid-fourth century (Bell et al. 1962). Clearly, this is differ
ent in kind to Ammianus' history, reinforcing the obvious point that to lump written 
sources into one category, contrasted with material culture, is not only unhelpful for 
the theoretical reasons outlined above, but also because there is great variation be
tween different kinds of written discourse, and the meanings that might be conveyed 
in them (Johnson 1999b, p. 30). This does not make Abinnaeus' letters any less 
partial than Ammianus' literature, however, they are simply partial in different ways. 
Featured in some of the correspondence are complaints from villagers (many actually 
written by a third party) against misbehaving soldiers, which resonate with some 
of Ammianus' attitudes, and with some separation of identities (e.g.) Texts 18, 28, 
48). At the same time, the letters indicate that the soldiers of Dionysias were deeply 
involved in the lives of those living in the vicinity of the fort in various social and 
economic interactions, so the separation only works on some levels (e.g., Texts 3,13, 
21,27,46). Of course, the most obvious way in which this source might be described 
as partial is in its geographical particularity - did similar situations occur across the 
Empire or only in th is small part of Egypt? Once again, it is vital to keep this in its 
place as one of several possible viewpoints on the military, not the whole story. 

4.6 Multiple perspectives, multiple identities 

In attempting to write a multi-vocal historical archaeology of the late Roman army, 
this range of viewpoints must be retained. I have tried to demonstrate in the second 
half of this paper that such a range does ex ist, and may be related to the different 
levels of identification negotiated in various ways by members of the military and 
other social groups in the Roman world. To return to the material I discussed from 
Britain, the essential ambiguity of artefactual assemblages from many sites clearly 
suggests that quite a number of the routine activities of people living in or around 
forts relate to interactions structured not upon the axis of soldiers and civilians, but 
upon other levels of identification, such as gender or family relations. 

Other aspects of the archaeological patterning do, however , relate to military iden
tities, though again of potentially di verse character (varying between ranks and units , 
and sometimes embracing all officials; Reece 1999, pp. 156-7). The architecture of 
South Shields, for instance, refiects well the institutional aspects of military life (cf. 
James 1999, 16- 21). The regulation of space, and therefore of the routines of indi
viduals moving in that space, is clearly a key part of the reproduction of institutional 
arrangements through repetitive practices (Giddens 1984, pp . 16- 37, 60- 73). That 
this regulation may be changing at a number of sites in the fourth century would im
ply a lessening of over-arching institutional control, even at a site like South Shields , 
which hitherto had maintained greater external contacts than inland forts. 

The important point to make is that these different levels of identification, which 
may seem to be pulling in different directions, actually overlap. The military com
munity of the Roman world was not a 'total institution' which cut its members off 
and turned them into automata (contra Pollard 1996; cf. Giddens 1984, pp. 145- 58). 
Rather, it was a complex institution which co-existed and interacted with other social 
groups in the Roman world, through its members who were part of such groups at 



44 Andrew Gardner 

the same time as being soldiers. These relationships were dynamic across time and 
space, and we can certainly see them changing in the fourth century in different parts 
of Britain. If t.he perspectives of the written sources from other parts of the Empire 
that have been discussed above are partial, they are nonetheless consistent with such 
a degree of complexity and potential ambiguity. 

4.7 Conclusions 

In conclusion, it must be stressed that Roman military archaeology simply cannot be 
cut off either from the broad and enormously complex social patterns of the Roman 
world, or from the theoretical issues that we confront in trying to understand those 
patterns. The issue that I have focused on in this paper has been the relationship, in 
the past and in the present, between those forms of material culture that bear writing, 
and those that do not. This is a central issue, not just to Roman archaeology, as a 
form of historical archaeology, but also to the disciplines of history and archaeology as 
a whole. Consequently, this is one area where significant contributions can be made 
by Romanists to wider debates. It is, moreover, just one of many ways forward that I 
think we can open up by placing the archaeology of the military in its empirical and 
theoretical context in the present, and thus firmly in its social context in the past. 
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