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Barker: Aspects of the topography of Wroxeter (Viroconium Cornoviorum)
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Fig 81 Wroxeter: the area of excavations on the site of the baths-basilica

A terminus ante quem is given by the burial of a man in
the centre of the site. He had been placed in a north-south
grave dug from a surface well above the level of the rubble
platforms of the last buildings, at a time when the whole
area must have been deserted, its buildings gone, and the
rubble covered with sufficient soil for the grave to be dug.
The preliminary radiocarbon date obtained from the
bones is AD 610 * 50 years. Further work seems likely,
however, to push the central date back nearer to 550.
Though arguments from radiocarbon readings are always
fraught with difficulty, these dates suggest strongly that
the city centre was abandoned at the latest by the mid 7th
century (allowing for sufficient time for soil to develop
over the abandoned rubble platforms), though, by the
same token, it is possible to argue that the site was
abandoned before 500 and that the body was buried in the
early years of the 6th century. Taking all the evidence into
consideration, however, it seems most likely that the
whole development of the site after the basilica’s destruc-
tion is contained between the beginning of the 4th century
and the beginning of the 6th.

The occupation of the basilica area, in the very centre of
the city, by what appears to be a house or mansion of
considerable pretensions, where before there had been a
major public building, argues not only for a complete
change from public to private ownership of the site, but
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the occupation of one of the two most prestigious sites in
the city by a man determined to demonstrate his pre-
eminence. We do not yet know, of course, what happened
at the same time in the forum, the other major site at the
city centre, and it may be that Atkinson’s excavations
destroyed too much of the upper levels to permit re-
excavation and reinterpretation. However, Donald Mac-
kreth has recently suggested that more may be left than we
thought and that it may yet be possible to discover what
happened there in the latest years of the city’s life.

It must be kept in mind, also, that the evidence from the
basilica applies only to that area and that other parts of the
city, particularly perhaps the south-western corner, close
to the river crossing, may have continued to be inhabited,
perhaps continuously down to the present day. The siting
of St Andrew’s church here suggests this possibility. The
Taylors (1980,694) suggest an early (7th or 8th-century)
date for the visible stone remains of the Saxon church, but
the discovery of a mid 9th-century strap-end in the
back-fill of one of the robber trenches of the colonnade
stylobates of the basilica, dug to remove massive stones of
the kind from which the Saxon part of St Andrew’s is
built, suggests that it is perhaps as late as the 9th or 10th
centuries, although succeeding a timber church on the
same site; however, since the churches at Atcham and
Upton Magna, close by, are also built of very large stones,
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Barker: Aspects of the topography of Wroxeter (Viroconium Cornoviorum)

probably from Viroconium, the robbing may have been
for one of those, or for a building yet to be discovered.

It is remarkable that the church at Wroxeter is recorded
as having four priests at Domesday (fo.254, b.2), and the
long Norman chancel with choir stalls is that of a church of
collegiate size. This presupposes a large and important
village, and, since the present one is small, it is almost
certain that the fields round the church, and perhaps
particularly those between the church and the river,
contain the site of the much larger medieval village. A
sunken road, now private, leads from the church to the
river crossing and bounds a field to the south which
contains the Roman city defences. These seem to have
been remodelled in medieval times to form a large
rectangular platform, almost certainly the site of the house
which John fitz Alan II had at Wroxeter in the mid 13th
century and in which, perhaps, he died in 1267 (Eyton
1858, 309-10). This, and two adjacent millponds, are at
present being surveyed as part of the continuing study of
the city’s topography.

The north-south line of Watling Street is the only
survival from the Roman street grid, except for a short
east-west stretch, now a green lane, lying between insula 3
and insulae 6 and 7 (see Fig 76); the lane running south of
insulae 12, 13, and 14, however, roughly follows the
course of an east-west street which can be seen in the
spectacular aerial photographs taken in 1976 (Wilson
1984, fig 1 & pl XVb). The other modern lanes run across
the site of the city regardless of the planned grid, though
they probably enter and leave the defences at the position
of the Roman gates (none of which has yet been found by
excavation). The lane which runs parallel to the river, on
the low cliff above it to the east, may well be the medieval
road from Shrewsbury to the village of Wroxeter. The
date of the road connecting Shrewsbury and Ironbridge,
which crosses the city diagonally, is unknown, but may be
as late as the Industrial Revolution, which had its source at
Coalbrookdale in the Ironbridge Gorge. This suggestion is
supported by the fact that the uppermost archaeological
levels on the site of the basilica have not been disturbed by
the plough, as previous excavators thought. The reason
for this seems to be that ploughing (as adduced from the
pottery in the ploughsoil) did not begin before the mid
18th century, some twelve-and-a-half centuries after the
abandonment of the city centre. This would have given
time for a considerable quantity of soil to have moved
down from the higher ground in insula 2 to the north-east,
so that by the time ploughing began it was deep enough
over the basilica to protect the uppermost layers. This
could hardly have happened if the Ironbridge road had
been there since early medieval times, as it would have
formed an effective barrier against soil movement over the
basilican area. In fact, the edge of our excavation skirts the
road and shows that it is built on a very deep soil layer,
which surely must be late.

The continuing study of Wroxeter and its hinterland,
both on the ground and from aerial photographs, will
provide the context for, and greater understanding of, the
detailed excavations of the city itself.
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