
Durham E-Theses

'Tribal territories' from the Humber to the Tyne: an

analysis of artefactual and settlement patterning in the

late Iron Age and early Roman peri ods

Ross, Catherine Rosemary

How t o cite:

Ross, Catherine Rosemary (2009) 'Tribal territorie s' from the Humber to the Tyne: an anal ys is of

artefactual and set tlement patterning in the late Iron Age and early Roman periods , Durham the se s,
Durham Unive rsity. Available at Durham E-Theses Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1945 /

Use p olicy

The full-text may b e used and/or repro duced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior p ermission or
charge, for p ersonal research or study, ed ucational, or not-for -pro�t purp os es provided that:

� a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

� a link is made to the metadat a record in Durham E-Theses

� the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not b e sold in any for mat or medium without the formal p ermission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses p olicy for further details.

http://www.dur.ac.uk
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1945/
 http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1945/ 
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/policies/


Academic Supp ort O�ce, Dur ham University, Univer sity O�ce, Old Elvet, Durham DH1 3HP
e-mail: e-theses.admin@dur.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6107

http ://eth es es.d ur.ac.uk

2

http://etheses.dur.ac.uk


THESIS 

CONTAINS 

CD 



Abstract: 

'Tribal territories' from the Humber to the Tvne: An Analysis of 

Artefactual and Settlement Patterning in the Late Iron Aize and Early 

Roman Periods 

This study investigates the nature of indigenous settlement in northern England. 

The main focus is on artefactual and settlement patterning evidence. 

Chapter I covers the geological background, modem literature on the Brigantes 

and the history of archaeological work in the area. Chapter 2 considers the 

relevant literature and epigraphy: these are Roman in origin, and mostly post- 

date the period in question. It also considers Roman place-name evidence, 

discussing possible evidence for lack of linguistic change and the significance of 

the name Carlisle in relation to native society on the Solway Plain. This chapter 

reveals the weaknesses of the literature as evidence for the presence of tribes 

and regional identities in northern Britain. 

Chapter 3 discusses the artefactual and material evidence covering pottery, 

metalwork, taphonomy, querns, glass and coinage. Regional patterns based on 

use, decorative styles and the use of imported Roman goods and styles, are 

identified which may indicate the presence of indigenous societies. Chapter 4 

also identifies evidence for regionalisms by, -observing patterning in settlement 

sites themselves. In both cases factors affecting the archaeological record are 

highlighted. These two diverse approaches produce broadly similar results. 



In chapter 5 conclusions are drawn regarding indigenous society and possible 

regional identities. There are no grounds for asserting the existence of one large 

regional group in northern England. The combined evidence reveals a number of 

different regions of which six are thought to display sufficient variation to 

indicate the presence of regional identities. Where possible names drawn from 

Chapter 2 are notionally attributed to these areas. The thesis concludes that the 

Tees Valley is the region most likely to have been inhabited by a regional group 

who may have recognised the name 'Brigantes'; there is no evidence that their 

control extended further. 
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INTRODUCTION, METHODOLOGY AND KEY TOPICS 

INTRODUCTION 

Reasons for research 

This thesis developed out of an increasing awareness of the lack of information 

on the native peoples of northern Britain at the time of the Roman conquest. The 

massive military presence and subsequent archaeological survival of literally 

thousands of tonnes of archaeological deposits on the sites of forts, milecastles 

and Hadrian's Wall have, perhaps unsurprisingly, taken precedence in scholarly 

literature. 

Previous studies of indigenous northern England as a whole are few and have 

usually focused on limited areas or analysis of texts without use of 

archaeological evidence. There has been limited recent consideration of social 

organisation outside of the Yorkshire Wolds and many authors appear to assume 

that one tribe, the Brigantes, controlled the entire area of study, either directly or 

through some form of confederation, but without providing any concrete 

evidence to prove this. 

An analysis of the small body of available literature, both ancient and modem, 

reveals a number of assumptions regarding the social and historical nature of 

native northern Britain, assumptions that need to be questioned by recourse to a 
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more broadly based body of evidence, both literary and archaeological, than that 

on which current accounts are based. 

My initial question was whether the Brigantes, the only well documented tribe 

in the entire study area, really did control an area thousands of kilometres 

square and reaching from the North to the Irish Seas across a major geological 

barrier, the Pennine ridge. ' To control such a large area divided by a land mass 

that remains a major barrier even into modem times would have been a massive 

achievement. This claim, made by Tacitus and seemingly accepted by the 

majority of later authors, appears upon first examination decidedly unlikely. 

Even in its weaker form - that control was exerted by ruling other tribes under 

some form of confederation - it is hardly convincing: the area is too large and 

the existence of a confederation practically impossible to prove. Were the claim 

to prove true however, the Brigantes would surely deserve elevation from a tribe 

relegated to the footnotes of history into one of the greatest British tribes of all 

time. 

Ouestions to be addressed 

In view of the factors raised here this thesis will, accordingly, set out to address 

the following questions which, it is hoped, may give some clarification of the 

situation in northern England in the late Iron Age and early Roman periods: 

1 The tenns 'tribe' and 'identity' are addressed below 
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1: Is there any evidence in the literature for the presence of one or more than 

one social group in northern England? 

2: Is there evidence for variation in the individual material culture elements of 

northern England and can any repeating patterns in the material evidence be 

identified which might suggest differing regions? 

3: Is there any evidence for variations in settlement type and spatial patterning. 

If so can regions be identified? 

4: If regions have been identified from questions 2 and 3 do these combine? 

5: If strong enough patterning can be identified to suggest the presence of a 

regional identity in addition to any other identities, can any name be notionally 

associated to that regional identity from the results of question I? 

Temporal Scope 

This thesis will study the late Iron Age and early Roman periods. The temporal 

scope is therefore roughly the period between IOOBC and AD120 although 

dating in the contexts discussed here is imprecise and therefore these 

parameters, particularly the latter, cannot be taken as absolute. 

Genraphical Scope 

This study will concentrate on the area of northern England which has, by 

assumption, been associated with a tribal entity named as the 'Brigantes. The 

boundaries of the area of study are thus; in the north, a line connecting the Tyne 
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to the Solway Firth and, in the south, a line connecting the Humber and Ribble 

Estuaries (i. e. the area enclosed by OS grid lines SD and SE 20 to the south and 

NY and NZ 70 to the north)2 but largely excluding the Yorkshire Wolds and 

East Yorkshire; the modem East Riding of Yorkshire which is normally 

associated with a specific group, traditionally named the Parisi. 3 Comparative 

reference will be made, where relevant, to areas bordering the region under 

discussion, in particular East Yorkshire and Northumberland. 

METHODOLOGY 

This thesis will study artefactual material and settlement patterning relating to 

the native population of northern England in the late Iron Age and early Roman 

periods. 

It will attempt to address questions relating to the social organisation of the 

region of study i. e. Whether there is any evidence to indicate the presence of 

one or more than one tribal group in northern England and whether there is any 

evidence for the nature of the group or groups discovered. Initially it will 

consider the ancient literary sources relating to the area of study in order to 

2 For region of study see Map I p. xiv 
3 The areas north and south of these parameters are excluded from this study because they are 
traditionally associated with other independent social groups these are: In the north the 
Votadini, (NE) and Selgovae (NW) and to the south the Coritanii/ Corieltauvi (SE) and the 
Comovii (SW). For a map see: Jones, B. and Mattingly, D. AnAtlas of Roman Britain. Oxbow, 
Oxford. 1990. p. 45. For references on the nature of settlement in East Yorkshire and the debate 

over the identity of the Parisi see p. 322 Chapter 4 below. 
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assess the strengths and weaknesses of the works and of any evidence for the 

presence of named tribal groupings. It will then go on to investigate the 

archaeological and settlement evidence from the region in an attempt to identify 

any regional variations in the material cultural assemblages and in the 

distribution of settlements. Recognising that regional identities need not be 

fixed nor need they exclude membership of other group identities on a range of 

scales, the combined evidence, if strong enough, can then be used to indicate 

variations in northern England which may indicate the presence of groups with 

differing regional identities. Although there is not necessarily a direct 

relationship between cultural assemblages and individual social groups strong 

enough results may either vindicate Tacitus and prove the ascendancy of the 

Brigantes; or, by revealing the presence of further independent groups; call into 

question a long held and little questioned belief. 
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Map 1: Area of study 
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