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Bradford-on-Avon Roman Villa. Mark Corney describing the construction of the possible baptistry to ARA members. (See article on page 10).
Photo: © Bryn Walters.
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EDITORIAL

An octagonal scatter of stones may not appear enormously exciting, but
the stones which partly obscure the fine fourth-century mosaic at the
Bradford-on-Avon villa (see our cover picture and Mark Corney’s article
in this issue), may be the remains of a structure forming the surround to
the largest baptismal font or cistern yet discovered in late Roman Britain.

Late Roman Christianity is an enormous subject, but surprisingly, the
archaeological evidence for the earliest baptistries and the rite of baptism
in Britain is uncertain. We are reminded of the small brick and stone
open-air cisterns at Richborough and Icklingham or the octagonal basin
at Chedworth. There are also the relatively small portable lead tanks
decorated with the chi-rho monogram and the Walesby tank with its
frieze of standing figures. Were these used for a baptism where water was
poured over the head (affusion)? Perhaps the villas of late Roman Gaul
will provide a parallel for the sequence and arrangement found at
Bradford-on-Avon. In the provinces of western and south-eastern Gaul we
have at least octagonal stone baptistries, covering large octagonal
stepped cisterns of the fifth and sixth centuries, with good examples at
Poitiers (Pictavi), Fréjus (Forum Julii), Riez (Reii) and Albenga
(Albingaunum). These may have been used for rites of total immersion,
and are invariably associated with churches. However, in Britain the
evidence remains tenuous — as Professor Charles Thomas reminds us in
his Christianity in Roman Britain to AD 500, we approach the position
defined by Sherlock Holmes when he remarked, “when you have
eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must
be the truth”.

The Bradford-on-Avon villa leads us to another important theme in
this issue. Over the last few years there has been a plethora of newly
discovered villas in southern Britain. Bryn Walters reviews a few
examples from Gloucestershire. There are others in Kent, Sussex and
Somerset — and in Hampshire the Danebury Environs Project continues
to re-excavate and evaluate known villas, examining, among other things,
their late Iron Age origins.
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