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Farming in the fifth to sixth centuriesTamara Lewit

 

Pigs, presses and pastoralism: farming 
in the fifth to sixth centuries AD
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The fifth to sixth centuries were a time of significant change in rural
settlement, land use, production levels and productive technology in many
regions. Archaeological and related discoveries suggest that in western
Europe, specialized market- and state-oriented production gave way to
mixed animal husbandry and diversified farming more suited to local
terrains. This was accompanied by a widespread transformation of rural
settlement. In contrast, the eastern Mediterranean experienced rural set-
tlement expansion, intensification of land use, increased market-oriented
agricultural production, and a significant change in oil and wine press
technology. These changes seem to reflect the socio-political context in both
east and west during this pivotal period.

 

Much scholarship of the last few decades has been preoccupied with
interpreting the transition from late antique to medieval life. There
has been surprisingly little discussion, however, of how this transition
was experienced in terms of rural production. Valuable recent work on
farm, pollen and bone remains in western Europe, and on productive
villages and olive and wine presses in eastern Mediterranean regions
such as Cyprus, has brought new information to light. Yet, as has
recently been observed,

 

1

 

 little work has yet been done to bring together
this data in an overview, or to identify patterns of land-use transformation.
This paper attempts to begin such a process by looking at evidence for
farming in the pivotal fifth to sixth centuries, during the final collapse
of the political framework of the western Roman empire and the
formation of successor kingdoms. In the light of archaeological and
related discoveries of the past decades, what can be said about rural
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settlement and production in this key period? Were there any major
changes to farming practices, and if so, what were they?

We are, of course, very far from any definitive answers to these
questions. There are also important methodological cautions to be
observed: cereal production and animal husbandry, which would have
been of great significance in many European regions – especially the
north-west – are hard to trace. To do so requires careful attention to the
collection and analysis of charred grains, pollen and bone. Examination
of fields and utilitarian areas beyond the boundaries of main settlement/
residential sites is also required. Such data collection and analysis
have only begun in recent decades. Faunal remains also present many
problems of preservation. They are less well preserved in the acidic
sandy soils of north-west Europe and the bones of some animals (e.g.
young pigs) decay faster than others. Animals kept for dairy or wool
production are less frequently and regularly slaughtered than animals
kept for meat production, and therefore leave less trace in the archaeo-
logical record.
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 While pollen is better preserved than bone in acidic
soils, both the production and preservation of pollen can vary greatly
between species, leading to under-representation in the archaeological
record of species which were in fact more common than they appear.
Mechanisms of pollen deposition at a site, and the distance which
pollen has travelled before deposition, may also vary greatly. Not all
regions yield pollen deposits suitable for radiocarbon dating. Pollen
collected close to a settlement is likely to contain a higher percentage of
cultivated species, and may thus lead to an over-estimate of deforestation
across a region. Particular caution must be applied in extrapolating
from local pollen studies to more general conclusions.
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 However,
enough new data has been presented in the last twenty years for us to
attempt to discern some patterns.
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See discussions in N. Branch, M. Canti, P. Clark, and C. Turney, 

 

Environmental Archaeology:
Theoretical and Practical Approaches

 

 (London, 2005), pp. 116–22, and (for this period) H.
Hamerow, 

 

Early Medieval Settlements: The Archaeology of Rural Communities in North-West
Europe 400

 

–

 

900

 

 (Oxford, 2002), pp. 126–33; P.J. Crabtree, ‘Animal Exploitation in East
Anglian Villages’, in J. Rackham (ed.), 

 

Environment and Economy in Anglo-Saxon England: A
Review of Recent Work on the Environmental Archaeology of Rural and Urban Anglo-Saxon
Settlements in England. Proceedings of a Conference Held at the Museum of London, 9–10 April,
1990

 

, CBA Research Report 89 (York, 1994), pp. 40–54.
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N. Branch 

 

et al

 

., 

 

Environmental Archaeology

 

, pp. 68–74. T. O’Connor and J.G. Evans, 

 

Environ-
mental Archaeology: Principles and Methods

 

 (Stroud, 1999/2005), pp. 96, 162; S.T. Andersen
and B.E. Berglund, ‘Results of the Workshop’, in B. Frenzel with S.T. Andersen, B.E.
Berglund and B. Gläser (eds), 

 

Evaluation of Land Surfaces Cleared from Forests in the Roman
Iron Age and the Time of Migrating Germanic Tribes Based on Regional Pollen Diagrams

 

(Stuttgart and New York, 1994), pp. 1–4, and ‘Maps for Terrestrial Non-Tree Pollen (NAP)
Percentages in North and Central Europe 1800–1450 yr B.P.’, in 

 

ibid

 

., pp. 119–34.
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On the basis of the paucity of fifth to sixth century rural settlement
sites found in western Europe,

 

4

 

 we might conclude that there must have
been a dramatic depopulation of the countryside, abandonment of large
tracts of farmland, and perhaps extensive reafforestation. However, the
evidence of pollen, bone finds, and detailed archaeological investigation
set out below does not support such a conclusion. Rather, much of the
evidence suggests that there was considerable continuity of land use
during the fifth to sixth centuries, with no dramatic abandonment of
farmland. It seems that the apparent lack of rural settlement sites is due
more to their relatively poor archaeological visibility rather than to a
huge population decline.
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The fifth and sixth centuries do, however, appear to have been a time
of considerable change in the intensity, orientation and type of land use
in many regions. In some, there seems to have been less emphasis on
specialized cattle or grain production and an increase in mixed animal
husbandry and diversified farming. There is also evidence for woodland
regeneration in some areas, and a tendency to abandon drainage of
marshland, with both these latter characteristics closely linked to
changes in farming. Rural production in the fifth- to sixth-century west
appears to have been characterized by regional and micro-regional
variation, in contrast to the earlier more standardized productive practices
directed to the Roman market and state, although some regions do
show a continuity of Roman period and even earlier practices.
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T. Lewit, 

 

Villas, Farms and the Late Roman Rural Economy (Third to Fifth Centuries AD)

 

, repr.
with new chapter of 

 

Agricultural Production in the Roman Economy

 

 (1991), BAR International
ser. 568 (Oxford, 2004), pp. vii, 37, 220, 222.
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Widely discussed: see, for example, K. Randsborg, 

 

The First Millennium AD in Europe and
the Mediterranean: An Archaeological Essay

 

 (Cambridge, 1991), pp. 62–3; P. Van Ossel and P.
Ouzoulias, ‘Rural Settlement Economy in Northern Gaul in the Late Empire: An Overview
and Assessment’, 

 

Journal of Roman Archaeology

 

 [hereafter 

 

JRA

 

] 13 (2000), pp. 133–60; C.
Lewis, P. Mitchell-Fox and C. Dyer, 

 

Village, Hamlet and Field: Changing Medieval Settlements
in Central England

 

 (Manchester, 1997), pp. 86–91.
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Suggested by pollen and insect remains in the Valdaine region, for example: V. Andrieu-
Ponel, P. Ponel, H. Bruneton, P. Leveau and J.-L. de Beaulieu, ‘Palaeoenvironments and
Cultural Landscapes of the Last 2000 Years Reconstructed from Pollen and Coleopteran
Records in the Lower Rhône Valley, Southern France’, 

 

The Holocene

 

 10.3 (2000), pp. 341–55.
In the Rhineland, several studies suggest continued cultivation of cereals throughout the fifth
century: K.H. Lenz, ‘Late Roman Rural Settlement in the Southern Part of the Province
Germania Secunda in Comparison with Other Regions of the Roman Rhineland’, in P.
Ouzoulias, C. Pellecuer, C. Raynaud, P. Van Ossel and P. Garmy (eds), 

 

Les campagnes de la Gaule
à la fin de l’Antiquité. Actes du colloque Montpellier, 11–14 mars 1998 Antibes

 

 (Antibes, 2001),
pp. 113–46, at p. 130. Land was cleared for rye and wheat production in fifth- to seventh-
century Cheshire, and several studies of various other regions in Britain show continuity of
land use: N. Higham, 

 

Rome, Britain and the Anglo-Saxons

 

 (London, 1992), p. 78; D. Hooke,

 

The Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England

 

 (London and Washington, 1998), p. 145; P. Dark, 

 

The
Environment of Britain in the First Millennium AD

 

 (London, 2000), pp. 140–1; P. Williams
and R. Newman, 

 

Market Lavington, Wiltshire, An Anglo-Saxon Cemetery and Settlement

 

,
Wessex Archaeology Report 19 (2006), pp. 122, 151, 169 for continued cattle raising and absence
of any evidence for reafforestation; Andersen and Berglund, ‘Results of the Workshop’. 
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The clearest trend that can at present be discerned in fifth- to sixth-
century western European land use was a decrease in specialized cereal
production and cattle raising directed towards the organized state
market, army and taxes of Rome. In many regions, there appears to
have been an increase in mixed animal husbandry, usually of pigs,
sheep, or goats, and greater regional variation in land use, with farming
determined by local conditions rather than imperial demands. Evidence
from regions of Italy
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 and Brittany

 

8

 

 indicates declines in both cereal
and cattle production and an increase in varied animal husbandry, with
exploitation of woodland for grazing. Sheep rearing, along with
exploitation of marshlands for salt and shellfish, seems to have become
more important in regions of southern France.
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 Bone finds at early
Saxon sites in East Anglia indicate an increasing proportion of pigs and
sheep,
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 in contrast to more specialized meat cattle production at earlier
sites in the region.
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 The combined evidence of pollen, texts and place
names also suggests that in this region cereal cultivation decreased in
favour of animal husbandry in the fifth to sixth centuries.
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 The pollen
evidence from many sites near Hadrian’s Wall shows a marked decline
in cereal production and regeneration of woodland, diversification of
crops, and grazing, suggesting that the existence and then loss of the
Roman military market in this zone had a particularly important

 

Extensive excavation of a three-hectare area in Dessargues suggests continued maintenance of
field systems throughout the fifth century: C. Raynaud, ‘Les campagnes languedociennes aux
IVe et Ve siècles’, in Ouzoulias 

 

et al

 

. (eds), 

 

Les campagnes de la Gaule

 

, pp. 247–74, at pp. 265–7.
Note also continued wine production in Languedoc: A. Durand and P. Leveau, ‘Farming in
Mediterranean France and Rural Settlement in the Late Roman and Early Medieval Periods:
The Contribution from Archaeology and Environmental Sciences in the Last Twenty Years
(1980–2000)’, in M. Barceló and F. Sigaut (eds), 

 

The Making of Feudal Agricultures?

 

 (Leiden,
2004), pp. 177–254, at p. 208.
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N. Christie, 

 

From Constantine to Charlemagne: An Archaeology of Italy, AD 300–800

 

 (Aldershot,
2006), pp. 485–6 and references. There was an increase in pig production at San Giovanni
di Ruoti in the mid-fifth century, although it is uncertain whether this should be inter-
preted as diversified mixed farming or rather specialized production for the Roman market:
A.M. Small and R.J. Buck (eds), 

 

The Excavations of San Giovanni di Ruoti. Vol. 1 The Villas
and their Environment

 

 (Toronto, 1994); R. Francovich and R. Hodges, 

 

Villa to Village: The
Transformation of the Roman Countryside in Italy, c.400–1000

 

 (London, 2003), pp. 45–9.
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G.G. Astill and W. Davies, 

 

A Breton Landscape

 

 (London, 1997), pp. 87 and 114 n. 13.
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F. Trément, ‘Habitat et peuplement en Provence à la fin de l’Antiquité’, in Ouzoulias 

 

et al

 

.
(eds), 

 

Les campagnes de la Gaule

 

, pp. 275–302; Andrieu-Ponel 

 

et al.

 

, ‘Palaeoenvironments and
Cultural Landscapes’, although in this area of the Lower Rhône Valley cereal cultivation also
seems to have continued.
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F.J. Green, ‘Cereals and Plant Foods: A Re-assessment of the Saxon Economic Evidence,
from Wessex’, in Rackham (ed.), 

 

Environment and Economy in Anglo-Saxon England

 

, pp. 83–8;
P.J. Crabtree, ‘Animal Exploitation in East Anglian Villages’, in 

 

ibid

 

., pp. 40–54, at pp. 50–1.

 

11

 

For example, third- to fourth-century Icklingham: Crabtree, ‘Animal Exploitation in East
Anglian Villages’.

 

12

 

P. Murphy, ‘The Anglo-Saxon Landscape and Rural Economy: Some Results from Sites in
East Anglia and Essex’, in Rackham (ed.), Environment and Economy in Anglo-Saxon England,
pp. 23–39; Dark, The Environment of Britain, p. 142.
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effect.13 There is also scattered evidence for micro-regional diversification
of crops, such as increases in rye, flax and buckwheat, in France, Italy,
and certain regions of Britain.14

Along with this increasing diversification of production came a
release of marginal land from cereal cultivation in favour of less labour-
intensive uses more suited to its character, as woodland and seasonal
pasture. Pollen evidence from different areas of Britain,15 France,16

Italy,17 mountain regions in north-western Spain,18 the Swiss lowlands,19

and the Meuse and Rhine regions20 allows us to trace some woodland
regeneration, particularly in marginal areas. There is also some evidence
from areas of Britain,21 France22 and Italy23 of a tendency to abandon

13 Dark, The Environment of Britain, pp. 145–6.
14 G. Comet, ‘Les céréales du bas-Empire au Moyen Age’, in Barceló and Sigaut (eds), The

Making of Feudal Agricultures? pp. 131–76; Dark, The Environment of Britain, p. 144; see
discussion of the role of rye in F.L. Cheyette, ‘The Disappearance of the Ancient Landscape
and the Climatic Anomaly of the Early Middle Ages: A Question to be Pursued’, Early
Medieval Europe 16.2 (2008), pp. 127–65, at p. 163.

15 Especially marginal land in northern England (J. Turner, ‘The Vegetation’, in M. Jones and
G. Dimbleby (eds), The Environment of Man: The Iron Age to the Anglo-Saxon Period, BAR
British ser. 87 (Oxford, 1981), pp. 67–73, at p. 72), high altitude areas (Higham, Rome, Britain
and the Anglo-Saxons, p. 78; Hooke, Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 144–5), and poorer
soils in Exmoor, as well as the region of Hadrian’s Wall mentioned above (Dark, The
Environment of Britain, p. 143).

16 Including Provence (Trément, ‘Habitat et peuplement en Provence’); mountain sites in
eastern France (Andersen and Berglund, ‘Results of the Workshop’), and some areas of
northern France (E. Louis, ‘A De-Romanised Landscape in Northern Gaul: The Scarpe
Valley from the 4th to 9th Centuries A.D.’, in W. Bowden, L. Lavan and C. Machado (eds),
Recent Research on the Late Antique Countryside, Late Antique Archaeology 2 (Leiden, 2004),
pp. 479–504, at p. 490, citing mostly unpublished pollen analyses from the region of Douai).

17 Including Lunigiana and the Po region: Christie, From Constantine to Charlemagne, pp. 485–6.
Pollen evidence from Lake Ganna, in an area unfavourable to agriculture, suggests an increase
in chestnut woods and pastoral farming at the expense of cereals around the sixth to seventh
centuries: R. Drescher-Schneider, ‘Forest, Forest Clearance and Open Land During the Time
of the Roman Empire in Northern Italy (the Botanical Record)’, in B. Frenzel with L. Reisch
and M.M. Weiss (eds), Evaluation of Land Surfaces Cleared from Forests in the Mediterranean
Region During the Time of the Roman Empire (Stuttgart and New York, 1994), pp. 45–58.

18 Cheyette, ‘The Disappearance of the Ancient Landscape’, p. 152 and references.
19 I. Richoz, ‘General Comment’, in Frenzel et al. (eds), Evaluation of Land Surfaces Cleared from

Forests in the Roman Iron Age, pp. 101–3, who argues that pollen seems to indicate reforestation
in place of cleared land and cultivated oak/juniper woods.

20 L.I. Kooistra, Borderland Farming: Possibilities and Limitations of Farming in the Roman Period
and Early Middle Ages Between the Rhine and Meuse (Amersfoort, 1996), pp. 89–90, 135–45,
334; Lenz, ‘Late Roman Rural Settlement’, p. 130.

21 For example, in the Fenland and Gloucestershire: Dark, The Environment of Britain, pp. 87–
90; P. Fowler, Farming in the First Millennium AD: British Agriculture Between Julius Caesar
and William the Conqueror (Cambridge, 2002), p. 77.

22 In the Valdaine region of France, mollusc analyses suggest the abandonment of drainage for
agriculture and a spread of wetlands and marshes in the plains areas: Berger cited in Durand
and Leveau, ‘Farming in Mediterranean France’, p. 187.

23 Po Valley and other sites: Christie, From Constantine to Charlemagne, p. 489; M. Cremaschi, M.
Marchetti and C. Ravazzi, ‘Geomorphological Evidence for Land Surfaces Cleared from
Forest in the Central Po Plain (Northern Italy) during the Roman period’, in Frenzel et al.
(eds), Evaluation of Land Surfaces Cleared from Forests in the Mediterranean Region During the
Time of the Roman Empire, pp. 119–32.
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drainage of marshland. This does not necessarily represent disuse of
land: woodland and wetlands were valuable to food production within
a context of mixed farming that included fishing, hunting (which may
have been of increasing importance), and seasonal and wet pasturing of
sheep, goats, cattle and pigs. In northern Italy, for example, tree pollen
indicates an increase in chestnut woods, which may have been associated
with pig farming.24 Woods were also a very important source of fuel
and of timber, which appears to have been one of the main building
materials of Europe in this era.25

In western Europe, then, we seem to see the effect of a release from
the pressures of the Roman imperial market, army and taxation, and a
return to farming based more on local needs and the natural tendencies
of the regional terrain.26 This may have been the start of a pattern of
land use that was to hold sway in Europe until the eighth and later
centuries, when more intensive farming practices seem to have developed
once again.27

While detailed studies of bone and pollen evidence are relatively new,
the evolution of rural settlement structures has been the focus of archae-
ological attention for much longer. Considerable excavation has been
carried out on the villas, which from the first to the fourth centuries
formed the central structure of the countryside of much of western
Europe.28 These villa estates were both a residential status symbol for
the provincial elite and productive units, the centres of apparently
market-oriented production. In recent decades, more attention has
been paid to their productive role and to post-fourth-century phases.
From these excavation results, we can observe that throughout western
Europe – in France, Britain, Belgium, the Hispanic peninsula and Italy
– such villa sites underwent an extraordinary and almost universal

24 Christie, From Constantine to Charlemagne, pp. 485–6; Drescher-Schneider, ‘Forest, Forest
Clearance and Open Land’, p. 47.

25 C.J. Arnold, An Archaeology of the Early Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms (London, 1997); Hooke, The
Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 142–3, 157–65, 184; J.-F. Berger, and C. Jung, ‘Devel-
oping a Methodological Approach to the Evolution of Field Systems in the Middle Rhône
Valley’, in P. Leveau, F. Trément, K. Walsh and G. Barker (eds), Environmental Reconstruc-
tion in Mediterranean Landscape Archaeology (Oxford, 1999), pp. 155–68; Trément, ‘Habitat
et peuplement en Provence’.

26 In his discussion of pollen evidence, Welinder similarly emphasizes the role of the Roman
commercial cereal market, rather than significant population change, in driving both increases
and decreases in cereal production throughout north-west Europe: S. Welinder, ‘Reforesta-
tion: Comments on the Workshop Idea’, in Frenzel et al. (eds), Evaluation of Land Surfaces
Cleared from Forests in the Roman Iron Age, pp. 29–32. Cheyette points to the far-reaching
influence of climate change, in combination with such political and economic forces. I regret
being unable to take greater account of his important article since it appeared when my own
was already in press: Cheyette, ‘The Disappearance of the Ancient Landscape’.

27 Hamerow, Early Medieval Settlements, p. 139; W.H. TeBrake, Medieval Frontier: Culture and
Ecology in Rijnland (College Station, 1985).

28 Although they were much less dominant in parts of Britain than elsewhere.
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process of transformation29 during the fifth to sixth centuries (with
some variation in timing30). Residential zones were used for agricultural
or industrial purposes, and oil presses, storage jars, hearths, pottery
kilns, iron-working furnaces, fish-processing tanks and cisterns were
installed in the formerly decorative rooms, even at what had been the
most luxurious villas. Often these utilitarian features were cut into rich
mosaic floors, implanted in the monumental reception rooms, or
constructed from converted bathhouse features. There appear to have
been considerably fewer imported luxury goods, and a completely different
construction style was used, employing ephemeral materials (usually
wood, earth and stucco), post-hole structures (often large) and sunken
buildings, and rougher building techniques. Sometimes stone buildings
were even deliberately demolished to make way for new timber structures.
At other sites, rooms were converted into private oratories or baptisteries.
Often, burials were placed within or around villa buildings.

There has been surprisingly limited discussion of the reasons for such
widespread transformations, their relationship to productive practices,
or their implications regarding land use. In archaeological reports, such
site developments are usually dismissed by the term ‘squatter occupation’.
Such terminology implies that the activity was historically insignificant,
economically and socially marginal, casual, and temporary. On the
contrary, so widespread a phenomenon was clearly neither casual nor
temporary. It should be considered a normal form of rural occupation
in western Europe in this transitional period, and given due attention
as a significant phase in the pattern of rural land use and settlement.

Such wood-built rural settlement, in which habitation, burial and
utilitarian uses were more closely clustered than in Roman practice, is
perhaps better seen as the start of early medieval patterns than as the

29 For this process of transformation, see: G. Ripoll and J. Arce, ‘The Transformation and End
of Roman Villae in the West (4th–7th c.): Problems and Perspectives’, in G.P. Brogiolo,
N. Gauthier and N. Christie (eds), Towns and their Territories between Late Antiquity and the
Early Middle Ages (Leiden, Boston and Cologne, 2000), pp. 63–114; C. Balmelle, Les demeures
aristocratiques d’Aquitaine. Société et culture de l’Antiquité tardive dans le Sud-Ouest de la
Gaule, Aquitania Supp. 10 (Bordeaux, 2001), pp. 118–22; T. Lewit, ‘Vanishing Villas: What
Happened to Elite Rural Habitation in the West in the 5th and 6th Centuries A.D.?’, JRA
16 (2003), pp. 260–75; T. Lewit, ‘Bones in the Bathhouse: Re-Evaluating Squatter Occupa-
tion at 5th to 6th Century Villas’, in G.P. Brogiolo, A. Chavarría Arnau and M. Valenti (eds),
Dopo la fine delle ville: le campagne dal VI al IX secolo (Mantua, 2005), pp. 251–62; A.
Chavarría Arnau, El final de las villae en Hispania (siglos IV–VII D.C.) (Turnhout, 2006);
C. Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400–800 (Oxford,
2005), pp. 473–81.

30 In some regions it occurs as early the fourth century, and in others there are some examples
of post-fifth-century luxury villas. See especially G. Volpe, G. de Felice and M. Turchiano,
‘La villa tardoantica di Faragola (Ascoli Satriano) in Apulia’, in A. Chavarría Arnau, J. Arce, and
G.P. Brogiolo (eds), Villas Tardoantiguas en el Mediterráneo Occidental (Madrid, 2006), pp. 221–
51, and G.P. Brogiolo, ‘La fine delle ville dieci anni dopo’, in ibid., pp. 253–73; Wickham,
Framing the Early Middle Ages, pp. 473 ff. and 707 ff.
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sad and sorry tail-end of first- to fourth-century settlement forms.
Recent archaeological work suggests that the characteristic settlement
type of the fifth to seventh centuries was the small wooden hamlet
of a few houses and work buildings.31 Some villas may have become
multi-family residences or tiny hamlets.32 At some former villas, single,
very large post-built wooden structures appear, incorporating work and
habitation areas, and surrounded by sunken huts and burials. A well-
explored example is El Val in Spain, where the luxurious Roman period
habitation was replaced by a 14 × 19 m wooden structure, with evidence
of different zones used for habitation, cooking, sleeping and the care
of animals.33 Such arrangements seem similar to early medieval high-
status farmsteads such as Cowdery’s Down in Britain, a sixth-century
elite habitation consisting of a 194 m2 wooden structure and several
other houses and sunken buildings;34 or the late seventh-century wooden
farmstead at Lauchheim, which was surrounded by supplementary
buildings and a large enclosed yard where six exceptionally rich graves
were placed.35 Socio-cultural changes among the aristocratic elite –
including a change in its composition36 – may have played an important
role in the transformation. The radically new inclusion of burials within
the villa building, and the careless destruction of elements essential to
the classical lifestyle, like bathhouses, seem particularly indicative of
cultural changes such as the militarization of the elite.37

31 P. Arthur, ‘From Vicus to Village: Italian Landscapes, A.D. 400–1000’, in N. Christie (ed.),
Landscapes of Change: Rural Evolutions in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Aldershot,
2004), pp. 103–33; E. Louis, ‘A De-Romanised Landscape in Northern Gaul: The Scarpe
Valley from the 4th to 9th centuries A.D.’, in Bowden, Lavan and Machado (eds), Recent
Research on the Late Antique Countryside, pp. 479–504; G. Halsall, Settlement and Social
Organisation: The Merovingian Region of Metz (Cambridge, 1995), p. 212; C. Haselgrove and
C. Scull, ‘The Changing Structure of Rural Settlement in Southern Picardy during the First
Millennium A.D.’, in J. Bintliff and H. Hamerow (eds), Europe between Late Antiquity and
the Middle Ages: Recent Archaeological and Historical Research in Western and Southern Europe,
BAR International ser. 617 (Oxford, 1995), pp. 58–70; Hamerow, Early Medieval Settlements;
F. Damminger, ‘Dwellings, Settlements and Settlement Patterns in Merovingian South-West
Germany’, in I. Wood (ed.), Franks and Alamanni in the Merovingian Period: An Ethnographic
Perspective (Woodbridge, 1998), pp. 33–106.

32 K. Bowes and A. Gutteridge, ‘Rethinking the Later Roman Landscape’, JRA 18 (2005),
pp. 405–13.

33 S. Rascón Marqués, A. Méndez Madariaga and P. Díaz del Río Español, ‘La reocupación del
mosaico del auriga victorioso en la villa romana de El Val (Alcalá de Henares). Un estudio
de microespacio’, Arqueología, Paleontología y Etnografía 1 (1991), pp. 181–200. Detailed dis-
cussion of transformation of villas on the peninsula: A. Chavarría Arnau, ‘Interpreting the
Transformation of Late Roman Villas: The Case of Hispania’, in Christie (ed.), Landscapes of
Change, pp. 67–102, and Chavarría Arnau, El final de las villae en Hispania.

34 M. Millet with S. James, ‘Excavations at Cowdery’s Down, Basingstoke, Hampshire, 1978–
81’, Archaeological Journal 140 (1983), pp. 151–279.

35 Hamerow, Early Medieval Settlements, pp. 92, 117.
36 See discussion in Chavarría Arnau, El final de las villae en Hispania, Ch. 4.
37 A point strongly argued by K. Dark, ‘The Late Antique Landscape of Britain, AD 300–700’, in

Christie (ed.), Landscapes of Change, pp. 279–99, at p. 289; see also Lewit, ‘Vanishing Villas’.
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These changes in villa settlement do not indicate disuse of farmland.
The sites continued to be used, and used in ways closely linked to
agriculture or – in the case of elements such as baptisteries – the pres-
ence of a local rural population. The changes to rural residences seem
to mirror the changes in rural production, and to reflect the same
dissociation from the central influence of the Roman imperial system.
At the most practical level, presumably a decrease in specialized, market-
oriented production and reduced contact with outside markets would
have resulted in a reduction in the availability of luxury and imported
goods and of cash with which to buy them,38 although we must avoid
too simple a correlation as the evidence for changed land use described
above does not always come from the same sites or regions as villa
settlements.39 In socio-cultural terms, the diminished importance of
imperial economic, as well as political, contacts may have considerably
diminished the importance of imperial-style cultural forms and displays
of status. Just as land use in the fifth to sixth centuries shows a disloca-
tion from the central commercial and state-oriented system of Rome,
and a transition to patterns which were to continue through the next
centuries, so we can see in the changes to western European rural
settlement a dislocation from the imperial economic and socio-political
system, and a transformation into its fifth- to seventh-century forms.

In contrast to the difficulties in reading the archaeological record for
settlement and land use in western Europe, we have much clearer
evidence for the eastern Mediterranean regions of Greece, Cyprus, Asia
Minor, and the Middle East. One reason for this is the different pattern
of settlement in these regions. While isolated farmsteads and ‘villa’ style
estate centres have been found, particularly in Greece, they are a far less
dominant feature of the rural landscape in the eastern Mediterranean.
Settlement is more often characterized by villages, with many small,
often stone-built houses, usually without a formal street plan or public
buildings, except for at least one church. These villages are clearly
agricultural in nature – oil or wine presses are typically associated with
the houses, and often animals were kept on the ground floor. Such villages
have left us far more archaeological data for the fifth to sixth centuries
than the wood-built houses and hamlets of the west.40 In addition, a

38 As clearly occurred: B. Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization (Oxford,
2005), Ch. 5.

39 For example, much of the best pollen evidence comes from the regions of Britain with the
least villa settlement. See, for example, Dark, The Environment of Britain, pp. 134 and 152.

40 For the village settlement pattern, see for example: C. Foss, ‘The Lycian Coast in the Byzan-
tine Age’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 48 (1994), pp. 1–52; M. Rautman, A Cypriot Village of Late
Antiquity: Kalavasos-Kopetra in the Upper Vasilikos Valley, JRA Supp. 52 (Portsmouth, 2003).
In the Methana region of Greece, the settlement pattern was one of small dispersed and
modest farmsteads, nearly all of which seem to have been engaged in commercial oil and/
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predominant use of land in the east was for wine and oil production.
This production has also left a relatively well-preserved archaeological
trail in the form of stone vats and presses, often located within settlement
boundaries (e.g. attached to village houses) and therefore well observed
and recorded in excavations and surveys. A very helpful body of evidence
is also provided by the remains of the amphorae used to transport oil
and wine.41

In the light of this relative abundance of evidence we can clearly see
a great contrast between the changes in western Europe in the fifth to
sixth centuries and changes during the same period in the eastern
Mediterranean. A clear pattern which has emerged in the last three
decades is the rural settlement expansion, intensification of land use,
and increased market-oriented agricultural production throughout this
region in the fifth to sixth centuries. Many archaeological surveys and
excavations show increased building and the spread of villages, often
into marginal areas, associated with a growth in levels of agricultural
production. A number of regions of Greece, for example, show expansion of
settlement from the fourth or fifth to sixth centuries, and in the Lasithi
region of Crete the number of fourth- to sixth-century rural sites seems
to have exceeded that of any earlier period.42 Excavations and survey
projects in Cyprus demonstrate a new increase in the number of rural sites
during the fifth to sixth centuries.43 A typical example of this expansion
is Kopetra, where a prosperous agricultural village of about four hectares was
first occupied in the fifth century, and grew substantially in the sixth.44

or wine production. A couple of larger sites, solidly built of ashlar blocks, have substantial
olive-pressing installations. Although such sites have not yielded decorative remains or fine
pottery, the stone buildings and installations are highly traceable: H. Bowden and D. Gill,
‘Roman Methana’, in C. Mee and H. Forbes (eds), A Rough and Rocky Place: The Landscape
and Settlement History of the Methana Peninsula, Greece. Results of the Methana Survey Project
(Liverpool, 1997), pp. 77–83, and ‘Late Roman Methana’, in ibid., pp. 84–91; L. Foxhall,
‘Ancient Farmsteads, Other Agricultural Sites and Equipment’, in ibid., pp. 257–68.

41 See discussions and bibliographies in S.A. Kingsley and M. Decker (eds), Economy and
Exchange in the East Mediterranean during Late Antiquity. Proceedings of a Conference at
Somerville College, Oxford, 29th May, 1999 (Oxford, 2001).

42 J. Bintliff, ‘Forest Cover, Agricultural Intensity and Population Density in Roman Imperial
Boeotia, Central Greece’, in Frenzel et al. (eds), Evaluation of Land Surfaces Cleared from
Forests in the Mediterranean Region during the Time of the Roman Empire, pp. 133–43; J.L.
Bintliff, ‘Regional Survey, Demography and the Rise of Complex Societies in the Aegean’,
Journal of Field Archaeology 24 (1997), pp. 8–38.

43 M. Rautman, ‘The Busy Countryside of Late Roman Cyprus’, Report of the Department of
Antiquities Cyprus (2000), pp. 317–31; M. Rautman, ‘Rural Society and Economy in Late
Roman Cyprus’, in T.S. Burns and J.W. Eadie (eds), Urban Centers and Rural Contexts in
Late Antiquity (East Lansing, 2001), pp. 241–62; M. Rautman, A Cypriot Village of Late
Antiquity: Kalavasos-Kopetra in the Upper Vasilikos Valley, JRA Supp. 52 (Portsmouth, 2003).

44 M.L. Rautman and M.C. McClellan, ‘Excavations at Late Roman Kopetra (Cyprus)’, JRA 5
(1992), pp. 265–71; M. Rautman, ‘Valley and Village in Late Roman Cyprus’, in Bowden,
Lavan and Machado (eds), Recent Research on the Late Antique Countryside, pp. 189–218.
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The pattern is consistent with other eastern Mediterranean regions such
as Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine, and Egypt.45

This booming, commercially oriented rural production often appears
to have been carried out on an impressive scale, as can be seen from the
sheer size and quantity of productive machinery such as oil and wine
presses.46 For example, in the Methana region of Greece, in the context
of new fourth- to sixth-century settlement, the density of presses suggests
an estimated output of perhaps 20,000 kg of oil per harvest, which
may have been intended for the nearby cities of Corinth, Athens or
Constantinople, or for more distant trade.47 Further, the amphorae used
for commercial transport of eastern Mediterranean wine and oil have
been found at many and far-flung archaeological sites, including in the
Western Mediterranean and even Britain, as has Aegean fine pottery
(in general a piggy-back product taken on board ships to supplement
bulkier cargo).48

This picture of expanded land use and commercially oriented
production is reinforced by recent work on the diffusion of screw-press
technology in the fifth- to sixth-century eastern Mediterranean. The use
of a screw in pressing oil or wine was described by Pliny and Hero in the
first century AD as an innovation then already about a century old.49

However, very few examples of such presses have been found from this
earlier period in any region of the Roman empire.50 Our first clear
evidence of the widespread diffusion of the use of a screw mechanism
for wine and oil presses is in regions of the fourth- to sixth-century
eastern Mediterranean – such as Cyprus and Asia Minor – about half
a millennium after its invention.51 The spread of screw technology in

45 Recent summary in Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages, pp. 442–53, 714–16. See also
summaries and references in Lewit, Villas, Farms and the Late Roman Rural Economy, pp. xi–xii.

46 M. Decker, ‘Food for an Empire: Wine and Oil Production in North Syria’, in Kingsley and
Decker (eds), Economy and Exchange, pp. 69–86.

47 Foxhall, ‘Ancient Farmsteads’, p. 263.
48 P. Reynolds, Trade in the Western Mediterranean, AD 400–700: The Ceramic Evidence, BAR

International ser. 604 (Oxford, 1995); C. Abadie-Reynaul, ‘Céramique et commerce dans le
basin égéen du IVe au VIIe siècle’, in J. Lefort and C. Morrisson (eds), Hommes et richesse
dans l’Empire byzantin I IVe–VIIe siècle (Paris, 1989), pp. 143–62; P. Reynolds, ‘Hispania in
the Late Roman Mediterranean: Ceramics and Trade’, in K. Bowes and M. Kulikowski (eds),
Hispania in Late Antiquity: Current Perspectives (Boston, 2005), pp. 369–486, esp. pp. 414–30.

49 K.D. White, Farm Equipment of the Roman World (Cambridge, 1975), pp. 229–32.
50 J.-P. Brun, ‘Les innovations techniques et leur diffusion dans les pressoirs’, in M.-C.

Amouretti and J.-P. Brun (eds), La production du vin et de l’huile en Méditerranée; Oil and
Wine Production in the Mediterranean Area (Paris, 1993), pp. 539–50; R. Frankel, Wine and
Oil Production in Antiquity in Israel and Other Mediterranean Countries (Sheffield, 1999).

51 Cyprus: S. Hadjisavvas, Olive Oil Processing in Cyprus from the Bronze Age to the Byzantine
Period, SIMA 99 (Nicosia, 1992), p. 84; S. Hadjisavvas, ‘An Introduction to Olive Oil Pro-
duction in Cyprus’, in D. Eitam and M. Helzer (eds), Olive Oil in Antiquity: Israel and
Neighbouring Countries from the Neolithic to the Early Arab Period (Padua, 1996), pp. 63–75.
Asia Minor: J.J. Rossiter and J. Freed, ‘Canadian-Turkish Excavations at Domuztepe, Cilicia
(1989)’, Echos du Monde Classique/Classical Views 35 (1991), pp. 145–74. Palestine: Frankel,
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this context reveals two things. Firstly, that production increased: the
building of new presses is in itself important evidence of expanded
commercial-scale production, as subsistence production does not actually
require grapes or olives to be pressed after crushing.52 Secondly, the use
of different technology reflects the bringing into cultivation of marginal
land and occupation of new areas, which demanded the setting up of
new installations. Where presses already existed, these were large, long-
lasting, and expensive, and unlikely to be replaced by new presses using
different technology. The unique situation of the new market-oriented
villages and farms that were being established favoured new screw press
installations.

Thus in the fifth- to sixth-century eastern Mediterranean we can dis-
cern a series of interconnected changes in farming practices: occupation
of new, even marginal areas of land; increased specialized commercial
production, especially of oil and wine; and a significant spread of a
specific technology appropriate to that production. This development
of specialized, market-oriented production in the eastern Mediterranean
is an exactly opposite tendency to the process of diversification that
the fifth- to sixth-century west appears to have experienced. This fits
well with what we know of the socio-political context of this period.
While the eastern Mediterranean remained subject to central control,
within relatively stable administrative and economic structures, western
Europe was drifting further and further from the social, political and
economic grasp of imperial government. Perhaps the village settlement
pattern so much more prevalent in the east was also significant, providing
social and administrative continuity and allowing cooperative use of
productive facilities such as presses, the organization of labour, and
encouraging intensive investment in long-term projects such as the
planting of olive trees.

The Iberian Peninsula may have followed a different pattern from
both the eastern Mediterranean and the rest of western Europe, and
perhaps is better linked to developments in Northern Africa, with

Wine and Oil Production, p. 117. North Syria: O. Callot, Huileries antiques de Syrie du Nord
(Paris, 1984). Egypt: M. Rodziewicz, ‘Classification of Wineries from Mareotis’, in J.-Y.
Empereur (ed.), Commerce et artisanat dans l’Alexandrie hellénistique et romaine. Actes du
colloque d’Athènes, 11–12 décembre 1988 (Paris, 1998), pp. 27–36. Intriguingly, the screw press
does not appear to have been used at all in the intensive production at Methana. Possible
reasons for this are explored in T. Lewit, ‘Absent-Minded Landlords and Innovating Peasants?
The Press in Africa and the Eastern Mediterranean’, in L. Lavan and W. Bowden (eds),
Technology in Transition: A.D. 300–650, Late Antique Archaeology 4 (Leiden, 2007).

52 M.-C. Amouretti, G. Comet, C. Ney and J.-L. Paillet, ‘A propos du pressoir à l’huile: de
l’archéologie industrielle à l’histoire’, Mélanges de l’École française de Rome: Antiquité 96
(1984), pp. 379–421, at pp. 418–20.



Farming in the fifth to sixth centuries 89

Early Medieval Europe 2009 17 (1)
© 2009 The Author. Journal Compilation © 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd

which its trade links appear to have strengthened in the fifth century.
In earlier centuries, southern Spain had been a large-scale commercial
exporter of olive oil, comparable to the eastern Mediterranean regions
discussed above.53 There is evidence that lever and screw presses may
have been used at the oil-producing estates in this area somewhat earlier
than they appear in the eastern Mediterranean.54 However, there is no
evidence for large-scale market-oriented oil production in fifth- to
sixth-century Spain, or for an increased use of screw technology such as
that which accompanied the expansion of oil production in the east.55

Nor does the evidence seem to indicate that the Iberian Peninsula
followed the same pattern of development as other regions of western
Europe. The villa estates did experience many similar changes to villas
elsewhere from the mid-fifth century onwards, with wooden post-built
structures, utilitarian use of formerly decorative habitations, burials
and Christian cult use of spaces.56 Recent archaeological data from
the region of Madrid suggests that here, as elsewhere in Europe, the
characteristic form of rural settlement in the fifth to seventh centuries
was the small hamlet.57 However, the evidence currently available does
not point towards similar patterns of change in land use to those we
have seen in other regions of western Europe: diversification, regrowth
of woodland, and decreased specialization. On the contrary, two recent
pieces of research indicate that in areas of the central and north-eastern
Iberian Peninsula more specialized pastoralism may have at least partially
replaced agriculture and exploitation of woodlands. One study has
suggested, on the basis of pollen analysis, that certain regions of north-
eastern Spain underwent a significant process of deforestation, linked to
an expansion of grazing;58 while a study of the territory of Salamanca

53 J.-P. Brun, Archéologie du vin et de l’huile dans l’Empire romain (Paris, 2004), Ch. 8.
54 A screw weight has been identified at the excavated site of La Cocosa (north-west of the

Guadalquivir Valley): Frankel, Wine and Oil Production, catalogue 158.
55 Note, for example, the fourth- and sixth-century lever and weight presses at the villa of

Vilauba (Catalonia): P. Castanyer and J. Tremoleda, ‘La villa de Vilauba. De la Antigüedad tardía
hasta el abandono final’, in Chavarría Arnau et al. (eds), Villas Tardoantiguas, pp. 133–51.
Although oil production (as well as luxury building) continued at the recently reinvestigated
villa site of Milreu (Portugal) in the fifth century, one oil press replaced the five original
presses in the sixth century: F. Teichner, ‘De lo romano a lo Arabe’. La transicíon del sur de
la Provincia de Lusitania a Al-Gharb Al-Andalus. Nuevas investigaciones en los yacimientos
de Milreu y Cerro da Vila’, in Chavarría Arnau et al. (eds), Villas Tardoantiguas, pp. 207–20.

56 Details and discussions in Chavarría Arnau, ‘Interpreting the Transformation of Late Roman
Villas’, and Chavarría Arnau, El final de las villae en Hispania.

57 A. Vigil-Escalera Guirado, ‘El modelo de poblamiento rural en la meseta y algunas cuestiones
de visibilidad arqueológica’, in J. López Quiroga, A.M. Martínez Tejera and J. Morín de
Pablos (eds), Gallia e Hispania en el contexto de la presencia ‘germánica’ (ss. V–VII): balance y
perspectivas, BAR International ser. 1534 (Oxford, 2006), pp. 89–102.

58 J.M. Gurt Esparraguerra and J.M. Palet Martinez, ‘Structuration du territoire dans le nord-est
de l’Hispanie pendant l‘Antiquité tardive: transformation du paysage et dynamique du
peuplement’, in Ouzoulias et al. (eds), Les campagnes de la Gaule, pp. 303–30.
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also proposes that there was a diminution of both forest and of cereal
production, and that pollen records suggest that stock raising, drainage
of land to provide pastures, and the use of highland areas for grazing,
became more important between the fifth and eighth centuries.59 Bone
finds from the sites of El Val and Vilauba suggest that the raising of
horses may have increased in importance in the fifth to sixth centuries,
and this is also supported by textual and other evidence.60 A surprising
degree of specialization has also been observed at a late fifth- to seventh-
century hamlet in the region of Madrid, in this case attested by a very
high percentage of donkey, mule and horse bones probably linked to
salt production.61 This evidence must be set against pollen evidence for
forest regeneration from a number of sites in the west of the peninsula,
although only one such phase has been clearly dated to the immediate
post-Roman era.62

While no conclusions can be drawn until further data appears, it is
possible that some regions of the Iberian Peninsula followed an evolution
more closely linked with North Africa than with the rest of western
Europe. It appears that strong trade links existed between north-east
Spain and Vandal Africa in the fifth to mid-sixth centuries: the evidence
of Tunisian oil amphorae and African Red Slip ware at Spanish sites
suggests that specialized African rural production (which had dominated
western markets from the second to the fourth centuries63) shifted its
orientation from Rome to Spain, probably as a result of political
changes and a release from the impositions of the Roman state (at least

59 E. Ariño Gil, S. Riera i Mora and J. Rodríguez Hernández, ‘De Roma al medievo. Estructuras
de hábitat y evolución del paisaje vegetal en el Territorio de Salamanca’, Zephyrus 55 (2002),
pp. 283–309. My grateful thanks to Dr Chavarría Arnau for her kind assistance with this
material.

60 Rascón Marqués, Méndez Madariaga and Díaz del Río Español, ‘La reocupación del mosaico
del auriga’; P. Castanyer and J. Tremoleda, ‘La villa de Vilauba. De la Antigüedad tardía hasta
el abandono final’, in Chavarría Arnau et al. (eds), Villas Tardoantiguas, pp. 133–51; textual
evidence and discussion in Chavarría Arnau, El final de las villae, Ch. 5.

61 Vigil-Escalera Guirado, ‘El modelo de poblamiento rural’, pp. 96–7.
62 Eight sites in the western Iberian Peninsula show clear forest (deciduous oak, hazel or pine)

regeneration phases, but only two have clear radiocarbon dates: one is dated to the Roman
period (around AD 200) and one to around the seventh century: C.R. Janssen ‘Palynological
Indications for the Extent of the Impact of Man during Roman Times in the Western Part
of the Iberian Peninsula’, in Frenzel et al. (eds), Evaluation of Land Surfaces Cleared from
Forests in the Mediterranean Region during the Time of the Roman Empire, pp. 13–22.

63 D.J. Mattingly, ‘Oil for Export? A Comparison of Libyan, Spanish and Tunisian Olive Oil
Production in the Roman Empire’, JRA 1 (1988), pp. 33–56. This export production con-
tinued until at least the sixth century: see Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages, pp. 709–
11, 748. In some oil-producing northern regions there is evidence for a rural settlement peak
around the fifth century: A. Leone and D. Mattingly, ‘Vandal, Byzantine and Arab Rural
Landscapes in North Africa’, in Christie (ed.), Landscapes of Change, pp. 135–62, at pp. 142–3,
and references.
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until the Byzantine reconquest).64 African pottery is also dominant at
late sites in Portugal.65 Possibly some market-oriented farming on the
Iberian Peninsula was linked with this African trade exchange.

Conclusions

In spite of the scanty and scattered nature of the evidence, and the
methodological issues noted, the remains of settlements, pollen, bones,
oil and wine amphorae, and presses, provide some clues to farming
practices and land use in the fifth to sixth centuries. We can begin to
distinguish a variety of changes in different regions. In western Europe,
forms of both land use and of settlement changed. We can discern a
tendency away from specialized production towards diversification,
regeneration of woodland and marshlands, and less intensive land use.
These trends seem to be reflected in a transition to the typical fifth- to
seventh-century settlement pattern of small wood-built hamlets and
ephemeral, utilitarian building at former estate centres. Both settlement
and land use seem to have continued, but orientation to the central
economic and cultural force of Rome weakened considerably. The eastern
Mediterranean, in contrast, experienced a boom of rural settlement and
production, with villages not only flourishing but even expanding into
new and often more marginal areas. This intensive rural production was
often highly specialized and directed to local and overseas markets, with
a particular focus on olive oil and wine production. It was accompanied
by technological transformation: the harnessing of screw press technology
on a large scale, apparently for the first time. Developments in the
eastern Mediterranean seem to have been influenced by the strong political
framework and village networks, which continued in this region.

In sum, the fifth to sixth centuries appear to have been a time of
significant change in the countryside. In many regions, rural settlement,
land use, production levels and productive technology were changing.
Patterns of settlement and exploitation of land were being established
which were to continue until at least the seventh century in the east and
the eighth century in the west.

Trinity College, University of Melbourne

64 Reynolds, Trade in the Western Mediterranean, esp. pp. 112–13, 118–122, 137; Reynolds, ‘Hispania
in the Late Roman Mediterranean’, pp. 423–6.

65 Teichner, ‘ “De lo romano a lo Arabe”. La transicíon del sur de la Provincia de Lusitania a
Al-Gharb Al-Andalus ’, pp. 207–20, at pp. 212, 216.
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