


CHAPTER 10

THE CERAMIC BUILDING MATERIAL
By Peter Warry

With a contribution on the ventilators/finials by J. R. Timby

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

Overall 2.8 tonnes of ceramic building material have been recovered from Period 3 and 4 
contexts. Ignoring material that was too fragmented to be categorised, Table 19 shows that this 
comprised 65 per cent tegulae, 19 per cent imbrices, and 16 per cent flat brick. Less than 1 per 
cent of the assemblage was flue tile. However just over one tonne of material came from the tile 
dump (Context 4265) which was composed of 80 per cent tegulae and therefore very different in 
character to the rest of the site. If this context is excluded then the figures become tegulae 57 per 
cent, imbrices 22 per cent, and flat brick 21 per cent. Some of the pieces recorded as flat brick will 
inevitably have been fragments of tegulae and imbrices (imbrices are not normally semi-cylindrical 
but typically have a rounded ‘V’ profile), so the proportion of roof tile in the overall assemblage 
is probably somewhat higher than stated.

table 19. quantitative analysis of ceramic building material

% 
tegula

% 
imbrex % brick % flue

Total 
Tonne

Insula IX Periods 3 and 4 65 19 16 0 2.8
Tile dump (context 4265) 80 14 6 0 1.1
Insula IX excl. tile dump 57 22 21 0 1.7
Later Roman pits 55 24 20 1 0.6
Forum-basilica 21 10 68 1 2.7
Caerwent forum-basilica (Warry, 
forthcoming) 42 15 42 1 19.0

The proportions of tegulae, imbrices and brick are virtually identical to those from the later 
Roman pits in Insula IX and suggest that both the material and its process of distribution around 
the insula were similar in both the mid and later Roman periods. This is in contrast to the 
Silchester forum-basilica where the 2.7 tonnes of identifiable material recovered comprised 21 
per cent tegulae, 10 per cent imbrices and 68 per cent flat brick (Timby 2000a, 121). The excess 
of flat brick in the forum-basilica compared to Insula IX is because most of this material will 
have been used for tile bonding courses on the basilica which were required for both structural 
and aesthetic reasons on its taller walls. Nevertheless when compared with the Caerwent forum-
basilica there appear to be rather less tegulae and imbrices than one might expect from the Silchester 
basilica, which could be consistent with the roof being only partly covered with ceramic tiles. 
It has been suggested that in the later Roman period the roof was covered in a combination of 
stone slates, ceramic tiles and, perhaps, flimsier materials such as shingles or thatching (Fulford 
2000, 576–9). 

Within Insula IX much of the 21 per cent of the assemblage that was flat brick seems to 
have been derived from hearths and it therefore seems likely that most, and perhaps all, of the 



THE CERAMIC BUILDING MATERIAL 221

buildings would have been single storey. Indeed it is possible that the relative absence of bonding 
brick could imply that even the buildings with masonry foundations were timber structures built 
on dwarf masonry walls, but this is taking the evidence too far. Manifestly the virtual absence of 
flue tile (and pilae) demonstrates that none of the buildings had hypocausts.

It has already been noted that the overall ratio of material types was very similar between the 
mid-Roman Insula IX and the later Roman pits. fig. 100 looks at the distribution of material 
types within mid-Roman pits and wells. It can be seen that in nine out of these twelve contexts 
the proportion of tegulae was around 50 per cent which is consistent with the insula average 
and further evidence that a fairly homogeneous blend of ceramic material had been generated, 
implying considerable churning.

The proportion of tegulae to imbrices is also interesting. A tegula weighs roughly 2.4 times as 
much as an imbrex (Brodribb 1987, 11) which is closely matched by the ratio 57:22 per cent of 
tegulae to imbrices recovered from Insula IX (excluding the context 4265 tile dump). It suggests 
that, with the exception of the tile dump, most of the roof tile in Insula IX is likely to have come 
from the collapse or demolition of roofs within the insula. The forum-basilica and later Roman 
pits have ratios of tegulae to imbrices close enough to suggest that most of that material was also 
roof collapse or demolition. It is still, of course, possible that a complete roof was dismantled in 
another area and imported into Insula IX but in this case one might anticipate that there would 
have been some deliberate or natural selection of the material that was transported. 

fig. 100.   Make-up of ceramic building material from contexts with >20kg of material from 
pits and wells of Periods 3 and 4.

DISTRIBUTION OF TEGULAE

fig. 101 shows the distribution of tegulae recovered from contexts dated to Periods 3–4 relative 
to the outline of the structures present during those periods. There is no convincing correlation 
between the tegulae and the structures in any period, the strongest being with MRTB 1/ERTB 1 
in Period 3. There is, however, an alignment of tegulae in Period 3 along the northern wall of the 
earlier, Period 2 buildings in the south-east sector; this could imply that these tegulae represent the 
collapse of the roof of this building or that the northern wall (or at least the property boundary) 
persisted into Period 3 preventing the dispersal of tegulae being churned up through building 
activity on the rest of the site.

An alternative approach to this tegula distribution analysis is based on the observation that 
lower cutaways went through four distinct phases of development (identified as Groups A–D; 
Warry 2006, ch. 3). The lower cutaways determined the way in which overlapping tiles meshed 
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fig. 101.   The distribution of tegulae in Periods 3 (upper) and 4 (lower).
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and as a result any individual roof is only likely to have used tegulae from a single, lower cutaway 
group. Thus the distribution of a particular cutaway group may potentially indicate where the 
tiles from a roof or small group of roofs ended up, albeit they may have been deposited at 
different times given the extensive churning activity that the insula appears to have undergone.

The cutaway groups appear sequentially with Group A being the earliest and Group D the 
latest. No Group D tegulae appear in contexts before Period 4 which would imply that these date 
after a.d. 200. Group C tegulae appear in Period 2 as well as Period 3 contexts which could mean 
that these all originate from Period 2, but the more likely explanation is that production of this 
group (which is easily the most plentiful variety at Silchester) started in Period 2 and continued 
through Period 3 and possibly into Period 4. Groups A and B must therefore have originated in 
the first century in Periods 1 or 2. With the exception of the Group C tegulae which appear to 
start significantly earlier at Silchester, this dating is consistent with that found elsewhere in the 
province (Warry 2006, ch. 4).

The distributions of these tegulae are plotted in figs 102–103. Many of the contexts contained 
examples of more than one cutaway group and in these instances the context has been assigned 
to the cutaway that appears latest in the sequence. As with the distribution by periods, the 
distribution by cutaway group shows no meaningful association with any of the buildings, 
although the alignment of tegulae along the northern wall of the Period 2 buildings in the south-
east sector is present with the Group C tegulae as was also shown with the Period 3 contexts. 

Group C tegulae were used in four separate contexts (1140, 1141, 1151 and 3595) that formed 
part of the construction of the Period 4 Masonry Building 3. Two of these contexts also contained 
Group B tegulae which suggests that this was residual material from earlier periods that was 
being reutilised. Indeed the absence of any meaningful correlation between the buildings and 
the distribution of tegulae when viewed either by cutaway group or context period reinforces the 
proposition that there has been considerable churning of the ceramic material across the site.

fig. 102.   The distribution of Group A and B tegulae.
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fig. 103.   The distributions of Group C (upper) and Group D (lower) tegulae. 
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PITS AND TILE DUMP

Just over a tonne of tile was recovered from context 4265 which, unlike the average for the rest 
of the site, split 80 per cent tegulae, 14 per cent imbrices and 6 per cent flat brick. The assemblage 
included 55 tegula lower cutaways which divided into twelve Group A, one Group B, and the 
remainder Group C. It was not possible to distinguish any particular pattern to the deposition 
of these tiles as both Group A and C tegulae were recovered in each of the two seasons when 
this context was being excavated. The absence of Group D tegulae is in agreement with the 
stratigraphic sequence which places this deposit prior to a.d. 200. It seems clear both from the 
very low percentage of imbrices and the mix of lower cutaway types that this was not the direct 
result of a roof demolition. These tiles are therefore likely to have been removed from buildings 
some considerable time previously and have either been stored or gathered from the general 
churning on the site before being redeposited. 

The weight of tegulae equates to some 130 complete tiles which would represent about a fifth 
of the tegulae that would have originally been on one of the roofs of the adjacent buildings of the 
previous Period 2. This number of tegulae should generate 260 lower cutaways compared to the 
55 that were recorded. Some of the cutaways will have been broken to the extent that they were 
either unrecognisable or not worth recording, but the disparity between the actual and expected 
numbers of cutaways hints at either some selective processing or incomplete recording. 

Second-hand roof tiles were a valuable commodity: inter alia on Romano-British sites, tegulae 
have been used for drainage channels, flooring and wall construction and imbrices used to form 
pilae, flue tiles and pipes. One possibility is, therefore, that the dump represents part of the stock 
of a used-tile dealer. On stripping a roof, the dealer would have separated the imbrices from 
the tegulae for their separate uses. The tegulae may have been further processed, for example 
by knocking off the flanges to generate a flat tile, and it is this processed tile that has directly or 
indirectly resulted in the dump. 

Table 20 lists the diagnostic tegulae recovered from the mid-Roman pits, wells and layers 
and a full listing of all the contexts that provided diagnostic tegulae is given in Appendix 5. 
It is notable that despite the proliferation of Group C lower cutaway tegulae there are only 
17 contexts containing more than one Group C cutaway which is matched by the number of 
contexts containing cutaways from two or more different groups: again this suggests that a high 
proportion of the material had been churned rather than representing primary deposits. 

table 20. TEGULAE recovered from the pits, wells and layers of periods 3–4 and 
comparative material from period 2

Object Pit/Well Context Period Tegulae
701 layer 4528 3 3C
44007 5251 5912 2 C
44008 5039 6228 2 3C
50050  layer 5547 2 3C
500020 1750 1750 4 A
500028 4835 5867 3 2C
500033 3406 3821 4 C, D
500034 3102 3827 4 C
500035 5693 5723 3 C
500037 5735 6436 4 C 

TEGULA DIMENSIONS

Only three tegulae with complete lengths and breadths have been recovered in the Insula IX 
excavations, two of these were Group C, which measured 492 by 364mm and 472 by 361mm, 
and the third was a Group D, measuring 408 by 351mm (breadths being recorded at the upper 
end). In addition there were a further thirteen tegulae where a full length could be measured but 
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not the breadth. Table 21 provides data on all the complete tegulae and compares the Silchester 
measurements with the national average (Warry 2006, 136, fig. 9.1). It is notable that the average 
for the Group C length is greater than for the Group A which ought to be the larger consistent 
with the national picture of tegula sizes reducing through time. The much larger collection of 
Group C tegulae retained from the Victorian excavations at Silchester in the Reading Museum 
divides into two distinct lengths, one of which is consistent with the national average and one 
which is considerably longer. Almost all of these longer Group C tegulae are longitudinally 
convex and were most likely intended to cover a vaulted roof such as on a bathhouse (Warry 
2006, 107–8; 116–17 for a fuller discussion of these tiles). The Group C average length in Insula 
IX is a combination of the standard and longer tegulae noted in the Reading collection.

table 21. TEGULA dimensions

Length (mm) Breadth (mm)
Group No. Average Longest Shortest National Average National 
A 2 460 465 455 488 n/a 374
B 0 n/a n/a n/a 449 n/a 341
C 11 463 492 430 416 363 317
D 3 408 430 386 407 351 315

Only two complete imbrices were recovered with lengths of 403 and 405mm respectively.

FLUE TILE

Under 1 per cent of the ceramic building material assemblage was flue tile. Most of this was 
fragmentary and most appeared to be of standard form with typical scored or combed surfaces. 
However there were a number of fragments of relief-patterned tile (discussed below) and one 
fragment (unstratified) of parietalis (context 3100, fig. 104, No. 1).

One of the box-flue tiles (unstratified) had a distinctive vent hole (context 4021, fig. 104, No. 
2). Vents were made in the sides of box-flue tiles to allow the hot air to circulate sideways as well 
as upwards and they normally take the form of rectangular or circular openings in the walls of 
these tiles. This fragment of box-flue would have had a vent comprised of two opposed triangles 
making an opening like an hourglass. Examples of this type of opening have been noted at Liss 
(Annelay 2008), Chilgrove 1 (Down 1979, 176, fig. 64.2) and Upmarden (Down 1979, 177, 
fig. 65.6); all of these lie along the Silchester to Chichester road which would suggest either a 
common production source or some stylistic linkage between multiple producers along the road. 
However the vent has also been recorded at Bignor (Brodribb 1987, fig. 33d) on the Chichester 
to London road. At Chilgrove the tile was used as a voussoir in a fourth-century arch so the 
dating is likely to be fourth century if the tile was new when fixed in position or late third century 
if it was reused from the original bathhouse. 

Two fragments of relief-patterned tile of Die 39 were recovered from contexts 3468 (Period 4) 
and 3833 (Period 3) (fig. 104, No. 3). The fabric was very grey, typical of many parietalis tiles 
and similar to the parietalis fragment from context 3100, but no lug holes remained to confirm 
this identification and the thickness at 24mm was less than the 33mm of context 3100 but not 
inconsistent with Brodribb’s national average of 28mm (Brodribb 1987, 143). The distribution 
of Die 39 is Gloucestershire, Wiltshire, Berkshire and Hampshire with a suggested date range of 
a.d. 80–150 (Betts et al. 1997, 109). If the fragment comes from a parietalis then the date should 
be towards the start of this range. 

A further three fragments of relief-patterned tile of Die 27 came from context 2420 (Period 
4) in a red fabric, most probably from a box-flue (fig. 104, No. 4). Die 27 has a distribution 
ranging from Dover to Lincoln but is found primarily in the London area. It has not been 
recovered from any well-dated context (Betts et al. 1997, 98–9). 

No relief-patterned tile has previously been found in the very extensive Fulford excavations 
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around Silchester although both these dies are reported by Lowther as occurring at Silchester 
(Betts et al. 1997, 98, 109).1 Indeed in all of its excavations, Silchester has yielded only four 
different dies of relief-patterned tile which is very surprising for a civitas capital located relatively 

1  The authors attribute some Die 27 fragments to the Fulford forum-basilica excavation but this is incorrect as Timby 
2000, 119 states that no relief-patterned tile was found.

fig. 104.   No. 1. Fragment of a parietalis (context 3100); No. 2. Flue-tile with hour-glass-shaped vent-hole 
(context 4021); No. 3. Flue-tile with relief-patterned stamped decoration: Die 39 (context 3468); No. 4. 
Flue-tile with relief-patterned stamped decoration: Die 27 (context 2420); No. 5. Fragment of tegula or 
flue-tile deeply scored with a rectilinear pattern in preparation for production of tesserae (context 3424). 
Scale 1:3. (Drawn by Brian Williams)
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close to the centre of this tile production in the south-east of the province. By way of comparison, 
Table 22 gives the number of different dies recorded from other major towns (ibid., 26–8). 
It seems unlikely that Silchester was particularly impoverished, so does this simply reflect an 
absence of construction of buildings with hypocausts at Silchester when relief-patterned dies 
were in fashion?

OTHER CERAMIC MATERIAL

Insula IX has yielded the normal range of ceramic building material including fragments of floor, 
wall and pilae tiles. Fragments of ventilators or finials (Timby, below, pp. 229–31) and a probable 
fragment of water pipe were also observed. The dimensions of complete examples are given in 
Table 23.

table 22. number of relief-patterned dies found in towns

Town Different dies
London 68
Canterbury 22
St Albans 22
Chichester 11
Colchester 9
Chelmsford 8
Cirencester 6
Leicester 5
Wall 5
Winchester 5
Silchester 4
Lincoln 2

table 23. dimensions of complete ceramic pieces

Silchester (mm) National average (mm)
(Brodribb 1987, 142)

Context length breadth depth length breadth depth
Opus 
spicatum

2774 148 82 50 114 62 26

Bessalis 2602 200 200 28 198 198 43
Lydion 440 310 403 280 41

An object of interest was a deeply scored tegula (or possibly flue tile) with a rectilinear pattern 
which was recovered from context 3424 (Period 3/4) (fig. 104, No. 5). It has been speculated 
that this was a fragment of a gaming-board but in fact it is clearly a tile prepared for tessera 
production. The scoring generated squares 25mm wide which, with a tile thickness of 19mm, 
would have produced tesserae absolutely typical of those found on the site. Tesserae have already 
been removed from three sides of the piece. The scoring is on the underside of the tile and was 
made before firing, after the tile had dried to a leather-hard state as is evidenced by the ‘polish’ on 
the scoring. The flanges of the tegula had been broken off (which would not have been possible 
until the tile was leather-hard) to produce a flat tile and then presumably flipped over such that 
the scoring could more easily extend over the whole tile including the area where the flanges 
had been. A similar example of tessera production on a tile of typical tegula thickness has been 
observed by this author at Colchester but that fragment did not extend as far as the flanges. 

It is worth speculating on the circumstances that might have led to the use of tegulae rather 
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fig. 105.   Fragments of ceramic ventilators or finials. Scale 1:4. (Drawn by Jane Timby/Frances Taylor)

than flat tiles for tessera production. Tegulae were much more expensive and time-consuming 
to produce than flat tiles so one must assume that an urgent order had gone out to the tile 
manufacturer to convert some of his existing production to tesserae. As the order was urgent 
the tilemaker could not do the sensible thing and produce some flat blanks which would have 
then had to stand for several days before becoming sufficiently leather-hard to be scored out 
for tesserae. As a result he had to take tegulae which had already reached the leather-hard stage, 
knock off the flanges and then score these out. Tegulae were chosen because this was the only 
product at the leather-hard stage that was of a suitable thickness for tesserae. If more time 
had been available then the moulds used for imbrex production, which were flat (prior to the 
blank being turned out and placed over a shaped former) and of suitable thickness, could have 
been used. After firing these tesserae slabs were sent to Silchester where the individual tesserae 
were broken off with pliers. A more efficient approach would have been to break the slabs into 
individual tesserae in a workshop where a bench, perhaps with a clamp or vice, was available to 
allow the tesserae to be broken off more easily and effectively. However an alternative hypothesis 
is that the tegula used for this tessera production was a green waster: a tile that had been trodden 
on or been spoiled in some other way during the drying process. If this were the case then, far 
from this being an example of inefficiency, it would be a demonstration of efficiency where even 
wasters were recycled for economic use.

Whether these tesserae were required for an urgent order or an opportunist recycling of wasters 
one cannot know, but it does suggest that the practice was to source such ceramic tesserae locally 
rather than a master pavement maker arriving on site with supplies made in his own workshop.

THE VENTILATORS OR FINIALS (fig. 105)
By J.R. Timby

INTRODUCTION

To date the archaeological excavations in Insula IX have produced 18 fragments of ceramic 
ventilator or roof finial weighing 3,321g. Some fragments join; others may belong to the same 
object but do not link. Most of the pieces have come from Period 3 layer 4265 (Object 701), but 
to these can be added one piece from Period 3 MRTB 1/ERTB 1 (Object 50037), five fragments 
from the Victorian backfill pit 1057 and trench 1204, one complete collar from late Roman pit 
1463, and one piece from cleaning (Object 500061).
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DESCRIPTION

All the pieces are in a red-orange, quite smooth, sandy clay resembling a fine tile clay. At x20 
magnification the paste shows a sparse frequency of very fine quartz sand, some grains facetted, 
and a rare scatter of rounded red-orange iron, mainly less then 0.5mm. The individual segments 
of the ventilator are wheel-thrown, the sections being luted together, probably with a coil of clay 
and the joins masked by a frilled or plain band. Apertures have been cut through the walls prior 
to firing and appear to be either triangular or with rounded edges. The two illustrated examples 
(fig. 105, Nos 1–2) from the upper part of two ventilators show slightly different styles: one 
conical, the other more domed. Further fragments come from the wall or lower part of the 
ventilator (fig. 105, Nos 3–5), two surviving as complete or joining collars. None of the pieces 
shows any evidence of sooting or burning to support their function as chimney pots to convey 
smoke from a building.

Where from datable contexts, most of the Silchester fragments come from second-century 
levels. The pieces from later contexts are probably residual.

Catalogue (fig. 105)

1.  Three joining fragments from the conical top of a ventilator. Triangular-cut apertures 
alternating in orientation. Additional non-joining fragment (not illus.). A1997.25, pit 
1057 (1046). SF 355. Victorian backfill.

2.  Three joining fragments from the top of a ventilator with a domed profile. Triangular-
cut aperture. A2006.50, layer 4265. Object 701, Period 3. 

3.  Body fragment from a ventilator with three apertures with curved cut edges. A2006.50, 
layer 4265. SF 4567. Object 701, Period 3.

4.  Two joining pieces forming the lower collar from a ventilator with a frilled lower edge 
and a coil break marking another frill above. Four further non-joining pieces probably 
from the same object (not illus.). A2004.30, 4265. SF 4566. Object 701, Period 3.

5.  Lower collar from a ventilator with a degraded outer surface. Orientation uncertain. 
Slightly oval in plan, 120mm by 130mm (internal). A1998.12, late Roman pit 1463, 
(1347). SF 862.

6.  Not illus. Bodysherd from near the top. External diameter 220mm. A1997.25. Victorian 
trench 1204, (1005).

7.  Not illus. Small bodysherd. Object 50037, (3905), Period 3.
8.  Not illus. Top fragment. Diameter 200mm. A2004.30, (4331), Object 500061, cleaning. 

SF 4568. 

DISCUSSION

These forms of roof accessory have been documented on a number of sites in Britain (Lowther 
1976; Brodribb et al. 1977; Brodribb 1987, 31; Timby 1991). Their precise purpose(s) still 
remain slightly enigmatic and various interpretations have been put forward, the most favoured 
being some sort of roof ventilator (cf. Lowther 1976). As with the examples here, few, if any, 
show traces of sooting to indicate the passing of hot gases. Some examples have an aperture 
at the base whilst others are sealed, the latter perhaps serving as finials. Whether these were 
reserved for a specific type of building, or, if acting as a ventilator, some specific function within 
a building, can only be speculated. An earlier find from Silchester (Reading Museum) cited 
by Lowther (1976, 39, pls IIIa, b; IVa and fig. 4, 2–3) shows the lower part of a chimney still 
attached to a ridge tile but without any opening, proving conclusively a more likely function as 
an ornamental roof finial, but, again, whether this denoted a specific type of building is unknown. 
Other examples, such as a complete one from Norton, East Yorks., have an integral ridge tile with 
an opening indicating direct communication with the roof space (ibid., 38).

The domed top of one of the Silchester examples most closely resembles the complete example 
from the Roman house at Ashtead, Surrey (cf. Wheeler and Wheeler 1936, pl. LVIII) and a 
fragment from Verulamium (Goodburn and Grew 1984, fig. 48.17). A complete example from 
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the triangular temple at Verulamium (Wheeler 1936, pl. LVIII and fig. 32.43) has a wider, flat, 
open top and comprises six tiers divided by obliquely scored bands with a round-headed opening; 
it was recovered from early second-century levels. An example from Chalk, Kent, possibly from 
a villa, similarly has a wider top (Lowther 1972, fig. 20). Here it is suggested from melted lead on 
some of the tegulae that the ventilator stood on the slope of the roof (Johnston 1972, 117). The 
reconstructable example from the pottery production site in Gloucester also has an open top, 
four tiers and a sloped base, suggesting it too was designed for fixing to a sloped roof rather than 
the apex. The Gloucester example is also likely to date to the late Flavian-Trajanic period.

Chimney fragments seem to be associated with two sorts of site: occupation sites, both military 
and civilian, particularly town sites (e.g. Caerleon, Verulamium, London, Silchester, Chester, 
Cirencester, York), less commonly villa sites (e.g. Chalk), and with pottery or tile production 
sites, e.g. Ashtead (Lowther 1934); Heighington (Brodribb et al. 1977, 315); Gloucester (Timby 
1991). The few examples that have been found in datable contexts seem to indicate a second- or 
third-century date (Lowther 1976, 37).


