
CHAPTER 19

VISUALISING THE BUILDINGS OF 
INSULA IX AND THEIR CONTEXT

By Margaret Mathews

Pictorial visualisations are a popular way of putting across interpretations of excavated evidence, 
finding a place even in more academic publications, if only to enliven the front cover. They 
are also influential in shaping our view of what the past was like. The windswept British villas 
of Alan Sorrell and the sunlit buildings of Peter Conolly’s Pompeii influenced a generation 
of illustrators who continue to reinforce our concept of ‘Roman’ life through their work. The 
term ‘reconstruction’, which is commonly applied to this type of image, often implies that it 
is more faithful to the evidence from a particular site than is actually the case and glosses over 
the contribution of the creative imagination of the artist, which draws to a generally unknown 
extent on established evidence. For this reason ‘pictorial visualisation/interpretation’ seems a 
better term. The term ‘reconstruction’ is better applied to a more technical type of illustration, 
often using isometric or axonometric projections, for example, those produced for some of the 
waterlogged structures from Roman London, where structural timbers have been preserved 
(Brigham et al. 1995). The uncertainty of excavated evidence can also be dealt with by alternative 
reconstructions, as with the medieval structure from Cowdery’s Down drawn by Simon James 
(Millett with James 1983, figs 70–1).  

In this chapter I have set out some of the issues I have addressed myself in relation to producing 
pictorial images of structures from Insula IX both for this volume and for the cover image of 
Life and Labour in Late Roman Silchester (Fulford et al. 2006). My aim has been to show the 
buildings, including alternative interpretations, at the same time as creating an engaging image 
that captures our interpretation of life in the round. 

As an illustrator, rather than a structural engineer, Roman specialist or expert in vernacular 
building, I am conscious of the influence on the viewer of my illustrations and aware of the 
responsibility to be as thoroughly informed as possible and to produce something that I can defend, 
even when the end result is still inevitably speculative and open to alternative interpretation. The 
buildings uncovered by the excavations are the core of any attempt to do this and, in producing 
pictorial reconstructions based on the Silchester excavations, this has meant studying comparative 
evidence for materials, structural elements and dimensions of Romano-British buildings to make 
my own interpretations of the evidence, rather than be unduly influenced by the visualisations 
of others. 

The process starts with such excavated evidence as relates to structural elements — foundations, 
wall coursing, beam slots, post-holes and drip-gullies, along with internal features such as floors 
and hearths. Walls and wall foundations provide a ground plan from which we can infer the 
layout of rooms and the horizontal extent of the building. However, the visual appearance of 
a building is largely that of the superstructure for which, on most excavations, there is scant 
evidence and for which we have to look elsewhere.  

Sites in Britain and in northern Europe provide the nearest parallels for buildings at Silchester, 
though evidence from the wider Roman world is more plentiful. There are a number of British 
and northern European rural sites where collapsed walls or gables have been preserved (Keevill 
1996; King 1996; Ling 1992; Burnham et al. 1994). These give an indication of the possible 
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height, construction and dimensions of masonry buildings, although, as they represent buildings 
that have failed, not necessarily of their structural soundness. Generally these are later Roman in 
date, but whether they represent progress or decline in technique from the early or mid-Roman 
is unclear. In addition, there are examples of early Roman waterlogged timber structures from 
excavations in London, which provide models for timber buildings (Brigham et al. 1995). 

Evidence from these sources can be augmented by examples from the wider Roman world, though 
it should be remembered that Britain was not the centre of the empire nor would Mediterranean 
buildings have been best suited to the climate. Wall paintings and other contemporary artefacts 
can also provide clues, particularly if they are British or northern European, for example the 
stone shrines in the form of winged corridor houses and pottery stands apparently depicting 
timber-framed structures (Perring 2002, figs 47–8). 

The evidence of regional vernacular traditions is also relevant; for example the use of flint and 
brick is clearly evidenced from the Insula IX excavation and has continued in the region to the 
present day, indicating a natural preference for easily available building materials. The buildings 
already depicted for late Roman Silchester (Fulford et al. 2006, cover) could be argued to be 
both geographically and temporally closer to succeeding early medieval buildings than to those 
of first-century a.d. Rome.

Bringing these strands of evidence together, I have first used isometric projections to test 
possible interpretations of what the mid-Roman town-houses of Insula IX may have looked like. 
This method allows the reconstruction to be done to scale and can show whether chosen roof 
pitches and wall heights, for example, are feasible.

MASONRY BUILDING 1: RAISING THE SUPERSTRUCTURE (fig. 146a)

The ground plan of this building suggests a central range of three rooms, surrounded by a 
portico or corridor. The general dimensions of the central block and the corridor are consistent 
with those from other ground plans at Silchester as recorded on the Antiquaries’ plan and form 
a basis for visualising the superstructure. 

The height of a building will depend on whether it is interpreted as single storey or having an 
upper floor. The presence of upper floors in Romano-British buildings is much debated (Neal 
1996; Perring 2002, 111–16). Previously at Silchester upper floors have been inferred where 
foundations have been particularly substantial (Fulford et al. 2006, 21). There has been no 
clear evidence for stairwells in any of the buildings, though some corridor spaces could have 
accommodated stairs. 

The walls of the central block of MB 1 were well built, though not exceptionally wide 
(0.5m average) and might be interpreted as supporting an upper storey. In that case, with a 
surrounding corridor, the ground floor rooms would have no natural lighting. This might be so 
if they were storage areas, or windows were not considered necessary for lighting the interior. 
Pre-Roman roundhouses are normally depicted as being without windows and we might argue 
that a romanised indigenous population may not have radically changed their use of domestic 
space. However, the assumption here for MB 1 is that some level of daylight would be intended. 
Furthermore, the presence of burnt patches and hearths in two of the rooms, without evidence 
of chimney structures, suggests that any smoke or fumes would have to escape through the roof, 
implying a single-storey structure. 

Lack of light could also be a problem in a single-storey building with a surrounding corridor. 
For the central rooms to be adequately lit, it is suggested that the central block rises above the 
level of the corridor roof to allow clerestory lighting (fig. 146a). 

There are few examples of windows from Roman Britain to draw on, exceptions being the 
round-arched windows from Meonstoke and the rectangular, stone window surround from 
Colliton Park (King 1996; Drew and Selby 1939), though reconstructions generally assume that 
windows were a common feature. Ground-floor windows raise considerations of security and 
are likely to have been small or provided with lockable shutters or metal grilles (Perring 2002, 
116–18). 

For the reconstruction of MB 1 (fig. 146a), the height of the corridor wall has been set at 
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c. 2.0m, implied by evidence from a wall painting at Verulamium, quoted in Perring (2002, 
115). The height of the main wall is 5m, 7m to the gable, which is less than that suggested for 
Carsington, Meonstoke or Redlands villas, all of which may have supported upper storeys. The 

fig. 146.   (a) Isometric interpretation of MB 1 assuming an elevated single-storey building, with clerestory 
windows to the central rooms and a surrounding corridor on all sides. (b) MB 2 as a single-storey building 
with a double-pitched roof and schematic representation of the verandah area. (c) The same interpretation 
but with elevated walls to allow clerestory windows and the possibility of some of the space being divided 
vertically. The roofs in these last two interpretations could also be argued to run in the opposite orientation. 
(d) A suggestion for a ‘split-level’ building divided by the continuous cross-wall and a shorter verandah 
which is consistent with the arrangement of post-holes. (e) A further interpretation along the same lines. 
(By Margaret Mathews)
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roof has been shown as ceramic tile with a pitch of c. 30°. The central block has been interpreted 
as stone-walled and the windows, one for each of the central rooms on the visible façade, are 
based on those from the Meonstoke gable.

Excavated stone footings may represent full-height stone walls or dwarf walls for a timber 
superstructure. The outer corridor footings of MB 1 were less substantial and less well laid and 
could represent a dwarf wall supporting timber framing, rather than one of full height. A closed 
corridor seems more likely in a northern climate, but a partial or entirely open portico is an 
alternative possibility. The portico may have had dwarf columns similar to the Silchester Ogham 
stone (Fulford et al. 2000) or wooden posts. Despite lack of direct evidence, a corridor extending 
around all four sides of the building seems more likely to be part of the original ‘architectural 
concept’. However, it would have brought the south-west end of MB 1 very close to MB 2 and it 
is possible that the two buildings were joined at a later stage as discussed in Chapter 2.

Both stone and timber walls may have been left exposed, rendered over and/or painted and 
there is some evidence, commonly, though not solely, from military sites, for the decorative use 
of red paint to pick out masonry coursing (Bidwell 1996). However, it is also possible that timber 
framing, being cheap and cost effective to assemble, may have been left unrendered (Ulrich 
2007, 98).

MASONRY BUILDING 2: THE PROBLEM WITH ROOFS (fig. 146b–e)

Excavations rarely provide direct evidence for roof structure but this is important in determining 
the appearance of buildings. Thatched roofs need to be of a steeper pitch (45–50°) compared 
to the 20–30° considered to be usual for ceramic tile. Evidence from Carsington (Ling 1992), 
probably roofed with stone tiles, suggests a roof pitch of 40°, with modern roofs of this type 
being pitched at 52.5° (Warry, pers. comm.), though vernacular buildings in eastern Europe 
with stone slab roofs are shallow pitched. Slates or wooden shingles also need a steeper pitch, as 
suggested for the building at Meonstoke (King 1996, 64–6). Once the pitch angle is chosen for 
a reconstruction, the vertical height of the roof must increase proportionally with the horizontal 
distance covered and an isometric reconstruction is helpful here, particularly for testing the 
feasibility of lean-to roofs over corridors where, for example, upper floor or clerestory windows 
might be assumed. 

The ground plan of MB 2 indicates a building c.13m square, the same total width as MB 1 but 
without an external corridor, though there is evidence for a timber-post verandah to the south-
west. The walls were well-laid flint, averaging 0.6m wide, and may have supported an upper 
storey, though slight traces of hearths in two of the rooms would argue against this, as discussed 
for MB 1. For the mid-Roman stone town-houses a ceramic tile roof seems more in keeping with 
the well-laid walls, though there is no conclusive evidence.

Although the roof timbering would not be visible in an exterior visualisation, it is important 
to think about how a roof would be supported as a tile roof would weigh upwards of 100kg per 
square metre (Warry, pers. comm.). Though Roman engineering was equal to roofing buildings 
of a greater size than MB 2 (Adam 1994, 205–12), these were public buildings and involved 
more complex roof timbering than was likely for what was essentially a vernacular building. It is 
safer to assume a simple triangulated truss as roof support but, in this case, MB 2 was deemed 
too wide to support a single span. The largest Byzantine example of this type of roof noted by 
Adam had a span of less than 10m (Adam 1994, 210, fig. 494). In Britain, the distance spanned 
by the roof at the fourth-century building at Carsington was c. 9m, the walls being 0.5–0.6m 
in width. The collapsed wall at Batten Hanger, described as an ‘end’ wall and gable, seems to 
have roofed a building 11–12m wide, apparently without interior supports, as inferred from 
the published plan (Burnham et al. 1994). At Silchester, a span of c. 7m seems a more likely 
model and MB 2 may, therefore, have had a double pitched roof (fig. 146b–c). Alternatively, the 
continuous cross-wall bisecting MB 2 NW/SE could have had a structural function in relation 
to the roof and allowed, in effect, pent roofs, which could be supported on rafters of not more 
than 7m (fig. 146d–e). Other possibilities are similarly based on the building being divided in 
two with separate roof structures.
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MID-ROMAN TIMBER BUILDING 1: ADDING A TIMBER EXTENSION

Buildings at Silchester include both masonry or part-masonry buildings as well as timber-
framed structures. Timber framing, opus craticium, was a technique used in Roman times and 
examples have been preserved in urban contexts in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Adam 1994, 
119–24). Timber-framed panels, erected on sleeper beams or dwarf walls, may be infilled with 
wattle and daub, stone, brick or tile, or provide window apertures, and parallels can be drawn 
with present-day vernacular buildings of a type found widely in Europe (Adam 1994, 124, fig. 
286). As commented previously, such walls may have been finished in a variety of ways or left 
unfinished.

The structural evidence for MRTB 1 is fragmentary and difficult to interpret.  On the basis of 
the excavation evidence it seems most likely that the earlier Period 2 ERTB 1 survived, at least 
partly, into Period 3 for some time and continued to serve, in dilapidated form, as an animal 
byre. Succeeding, or even alongside this, MRTB 1 was defined by post-holes and a carefully 
swept floor. Rather than timber-framed walls, this suggests a structure of earth-fast posts infilled 
with wattle and daub panels or with planked walls. In visualising this structure, the most striking 
feature is that it does not seem to form part of the original architectural concept of MB 1, being 
built hard against its end wall, supporting the suggestion that there was a blank corridor wall here 
rather than a portico. 

MASONRY BUILDING 3: ALTERATIONS AND ADAPTATION (fig. 147)

The ground plan of MB 3 cannot be determined with certainty, but an attempt has been made 
to suggest possible reconstructions. On the basis of the phase plans, we have an example of a 
building which has evolved from earlier structures and appears to incorporate elements of these. 
It is possible that all the earlier walls were taken down and rebuilt in a single operation. However, 
it is equally possible that the different parts of the building were developed piecemeal, offering 
a number of variations for a reconstruction, inevitably tenuous as they are based on the equally 
hypothetical reconstruction of the earlier building MB 1. What might have happened to the 
core of MB 1? Was it razed to the foundations and rebuilt, or did it survive in its earlier form, 
but perhaps cut down to two rooms? Were the walls maintained at the same height, lowered or 
raised? 

The extension over the former MB 2 (Room 4) was raised on foundations that were slighter 
than in the core of MB 1 and seem too flimsy to support anything other than single-storey 
timber construction, though an upper storey has been suggested. However, it is also possible 
that just part of the area could have been boarded out as a loft. If, as seems probable, there was 
no corridor on the north-west side of this room, lighting a single-storey extension would be no 
problem, though this could also have been elevated to create a single roof-line if the core of MB 
1 survived to a higher level. 

One possibility for roofing the building is that the whole area of the building, whether single or 
two storey, had a single roof. However, if there was no continuous corridor along the north-west-
facing side of the building, a single roof would have had to span two parts of different widths, 
11m and 13m. This would have necessitated complex roof-timbering to span the distance and 
a roof structure to accommodate differing roof pitches or ridge lines, if we assume all the outer 
walls were of the same height. A simpler interpretation would be to preserve the distinction 
between the central block and the corridors, with the central portion, equivalent in width to the 
central block of MB 1, extending the length of the building (fig. 147a). 

In either case the roofs may have been either tiled or thatched (fig. 147b). However, if there 
were a corridor, the pitch needed for thatching would not leave much room for windows in 
the upper part of the central block, as previously suggested, without the walls being raised. 
Alternatively, the central block may have been thatched but the corridor roofs tiled, which would 
be similar to the suggested reconstruction of the Meonstoke gable (King 1996, 65–6). MB 3 is a 
slightly smaller building than Meonstoke but the walls are considerably less robust. 

The north-east end of MB 1 (Room 1) saw more substantial remodelling than the other two 
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rooms, taking in the former corridor area to make one large workshop. The presence of the 
industrial hearths argues for an open roof and against an upper storey here, though part of the 
area might have contained an upper loft level for storage. The foundation for a possible roof 
support at right angles to the cross walls might suggest that the roof at this end of the building 

fig. 147.   Selected interpretations of MB 3 as isometric projections. (a) The building is extended the 
full length of the ground plan with a central core, tiled roof and corridor throughout. (b) The same 
arrangement but with the main block of the building thatched. The corridor roofs are tiled since the 
steeper pitch of a thatched roof would need the suggested wall height to be raised. (c) The building is 
extended over the area of MB 2 to match the height of the surviving MB 1, but with a single-storey 
workshop area. The upper roof is shown tiled but could equally well be thatched. (d) A single-storey 
extension over MB 2 and a thatched roof over Room 1, just reaching the same height as the main 
block at its apex. This would necessitate some awkward junctions with the tiled corridors but might be 
consistent with piecemeal development. (By Margaret Mathews)
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was constructed in a different way, perhaps to address the problem of roofing the 13m span. 
This is appealing to the illustrator as it offers the opportunity to show alternative approaches and 
conveys the idea of piecemeal development.

BEYOND THE STRUCTURAL DETAIL: DEPICTING TIME DEPTH AND URBAN 
LIFE

There are other factors that can play a part in the life of the building and be included in a 
visualisation. Exterior decoration and paint will deteriorate more quickly in a northern climate 
and rising damp would have been prevalent, causing the lower parts of rendered surfaces to flake 
away, attacking the mortar between stones and rotting any timberwork at ground level. Added 
to that, the buildings of Insula IX were frequently built over earlier, infilled pits and wells and 
clearly, in some cases, must have been prone to subsidence, as is the case with the south-western 
wall of MB 2/MB 3. In contrast to a visualisation which resembles an architect’s model in its 
cleanliness and order, Roman Silchester would have been an ever-changing landscape of new 
building, dilapidation, demolition and repair.

It has not been the purpose of this chapter to discuss in detail how the evidence for the use of 
the buildings and the life of the inhabitants are incorporated into images. However, to produce 
a complete visual interpretation, as opposed to a solely architectural one, these elements must 
be included. Finds and samples have all produced their own narratives for Insula IX, as detailed 
in preceding chapters and, while we cannot say definitively, for example, that amphora finds 
represent consumption by the inhabitants of the buildings discussed, it seems reasonable to 
include this suggestion in a picture. All the elements included in the images reproduced in 
Chapter 20 should have some justification and this is indicated in the captions. 


