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Bulk chemical analysis was undertaken on samples taken from 143 negative features (wells, pits, post-holes, cess
pits and ditches) across the area of excavation at Silchester Hampshire in order to help us understand the
disposal of waste during late Iron Age and earliest Roman occupation. Results show that it is possible to split
features into waste disposal which included animal/human waste and those which probably did not. It is also

possible to identify post-holes based on organic matter content. This work forms part of the larger Town Life
project run by the University of Reading.

1. Introduction

Since 2002 a sampling strategy using bulk geochemical analysis (X-
ray fluorescence) has been developed in the context of the Silchester
Roman Town Life Project in Insula IX, where excavation by the
Department of Archaeology at the University of Reading began in 1997
and was concluded in 2014. The aim of the strategy has been to en-
hance our knowledge of the changing use of space and of occupational
behaviour within the area under investigation, some 3025 m?, which
represents about one quarter of this entire block (insula) of the Roman
town. Using XRF as the principal technique of investigation, research
initially focused on the interior of one mid-Roman house (House 1)
(Cook et al., 2005, 2014), then on the wider use of hearths across the
excavated area (Cook et al., 2010) and, more recently, on the differ-
ential use of space of the timber-framed buildings occupying the area
under excavation in the late 1st and early 2nd century AD (Period 2)
(Cook et al., 2014).

As the excavation reached the earliest occupation layers, re-
presenting the initial settlement of the late Iron Age from c. 20 BCE
(Period 0) and the earliest post-Roman conquest phase from the mid-
40s to the last quarter of the 1st century AD (Period 1), a much greater
density of pitting and well digging was found than in subsequent
phases. It is generally assumed that the pits, even if originally dug in
order to extract water or building materials such as gravel or clay, were
eventually used to receive waste of all kinds. Even wells, once aban-
doned as a source of water, were used in a similar way. Typically such

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: s.r.cook@reading.ac.uk (S.R. Cook).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2017.06.044
Received 10 May 2017; Received in revised form 27 June 2017; Accepted 28 June 2017
2352-409X/ © 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

features contain quantities of discarded pottery, ceramic building ma-
terial and animal bone as well as the macroscopic waste from me-
talworking. There are also the rarer, items of material culture like
metalwork, including items such as coins and personal items.
Programmes of environmental sampling use flotation to recover the
carbonised remains of seeds and wood charcoal, while the residues
from these processes produce finds not usually recovered in hand ex-
cavation such as small mammal and fish bone, mineralised seed and
plant remains and the microscopic remains of metalworking.
Waterlogged contexts producing well preserved seed and plant remains,
as well as perishable materials such as leather, textiles and wood give
an indication of the range of organic materials which do not normally
survive.

The geochemistry of the soils reported here is designed to comple-
ment the comparative analysis of the contents of pits and wells based
largely on the macroscopic finds of material culture and faunal remains
and to investigate potential patterning that will shed light on variations
in occupational behaviour across the excavated area. It will also help
moderate initial interpretations made in the field, for example that
certain pits were used for cess disposal. Underlying the approach is an
assumption that the pits and wells will produce a distinctive geo-
chemistry. In order to test this, the study has been broadened to include
samples from ditches, gullies and post-holes. The latter, for example,
are generally interpreted as such on the basis of their size, but the
geochemistry may help to distinguish small pits actually used for waste
disposal and holes dug to take the structural components of buildings.
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