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Wortley Romano-British Villa Site: 
Reconstructing painted wall-plaster found in the cellar

By ALAN BAGNALL and BERYL TAYLOR

The Roman site at Wortley, near Wotton-under-Edge, was accidentally discovered by the 
landowner in 1981 when he found a loose piece of mosaic flooring while digging a hole for a 
fence post. As a result local enthusiasts opened a trench and exposed the badly damaged pilae of 
a hypocaust system along with many Roman finds, including painted wall-plaster, tesserae, tegulae 
and pottery. At this stage archaeologists from Keele University were called in and eventually 
adopted the site for long-term training excavations for which we worked as finds supervisors. 
The digs began in 1985 and continued in six-weekly sessions over the summers of 1986-96 until 
matters beyond our control required the site to be closed and backfilled. Nevertheless, by this 
time a major part of the site had been dug and work is in progress towards the publication of the 
final report. However, since the dig produced a large quantity of finds and we are not now funded 
in any way this is proving to be a lengthy job. One problem which arose was how to deal with the 
mass of wall-plaster fragments found within the cellar deposits. This threatened to be a difficult 
and time-consuming task. For this reason we were very grateful to receive, through the Bristol 
and Gloucester Archaeological Society, one of the first Bridgeman Research Grants, awarded 
to enable us to experiment with a computer in our attempts to recover the details of the wall 
decorations from the plaster fragments recovered. This work is now complete and we are pleased 
to be able to report our results.

With regard to the cellar itself, the received wisdom is that cellars in Roman Britain were 
rare and their construction mainly restricted to the period AD 70-155 when the Roman army 
brought the custom of underground rooms to Britain from Gaul. Moreover, their distribution 
in this country appears to have been limited to a few tribal areas, one being that of the Dobunni, 
within whose territory Wortley lay.1 Outside the main towns almost all of the civilian cellars have 
been found in villas but few as far west as Wortley (Fig. 1).2 As a rare Roman feature, then, the 
Wortley underground room with its wall-plaster seemed to merit special attention.

The Wortley cellar was constructed within the date-range given above for other Roman cellars 
since it was part of the original late 1st-century building. Although it was not possible to excavate 
it completely, it is clear that the stone-lined room was c. 2.3 m deep by 4.2 m square. The remains 
of two splay windows were uncovered in the west wall and two niches in the south wall (Fig. 2). 
The most remarkable find was the unusual underfloor capstoned water-channel system which may 
have fed a font-like structure in a central position. Taken together, the four features described 
as present here, the painted wall-plaster, wall niches, splay windows and water system, are all 
mentioned by Perring as features which could indicate that the cellar was built for use as a cult- 
room. In particular he noticed that the presence of some form of water supply is a dominant 

1  D. Perring, The Roman House in Britain (London, 2002), pp. 183-4. 
2  D. Perring, ‘Cellars and Cults in Roman Britain’, Archaeological Journal, 146 (1989), pp. 280-1. 
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feature of such cellars.3 The best example of these is probably the deep room at the Lullingstone 
villa in Kent where a painted scene of water nymphs is associated with a well cut into its concrete 
floor, thus suggesting the worship of a water cult.4 

While the first-phase entrance to the Wortley cellar is unknown, at a later date, c. AD 150-200, 
when considerable alterations to the villa probably indicate a change of ownership, an antechamber 
with stairwell for access was added to the cellar (Figs. 3 and 4). At the same time its water-channel 
system was covered by a new concrete floor. Perhaps these alterations also reflect a change of 
religious cult. There is some evidence to indicate that the cellar-room was decorated with painted 
wall-plaster from the start, but here we are, of course, attempting to reconstruct the scheme which 
was in place just before the demolition of this part of the building, which is likely to have taken 
place sometime during the first half of the 5th century. 

There is reason to think that the room immediately above the cellar was built with a timber 
floor and this may also have served as a wood-beamed ceiling for the cellar beneath, since we have 
not recognized any ceiling plaster in the cellar deposits. However, it is clear that all four walls of 
the cellar-room were decorated because each of them retained some trace of plaster although very 
little paint had survived. It seemed that the best evidence for the recovery of the cellar’s decorative 
scheme would come from a particular group of painted wall-plaster fragments which were found 
together in the backfill. These had probably fallen from the cellar’s east wall near the ante-chamber 
since they could be matched to two or three fragments still attached to that particular wall. At 

3.  ibid., pp. 284-6. 
4.  G.W. Meates, The Lullingstone Roman Villa (Kent Archaeological Society Monograph, vol. 1), p. 32.

Fig. 1.	 Wortley Roman site, O.S. 
ST765918.

Fig. 2.	� Looking west at the part-
excavated cellar-room, the 
remains of two splay windows 
in the west wall (facing the 
camera) and the outline of two 
niches in the south wall (left of 
photograph) can be seen.
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Fig. 3.	 Looking south at the cellar-room (centre) to show the stairwell added on the east side (left-centre).

Fig. 4.	 Overall plan of the site showing position of the cellar, anteroom and stairwell.
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