This is the first page only. On how to acquire
the full article please click this link.

The social distribution of Roman artefacts:
the case of nail-cleaners and brooches in Britain

Hella Eckardt

Material culture, consumption and identity

Understanding the consumption of artefacts is central to any archaeological analysis of
social and cultural identity. This is not just because objects form one of the main sources of evi-
dence in archaeology, but also because it is now widely recognised that the use and consump-
tion of material culture is both reflective and formative of identity. The last 20 years have
seen a great interest within the social sciences in the relationship between identity and con-
sumption. These theoretical developments have significant implications for Roman arch-
aeology, which deals with a finds-rich period and possesses comparatively detailed contex-
tual information. However, Roman archaeology has been quite slow to take up this theoretical
challenge and is only just beginning to promote itself as an area with such potential.!

Interest in more explicitly theoretical approaches to material culture has been strengthened
by the emergence of identity as a key concept in Roman archaeology.? This new focus is argua-
bly part of a broader analytical shift from an emphasis on Romanisation (often viewed in terms
of a native/Roman dichotomy) with an empire-wide uniformity, to an emphasis on diversity,
discrepant experiences and creolisation.3

These more complex models of identity and consumption require more complex theoretical
and methodological approaches to small finds, as well as renewed efforts to compile theore-
tically informed corpora. I will argue that research on Roman artefacts needs to move from a
focus on the chronological and spatial distribution of artefacts to a focus on the social distri-
bution of material culture. Such a study will concentrate on the contexts of consumptior: and aim
to analyse systematically how groups of objects were used in the Roman provinces. [ hope to
illustrate the potential of social distribution studies by using a variety of small finds as case-
studies, although, given the quality of the available contextual data, this is merely a pilot
study, to highlight the potential of such an approach, and not a fully developed methodology.

I begin by reviewing the theoretical background and current state of the study of Romano-
British small finds, and then present some recent data on toilet instruments and brooches.

“In small (Roman) things forgotten’

It is not my purpose here to provide an exhaustive review of the theoretical literature on
consumption and identity, particularly as much of this research is summarized in recent studies
both in sociology* and anthropology.5 Archaeologists have developed many of these ideas,
case-studies from the ‘data-rich’ historical periods® being especially powerful.”

Consumption (‘consumption’ is defined as the “selection, purchase, use, maintenance and
disposal of any product”8) has become a major research area in the social sciences, arguably due
to the réle it plays in contemporary society, but that raises serious issues about the
applicability of much of this theory to past societies, especially if we argue, with C. Campbell
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