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INVENTING ASCETIC SPACE: HHOUSES, MONASTERIES
AND THE ‘ARCHAEOLOGY OF MONASTICISM’

K1 Bowes

Introduction

In the history of early monasticism in the Roman west, domestic settings play a star-
ring role. Augustine spent his formative Cassiciacum retreat in a friend’s villa; Paulinus of
Nola made the decision to renounce his senatorial fortune while ensconced on his wife’s
Spanish estates; and Sulpicius Severus, Martin of Tours and Benedict of Nursia are all said
to have founded monasteries in houses or villas.! Houses, it would seem, have an intimate,
if not formative role in the evolution of early ascetic communities. Indeed, general histories
of western monasticism often trace its origins —its cloister-based architecture, its combina-
tion of labor and contemplation, and its beginmngs among the Roman elite — to the late
Roman elite house and villa.?

And yet the search for origins in religious studies has fallen into justifiable disrepute.®
The path from beginnings to the object of inquiry is rarely a direct one and in their
attempts to straighten its manifold twists and turns, scholars have been tempted to carve
wholly imagined courses of cause and effect. The search for monastic ‘origing’ has been
similarly critiqued in recent years: the early ascetic experiments of the late fourth century
can no longer be viewed as ‘proto-monasteries’; scholars have rejected a direct line between
Roman love of ofium, or contemplative leisure, and regimes of ascetic contemplation; and
the many late antique theologies of sexual abstinence are now rightly disentangled from
their early medieval successors.* The house-to-monastery progression, however, has proved
somewhat more resilient, not least because it would seem to have some archaeological evi-
dence in its favor.”

This essay will attempt to unpack the relationship between houses and monasteries,
focusing particularly on the material evidence and its interpretations. It will address the
issue only as it appears in the western Mediterranean (largely excluding the Balkans, Britain
and Ireland) of the fourth through sixth centuries; the eastern material, both domestic and
monastic, has a wholly different character, historical context and chronology, and deserves

(1) Augustine, Conf,, 8.3; Ausonius, Ep. 27-31; Paulinus of Nola, Ep. 31, 32; Venantius Fortunatus, Vita
5. Martird, 1.155-58 and 11 id.; Vita Sancti Hilarii, 12.41; Gregory, Dialog 2.1-8.

(2) Lorenz 1966; Lienhard 1977; Cantino-Wataghin 1997.

(3) Smith 1990.

{4) See Rousseau 2005 ; Trout 1988 ; Brown 1988 ; Hunter 1987, respectively.

{(5) The afleged evolution from atrium/peristyle to cloister is.the most oft-cited: Caillet 2004; Jacobsen
2004.
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a separate study in its own right.® This essay will suggest that like other monastic origing
theories, the relationship between houses and monasteries in the West has been somewhat
misconstrued. As a century of archacology has now made clear, there existed no particular
phystcal or functional relationship between houses and what we term ‘monasteries’ in the
late antique West. Indeed, this essay further suggests that no ‘archaeology of monasticism’
existed in western late antiquity. This evidence of silence is in part due to a persistent cog-
nitive disconnect surrounding the term ‘monastery’: the ‘monasteries’ that dominate the
archaeological imagmation are defined by qualities which appear principally in the eighth
century or later. Even if we speak more appropriately of ‘ascetic communities,” rather than
monasteries, such communities do not seem to exhibit any special spatial or functional
relationship with houses, demonstrating instead an extraordinary flexibility of placement
and physical form. This essay further suggests that late antique ascetic practice had no
materially distinct expression, and that no uniquely ascetic material culture existed in the
fourth through sixth centuries. Ascetic identity was thus reliant on a particular interpreta-
tion of a shared material world. The contemporary texts that focus on spatial distinction,
gender separation and shared wealth thus did not describe a special ascetic material cul-
ture, but rather sought to impress a particular ascetic hermeneutic into a largely homoge-

neous and undistinguished material world, Words and ideas were thus asked to do what
things did not.

Houses and monasteries: The archaeological evidence

The association between houses and monasteries has long been remarked upon in
studies of early monasticism.” The earliest, or at least the earliest famous practitioners of
ascetic withdrawal in the West were aristocrats, and those aristocrats had for centuries used
their rural villas as places from which to escape the pressures of political life, to compose
poetry and engage in philosophical debate. Similarly, fourth- and fifth-century ascetics
like Paulinus of Nola, Sulpicius Severus, Martin of Tours, Hilary of Poitiers and Augus-
tine spent important moments in their ascetic careers in villas — penning ascetic treatises,
engaging in learned discourse with like-minded friends and living materially-simplified,
prayer-filled lives, either alone or in the company of others. Later, sixth- through ninth-
century hagiographies often credit local holy men with founding monastic communities in
their houses and villas.® These texts were traditionally read as describing eatly or proto-
monastic communities, and houses were thus positioned as sites of w-monasticism.

An earlier generation of archaeologists thought to have found material confirmation
of this ‘special relationship’ in the later phases of Roman houses.? Just as the discovery

(6) “Western Mediterrancan’ here includes the provinces of Gaul, Hispania, Italy and the western parts of
North Africa. The essay largely excludes the evidence of sixth- and seventh-century Ireland, and makes refer-
ence to British developments only as they inform epistemological issues. On eastern monastic developments
that address the issues of houses, see Brenk 2003; 7. 2008.

(7) Lorenz 1966; Rousseau 1378, 81; Zelzer 1998; Dunn 2000, 90.
(8) See for example the problem of Saint Castor, bishop of Apt in Gaul: Février 1986,
9 E.g. Gourcelle 1938; Coquet 1954 ; Carosi 1956 ; Reichert 1961.
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of churches beneath the titular churches of Rome seemed proof positive of the pre-
Constantinian ‘house-church,” the frequent discovery of house and villa remains beneath
or near medieval monasteries- scemed general material proof of a villa-monastery evolu-
tion.'® Thus, as excavations revealed Roman and late antique phases at sites such as Ligugé
or Subiaco, the foundation legends linking those monasteries to Martin and Benedict, and
the late antique texts describing their early house-based communities together seemed to
offer material proof of the house-monastery connection.

John Percival was first to inject a note of caution into this confident narrative, pointing
out that at least for Gaul, all of the proposed villa-monasteries showed a certain disconti-
nuity of occupation between villa and church, sometimes by as much as several centuries.!
If a monastic church was simply built over a defunct villa or reused its ruined remains, the
reasons for the palimpsest were legion — the reuse of land which ruins rendered unsuitable
for agriculture, the association of ruins with sanctity in the early medieval imagination, or
simply coincidence. In short, Percival called for chronological precision in evaluating villa-
to-monastery claims, while drawing attention to the many other meanings, beside that of
origins, such a pairing might have.

The last twenty years have seen a dramatic surge in late antique archaeology, par-
ticularly the archaeology of house and church. The corpus of sites making some claim to
be house-turned-monastery has grown concoritantly. These claims are far more cautious
than those of the previous generations, and most ponder carefully the problems of chro-
nology, reuse and memory raised by Percival.'® Thanks to this careful work, we are now
in a position not only to ask if there was a physical link between houses and the earliest
monasteries, but just as importantly, to ask what precisely defined the archaeology of late
antique monasticism more generally.

Most of the potential candidates for house-turned-monastery are possible monastic
churches built into abandoned villas or houses. In the villa of Sad Cucufate in central Por-
tugal, for example, a twelfth-century royal concession speaks of a monastery dedicated to
the saint of that name: the modern toponym applies to the site of a great fourth-century
Roman villa, and the monastery has been identified as a church built into the willa’s old
triclinium."® While the date of the church is uncertain, it scems to post-date the eighth
century, whereas the villa was abandoned by the late fifth century: if the small chapel did
serve the monastery of Sao Cucufate, it did so amongst villa rums. Similar is the situa-
tion at the villa of Anthée in Belgium, said to have been given an oratory by the ascetic
Hadelin in the seventh century.'* A possible villa temple went out of use in the late empire,
and seems to have been converted to use as a church in the seventh century. The villa itself
ceased to serve as a site of elite occupation already in the third century, although some
sixth-seventh century ceramics and a nearby necropolis may document a residual popula-

(10) On the titdar churches, see Kirsch 1918; cf. Duval 1978,
(11) Percival 1997b; anticipated somewhat by Février 1994,
(12} See for instance Cantino Wataghin 1997 ; Chavarrfa 2004,
(13} Alaredo, Etienne and Mayet 1990, 265-8; idd. 1995,

(14) Dierkens 1988.
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Iig. 1 — Diaporit. Plan of fifih-century remains (black), showing plan of earier villa (white)
(Bowden and Pérzhita 2004, fig. 11).

tion. While the repeated return to a sacred site is notable (and not untypical),’® the hiatus
between the fourth- and seventh-century occupation is just as significant. Furthermore,
in both cases, archaeology has revealed only the churches in question, not any associated
monastic habitation.

This is not the case at the possible example in Diaporit in southern Albania (fig. 1).'®
Here a maritime villa of late Republican date was abandoned by the third century; in the
late fifth or early sixth century, a large church containing monumental tombs in its apse
was built adjacent to the villa ruins. To the south was added a tower, chapel, storerooms
and a small bath complex. Attached to the church’s south wall was a long portico that had
no direct connection to either the church or the residential complex. The excavators have
tentatively identified the site as a locus of pilgrimage, owing to the major tombs in the

(15) On the reuse of villa-temples as churches in Gaul and Spain, see Bowes 2006,
{16) Bowden and Pérzhita 1994.
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Fig. 2 — Salagon. Plan showing I: villa; II: later fifth-century church
{Guild and Vecchione 1995, p. 82).

apse, but suggest that a monastic community may have also mhabited the porticof/tower
area. Whatever the nature of the occupation, the villa was clearly defunct by the time it
began.

Other candidates are churches built into villas no longer used for elite occupation,
but transformed to serve other functions. At Salagon, in Provence, the church of Notre-
Dame in Mane is documented as a monastery in the eleventh century {fig. 2)."” Excava-
tions around the medieval church have revealed a villa of the first century Ab constructed
around a courtyard ; in the fifth century, residential functions gave way to lower-scale occu-
pation indicated by silos and beaten earth floors, while at the end of the fifth century, a
church was built over the courtyard while occupation continued to either side. Whether or
not the church served a specifically monastic community, or simply a small rural agglom-
eration, is less clear,

A somewhat more convincing case of possible monastic occupation is the example of
Saint;Julien-en-Genevois near Geneva.'® The villa remains unexcavated but surface survey

indicates a large estate occupied through the fourth or fifth centuries. About 100 m away a

(17) Guild 1990; Guild and Vecchione 1995; id, 1996.
(18) Colardelle 1977; id. 1983; M. and R. Colardelle 1995.
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small building, probably a late antique mausoleum, held a single late antique tomb, while
a later agglomeration of huts grew up alongside it. In the late fifth century, the mausolewm
was converted into a church through the construction of aisles which partially destroyed
the huts: the habitation in this period, found through surface remains, moved some dis-
tance away. A cemetery, seemingly contemporary with this first church phase, contained a
high percentage of male burials (84% of the sexed adults), leading the excavators to wonder
if the church was used by a nearby monastic community. The relationship, physical and
chronological, with the nearby villa remains unclear.
Another interesting, but less convincing case is the complex at Monte da Cegonha in
central Portugal.'® A modest villa of hgh imperial date with a small bath complex was
destroyed and overlaid by a square church with a tripartite east end containing a reliquary
beneath the altar, and a nave filled with graves. At the same time and adopting the same
orientation, a residence was constructed adjacent to but separate from the church. Fronted
by a long corridor overlooking the valley below, it seems to have been organized around a
small courtyard. The excavators dated the church/residence complex to the fourth century
and tentatively wondered if it might be 2 small monastery. ‘The absolute dating, however,
has no ceramic basis, while the graves in the church produced ceramics of fifth- through
seventh-century date and “'C dating of the mortar from both church and residence yielded
consistent seventh-century dates.”® Even if this later date is accepted, however, there is
nothing from the skeletal collection or any other archaeological evidence indicative of a
monastery as opposed to a private church complex.
Other examples have problematic spatial relationships with their concomitant villas,
In the excavations at Parc Central outside Tarragona in Spain, a modest peristyle house
was excavated along one side of a minor road leading out of the city, constructed in the
later fourth century with no estimate of its duration (fig. 3).*' On the opposite side of the
road, a complex of agricultural buildings and a small church were built in the mid-fifth
century, adopting the same orientation as the house. The church had an attached atrium
of unusual size (24 m long to the church’s 92 m), around which clustered a series of small
rooms. The church was enlarged in a second phase, when a large western tomb or coun-
ter-choir was built partially over the atrium. These small rooms, coupled with the dis-
covery of a funerary inscription menttoning Thecla, the ascetic saint of Egyptian fame,
lead the excavators to wonder if the church complex might be a monastic establishment,
linked to the nearby house. Yet the house and the church need not be related at all, but
simply neighbors in a crowded suburbium, while the monastic identification is, even by the
cxcavators’ estimation, only tentative. As at Diaporit, a pilgrimage complex has also been
suggested on the basis of the counter-choir/tomb and direct access from the road.
With the exception of examples like Saint-Julien, the most convineing instances of
villas-turned-monasteries are those which rely entirely on textual evidence for both the

(19} Alfenim and Lopes 1994; id. 1995, Lopes and Alfenim 1994,
(20) On the “C dates, Bowes 2008, 135 n. 39.
(21) Mar et al. 1996; Mar and Salom i Garreta 1999,
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Fig. 3 — Parc Central. Plan showing villa, church and agricultural dependencies
{Mar and Salom i Garreta 1999, p. 176).

identification of the monastery and the contemporancous functioning of the villa. The
archaeology in these cases is largely irrelevant to the postulated evolution. Cassiodorus’

Vivarium on the Calabrian coast is known from his fulsome descriptions of his ancestral

properties with its fishponds.” The ruined church of San Martino di Copanello has been

plausibly identified as one of the monastery’s churches through topographic clues and the

cighth-century illustrated copies of Cassiodorus’ works which include a church of Saint

Martin (fig. 4). Re-excavations in the late 1980s discerned two pre-seventh-century building

phases.* The structure originated as a triconch, with a western rectangular component of
unknown size. No liturgical installations were detected from this phase and the excavators

have identified this building by its plan as either a villa trickinsum or mausoleum. The next

phase saw the narrowing of the entrance to the triconch and the extension of the ‘nave’

to the west. A longitudinal annex was bult against, but seemingly separate from this nave,

and an enclosure of unknown dimensions was appended to the southeast, this later iden-
ified as a possible ‘cloister. Unfortunately, the new excavations produced little material
hat would definitively date any of these phases: the early triconch was generally dated to
thé late antique period because of its plan, and was thought not to be a church, but rather
wome part of Cassiodorus’ villa. Only in the second phase, with the western extension and
artial closing of the triconch entrance, is there potential evidence of Christian cult, and
s placed in the mid-sixth century, seemingly to correspond with Cassiodorus’ founda-
of Vivarium rather than any compelling independent evidence. Of the remainder of
a nothing has been found.

¢ extensive literary corpus on Benedict’s life, and th
e earliest Benedictine monasteries, has led to two not

e understandable interest in
able excavations. The first

dor , Inist, 1.29; Courcelle 1938 #d. 1954,
d and :N_ojna 1986; Bougard and Noyé 1989; Zinzi 1994,
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alleged Benedictine monastery (Fiore Gavaliere, Mari and Luttazzi 1999, fig. 1).
B. Subiaco. Detail of Nucleus A (Fiore Cavaliere, Mari and Luttazzi 1999, fig. 4).
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was the investigations at Subiaco, the site of Benedict’s second retreat from Rome and his
first monastic foundations (fig, 3).* Subiaco was home to one of Nero’s villas, spread out
in a series of panoramic nuclei along an artificial lake. Benedict i said to have made his
home in a cliff-side cave above the lake, while his fater foundations were installed in the
valley below. Gregory’s Dialogues, the main contemporary source for these monasteries, is
vague on their location and makes no mention of the villa.® The fourteenth-century Ghro-
nicon Sublacense, however, describes one of thege monasteries, San Clemente, as having been
erected near an ancient bridge, and archaeologists have used this and other textual clues
to locate San Clemente in a terraced bath nucleus (termed ‘A’) near the possible bridge
remains.” FExcavations in this nucleus revealed quantities of fifth-sixth century ceramics
and a possible kitchen area, but virtually no mural modifications. An earlier nymphaeum
has been identified as the church, seemingly because of its apsed shape, but early exca-
vations had stripped it of all stratigraphy and any indications, if they existed, of ritual
use. Other fifth-sixth century occupation has been found in bath nucleus ‘¢ and nearby
catacombs, possibly associated with the loca] lay population mentioned in the Dialogues.
Archaeologically, there is litte or nothing to distinguish the posstble ‘monastic’ settlement
i nucleus A from such local populations, and the textual evidence associating San Cle-
mente with nucleus A of the Neronian villa is similarly fraught with asswmnptions,

Also relying principally on textual evidence is the monastery of San Sebastiano in
Alatri. The monastery is described in the Dialogues and letters of Gregory the Great as
having been founded by Liberius: the textual record is mute on its context, but it has been
assumed to have been one of Liberius’ Campanian properties, plausibly located as the

not clear if these remains are late antique or, as has been countered, late-cighth century
in date.” A possible villa itself was only evidenced through a few preserved walls some
distance away, and no estimate of its chronological span was possible: the excavators sug-
gested that it may have been a small farm in rums by the sixth century.

Richer in archaeological material, but still highly enigmatic is the foundation associ-
ated with Martin of Tours at Ligugé (fig. 7). Around 360, Martin is said to have followed
his mentor Hilary to Poitiers, where he lived the life of an ascetic and gathered around
him a group of disciples. The town of Ligugé, located about 10 km south of Poitiers, has
been identified as the vieus Locoteiaeus described by Gregory and Venantius Fortunatus and

(24) Fiore Cavaliere 1994; id. 1996; Tiore Cavaliere, Mari and Luttazzi 1999; Mari 1994; Tomei 1904,
(25) Gregory, Dialog 2.1-8, i
(26) Chyonicon Sublacense, 28 (cd. Morghen); Carosi 1956,
{27) Gregory, Dialog, 2.35; Ep. 9.163; 9.165.

(28} Fentress, Goaodson, Laird and Leone 2005, 33-70.
{29) Hodges 2007 on the dating,
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Fig. 7A — Ligugé. Villa and phases of church proposed by Coquet (Coquet 1960).

and around the Benedictine monastery during the 1950s and 605 unearthed a variety of
structures, whose interpretation as the Martinian monastery came under almost immediate

_—_—

(30) Sulpicing Severus, Vita Martins, 7.1; Gregory of Tours, D¢ virtutibus s, Martini, 4.30; Venantius Fortu-
natus, Vita s. Marting, 1,155-58 and ff; idem, Vite Sancti Hilarii, 12.41.

{31) Camus 1989; Coquet 1954 id 1955; i 1977 ; Février and Duval 1996.
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Like his hero, Martin of Tours, the sixth-century Martin of Braga is credited with con-
“structing a monastery within a Roman villa or palace. And like Ligugé, the site of 8. Mar-
tinho de Dume in northern Portugal provides little evidence for a villa, and even less for
any kind of continuity between the site’s Roman structures and its later church. According
to Gregory of Tours, the Suevian kingdom was converted to Ciatholicism when the son of
the king was cured of leprosy by the relics of St. Martin of Tours, in thanks for which a
basilica was built in the saint’s honor, presumably near the royal palace.’ Martin of Braga
later not only established a hishopric in Dume, but also built a monastery at the site,™ A
restoration campaign and a series of excavations in the parish church of Dume in 1987
revealed not only a large basilica of unusual plan, but also fragmentary Roman-period
remains.* These discoveries prompted the excavators to identify the site as the monastery
founded by Martin of Braga and to claim that this monastery was installed in an occupied
villa, converted for the purpose. This alleged villa is attested by three or four walls and
assoctated mosaics dating to the first or second century AD. Later modifications to these
spaces, and the reconstruction of the walls and pavements are said to stand at the same
stratigraphic level as the church, and are thus assumed to be contemporary with it. This
posited church has a single nave and triconch east end, while some sculptural {ragments
of a plaque and frieze, dated generally to the fifth-eighth centuries, were the only datable
remains recovered. Thus, while the initial construction of the church, as well as the later
phase of the ‘villa,” have been dated to the mid-sixth century by historical evidence, there
is no archaeological support for this interpretation, nor for the idea that the church was
built in an inhabited villa. Furthermore, even if one assumes that the church does date to
the mid-sixth century, as is claimed, it is not clear to which of the Dume foundations — the
episcopate, the royal chapel, or the monastic church — the triconch basilica pertains.

No discussion of house/villa monastic transformation would be complete without men-
tion of Augustine’s community at Hippo. Sometime after his ordination as bishop, Augus-
tine gathered together a heterogenous mix of non-ordained young men (de servi) from
all backgrounds, and installed them near the cathedral church in Hippo in a place he
termed a monasterium.*> He later formed a community of ordained ascetics, also living near
the church, which he called a monasterium clericorum. His letter to a community of female
ascetics, also in Hippo, is presumed to reflect his management of his own communities
and was later combined with other texts to form what is known as the Rule of Augustine.*
The discovery of a large church and its surrounding snsula in Hippo was long-age identified
as Augustine’s cathedral, his martyrium of St. Stephen and the accompanying monasteria,
but this interpretation, too, has been criticized (fig. 8).”” As many as eight houses comprised
the original #nsula, one or two of which were destroyed to build the church. The fate of

(32) De virtutibus 8. Murting, 1.1 15 4.7; Divisio Theodomiri (ed. Da Costa 1965, no. 551).
{33) See Tenth Council of Toledo (656) (ed. Vives 1963, 329).

(34) Fontes 1987; i1, 1999,

(35) Possidius, Vita Augustini 5.1 ; Augustine Serm. 855 Aug. Ep. 20%.2.

(36} Augustine, Ep. 211.

(37) See Février 1979, 145-50; Bizot 2005.
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Fig. 8 — Hippo, ‘cathedral’ insula with proposed monastery outlined (after Bizot 2005, p. 197).

those on the west side is uncertain, but in any case, these remained spatially separate from
the church. To the east, a large domus was subdivided, one part being used to construct
a baptistery and small chapel, while the second, northern part, with rooms set around a
small peristyle, seems to have continued in use and was connected to the church. Was this
the home of Augustine’s ascetic communit(ies)? First, we cannot be sure that the church
in question was, in fact, Augustine’s cathedral; as the only church excavated in Hippo, it
is the obvious, but not certain, candidate.’® The connection of the north-east house to the
church is the most provocative clue, but is that connecting hallway a purposeful addition
or a relic from earlier house passageways? The remains of walls and floors, the only clues
from the early excavations, are largely mute.

{38) Février 1972, 149-50.
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5 An archaeology of monasticism ?

7. The above summary does not pretend to he complete, but it does provide an over-
view of the types of sites and contexts in which late antique monastic occupation has
been claimed or suggested. Most notable about the

list is that none of the proposed sites
provides unambiguous, or even moderately convincing evidence for monastic occupation

of a Roman house or villa. In many cases, the synchronous occupation of housefvilla and
church is unclear; in others, the late antique date of the church and/or site is unclear: and
n every case the justification for specifically monastic or ascetic occupation is problematic.

The later problem is most significant, and most revealing: in only two cases - that of Saint-
Julien-en-Genevois with the somewhat skewed se

Parc Gentral with its small rooms clustered aroun
Justification offered for ascetic occupation. The
typically a late antique church exhibiting some rela
lends itself to a variety of possible interpretations —
Central), private villa-church {Monte da Cegonh
villages (Salagon, Athenge, Ligugé)

The most convincing candidates for monastic function owe that status almost entirely
to textual evidence, San Martino in Copanello
vincing on the grounds that the textual evidenc
more or less contemporary. In all of these case
particularly thin - no habitations have been un
In short, archaeology,

x-ratios in its necropolis, and perhaps
d the church atrium — is there materia]
remainder of the material evidence,
tionship with a late antique residence,
pilgrimage center (Diaporit and Parc
a), or local church for nearby farms and

and Subiaco being among the most con-
¢ and physical remains are well-dated and
s, however, the archaeological evidence is
covered and/or no clear church is present.
even in combination with textual evidence, has yet to document a
particular tie between houses and monasteries, or an evolution from house to monastery.
These problems, and the reliance on texts, are not restricted to the specific question of
house-to-monastery transformation, Among the whole of proposed fourth- through sixth-
century monastic sites, it is likewise dificult to locate anything we can term a distinet
‘monastic archaeology.” For the best textually-attested foundations — Marmoutier, Primu-
liacum, the Jura monasteries, Lérins, the famous Burgundian and Frankish royal founda-
tions, and most of the early attested monasteries of North Africa, Iberia, Italy, and the
Alps — either no contemporary (i.e. fourth-sixth-century) physical evidence exists or only
the church building is known.® Thus, no excavated evidence for the spaces of monastic
life currently exists for these sites. There are, however, some exceptions. Near Poiticrs, at
Radegund’s monastery of Saint-Croix, early excavations revealed a single-aisled church
flanked by a building containing two small rooms — the alleged oratory and cell of the saint
(fig. 9). The dating and function are both highly speculative.® Shightly later, at the monas-
tery of Cybard d’Angouléme, founded by the early-seventh-century hermit of that nare, a

(39) See James 1981: Sapin 2008; Duval 1986a; Caballero 7,
Wataghin 1997; Cantino Wataghin, Destafanis and Uggé 2000; Sennhauser 2008. The 1988 summary of

monastic archaeology in Franee by Bond and Maines is illustrative: late antiquefearly medicval excavations
merit one paragraph: Bond and Maines 1988,
{40} Sapin 2008,

oreda 2005; Chavarrfa 2004 ; Cantino
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Fig. 9 — Saint-Croix, monastery of Radegund (Sapin 2008, fig. 3).

probabie (but undiscovered) small church was accompanied by four square buildings built
" on terraces, and a larger rectangular structure, containing a hearth.*' These were assigned
' "broad sixth- through eighth-century dates: is this the site of the first monastery and its
buildings ?

In Tunisia, two different sites in the Kneiss archipelago have been identified as a mon-
astery inhabited for a time by Fulgentius of Ruspe. The various identifications have been
based on topographic clues from Ferrandus’ Life of Fulgentius, and on the presence of mate-
rial remains.* Neither of these sites is well dated, and while one {on the island of Dzirat el
Laboua) has Christian remains, neither is distinguishable from the other rural sites found
on these islands. Other alleged North African monasteries, like the rural church and atrium
complex at Ain Tamda and the urban cathedral corplexes at Theveste and Timgad (the
so-called ‘Catholic’ and ‘Donatist’ cathedrals}, have been contested on the grounds that
their courtyards surrounded by small rooms, often without direct access to the church,
may be better identified as pilgrimage complexes or habitation for clergy.*® As Dossey
has pointed out in this volume and as the case of Augustine’s Hippo pointedly illustrates,
parsing ‘monastic’ versus ‘clerical’ occupation assumes categorical distinctions — of both
identity and lifestyle — which were often non-existent in the fourth and fifth centuries.*!

(41} Sapin 2008,

(42) Ferrandus, Vita Fulgentii 12 ; Trousset ef al. 1992. See also Dossey in this volume.

{43) On Ain Tamda, Seston 1934 ; on Theveste, Ballu 1897; for the critique, Duval 1986a. See also Dossey
in this volume.

-, (44) See Cooper 1999.
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In Spain, at ITlla de Cullera, south of Valencia, excavations have revealed g possible
»7 church (composed of three rectangular rooms, identified as a church hased on the discovery
- of three liturgical crosses) and neighboring rooms containing large amounts of sixth-
century amphorae and imported unguentaria of sixth or seventh-century date.®® The site
as a whole is enclosed by what appears to be a contemporary wall. The site is identified
as the monastery founded by Justinian, bishop of Valencia (d. 546) through a combination
of textual evidence and the contemporary finds. In Mérida, near the basilica of Santa
Eulalia, was found a dedicatory inscription for a fernale monastery, and another inscrip-
tion mentioning a domus dedicated to the same saint interpreted as a male monastery. No
archaeological remains of either foundation have been found, but the remains of an aisled,
porticoed complex of late sixth-century date, interpreted as the xenodochium described in the
contemporary Vitas Falrum Emeritensium, has been suggested to have perhaps served double-
duty as a monastery. A series of other Spanish/Portuguese churches of fifth- through sixth-
century date with accompanying, often well-dated contemporary habitations, have also
been tentatively identified as monasteries on largely archaeological grounds.® At Bovalar
{(Lérida) or Casa Herrera {Badajoz), rural sixth-century churches, often of large size and/
or material wealth, have surrounding complexes of rooms, hearths, kilns and other installa
tions;*” at Montinho das Larajeiras (Portugal), a late antique church of uncertain date was
built into a Roman river-side agglomeration whose equally-sized rooms suggested monastic
é!f function ;** at Mosteiros and Monte do Mosteiro {(both in Portugal) toponyms and/or later
i medieval traditions had suggested a monastic identification for rural churches;* while at
the Sdo Gido di Nazaré (Portugal) the high mural choir screen separating choir from nave
suggested to one scholar a ‘monastic’ church form, a designation which has since been
| rejected even as the date of the church has been pushed considerably later.5
While possessed of fewer sites and less documentary evidence, Anglo-Saxon archae-
ologists have been assiduous in not only excavating beyond the church, but in pondering
the nature of ‘monastic archaeology’ itself. Recent work has cast doubt on whether the
previous yardsticks of post Roman or Anglo-Saxon monastic presence — enclosures, chur-
ches, a wealthy material culture — are not in fact shared by other kinds of elite sites.®! At
Flixborough and Brandon, sites with complex seventh- through tenth-century phases, pre-
vious monastic attributions have been conlested. Chris Loveluck’s work at the former site
has looked carefully at shifting patterns of consumption and production as seen through
the animal bone and small finds records, and posited major shifs in such patterns, perhaps

(45) Rossellé Mesquida 1995,

{46) Summarized and critiqued by Chavarrfa 2004; Caballero Zoreda 1988; 4d. 2005; Moreno Martin
2009a; . 2009, Thanks to Francisco Moreno for supplying several pieces of bibliography.

(47} Bovalar: Palol 1999a; #d. 1999b; Clasa Herrera - Ulbert 1978, 3-79,

(48) Maciel 1996, 91-100; . 2000.

(49) Mosteiros: Alfenim and Lima 1995; Monte do Mostieros: Maciel and Marting 1995,

(50} Schhunk 1971; cf, Godoy 1995, 308-11; Caballero 2005, 118-19.

(51) Gramp 2008; Loveluck 2001, The implausible identification of the site at Llandough as a villa-turned.
monastery would benefit from the same critigue : Knight 2005.
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i icative of vacillation between lay and monastic occupation, or perhaps simply produced
. by new tenurial relationships.®® -

In sum, despite several decades of careful excavation and some pleas to the contrary,
Loveluck’s skepticism about a specifically ‘monastic’ archaeology in middle-Saxon England
might well apply to the whole of the later Roman West.”® This is not to argue that the
identification of any or all of the above-listed identified monastic sites is necessarily wrong,
but rather that the uncertainty which surrounds each of these claims is relieved only by
relatively reliable textual evidence locating a monastic settdement on the site In question.
The archaeology of these sites plays virtually no role in their monastic identification, for in
almost every case, alternative functional identifications based on the archaeology are pos-
sible. Tn short, I would argue that on s own, archaeology has failed to document any late
antique monastery.

Assumptions of distinction

Ciiven the abundant textual evidence, why have we not located the physical trans-
formation of house to monastery or indeed, an archaeology of late antique monasticism
generally? It is certainly not for lack of trying and indeed, it may be the trying itself that
lies at the root of the problem. In other words, is our failure to find the archaeology of the
carliest western monasteries due to an erroneous set of assumptions about ‘monasteries,’
‘monasticism,’ and the material products that those terms imply ? It is important to begin
by asking what we thought we were looking for. That is, what were the expected archaeo-
logical criteria for early monasticism? The criteria have been largely tacit, and rarely the
subject of clear methodological deliberation. They can be summarized, however, as a set
of material ‘checklists, which tend to form the basis of most archaeological evaluations.
The first and most basic is the paired presence of a church and habitation. The church is
assumed to be requisite for the daily round of prayers and devotions, andfor as a general
cultural symbol of piety. The church-habitation pairing would seem material reflection of
asceticism as a lived, daily praxis, and close physical connection of habitation and church
is read as a material manifestation of a spiritually- and ritually-directed life. We should
pause to note that placing the church-habitation pairing at the top of a checklist a prion
privileges the villa or the house as potential site of monastic life simply because it is an
archaeologically recognizable form of habitation. That is, if we assume that habitation and
church are an essential aspect of monastic archaeology, we are bound to privilege houses
and villas as objects of inquiry and units of assessment.

The assumption of an egalitarian communal life also lingers behind many interpre-
tations: small, equally-sized rooms, shared eating or cooking facilities, even the use of a
shared space like a courtyard has suggested monastic use at Parc Central, I'Tlla de Cullera,
Montino das Laranjeiras, or Ain Tamda. Single-sex communities are also presumed to be

{52) Loveluck 2001.
(53) For a similar interpretation of ‘monastic’ archacology (or its absence) in the southern Balkans, see
Snively 2001.
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. the norm, as witnessed by the Saint-Julien-en-Genevois excavations: the proportionally
~~ larger number of male burials makes the case for monastic occupation, while fewer, but
present female and infant burials are passed over in silence.

Archaeologists are often convinced that an archacology of monasticism ought to docu-
ment a shunning of the world — an increasing need for ‘privacy,’ and particularly physical
barriers, such as walls, between the monastic world and the saeculum.
rules of the Master and Benedict never mention walls explicitly, although some realia may
be glimpsed behind their allusion to gates and thresholds; more often, images of confine-
ment appear as metaphorical invocations of the ‘closed’ ascetic life. Yet the development
of monastic enclosures, at least by the sixth century, is still held up as one of the hallmarks
of monastery identification. Inside the posited vﬂla/house—turned—monastery, spaces are
meant to become more inward looking — their doors narrowed, their dimensions shrunk,
their separation from collective spaces like the peristyle complete. These are, in part, the
criteria by which the house near the cathedral in Hippo has been identified as Augus-
tine’s monastery. Indeed, Yvon Thébert long ago proposed that all late antique houses

underwent such changes in late antiquity as society as a whole became more ‘modest’ and
inclined towards ‘privacy.’®

** The sixth-century

The most prevalent criteria are, of course, not material, but textual : house-monasteries
and monasterics in general are identified through textual attestations, and topographic
clues, typically place names, are used to match text to physical location.’® This is not true
only of late antique monasticism: the vast majority of excavated monasteries of any date
prior to the twelfth century owe their attribution entirely to textual evidence, and in the
vast majority of cases, only the church has been excavated. Textual criteria thus form the
most important and oft-used tool in monastic archaeology.

We ought thus to ask what serts of texis have shaped the hunt for an archaeology of
monasticism, and what sorts of archaeologies those texts really imply. Images of Martin,
Augustine, Caesarius and Benedict loom large in that search and examples of their monas-
teries are among the most frequently cited representatives of late antique monasticism writ
large. Yet all these men are described, or described themselves, as radicals, making new
kinds of communities distinct and better than other options available at the time, each
overturning a set of ‘norms.”” Martin’s asceticism is framed as both a rejection of local
clergy’s worldliness and a surpassing of Egyptian models.® The Rule of the Masier and Bene-
dict all frame their ascetic advice within the context of other, rival communities whose

practices are denounced or sidelined, while Lérinian and Columbianian communities of
seventh-century Gaul were self-styled rebellions from each other and from local ascetic

(54} James 1981, 38-41; Bonnerue 1995; Dey 2004.
(55) Thébert 1987, 391,

(56) As noted by Sapin 2008; Dey 2004; Moreno Martin 2009,
(57) Markus 1990, 167-81; Leyser 2000.
(38) Stancliffe 1983,
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3 By their own self conscious construction, none of these COMIMUNIies Were
‘representative or ‘normal,’ but rather intentionally structured to be the opposite.

Their later fame, particularly {hat of Benedict, also makes it difficult to remember
that these men and their communities were the tip of a much broader, more amorphous
ascetic iceberg. As the last two decades of work on late antique asceticism has shown, and
as Hendrik Dey, Leslie Dossey, Lindsay Rudge, and Albrecht Diem have suggested in this
volurne, theirs was an age of infinite ascetic variety, of thousands of different ascetic babits,
of contested ascetic theologies and of dozens of rival claims, often heated, of discernment
and correctitude.®® That is, Augustine’s epistolary advice to ascetic women, Cassiodorus’
Institutes and the Rule of Benedict do not describe existing monastic lives: they seek to
invent them, to lend order — physical, spiritual and authorial — to a messy world of many
ascetic practices, and many claims to ascetic authority.

Of course, it is one of those visions of ascetic life which eventually “won.’” Benedictine
monasticist’s emphasis on all-encompassing sense of community, strict hierarchies within
that community, temporal ordering of the day, division of monastic labor, and separation
from the world would gain gradual acceptance over the following two centuries, culmin-
ating in the Anianian reforms of 816 and 817. Yet this consensus, uneasy even in the
ninth century, was unthinkable in the age of Benedict himself, let alone in the restless
days of the late fourth and early fifth centuries when Augustine gathered his mixed band
of orphans and aristocrats’ sons, when celibate men and women cohabited, and when
Sulpicius Severus retreated from public life in the company of his mother-in-aw. Neither
the fourth century nor the sixth was an age that agreed upon what ‘monasticism,” or even
correct ascetic practice meant, and we use texts of the period to look for a representative

experience.

‘late antique monasticism’ at our peril.
Further, the very criteria that have framed the hunt for an archaeology of monasticism

are, if not completely lacking in these texts, hardly central to their basic meaning and func-
tion. Most of the texts in question, even the more loquacious Rule of the Master, are largely
reticent on matters of physical space, focusing nstead on spiritual orientation, community
hierarchies and hehavior.?! The detailed injunctions putting precept into praxis, so evident
in the Aniamian canons and other Carolingian-period regulations, are restricted to a few
topics — prayer, eating, sleeping and relationships with the outside world.®* Thus, while
Augustine and Caesarius advise ‘assiduous’ prayer in an oratorium and mandate separation
from the opposite sex in the public basilica, and Gaesarius, the Regula Magistri and Bene-
dict are rich in detail on the hours of prayer, psalms, and the hierarchies of entrance and
exit into the church, the details of liturgical observance that would imply fixed physical
settings, such as location of the ritual space, its layout, liturgical furnishings or even the

{(59) RM 1; RB 1; on southern Gallic communities, see Dubreucq and Lauranson-Rosaz 2003.

(60} For a variety of approaches to the problem, Brown 1988; Elm 1994; Clark 1999, Leyser 2000; Caner
2002.

{61) Heuclin 1998; cf. Bonnerue 1995,

(62) For the 816-7 Aachen synods, see the Corpus Consuctudinum Monasticarum, 433-563. For a summary of

: “their precepts and results, see Horn 1979, 20-21.
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details. of communion, are absent.”” That is, the form, placement, or in the case of the
fourth- and fifth-century texts, even the need for a special ‘monastic’ church building,

. temain largely unstated. - _

- The texis are cven less forthcoming on the ordering of physical life: Augustine and
Caesarius provide great detail on clothing and its distribution, Benedict and the Regula
Magistri are similarly preoceupied with food supply, cooking, the ordering of beds and
prescriptions for bedtime clothing, but in general, the images of lived experience are
sporadic.” In Augustine, the few moments of detailed material prescription are framed
by references to the specific strife which made his interference in this female community
necessary, while in Benedict and the Regula Magisiri, they are framed by metaphorical
connotations that ultimately diminish the specific prescriptive force of the detail®
Through such scriptural framing devices, the bed arrangements, nighttime clothing or the
qualifications of the cellarer hecome physical ciphers for the authority of the abbot, the
alertness of the spiritual mind, or theologies of shared property.

Even imposed material equality often remains an elusive ideal % Augustine insists that
those from different backgrounds cannot be expected to endure the same material con
ditions immediately — the weakness of the wealthy will be visible in their better material
conditions — an injunction picked up by Benedict." When the local poor had the temerity
to build huts in the middle of Paulinus’ fine marble peristyle at Nola, God saw fit to burn
them down for the eyesore that they were — the hierarchies of material excellence were not
lightly to be trammeled.® The continued tensions produced by material inequality hurk
similarly behind accounts of the revolt of nuns against their superior at Radegund’s Saint-
Croix.%

The notion of separation from the world, spatial and gendered, was likewise highly
regional, slow in developing, and framed in contestation with a long tradition of its oppo-
site. As Leslie Dossey has argued in this volume, fourth-century North African urban
ascetics defined the challenge of their calling precisely through their non enclosedness —
their proximity and embrace of crowded martyr cults, their urban location, and their
sharing of church space with both genders. The wandering morks and nuns, monastic
couples and other ‘undesirables’ that appear in Augustine’s (and Benedict’s) later injunc-
tions not only allude to the diversity of ascetic practice throughout our period, but frame
those very injunctions to correct practice in terms of that heterogeneity.” Walled enclo-
sures, as Hendrik Dey has noted, were not a commeon part of fourth- and fifth-century

(63) Augustine, Ep. 211.7; Reg. Mag. 26-58; Reg. Ben. 9-20. Caesarius of Arles, Reg. ad Vag. 36, 44, 45, 50,
59, 66-70. See also Dossey in this volume. :

(64} Augustine, Ep. 12; Cacsarius of Arles, Reg. Vig. 28, 44, 46, 33, 60; RB 31, 35, 39-40; RM 29.2;
11.109-21. ‘

{65) Cf Caldwell 1991,

(66) See Caner 2008,

(67) Augustine, Ep. 211.9.

(68) Paulinus of Nola, Carm. 28.

(69} Gregory of Tours, Hist. Frane. 9.36-43; 10.14-17, 20,

{70) Augustine Ep. 13%.2 and 18* 3 Reg Ben, 1; Reg Mag. 1. See also Dossey’s contribution to this volume.
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ascetic practice or discourse, and even the sixth-century authors such as Benedict and
Claesarius who describe such enclosures as normative do so in language which is often
as metaphorical as it is descriptive, invoking the need for autarchy, spiritual excelience

and chastity.” The absence of any convincing evidence for perimeter walls or an inward-
looking cloister even in marny ninth-century Benedictine monasteries like San Vincenzo al
the inevitable march towards separation and standard-

Volturno, highlight how misleading
ization conveyed by these texts might be for understanding practice on the ground.” In

general, then, the notions of physical enclosure and separation were neither consistently
invoked, nor straightforward in their meaning.

If we thus read our late antique texts not as normative, but as invocative, we are forced
to imagine a far more nebulous material context for early ascetic experience. It is far {rom
clear, for instance, that ascetic communities required a church with archaeologically-visible
liturgical equipment. It is far from clear that they lived in egalitarian accommodations —
indeed, one gets the sense from Augustine’s rules and Paulinus’ poems that social hierar-
chies and wealth inequalities were still expressed. It is wholly unclear that such commu-
nities, even in the sixth and seventh centuries, required walls or other devices to separate
them from the world and even genderseparation secms to have remained a goal, not a
prerequisite.
In short, one possible reason that we have failed to find an archaeological link between
houses and monasteries, or even an archaeology of late antique monasticism, is that we
have been overly, and erroneously preoccupied with symptoms of order. Order — both litur-
gical and communal — and distinctness — particularly from the non-monastic world — are
signposts of monastic identity in the early Middle Ages. That they were in late antiquity,
however, is far from clear. Thus, the material checklists which late antique archaeologists

have unconsciousty adopted in their search for house-monasteries, or for monasteries in

general, run the risk of being overly narrow and exclusive.

Asceticism and domestic life in late antiquaty

Over two decades ago, Colin Renfew framed a now-canonical checklist for an archae-
ology of cult practice.” At the top of the list were material signs of specialness and con-
sistency andjor repetition. Our search, focused on signs of order and separateness, has
been similarly oriented, and, as the critiques of Renfew’s checklist have warned, may have
run aground atop these very criteria.* What is harder to dismiss is Refrew’s insistence
that ‘an archaeology of cult, or, in our case, ‘an archaeology of monasticism,’ be dis-
tinctive, different from other categories of material culture. The category ‘archaeology of

monasticism’ need not demand a material culture defined by churches, egalitarian habita-

tion, same-gender communities and the like, but it does demand a distinguishable material

(71) Cf Bonnerue 1995, 58-61; Dey 2004 who read these metaphorical injunctions as rooted in a physical
reality.

(72) Cf. Dey 2004; Dunn 2000, 56-58.

(73) Renfrew 1985.

{(74) Insoll 2004,
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Fig. 10 — Lullingstone. Plan of vifla with church area shaded
{after Neal 1991, p. 26).

culture of some kind, distinct from other kinds of material cultures, Difference, in other
words, is the sine gua non not simply of a scholarly topos, but of the whole notion that
late antique ascetics lived ‘differently’ from non-ascetics. If we Jettison our restrictive early
medieval assumptions and examine the evidence with a more flexible eye, can we locate
such a distinct archaeology ?

We might begin first by assuming that at least some of our contemporary texts are reli-
able indicators of previous ascetic occupation, and thus that the sites associated with those
texts probably hosted ascetic communities. Is there anything about their material culture
that is distinctive compared to other kinds of sites?

It turns out to be difficult, if not impossible, to find any distinctive characteristics
among those sites that are not shared with other late antique domestic sites. Churches,
chapels, mausolea or other liturgical installations Juxtaposed with contemporary habita-
tions appear in a whole variety of rural sites. They can be found in or near rural ‘villages’
like Roc de Pampelune in Languedoc, where they served proto-parish functions. They

. appear in or near elite villas like Lullingstone in England (fig. 10) where a small church
complex was built at one side of a residence over an carlier basement/shrine.”” Circuit
walls also appear in sites of all kinds— from the pseudo-fortifications of some late fourth-
century villas to elevated villages like Roc de Pampelune.”® The spatial arrangements in
our textually-attested monasteries — equally-sized rooms, unequally-sized rooms, huts and
caves — can also be identified in a whole range of different types of sites: villas like Séviac
in Aquitaine (fig. 1 1) or Ramiére on the Rhone and urban domus like those of the Moreiria
in Mérida, saw the rooms and porticos around their peristyles subdivided into smaller,

{75} On Roc de Pampelune, Schneider 2001; . 2005; on Lullingstone, Meates ef al. 1987 ; on the con-

text of rural churches generally, see the essays in Fixot and Zadora-Rio 1989; Pergola 1999; Brogiolo 2003,
Delaplace 2005 ; Bowes 2008,

(76) On ‘fortified’ villas, see

Duval 1986h; Chavarria 2007; on the fortification of elevated sites, Schneider
2005; Brogiolo 1994.
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more inward-Jooking units.”” Multiple hearths and shared wells often suggest the presence
of muitiple families sharing common space. At Roc de Pampelune, a common building
module was used to build most of the site’s tiny habitations, while at Diaporit, the excava-
tors were understandably torn between a monastic and pilgrim hostel-oriented nterpreta-
tion for communal spaces of bath and portico. At Hippo, on the other hand, the proposed
monastery saw no adjustments to its room arrangements but remained, pagan themed
mosaics and all, as it was before the construction of the basilica. The converse mterpre-
tation, advanced by Thébert — that the “ascetic turn” prompted a more general social
urge towards privacy and thus smaller, more intimate living quarters in all kinds of build-
ings —1s also belied by the near-constant expansion, subdivision and break-up of domestic
space with each generation, a phenomenon not limited to late antiguity but visible in the
houses of Pompeii and the villas of the high empire.” Many of the sites in question show
an impoverishment of material wealth during the ‘monastic’ phase of occupation: this is
likewise hardly distinctive. At Subiaco, where there seems every chance of a Benedictine
resettlement of the Neronian villa, the rude floors, the local ceramics, the fragile mural
modifications to extant structures are indistinguishable from ‘transformed’ villas like Séviac
or Monte Gelato which undergo the same process, and indeed, from the proposed non-
monastic agglomerations in the other Neronian nuclei.” Even the ready-made space of
caves, with and without what appear to be ritual installations, became again preferred
spaces of late antique habitation in certain regions: parts of Sicily, Calabria, Catalunya,
Lombardy, and Languedoc.*” Thus, with our current state of knowledge, we cannot locate
in our textually-identified ascetic sites any characteristics which can be said to be distinct
or different from the range of late antique sites without such attributions.

Even if we jettison the texts and look beyond the corpus of traditionally-attributed
sites, we find ourselves in the same dilemma. Lullingstone villa is not typically considered
an ascetic project,”’ but it has many potentially suggestive elements: its small ‘chapel’ had
10 permanent ritual installations and its frescoes cannot be made to yield any cominon
biblical narratives. Rather, the whole side of the villa dedicated to Christian use CONVEYS
the sense of a highly personalized project; the rows of praying figures, chi-rtho images, the
possible continuation of devotions in an earlier familial cellar shrine, describe intense state-
ments of faith combined with ritual flexibility. Yet as much as this material image might
match a kind of Sulpician or Paulinian ascetic habit, we must also admit that it could Just
as well describe a non-ascetic British landowner, practicing his faith in a province with
very little episcopal supervision and very much according to his own dictates.

(77) Séviac: Balmelle 2001, 121-2; Ramiére: Barberan ef al. 2002 ; Morcirfa: Alba Calzado 1999; various
interpretations of subdivision in general: Ellis 1988; Lewit 2003 ; Bowes and Gutteridge 2005,

{78) Bowes 2010, :

{79) On Monte Gelato: Potter and King 1997, On impoverishment of material culture, Ward Perkins
2005.

(80) Blake 2004; Cuteri 1994; Navarro Sdcz 1999; Brogiole an Ibsen in this volume; Raynaud 1988,
respectively. . -

(81} Exceptions: Morris 1989, 97; Dunn 2007, 677.
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.. The lesson from all these sites is not that their monastic or non-monastic attributions
- ought to be challenged. It is rather that late antique dornestic sites of all kinds, from villas
and houses to proto-villages and caves, do not lend themselves easily to taxonomies of any
kind.®? Even the most basic types of functional distinctions are belied by a broad base of
shared, rather than exclusive, characteristics — the proliferation of churches, the subdivision
of space, the general impoverishment of material culture beginning in the later fifth cen-
tury. As even a careful, {otalizing archaeological inquiry like that employed at Flixborough
nakes us aware, efforts to categorize sitcs by their monastic function run against the grain
of a material culture in which form and objects do not readily indicate such function.

I would argue that it is not simply the coarse tools of archaeology that are to blame.*
That is, the absence of an archacology of monasticism Is not due to bad digging or insuf-
ficient data. Rather, the non-correspondence between form and site-function reflects a real
‘democratization’ of material culture in the Jate antique West, particularly after the mid-
fifth century and particalarly in the domestic sphere, in which distinctions of wealth, class,
and social and familial structure increasingly lacked specific material footprints.** We have
difficulty labeling all sites, not just ascetic ones, because the physical and the spatial were
ceasing to be the most Important signifiers of social distinction. We have not located the
archaeology of late antique monasticism, in short, because no such particularized archae-
ology existed.

Indeed, more nuanced readings of texts outside the early monastic ‘canon’ have already
pointed toward similar conclusions. As new work on texts as diverse as the Apocryphal Acts
to the vilae of holy men and women have made clear, the ideological construction of Jate
antique monasticism and monastic communities was often deeply rooted in domestic foot-
ings.” Calls for the rejection of blood-family ties and property were paralleled by equally
strong claims for the maintenance of celibate households composed of both sexes, and
the carcful stewardship of property.” As a new book on Christian Rome argues, the dis-
course of houschold and estate management was central to late antique Christan com-
munities of all kinds, from the Roman papacy and its administrative apparatus to ascetic
groups.®” Even the Rule of the Moaster relied on the image of the household to mvoke the
ideally-managed monastic life.® This discursive bond between households — traditional,
clerical and ascetic — scems to have had spatial manifestations as well. For instance, with
increasing calls for clerical celibacy and an increasingly popular career path from monk to
bishop, clerical households also readily overlapped with ascetic communities. The episco-
pium ot domus ecclesiae adjacent to cathedrals often also served as a monasterium.® Even the
innermost rooms of the house, the cubucula, were simultaneously distrusted as spaces of

(82) E.g. Bowes 2007; Schneider 2005 on urban/rural and villajvillage/castrum distinctions, respectively.
{83) Cif. Gahallero Zoreda 2005, 120-1; Moreno Martin 2009b. ‘

(84) Cf. Bowes and Gutteridge 2005.

(85) Jacobs 2003; Jacobs and Krawiec 2003b: Krawiec 2003; Rousseau 2005.

(86) Trout 1999, 133-58; Bartet; 2001 ; Cooper 2007

(87) Sessa forthcoming, Thanks to the author for sharing her work before publication,

{88) RM 11.16-35.

(89) On the latter site and the problem generally, see Moreno Martin 200%.
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sexual activity and praised as supersites of ascetic retreat.® Just as the same domestic
spaces might accommodate a variety of group identities, individuals might live out a variety
of different hfe-identifies in the same houses: Gregory the Great’s Sicilian correspondent
Venantius spent his early adulthood living an ascetic life in his Syracusan demus. Later
abandoning the ascetic vocation, he married a local noblewoman, managed her properties
and served imperial interests in Sicily.”! Gregory’s own house on the Caelian would have
likewise witnessed his own transformation from urban prefect to monk to bishop. Further-
more, fourth- through sixth-century ascetic ‘households’ were often allied, spiritually as
well as physically, with martyr shrines: making distinctions between the heterogeneous,
seamy crowds of pilgrims and local ascetics was as troublesome for late anfique people,
particularly bishops, as it is for the excavators of sites like Diaporit or Parc Clentral %
Thus, I would suggest that ascetic practice in late antiquity took place in a world physi-
cally indistinguishable, certainly to us and perhaps to its contemporaries, from everyday
life. “That is, we should imagine that a visitor to Augustine’s Hippo, Paulinus’ Nola, or
even Benedict's Montecassino would encounter a physical world that looked very much
something he or she encountered regularly — a house, a villa, a cave, a village. The types
of spaces inhabited by ascetics, their spatial layouts, the wealth or poverty of their material
culture, in many cases their gendered make-up — none of these would have set these com-
munities apart, and none would have communicated ascetic belonging and identity.

Maierial, interpretation and identity -

‘The implications of this proposition are two-fold. The writings on late antique asceti-
cism arc preoccupied with the ascetic’s physical world: Augustine worried over glances
and touches exchanged in crowded basilicas; Paulinus reprimanded Sulpicius for failing
to trade his silver serving platters for wooden ones; Benedict prescribed single-beds for his
monks.” Materiality and space are immensely important categories of late antique ascetic
thought, and if our narrow band of writings are any indication of a broader mentalite, late
antique ascetics of all kinds looked keenly at the objects and spaces of their world, alert to
their form and meaning,®

At the same time, we are confronted with a seemingly unbridgeable gap between thing
and word, between physical praxis and hermeneutic practice. This dissonance is apparent
not only in the general gap between a particularized ascetic textual discourse and homoge-
neous material culture, but also in the gap of known lifeways and textual discourse which
seems to clide, or even contradict those lifeways. The villas of later fourth- and fifth-cen-
tury Gaul, like Chiragan with its great sculpture collection, or Sevidc with its acres of
mosaics and multiple baths and reception rooms, stand resolutely against local landowner-

(90) Sessa 2007.

(91) Gregory, Fp. 1.33, 9:232; 9:236; 11 :25; 11:59. See also Sessa forthcoming,
(92) See Caner 2002,

{93) Augustine, Ep. 211.10; Paulinus of Nola, Ep. 5.20; RB 22;

(34) See Markus 1990, 61; Keily 2004; Conybeare 2000; Krawiec 2009.
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cum-ascetics like Sulpicius’ portrayals of physical denial® Just so, the resolutely perme-
able spaces of late Roman domus and the impossibility of segregating sexes In any ancient
© domestic spaces seem to give the lié to descriptions of seclusion or hermetically-sealed
single-sex environments.® We are tempted to assume that ascetic men and women could
not live in such surroundings, to identify ‘poorer’ OT ‘subdivided’ houses as their ascetic
Jairs, or to simply shrug off the texts as mere fantasies.

There are always, I would suggest, potential gaps between seeing and writing, between
the object in the world and its ascribed meaning. We must be careful, in other words,
not to read words about things as reflections or stand-ins for the things themselves. If,
as 1 have suggested here, the physical world of the ascetic resembled very much that of
his or her non-ascetic neighbors, and if textual discourse rarely maiches physical reality,
the gap itsell should draw our attention. It was precisely the interpretation of this world,
the meanings attributed to space and thing, which defined ascetic belonging. Indeed, the
things themselves — the layout of bedrooms, the boundaries between monastery and sae-
culum, the liturgical equipment of the church — were ultimately obviated by an interpretive
gaze that rendered them gransparent.”’” It was hermencutic, not material, that helped pro-

duce ascetic identity.

Interpretation, then, would have had a particularly weighty job. For a late antique

ascetic could not rely on walls, cloister, or refectory, or even physical divisions between the

sexes or separation from the world, to lend physical confirmation of his/her ascetic voca-

tion. Even an ascetic’s clothes, their most outward physical badge of difference, were frail

distinctions, for symbols of poverty might be misleading, the assumed get-up of a fraud or

the boastful garb of a prideful mind.® Interpretation, thoughts, and above all words, were

the stuff that transformed the common clay of a shared material culture into a spirituahty

of renunciation. The authority behind those interpretations, the character of the mter-

preter, and his or her theological pedigree were thus of no small import, for it was upon

that bedrock that the legitimacy of such interpretations rested.”

The urgency of the fourth- through sixth-century debates and prescriptions Over cor-
rect ascetic space and material, richly described in this volume, thus appear in an even
stronger, if somewhat different light than we are perhaps accustomed to see them. Augus-
ine’s and Caesarius of Arles’ struggle to create distinctly gendered spaces within the crush
of urban life; the Galician efforts to separate the world of the house from that of the
monastery; the constant worry over the ascetic without a physical address: this avalanche
of worry over the ascetic physis rumbled through a landscape almost wholly lacking the
physical distinctions of gender, of community and increasingly, of wealth, that so preoc
cupied ascetic thinkers. In a world in which material culture provided no clear markers of

(95) For a summary of the debate, see Balmelle 2001 ; Percival 1997a.

(96) On sexual segregation in the Roman domus, see Wallace-Hadrill 1996.

(97} Cf. Conyheare 2000 on Paulinus’ tendency to see through the thing to the sym
1995 on late antique ‘seeing’ in general.

(98) Krawiec 2009; Harlow 2007.

{99) On reading authority in ascetic texts, Leyser 2000; Clark 1999.

hol beyond; Elsner
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spiritual dedication, it was urgently important to get the meaning of things right, to craft
the correct spectacles with which to transtorm an otherwise undistinguished material world
so that it appeared in sharp, particularized relief. The flurry of ascetic texts that hinger on
the physical world, and on domestic space, do so not to describe it, but to transform it.

Finally, and by way of conclusion, if late antiquity had no distinct ascetic material
culture, the monastic archacology of the late-eighth and ecarly-ninth centuries represents
not so much an evolution as a revolution. The archacology of seventh- and early-eighth-
century monasteries is almost as undistinguished as that of late antiquity.’® It is only in the
very late eighth century and above all the first decades of the ninth century that the begin-
nings of a particularized ‘monastic archaeology’ appear. Its birthplace is almost certainly
in the Carolingtan north and the reforms spurred by Benedict of Aniane, while its most
complete excavated expression remains the remarkable site at San Vincenzo al Volturno. !
Here one finally finds a distinetly monastic world — of distinct buildings for distinct func-
tions, of careful partitioning of monastic from lay space through long corridors, of rigorous
cgalitarianism reinforced through communal spaces of refectory and dormitory.'™ As the
carcful stratigraphy of that site shows, there is no continuity between the monastery and
the late antique wreus that preceded it, and even the early eighth-century monastic phase,
with its two tiny churches, has yet to reveal anything that anticipates the utterly distinct
late-eighth and early-ninth-century plan.'® Yet even here, despite San Vincenzo’s resem-
blance to the ‘normative’ St. Gall Plan, the monastery remains very much a local product
of local patronage relationships. As such, it reveals that even with the beginnings of a
genuine monastic archaeology in the late-eighth century, variety continued to be as notable
as standardization.'™ As the smaller monastic foundations of that period begin to come to
light, the frailty of even this more specifically ‘monastic’ archaeology will doubtless become
still more apparent.
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