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What effect did Christianity have on the traditional religious belief systems of Britain: How did these traditional practices survive in late 4th Century, and to what extent did these beliefs and practices continue into the 5th century AD onwards?


Abstract: 

The fourth century marks a clear turning point in the Christianisation of the Roman Empire and the shift from traditional ‘pagan’ belief systems, to those of Christian faith, whether orthodox, Arian, or Pelagian. This conversion is well noted, however, the change in belief was a lengthy process that continued throughout the fourth into the fifth and even sixth century. 
Salway (1993) argues that Britain, until 410 AD, largely lacked the urban centres within which Christianity thrived. This leaves much speculation as to the extent of survival of traditional beliefs and practices.

This research will explore records of temple and villa architecture, sites of reverence and evidence of ritual practices ranging from sacrificial remains to literary folklore; and further critically evaluate this evidence against a scarcity of Christian sites during the fourth century AD.  For example, sites of traditional worship such as Lydney, Uley, Lamyatt Beacon, and Witham (Ivy Chimneys) will be examined through the lens of archaeological evidence, in order to ascertain the effect upon traditional religious beliefs that the conversion to Christianity had.  
 
According to Green (1983), there is a paucity of information for Christianity in Britain with very little evidence for Christian worship, not least Christian communities.  Apart from literary mentions by Christians of Christian Martyrs and later Bishops in Britain, scholars continue to debate the size of these communities. In contrast to these urban communities, the elite villas display various Christian and ‘pagan’ symbolic icons in frescos, and evidence of worship within dedicated spaces in these villa structures. 

 Scholars such as Watts (2002), Salway (1993), Frend (1992) and Green (1983) comment on the sparse evidence for conversion among the average population, suggesting that Christianity may have been a minority belief until the fifth century. However, one must be wary to posit absence of evidence as evidence of absence.   

This lack of Christian belief in Britain comes in stark contrast to a large amount of archaeological evidence supporting the survival of traditional Romano-Celtic worship. It is the Romano-Celtic style of worship which appears to have the greatest longevity. When compared with temples to various imported Eastern cults, such as those dedicated to Mithras being abandoned or rededicated to other deities during the mid-fourth century. This makes logical sense in that the Romano-Celtic beliefs had their origins predating the Roman Conquest and were already deeply entrenched in the culture of the Province. This kind of worship can be clearly seen with the building and refurbishment of temple complexes dedicated to Romano-Celtic deities until the end of the fourth century. This supports the thesis that traditional practices continued until, at least the very end of the Roman period until 410 AD. Finds such as curse tablets, grave goods and various objects found in hordes, provide further physical evidence. This is supplemented by literary and orally derived folklore from the medieval period which contain various links to Britain’s ‘pagan’ past, further supporting the argument for the continuation of traditional beliefs.

Therefore, in fourth century Britain, traditional belief appears to be much stronger than other provinces of the Empire. Evidence exists of continued ‘pagan’ belief throughout the period; and whilst seemingly ending during the fifth century, this may not have been the case. Henig (1984) emphasises that the inverse is true for Christianity, in that little evidence for Christianity is visible during the fourth century, other than in textual references. However, by the fifth century, whilst Christianity dominates the historical narrative, one must not rule out the continuation of traditional beliefs and practices. 
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