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Durocortorum and the Remi’s territory: 
Dynamics and Evolution of the Economic Relationships 

between a Roman Provincial Capital City and its territory

Marion Dessaint

In the last fifteen years, the numerous commercial excavations in Champagne-Ardenne 
have brought new insights into land use in the Remi’s territory and its central civitas, 
the capital of Gallia Belgica: Durocortorum (Reims). Today, a comprehensive survey of 
rural settlements in the area, mainly carried out as part of a PhD project on the Remi’s 
territory between the 3rd century BC and 6th century AD, provides further details on the 
human and economic relations between town and country. In addition to the spatial 
approach, faunal and carpological studies of rural settlements allow us to make as-
sumptions about the economic dynamics that spurred both Durocortorum and the Remi 
area. What kind of connections may exist between the provincial capital and the Remi’s 
territory? Can we determine whether products from the Reims area were destined for 
the city and/or vice versa? Is there a link between the spatial organisation of the terri-
tory and the economic relations in the urban/rural system?

The Remi’s territory: Background and Data

The Remi territory extends over the present-day departments of Ardennes, Aisne and 
Marne in northeastern France (Fig. 1). The first evidence of the presence of the Remi 
tribe in this area dates back to the mid-2nd century BC. At this time, their territory is 
organised around seven oppida, i.e. fortified settlements.1 In the 1st century BC, the 
Remi began to coexist with the Romans, a people who already had some relations with 
them, especially through trade. The oppidum of Reims also dates from this period. Part 
of its enclosure was discovered in the early 1990s by Agnès Balmelle.2 After the Gallic 
Wars and the later organisation of the Roman Empire, Reims became the capital of 
Gallia Belgica and took the name Durocortorum. The city was rebuilt according to typ-
ical Roman architecture and organised according to a grid pattern.3 In Late Antiquity, 
Gallia Belgica was divided into two parts and Reims became the capital of the previous 
province, which was therefore called Belgica Secunda. From the Middle Ages onwards 
(5th century AD), Germanic tribes and “foederati” eventually settled in this latter prov-
ince, in particular the Franks, who began to administer the province.4

In this area, an inventory of all sites discovered either by commercial and archae-
ological research, or by unexpected finds, allows the study of more than 4000 sites, of 
which 626 are rural settlements (Fig. 1). The sites studied are presented in two main 
types of documentation. First, the “Carte Archéologique”, literally an archaeological 
map of Gaul, covering 3302 sites and listing and locating ancient discoveries, unexpected 
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finds, and most results of aerial archaeology and ground surveys. Second, commercial 
excavation reports and academic research that provide more detailed information, such 
as debated dating and specialised studies. There are currently 749 excavations listed in 
the corresponding database. Moreover, these two documentations are very different 
but still compatible: the information from the “Carte Archéologique” is not exhaustive 
but provides details on areas not very well described by commercial excavations, while 
the information from excavation reports provides precise data on dating, type of site 
and archaeological material (Dessaint, 2019). Nevertheless, only the rural settlements 
for which meaningful information is available are considered in this study (Fig. 1). In 
order to analyse the relations between Reims and its territory, this article presents, on 
the one hand, carpological studies from storage structure and, on the other hand, zoo-
archaeological studies on food habits and livestock breeding.

In the Remi area, the activities of the existing rural settlements are mainly concen-
trated in the production of cereals and livestock; the attached maps show the predomi-
nant distribution of species in each location5.

Fig. 1: Rural settlements excavations on the Remi’s territory between the c. 3rd B.C. and 
the c. 6th A.D. (GIS: M. Dessaint).
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The Development of Agropastoral Practices in Reims and Its Environs 
between the La tène Period and the Beginning of the Early Middle Ages

La tène Period
Carpological investigations have shown that hulled barley was the main cereal in the 
Remi area from the Early Iron Age to the Late Iron Age (Fig. 2). This result confirms 
the initial observations of V. Zech-Matterne, not only for the Remi area, but also for a 
large part of the northeast of Gaul.6 Moreover, the production of hulled barley in the 
Reims area is the same as in the rest of the Remi’s territory and it does not seem that 
the Reims hinterland has a production reserved only for the capital. Nevertheless, the 
lack of data does not allow us to draw conclusions about consumption patterns within 
the city, even if it is generally known that bread wheat production was developed in 
northern Gaul at the end of the La Tène period.7 Therefore, the data collected for the 
Remi area in general show a clear difference with the results obtained in the north of 
Gaul, particularly in Île-de-France.

Zooarchaeological data give us information about the dietary habits during the La 
Tène period. Thus, since the Early Iron Age, the keeping of caprine animal, mostly 
sheep, dominated the Remi territory. From the Middle Iron Age and even more so in the 
Late Iron Age, cattle were the most common animal species, ahead of caprine animal 
(Fig. 2). The latter were more often used for wool production than for meat production, 
and even some ancient authors, such as Strabo, mentioned the production of clothing 
from Belgian livestock exported to Rome.8 They also pointed out the importance of live-
stock in the Belgian cities. The zooarcheological data studied in the Remi territory and 
around Reims seem to confirmed this specialization in the production of caprine animal, 
while cattle are less represented. The latter were certainly used mainly for their strength 
in field work and other products such as milk. Finally, as far as the city of Reims is con-
cerned, there is not much more information on the consumption habits of the inhab-
itants for this period, which explains why it is impossible to compare the city with all 
the observations made on the Remi territory and the surrounding countryside.

Roman Period
Much more data is available for this period, especially on consumption habits in the cap-
ital of the Roman province: archaeological artefacts and bioarchaeological data found 
in Reims are documented in a review by Pierre Mathelart, Véronique Zech-Matterne, 
Ginette Auxiette and Alessio Bandelli.9

In the 1st century BC there was a diversification of cereals with the beginning of the 
cultivation of einkorn wheat at two sites near Charleville-Mezières. In the following 
centuries, new cereal species appeared such as spelt and gradually, in the 3rd century 
AD, bread wheat (Fig. 3). Nevertheless, hulled barley is the most common cereal until 
the beginning of the 3rd century AD. The map of the rural settlements show that this 
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crop was very specific to the “plaine crayeuse” (chalk plain), while the northern part of 
the Remi area has a greater diversity of species (Fig. 3). The nature of the soils may have 
an influence on this distribution: for example, the soils in the Marne department are 
better suited to the cultivation of hulled barley. Moreover, the topography of this area 
(plain) is more suitable for agricultural and pastoral activities than the Ardennes with 
its hilly and wooded landscape.

Fig. 2: Changes in cereal and meat productions during the La Tène period and cereal 
producers’ spatial distribution in rural settlements during the Late Iron Age (GIS and 

CAD: M. Dessaint).



549Durocortorum and the Remi’s Territory

Fig. 3: Most represented cereal type in rural settlements during the Roman Period and 
spatial distribution of cereal producers in rural settlements during the c. 1st A.D. (GIS 

and CAD: M. Dessaint).
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However, within the capital and in the north-east of Gaul, the situation is different. 
Indeed, excavations within the city have uncovered stocks of bread wheat and burnt 
breads, probably imported by river or land routes.10 Bread suggests the presence of 
bread wheat crops, which are not observed in the studied area, neither in the rural set-
tlements around Reims nor in the Remi area. In northeastern Gaul, bread wheat (spelt) 
is also widely cultivated, perhaps to feed the Roman Limes.11

In the 1st century BC, there was a diversification of species that led to an overproduc-
tion of cattle and caprine animals at the expense of pig production (Fig. 4). While cattle 
were generally selected for their strength and secondary products, sheep were probably 
used for wool production. In addition, there are remains of pigs throughout the period. 
Studies of slaughter ages show that very young animals, or even piglets, were con-
sumed. So it seems that pigs were bred to produce good quality meat for consumption. 
In Reims, pigs were more present from the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD and were associated 
with city dwellers, as they were mainly found in the wealthy neighbourhoods of the 
capital.12 Therefore, we can establish a link between Reims and its hinterland, consid-
ering that the latter could have produced pork meat to supply the capital.

During the High Roman Empire, more precisely in the 1st and 2nd centuries AD, a third 
type of production existed in the countryside of Reims: seven sites revealed planting pit 
in the vicinity of the city. They have been interpreted like orchards.13 Nevertheless, it is 
still impossible to precise the real nature of this structures. Indeed, they did not reaveal 
carpological remains. Their form could correspond to planting pits for orchard or vines. 
In the city of Reims, many varieties of fruit have been found during excavations (such as 

Fig. 4: Most represented type of animal in rural settlements during the Roman Period 
(CAD: M. Dessaint).
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melon, peach or even fig), but they were certainly imported and not grown on the Remi 
territory. Several varieties such as plum, medlar and blackberry were also identified and 
could have come from a regional production.14 No planting pit was found anywhere in 
the Remi area, so, even if it is impossible to precise the nature of this production, we can 
assume that it could be a specificity of the production system near Reims.

Finally, during the High Roman Empire we observe a diversification of the species 
cultivated, both in cereals, with bread wheat, and in animals. Links can be done between 
the production in the hinterland of Reims and the habits consumption inside the capital.

At the beginning of Late Antiquity, more precisely at the end of the 3rd century AD, 
the data show a real evolution through a change in agropastoral practises. From the 
3rd century AD, the production of hulled barley declined and was replaced by bread 
wheat, which dominated the plaine crayeuse, in particular the valleys of the Marne and 
the Aisne (Fig. 5). These results are more in line with those found in Reims at this time 
and during the High Roman Empire. It is quite possible that the localities around Reims 
adapted their productions to the demand for bread wheat. The late arrival of this cereal 

Fig. 5: Cereal producers’ distribution in rural settlements during the c. 3rd A.D. (GIS: 
M. Dessaint).



552 Marion Dessaint

on the Remi’s territory and around the capital could be explained by the nature of the 
soils, which were not initially favourable for the development of bread wheat, unlike 
hulled barley. In a review, experts assumed that the presence of bread wheat around 
the capital was possible thanks to the supply of manure and azote soil conditioner from 
the latrines city.15

The zooarchaeological data have not changed much: cattle and caprine animal are 
still strongly represented, while pigs are found only in the outskirts of Reims. The latter 
were probably produced for export to the city, proving the close ties between Reims and 
its surrounding countryside.

For the High Middle Ages, changes in agropastoral practices can be detected, espe-
cially in grain production with the end of bread wheat cultivation. In fact, we have in-
formation on only two sites and both indicate the cultivation of a new cereal, oats, with 
no sign of the continuation of hulled barley or wheat production. Animal production 
shows the end of caprine animal farming in the 5th century AD, and by the 6th cen-
tury AD only cattle were being raised. These results show a real change in agropastoral 
practices. However, since there are no finds from this period, no conclusions can be 
drawn about the production in this area and the agropastoral practices.

A comparison of carpological and zooarchaeological data from rural settlements of 
the Remi territory and excavations within the city sheds light on some aspects of the 
existing relations between the capital of a Roman province and its surrounding coun-
tryside. Moreover, it is necessary to carry out a spatial analysis of the distribution of 
rural settlements in this territory. The comparison with the capital allows to understand 
the influence of the provincial capital on the foundation of rural settlements, which 
were main actors in the economic relations with Durocortorum.

Rural Settlements: Form, Structures and Spatial Distribution 
during the Roman Period

As we can see from the spatial distribution of the rural settlements, the sites are located 
near the main water or land routes (Fig. 6). This mention underlines the importance of 
the rivers Marne and Meuse for the supply management. Indeed, part of the rural set-
tlements are located along these two main valleys and the other part is mainly located 
near a secondary waterway or land route leading to a main road. In the plain of Reims, 
most of the rural settlements are located less than 1 km from a main road or a navi-
gable waterway. In addition, numerous amphorae were found in these rural settlements, 
particularly amphorae carrying wine from Italy (Dressel 1), oil from Hispania Baetica 
(Dressel 20), and amphorae from the province of Narbonne (Fig. 6). These artefacts 
indicate long-distance trade and probably supplies from Reims itself. It is therefore pos-
sible that a part of the production of these rural settlements was exported to the capital 
or to other urban centres.
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We may also point out the distribution of the sites around Reims. From the Middle 
Iron Age onwards, the number of rural settlements within 5 km of the city increased 
steadily (Fig. 7). Of course, this distribution is distorted due to the location of the ex-
cavations. However, it shows the development of the city and the need for food, which 
was met by importing products from the countryside surrounding Reims.16 In Charle-
ville-Mezières, we can observe the same distribution from the end of the La Tène period. 
Indeed, from the Late Iron Age onwards, we can assume that many rural settlements 
were built on the outskirts of Reims to supply the city with cereals and livestock. This 
“nourishing belt” around Reims was present until the end of the Roman period, sup-
plying the capital as well as other important towns such as Charleville-Mézières.

However, the question arises as to the methods of storing these foods, especially 
cereals. In the vicinity of Reims there are a large number of rural settlements devoted 
to agricultural activity, but in comparison with the rest of the Remi area they are all of 
modest size. This is true for most sites within 10 km of the Roman capital.17 They were 
organised around a courtyard and did not have comfortable structures such as baths. 

Fig. 6: Rural settlements’ distribution including livestock farming and cereal production 
locations for the Roman Period (GIS and CAD: M. Dessaint).
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Moreover, in the vicinity of Reims, only few sites could be considered as villa. For exam-
ple, we can mention the rural settlement found at Bétheny “sous les Vignes”18 or that of 
Cernay-lès-Reims “Les Petits Didris”.19 This organisation has also been observed around 
other capitals of Gaul, such as Metz in the northeast or even Nîmes in southern France, 
whose excavations in the near vicinity have revealed mainly modest rural settlements.20 
Large rural settlements villae can only be observed in a distant area, far from the capital 
and could indicate that the suburban area of Reims was controlled by the city, with a 
specific organisation.

Modest rural settlements have mainly small storage structures such as cellars and 
granaries. These observations raise the question of how produce could have been stored 
in the Reims area, given the size and number of storage structures per site. In Reims, a 
horreum was excavated on the Maucroix street. It was a linear structure built first on 
posts, then on stone foundations, and has been interpreted as a massive food storage 
site, but without any indication of its nature. It is believed that food from the capital 
and rural settlements was collected here. Archaeologists point out that this horreum 
was located less than 500 m from the city wall and close to a road that led directly 
out of the capital.21 Moreover, in the same excavation, but also in other excavations in 
Reims, grinding tools such as “Pompeii” type grinding wheels were found.22 This type 
of tool testifies to grain processing within the Roman capital and the “Pompeii types” in 
particular indicate an application beyond domestic use.

The sites only with planting pits also illustrate the relationship between Reims and 
its surrounding countryside, as they are all located within 15 km of Reims (Fig. 8). Fur-
thermore, they are all located near main roads, communication with the local capital 
was facilitated. Their geographical distribution could indicate a possible link with the 
market of Reims.

Reims maintained special relations with the territory of the Remi, and especially 
with the adjacent country. This relationship developed over time: at the end of the La 
Tène period, rural settlements multiplied around Reims, then, in the Roman period, a 
“nourishing belt” emerged that remained until the end of Late Antiquity. In the Remi 
area, the location of the settlements seems to be directly linked to supply and export. 
Since Roman times, proximity to the main roads was one of the decisive criteria for the 
choice of location. The development of production in this area highlights the specific 
characteristics of the Remi area and the links between rural and urban centers. Indeed, 
it seems that some local productions (e.g. hulled barley) were not necessarily destined 
only for urban consumption and that, from Late Antiquity onwards, surrounding pro-
duction may have been absorbed and processed by urban markets to be exported or 
consumed locally. The presence of planting pits in the vicinity of Reims attests to both 
the export and consumption of fresh produce from the city’s hinterland.

Specific meat and grain productions illustrate exchanges between rural areas and 
the provincial capital, as well as economic relations with areas outside Remi territory. 
Differences in production in more or less distant rural settlements testify to a specific 
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economic organisation between a capital and its neighbouring area. Nevertheless, it is 
still difficult to understand where these products ultimately went: were they destined 
for export or for local consumption? Grains could be easily stored and exported, while 
meat was more difficult to preserve. A specific study of product quantities might give us 
some more clarity on this question. For now, the proximity between rural settlements 
and main roads might suggest that surplus production could be exported.

notes
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2 Neiss et al. 2015, 167.
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8 González Villaescusa 2010.

9 Mathelart et al. 2014.

10 Sindonino 2016; Zech-Matterne 2014, 37.

11 Zech-Matterne 2014, 37.
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