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Lifting the lid on a Roman secret  - The crème de la crème of history. 

An intact pot of 2,000 year old cream – complete with finger marks – has been found within a remarkable Roman temple complex in Southwark, London.  The rare sealed box, found close to the newly discovered ancient temples was opened this morning at the Museum of London.  The round, metal artefact has a diameter of 6 cm and is 5cm high. It was taken from a Roman drain and appears to have been deliberately hidden – 2,000 years ago.

The discovery was unearthed in mid-July by Pre-Construct Archaeology, which has been working on the 1.2 hectare site for a year.  Managing Director, Garry Brown says: “The conservators at the Museum of London have helped us handle the delicate process of lifting the lid on this rare object and we didn’t know what to expect.  The drain in which it lay may have had ritual significance.  One end seems to end abruptly.  This is an unusual find on a site of enormous importance.  We’re hoping we may yet learn more as we finalise this astonishing excavation!” 

International Consultants EC Harris are handling the archaeology.  Senior Archaeological Consultant at EC Harris, Nansi Rosenberg, says: “This is a find of such rarity – although we don’t yet know whether the cream was medicinal, cosmetic or entirely ritualistic . We’re lucky in London to have a marshy site where the contents of this completely sealed box must have been preserved very quickly – the metal is hardly corroded at all.  To find fingermarks is so very extraordinary – we are literally touching hands with history.”

The religious complex is the first in the capital and one of the most important ever seen in Britain. The site is rare evidence of organised religion in London 2,000 years ago and opens out a previously hidden district of the ancient city. 

Two square, Romano-Celtic temples, have been found, along with a possible guest house all contained within a precinct. The small to medium sized stone temple buildings were about 11m square and date to around the mid 2nd century AD. Between the buildings was a large yard area suitable for mass outdoor gatherings such as worship. 

Three plinths, probably for statuary form the fourth side of the courtyard.  A larger than life bronze finger, a bronze foot and several pieces of stone sculpture are all that is left of the statues that once graced the plinths.  The now famous Tabard inscription, with its dedication to the god Mars Camulos was discovered near the heart of the precinct.  (The relic, one of the most significant finds in 2 decades, shows the most complete naming of London ever to be found.) 

The temple precinct was preceded by a range of clay and timber buildings, dating from around 50AD.

Pre-Construct Archaeology has been working on the 1.2 hectare site for a year. Managing Director, Gary Brown, says: “We are delighted as we expected the area to be mostly agricultural.  Three roads meet here near the river crossing - Watling Street from Dover, Stane St from Chichester and the bridgehead road over the Thames. Shops began lining the roads shortly after the invasion in AD 43 - this was the trading post of frontier London.  Around a hundred years later the picture changes. This area on the edge of Londinium seems to have been set aside for prayers, ceremonies and dedications to the gods.”  
International consultants EC Harris are managing the archaeology.  Senior Archaeological Consultant at EC Harris, Nansi Rosenberg, says: “The site has proved far more exciting than we ever imagined.    The analysis and interpretation of the finds has only just begun and I’ve no doubt there are further discoveries to be made as we piece together the jigsaw puzzle we’ve excavated.  But it already alters our whole perception - Southwark was a major religious focus of the Roman capital!”  

The site is owned by Berkeley Homes whose development, currently called Tabard Square, Long Lane, Southwark SE1, will comprise 521 one-, two- and three-bed residential units partly constructed in a 21 storey tower with around 30% earmarked as affordable housing.  Additionally there will be a 17,000sq ft supermarket and 29,000 sq ft of offices, retail and leisure. The whole development centres around a large new public square of similar size to London’s Leicester Square. 

The build will be around 5 years including significant improvement to road networks. Cost of construction will be in region of £85m. Local community facilities and charities will benefit from planning gain. Southwark Borough Council has agreed planning consent and work is expected to begin on site shortly. 

The developer is paying over £1m for archaeological services. EC Harris has kept the project to timescale and budget, despite the extraordinary turn of events. 

Managing Director of Berkeley Homes, Steve Bangs says: “This is one of the UK’s most important excavation sites and archaeology is one of the most significant elements of planning permission. We choose our experts to take unexpected discoveries into account as early as possible.  It’s the most responsible way forward for a developer and the best way of ensuring we preserve our historic treasures.” 

Bangs adds: “We are thrilled that the name of Berkeley Homes may forever be associated with the origins of London.” 

Southwark Council and Berkeley Homes successfully negotiated time for the archaeological excavation before the start of construction work.  Southwark Council archaeologist, Sarah Gibson, said:  “The results of this dig have been astounding and show the importance of Roman Southwark to the religious, public and commercial life of the capital. The information gathered from excavations such as this allows archaeologists, local planning authorities and developers to make provision for investigations as part of regeneration schemes without having an unplanned impact on construction programmes." 

For more information please contact: Julia Kay – julia@bjmedia.co.uk   mobile 07762 059 858, Nansi Rosenberg, EC Harris 07748 327956, Gary Brown, Pre-Construct Archaeology 020 7732 3925 or Sarah Gibson 020 7525 5448

Pictures are available as jpgs. Please contact EC Harris PR London 0207 387 8431 

Note to Editors 

EC Harris is a leading international consultancy working in the real estate, infrastructure and construction sectors. The firm brings together professional skills, developed processes and information to successfully deliver all aspects of a capital project and its on-going operation. The consultancy can advise on the initial investment through each stage of construction to occupation and day-to-day operations. 

EC Harris has 45 wholly owned offices worldwide employing 2,300 people. Turnover for the Group is £125m per annum. 
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Embargoed until 28th July 2003  10.30 am. 

Lifting the lid on a Roman secret 

The lid is about to be lifted on a rare sealed Roman box, found close to a newly discovered ancient temple complex in Southwark, London.  The round metal box has a diameter of 6 cm and is 5cm high. It was taken from a Roman drain and appears to have been deliberately hidden – 2,000 years ago. 

The discovery was unearthed in mid-July by Pre-Construct Archaeology, which has been working on the 1.2 hectare site for over a year.   Managing Director, Gary Brown, says: “We’ll be handling the delicate process of lifting the lid on this rare object and we just don’t know what we’ll find.  The drain in which it lay may have had ritual significance. One end of seems to end abruptly. This is an unusual find on a site of enormous significance. We’re hoping we may yet learn more as we complete this astonishing excavation!” 

International Consultants EC Harris are managing the archaeology.  Senior Archaeological Consultant at EC Harris, Nansi Rosenberg, says: “In this marshy site a completely sealed box could contain something extremely well- preserved. It has been secreted inside a timber-lined drainage ditch, along with complete pottery vessels, leather shoes and a wooden cup.  The ditch has been deliberately dismantled and filled in.    Maybe something valuable was hidden away for safe-keeping or as an offering to the gods - and concealed for two millennia.” 

The find is only metres south of a newly uncovered Romano Celtic temple complex, which marks a previously hidden ancient religious district of the capital. The site is the first major evidence of organised religion in Roman London to be uncovered for 50 years. Two square, Romano Celtic temples, have been found, along with a possible guest house. The small to medium sized stone temple buildings were about 11m square and date around the mid 2nd century AD. 

Three plinths, probably for statuary form the fourth side of the courtyard.  A larger than life bronze finger, a bronze foot and several pieces of stone sculpture are all that is left of the statues that once graced the plinths.  The now famous Tabard inscription, with its dedication to the god Mars Camulos was discovered near the heart of the precinct.  (The relic, one of the most significant finds in 2 decades, shows the most complete naming of London ever to be found.) 

The central area was hard surfaced, suitable for mass gatherings such as worship. 

The 75m by 2m box drain lies along the site to the south of the temples and was dismantled in the mid 2nd century.  

Prior to the temple precinct being constructed, a range of clay and timber shops were found, dating from around 50 AD – shortly after the Roman invasion.  The area was expected to be mostly agricultural. 

Nansi Rosenberg, adds: “The site has proved far more exciting than we ever imagined.    The analysis and interpretation of the finds has only just begun and I’ve no doubt there are further discoveries to be made as we piece together the jigsaw puzzle we’ve excavated.  But it already alters our whole perception - Southwark was a major religious focus of the Roman capital!”
For more information please contact  etc 

 

