The Villa Story Update

by Noel Stimson

Nuntius

NEWSLETTER OF THE FRIENDS OF BRADING ROMAN VILLA

T

here are two issues confronting Villa Guides at present. Firstly, keeping ourselves up-to-date, and secondly, keeping our visitors up-to-date. Both issues
concern us all, as we would not want to be misleading our visitors in any way,
even though we all enjoy the rather vague and romantic stories that abound
in the Villa's history. I have to confess that I really miss the Palladius /Gallus/Cocky
story as it was much more fun to tell than the current version of Cocky being a simple
cartoon of the local Lanistor or Venator even if he was called Gallus. But I suppose one
might take the optimistic view that the story could easily get changed again, possibly
to one even more outrageous than the Palladius one!
The Staff in the Villa office have done a great job bringing us all up to speed with
the latest opinions from the experts, and at least three Update Briefings have been
held for guides in the last two months. I will try to summarize them for the readers
who were not involved.
It now seems that the Villa is not as old as was thought; yes, it was burned down
around 300 AD (perhaps by the so-called "avenging Romans", though even this is now
seen only as a possibility), but was not built in its present form as a courtyard-style
farmhouse until the middle of the 3rd century (see artist’s impression on page 2).
Prior to 240 -260 AD the only building on the site was a simple 1 or 2 roomed Romano
-British house built close to the north-east corner of the villa near the nymphaeum,
probably erected in the middle of the first century. The foundations of this simple
house extend under the present Medusa floor, and there was clear evidence that the
inside walls had been plastered and decorated to a high standard with fresco-style
paintings of animals and flowers. This may have been done during the renovations
that took place about 120-150 AD. At that time a kiln or large oven was constructed
close to where the Drum Tower now stands.
Because the footprint of the new house covered part of the old house, it is clear
that the original house was demolished first. That explains, I presume, why we have
always been told that the north range of buildings is older than the main house (the
west range), because they would have needed to live in the north range while the main
house was under construction. The south range of buildings came later. This is all
well illustrated in the artist's impressions hanging in the Villa lobby, though the sig-
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New Villa Story (continued)
nificance of some of the features in those pictures is much clearer to me now. A second phase of the Villa construction took place probably in 285 AD when rooms 1, 8,
10 and 11 were all added on the back of the main house, and the mausoleum (room
31) was constructed. About this time there were problems with the original bath
house in the north range, and a new one had to be built at the eastern end of the
south range of buildings. One can only imagine what the problems were!
The old story of the Romano-British Villa that was developed over 4 phases in
250 years (as currently described in the Guide Book) is no longer seen as valid. But
the most interesting aspect of this new story is that when you summarise the new
dates, the earlier simple house lasted for about 200 years, whereas our beautiful
Villa only stood intact for about 40-50 years before it was burned down.
It is following this point in the Villa's life that the crumbling burnt-out buildings were converted to a collection of outhouses and workshops (see the artist's impression below of the Villa after 300 AD) by and for the use of local farmers and artisans. This new form of "collective" farming produced dried beans (in room 6),
smoked meat (in rooms 1 and 4), pottery (in room 8) and the services of a forge or
smithy (in room 9).
Referring to the second issue of keeping our visitors up-to-date, the Friends
have been given assurances that the guide book is currently under review, and that
there may in fact be more than one revised version in the pipeline to cater for the
wide range of knowledge and understanding of Roman life among our visitors.

Villa circa 250 AD, with construction of main house nearing
completion, north range finished
and south range started.

Villa circa 300 AD, a few years
after the fire, and the ruins of the
main house have been converted
to various workshops (forge,
meat-smoking, bean-drying, etc.)

Paintings by Michael Cobb
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From the Chairman

M

rs. Peggy Oglander: We received the sad news of the death at the beginning of
April of Mrs. Peggy Oglander, a good friend and benefactor of the Villa, who, despite her declining health, continued to visit the Villa with her son John. I'm sure
all The Friends will want to join me in sending sympathy and good wishes to the
family at this sad time.
A sign of the times: All staff and volunteers at the Villa are now being asked to complete a Criminal Records Bureau Disclosure. This decision has been made by the ORT Trustees
in order to avoid the employment of an unsuitable person when so many people, particularly
children, visit the Villa. The completion of the Disclosure is, of course, quite voluntary, but
without it I regret Friends will not be able to volunteer their time working at the Villa. However, there are other areas in which The Friends' help will be welcomed and if you want to talk
to me or any other member of the Committee about this, please do not hesitate to make contact. It is our earnest wish that none of our Friends should regard this new piece of administration as so intrusive and bothersome that it stops them from volunteering at all. It is, I'm
afraid, just a sad reflection of the times we live in.
The AGM was very well attended - the meeting room was filled to capacity - and we
had a valuable exchange of ideas and information. We welcomed Anthony Turnbull, Chairman
of the Oglander Roman Trust, to the meeting and he told us of the remarkable progress the
Villa is making. It was very good to hear his recognition of The Friends' contribution to this
and he spoke at some length of the new building plans for the future.
Thanks to the Gardeners: Whilst we are conserving most of our funds to put towards the costs of the new building, we are still involved in the restoration of the Roman Garden in front of the Villa and a special word of thanks should go to all the Gardening Volunteers
(see the following item - Ed). They have achieved a dramatic improvement, despite the rabbits, and it is hoped to continue maintenance through the year.
Our next Very Important Date is the afternoon of Monday, 26th June, which I hope
is already very firmly in your diaries. The mystery will soon be revealed when you receive your
official invitation to come to the Villa, but security demands that invitations may not be sent
out until very close to the date.
Wendy Gannon - Chairman

The Friends go Gardening

I

n 1997-98 the Isle of Wight Garden Trust designed, built and planted a good example of a
single plot, Roman style garden outside the old corrugated building. The planting was
dense and complex and suffered, not only from the absence of a gardener, but also from
the extensive work involved in the construction of the new cover building.
Last October twenty Friends formed a group of garden volunteers and, under the guidance of Margery Trimmer, work started on the restoration in October.
Several hard working days at the Villa have seen the clearance of the garden of weeds
and excess plants, the creation of a ‘nursery’ area for plants to be retained and replanted,
pruning the large shrubs/trees including – very bravely – drastic cutting back of the box
hedges. Two tonnes of compost has greatly improved the soil and initial planting took place in
March.

by Peter Mills
The somewhat exposed nature of the site and the well established rabbit warren 50 metres to the north of the garden necessitates careful choice of the plants - to satisfy the requirement for authenticity and survival! Further planting will be added as the season progresses
and as yet undiscovered resident plants appear.
The gravel paths have also been repaired and the water stand-pipe lowered to a less conspicuous height. Future proposed developments include statuary, seating and, for want of a
better term, water features.
There has been enthusiastic support from the garden group with a regular attendance by
8 -10 members at all work days; their efforts are much appreciated. The kind assistance of
Island Waste (donation of the compost), the RSPB (loan of the trailer to move the compost)
and Noel Stimson (provision and driving of the towing vehicle) is also worthy of note and
thanks.
Page 3

“NUNTIUS”

Who’s Who in Roman Mythology
Part II - Perseus and Andromeda

I

t was never wise to annoy the gods as their reactions could be very unpleasant,
but many people who should have known better forgot to guard their tongues.
King Cepheus and Queen Cassiopeia were the proud parents of Andromeda
who was very beautiful, as was Cassiopeia herself. Cassiopeia could not stop
boasting about their beauty, going so far as to say that between them she and Andromeda were more beautiful than the fifty Nereids, the sea nymphs.
Needless to say the Nereids did not take kindly to this and went to Neptune, the
god of the sea, to ask him to punish Cassiopeia’s presumption. Neptune sent floods to
destroy the land and the sea-monster, Cetus, to attack the people. The Oracle of Ammon was consulted to see if there was any way of escaping this punishment. The answer was that Andromeda would have to be sacrificed to Cetus, so she was tied to a
rock by the sea to wait for Cetus to arrive.
It just so happened that at this moment Perseus flew by on his way home after
killing Medusa, and was naturally curious. On being told what was going to happen he
went to Cepheus and offered to save Andromeda and asked if he could marry her. Although Andromeda had been promised to her uncle, Phineas, Cepheus readily agreed.
Perseus waited for Cetus and produced the head of Medusa turning Cetus to stone. He
dealt with Phineas in the same way when he objected to the marriage.
Eventually Perseus and Andromeda went to the Argolid where he ruled wisely,
first at Tiryns and later at Mycenae.

by Jill Savage

BRV file photo
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Some occasional notes on Mosaics

M

y knowledge and understanding of mosaics being very, very basic, and having had
to field a few deep questions from visitors to the Villa, I decided to find out a bit
more about mosaics. Happily, a close friend from England had already given us a
copy of Patricia Witts’s delightful book “Mosaics in Roman Britain”, so I did not
have to look far for some answers.
Known generically as “tessellated pavements”, mosaics can be divided into "figured" and
"non-figured" floors; the latter would include geometric designs and motifs as well as plain
floors. Roman mosaic floor panels have been in use since about the third century BC, although
the mosaic art had been around in the Mediterranean since before the fifth century BC. The
small mosaic tiles, or tesserae, varied in size from 5 to 40 mms. They were cut from stone, brick,
marble, glass, tile and pottery to provide a range of colours for the artist to work with. Initially
the core material was sawn into long strips or sticks, and then the required length and shape cut
off with a chisel. Mosaics were sometimes used to decorate walls and vaulted ceilings, though
few of these survive due to the nature of collapsed buildings.
According to best practice, as described in the first century AD by Vitruvius, the proposed
pavement surface must be carefully prepared by levelling of the soil, and covered with rubble
and lime. After this has been packed down hard and re-levelled, the bedding is prepared with a
mix of powdered pottery and lime. The tesserae are then laid down onto a layer of fine cement,
and after the cement is set, they are smoothed down and polished. However, Vitruvius’s guidelines were not always followed, and many floor panels can be seen to have suffered as result. Our
Seasons Floor at Brading appears to have almost 6 inches of base material when viewed through
the opened section in the centre of the floor, and yet it was found to be extensively damaged
when first excavated in 1880. This was probably caused by the roots of trees and bushes that
grew there during the 1600 or so years between the Villa's demise and its eventual re-discovery.
Very little is known about the mosaic artists who left their mark literally on the finer floors
of Roman Britain. Dr David Smith researched the various styles and techniques and similarities
in motifs, etc. and was able to identify four main geographic centres that seemed to produce certain similar mosaic features in Britain. These were at Cirencester, Dorchester, Cambridgeshire
and Humberside. But of the individuals themselves and where they came from, there is very
little evidence or information.

by Noel Stimson
Designs could be chosen by the “client” from the mosaicist’s portfolio or book of drawings,
rather like a modern wallpaper book, with suitable added modifications to match the new
owner’s taste. The artist would then produce final drawings for approval before setting up the
first panel.
There is debate among the experts as to whether mosaic floors were laid directly onto the
prepared base on site, or whether they were prefabricated. If the latter, were they prefabricated
by the direct method (laid onto a tray of sand) or the reverse method (placed face down onto a
drawing of the pattern)? Both these methods would require a layer of glue and fabric to enable
the mosaic to be lifted off and carried to the site. In any event, prefabrication would have to be
done in panels or small sections due to the weight of the mosaics. They would then be positioned
carefully on the cemented floor, and the probability is that the background areas and borders
would then be laid directly on site.
Although there is no clear evidence to support this, it is thought likely that a combination
of the three methods was employed, depending on the requirements of the project and the preference of the artist. It is quite possible that prefabrication could take place, for example, on a
table at the site rather than in a remote town or other centre.
There are about 2000 Roman remains with mosaics in Britain, most consisting only of patterns and motifs. Only about 200 or so contain figures of any kind, and many of these have been
totally lost. Of the remainder, some figures have identifiable traces left, and some are virtually
intact even if they have been relocated to a museum somewhere. Only a handful can be seen
more or less exactly as they were laid onto their original base by the mosaicist. Happily, Brading
is one of them.
(The above information is mostly gleaned from the introduction to “Mosaics in Roman Britain
- Stories in Stone” by Patricia Witts, published by Tempus: Price £17.99 and available from
the shop at Brading Roman Villa.)
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In Search of the Christians and convictions
in Roman Britain
by Dr David Tomalin and Dr Rosamond Hanworth

T

he landing of the Pilgrim Fathers carried a particularly devout strand of English faith
to the brave new world of America. In the British homeland, the landing of Saint
Augustine in pagan Kent is known to all; but what of those earlier Christians who carried the torch through the dark decades of Roman Britain?
In the year AD 196 two courageous martyrs died in the amphitheatre at Caerleon. We
may still pay our respects in this grassy ruin but, cruelly, we shall never know their names.
At Verulamium, citizen Albanus gave refuge to a fleeing Christian evangelist. While his
hidden guest escaped with his life, Albanus was led outside the city wall and beheaded on the
nearby hill. The cathedral of St Alban's now marks the spot.

Their houses shall bear the mark
In 1796, the villagers of Frampton, in Dorset, uncovered the rooms of a large Roman
house. Their discovery of mosaics triggered an entirely new way of seeking some of the early
Christian families in the Roman province of Britannia.
Frampton's mosaic was dominated by classical Roman imagery but it also included an
image of a very different kind. This was the Chi-Rho, the first two letters in the Greek name for
Christ. This discovery evoked the speculation that Christian households might be detected
through the decorative images once used on the floors, walls or ceilings. This idea soon gained
ground after the Roman city of Corinium (Cirencester) yielded a secret anagram of Paternoster
scratched on a plastered wall. Later, at Lullingstone villa, the Chi-Rho and the letters Alpha and
Omega were found on a wall. At Icklingham, Suffolk, a large lead tank, similarly inscribed,
seemingly offered an opportunity of baptism.
In 1963, stunning new evidence was unearthed just a few kilometres from the first Christian discovery at Frampton. At Hinton St Mary a mosaic now presented no lesser image than
Christ himself. Having no real evidence of Our Lord's appearance, the Dorset artists used a
large Chi-Rho as a self-explanatory backcloth. This work is likely to post-date the conversion of
Constantine in AD 312.

Enigmas at Brading
Within sight of the Dorset coast lies the Isle of Wight. It was here, between 1880 and
1885, that "our" maritime villa was uncovered at Brading. In room 12 a cross of swastika form
was found to be subtly worked into the tessellated border of a large mosaic. This cross occupied
a position where it might be readily concealed beneath a centrally positioned chair. It is a symbol that certainly claims a pre-Christian origin.
In the unlikely event of our chair being occupied a Christian, we should certainly envisage one who was astute enough to obscure his ideas amongst a bewildering array of images. He
is more likely to have been a man of who simply delighted in ambiguities and contradictions. A
fine circular mosaic shows Orpheus charming the beasts of the forest. Covertly, this scene can
also embody the idea of the Good Shepherd. Moreover, by returning from the Underworld, Orpheus has effectively risen from the dead. Where the Four Winds appear within other mosaic
panels, these can be read by some as the Four Evangelists. By showing a handsome young man
with a steering oar, and the fruits of the sea, our host may even be depicting himself in such
company.
In the mosaic adjoining the tessellated cross, we are shown the passing of the Seasons.
Winter is depicted as the cowled figure of Death but the artist has subtly offered us the alternative prospect of Eternal Life. This can be symbolised through the images of peacocks on both
the floor and the ceiling. Clearly our patron is a cultured man, well wedded to contradiction and
double entendre. From beyond the grave and a chasm of 1600 years he still manages to taunt
and confuse the visitors to his house.

A glimpse of water and healing at Roman Brading
During the dark years of the 1st century, the villa's rock-cut well-shaft attracted a variety
of pagan offerings. Before it was closed, even people were thrown in. In the 3rd century attention was re-focussed on the owner's special tile-lined pool or nymphaeum. This was later levelled to make way for the wall of the garden, or courtyard, of the villa. The water in this pool
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might offer cure for the body. Some might prefer to view it as a potential gate to baptism and
salvation.
Two recent discoveries have transformed our view of the family at Brading. The first item
is a bone eye token. This small carved lozenge has been unfamiliar to British archaeologists but
its type is well known in the fana or sanctuaries of Roman France. In effect, a fanum often provided an early medical centre where physicians and surgeons might be accommodated next to a
curative pool or spring.
Some Roman specialists could even perform the removal of cataracts. At Brading one of
our most remarkable discoveries is a bronze cosmetic instrument that seems to have been
shortened and kinked into the shape of an eye surgeon's bronze specillum. An identical surgical
instrument has been recovered from a Gallo-Roman sanctuary in Loir-et-Cher where it was also
accompanied by pairs of bronze 'ex voto' eyes. These were intended to direct the curative powers of the spring to the correct part of the body. (A full report on these two items is now in
preparation).
Our second surprise draws us to the distant margin of the Roman Empire and the ancient Syrian city of Antioch. It has often been said that elements of the Brading mosaics are
strangely matched in this city. Now, we have an argument for a particular link with a citizen of
this place yet, once again, the archaeology is tantalising and ambivalent. This is a debate
that we must postpone for another occasion.

“A funny thing happened to me on the (way to
the) Tour”
An occasional series on Tour Guides’ memorable moments

L

ike many of us Tour Guides, I have discovered a new learning curve. Not only in researching to widen my limited knowledge of the Roman world, but also by acquiring
new information from our own visitors. We have all heard of Neville Carr's incident
when the specillum from room 9 was identified as an instrument for eye surgery by a
retired eye surgeon who happened to be in his tour group, and who had a specillum-like instrument in his student’s kit.
My own first memorable moment as a tour guide was during one of my very early tours. I
had earlier been puzzled by the notion that Orpheus's lyre had only three strings, as promoted by
some of the guides I had been following during my "induction" period. This made no sense to me
musically, and I did some research on the internet. Sure enough, there it was; the earliest lyres
had 5 strings. So the two outer bars on our lyre were strings after all, even if they were coloured
as if they were part of the wooden frame of the lyre. I was expounding on the results of my research to this group, and a voice behind me said in a strong Middle Eastern accent,
“Absolutely correct! With only three strings it would be impossible to make sufficient notes to
play the basic music scale". Turned out he was a professor of musicology.
More recently I was pointing out the swastika in Room 12 to a group Russians. On mentioning the long history of this symbol (see Nuntius, issue No. 3), one of the Russians told me
that in Russia today, priests of the Orthodox Church have the swastika motif embroidered onto
the cuffs and hems of their clerical robes.
Two days later, I was introducing a mixed group to the Orpheus panel, when a young Asian
man announced that he had met Orpheus in a previous incarnation! That stopped the show dead!
I asked if he was a Hindu, and he said "yes". He also told us that the strange monkey with human
legs is well known in Hindu mythology. Does this explain why our Orpheus is wearing eastern
robes and a turban? Apparently Medusa is also a Hindu goddess. She is worshipped even today,
though under a different name which I could not get. Most interesting.
The young man promised to send me internet details of where I might find more information on Hindu gods and their middle east counterparts, but nothing has been received yet.

Do you have any memorable “tour guide” moments
you would like to share?
(See back page for details on how to contact the Editor)
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Proscriptio:
The Friends of
Brading
Roman Villa
Registered Charity No. 1110720
Tel: 811048

mail@friendsofbradingromanvilla.com

DISCOVER THE HISTORY OF
THE ISLAND
IN LOCAL HISTORY MONTH

Morton Old Road
Brading
Isle of Wight
PO36 0EN

NEWPORT

The Friends Committee:
Colin Boswell

May 9-13
10 am to 4 pm

President

May 23-27
10 am to 4 pm

Wendy Gannon
Chairman

Sam Twining
Vice-Chairman

Pat Barber

St Thomas’s Church
Free Admission

Membership Secretary

Sheila Burch
Minutes Secretary

Michael Jennings
Treasurer

Supported by 26
local societies and
4 sections of the
IW Council

Committee Members:
David Burch
Jill savage
Marjorie Trimmer
Roger Whitby-Smith

Ventnor Rotary Club
presents their

HISTORIC CAR
RALLY
Sunday 24th September
at Brading Roman Villa

Small entrance fee will be charged
in aid of the
Earl Mounbatten Hospice
and
Rotary charities

RYDE

Isle of Wight Branch of
The Historical Association

HELP!

PLUS . . . .
15 LECTURES
AND
13 GUIDED
WALKS DURING
MAY
At various Island
locations

The Town Hall
Theatre
&
George Street
Centre
Free admission
Supported by
14 local societies
and 4 sections of
the
IW Council

WE NEED YOUR SUPPORT URGENTLY!!

THE VILLA’S DISPLAY OF ARTEFACTS AND IMAGES WILL NEED A
CONSTANT FLOW OF VOLUNTEERS TO HELP KEEP AN EYE ON THE
EXHIBITS AND DISPLAY EQUIPMENT. IF YOU HAVE A COUPLE OF
HOURS OR SO TO SPARE DURING EITHER WEEK, PLEASE CONTACT

SHEILA BURCH ON 524480

ANNOUNCEMENT
VOLUNTEER TOUR GUIDES NEED TO BE AWARE THAT
TOUR GROUPS NORMALLY PAY THE VILLA A FEE OF
£20 OR £30 (GROUPS OF LESS OR MORE THAN 25 RESPECTIVELY), BY ARRANGEMENT WITH THE STAFF
AT THE VILLA. THIS DOES NOT APPLY TO THE SMALL
AD HOC FAMILY GROUPS THAT OFTEN USE VOLUNTEER GUIDES.
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The Newsletter of the Friends of Brading Roman Villa
This Newsletter is edited by Dr Noel Stimson, (Tel 874204, email: Noel_Stimson@compuserve.com) and
printed and published by the Friends of Brading Roman Villa.
The contents of this newsletter do not necessarily represent the views or opinions of the Staff Archaeologists,
the Committee or the Trustees of the Oglander Roman Trust, and no responsibility is taken for the accuracy or
validity of the contents.
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