From the Chairman of the Friends
H.R.H.
Prince Edward
Earl of Wessex

Nuntius

NEWSLETTER OF THE FRIENDS OF BRADING ROMAN VILLA

Royal Patron of
Brading Roman
Villa

The excitement generated by Sir Barry’s interest in the Villa has almost
been overtaken by the even greater prospect of discovering a lot more about
it. So much of the site is relatively undisturbed, but over the next three to five
year period of Sir Barry’s exploration, there is now every chance of establishing dates and finding out more about the lives of those who lived here. The
dig site will be open to the public to view, so safety rails must be in place and
stewards needed to keep a H&S eye on what we hope will be a large increase
in visitors! There is bound to be a great deal
of interest and if you haven’t already signed
up for general volunteer tasks during the dig,
please contact Ursula Clark soon. We will be
emailing news of the dig’s progress, so if you
want to receive these bulletins, please email
us with your current address.
Brading’s Big Dig is a joint venture shared
between the Oglander Roman Trust and The
Friends, and is being funded by charitable
grants and donations. The Friends are delighted to be able to help organise such a high
profile event – it can only put the Villa on the
map and perhaps even bring more people to
the Island.

Prof. Sir Barry Cunliffe, his assistant Cynthia,
Prof. Mike Fulford, and Rosie Edmunds

IF YOU WISH TO RECEIVE FUTURE ISSUES OF THIS
NEWSLETTER BY EMAIL, AS A .PDF FILE,
OR TO COLLECT IT YOURSELF AT THE VILLA,
PLEASE CONVEY THIS WISH, BY EMAIL, TO:
<mail@friendsofbradingromanvilla.com>
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T

he major topic of conversation now must be Brading’s Big Dig. Professor Sir Barry Cunliffe and his team of archaeologists start work on
the north range (between the hypocaust and well) on 3rd August and
continue until at least 23rd August and possibly beyond.
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The Bacchus floor and the gladiators

I

t is quite difficult to picture the life style of the wealthy Roman family
that lived at Brading. The mosaics at the northern end of villa depict
popular scenes from Greco-roman myth and seem designed to present an image of culture, wealth and power. By contrast, the Bacchus
mosaic at the southern end is quite unusual and much more personal in its
design and gives us an idea of the sort of recreation activities our villa owners
would have enjoyed.
The central medallion of the mosaic contains a portrait of Bacchus, the god
of wine, and there were probably satyrs or human bacchantes (follower of
Bacchus) in each corner, although only one remains. The three surviving side
panels portray scenes from the amphitheatre.
The west panel shows two gladiators locked in combat. The Romans liked
to pair up gladiators with complementary equipment to make the contest
more interesting. Our mosaic depicts a retiarius fighting a secutor, a popular
combination during the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD. The retiarius fought with
the stylised weapons of a fisherman, a trident (tridens), a dagger (pugio) and
a weighted net, the rete, which gave him his name -’net fighter’. He was
lightly armoured, fighting in a loincloth with just an arm and shoulder guard.
By contrast the secutor, whose name means ‘chaser’, wore a full-face helmet
with arm and leg guards and carried a large rectangular shield and short
sword (gladius). The secutor's helmet had small circular eyeholes to protect
him against trident attack and occasionally a decorative crest making him
look a little like a fish. In combat the secutor would chase after his opponent
and attempt to bring him down as quickly as possible before he became too
tired. The retiarius would try to stay out of sword range and use his net to ensnare the secutor, who he could then finish off with his trident or dagger. In
the Bacchus mosaic you can clearly see the retiarius jabbing his trident into
what remains of the secutor's rounded helmet.
Grant Hunter - Tour guide
In the strict definition it is true to say that the retiarius wasn't a swordsman (gladiator) because the gladius was not part of his equipment, but he
was generally considered to be one none the less. The retiarius was also regarded as being rather ‘effeminate’ due to his lack of armour, particular his
lack of head armour which meant his face could be seen. Because of this he
had the lowest status of all gladiators. This is what Suetonius says about
Claudius in "The Twelve Caesars": 'At gladiatorial shows, whether or not
they were staged by himself, he (Claudius) ruled that all combatants who fell
accidentally should have their throats cut - above all net-fighters, so that he
could gaze on their death agony' (Claudius 34).
Moving around the mosaic in an anti-clockwise direction we come to the
panel with the famous cockerel-headed figure, affectionately know as ‘Cocky’.
To the right are two griffins with millet stalks on their backs, while in the centre is a gable-ended temple-like building on a raised pediment. The griffin
(half eagle, half lion) was a talisman associated with gladiators - the hoplomachos gladiator, a stylised Greek warrior, wore a helmet surmounted by a
griffin’s head. The millet stalk is probably the emblem of a group of gladiator
fans. A number of mosaics from North Africa feature millet as an emblem,
particular associated with the hunting teams that took part in animal disPage 2
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Lanista, (centre)
retiarius (left) and
secutor (right),
from a 3rd Century villa mosaic
at Nennig,
Germany.
(Encyclopedia
Romana, Univ.
Chicago)
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plays, venatio. Perhaps our friend ‘Cocky’ is a venator (an animal hunter) or
a lanista (a gladiator owner and trainer) who went by the name Gallus, ‘the
cockerel’.
The last surviving panel in the mosaic is on the opposite side to ‘cocky’
and shows what looks like a fox or dog under an olive tree, next to another
temple-like building with an oriental style domed roof. This is a hunting
scene, but most likely not one from the wild but from a venatio in the amphitheatre, featuring dramatic scenery and hunting dogs.
A day at the roman games normally began with an animal display. This
would feature teams of venatores hunting wild animals, animals fighting
against animals and trained animals performing circus tricks.
In the lunch interval criminals might be executed. Common forms of execution were burning, crucifixion or being fed to wild beasts (damnatio ad
bestias). Occasionally, there were dramatic presentations of mythological
tales in which some of the participants ('actors') would die. One that features
in a number of mosaics is the tale of Dirce, queen of Thebes, who was killed
by being tied to the horns of a bull.
After lunch individual competitions would take place between pairs of
gladiators refereed by a lanista. Gladiators did not normally fight to the
death. If a wounded gladiator wished to submit he would hold up his index
finger and the crowd would indicate whether they wished him live or die.
Contrary to popular belief, waving your thumb in the air meant death while
keeping your thumb down and pressed into your hand signalled a reprieve.
The decision ultimately rested with the sponsor of the games, as he was the
man paying for the entertainment.
Our villa family clearly had an interest in the games and would have been
able to witness them in person by taking a day trip across the water to Noviomagus Regnensium, modern day Chichester. The amphitheatre at Chichester was built around AD 80 and was probably in use right up to the 4th century AD. It consisted of a raised earth bank surrounding a sunken oval
arena. The arena was 57m long and 46m wide, the floor was laid with gravel
and the arena walls were boarded and covered in painted plaster. The audience sat on tiers of
wooden seating on
the earth bank.
Gladiatorial games
were a rare occurrence at a provincial arena such as
Chichester. The
more usual entertainment would
have been cock
fighting or bear
baiting. But maybe
our villa owner was
wealthy enough to
sponsor his own
games, perhaps
with the gladiators
supplied by our old
friend ‘cocky’ the
lanista!
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Occasional notes on mosaics - part 4:
“The Medusa border puzzle”
(with thanks to Dr Margaret Jackson for her assistance)
SOUTH

EAST

WEST

Figure 1: Medusa
central medallion

NORTH

I

n the last issue of Nuntius, I promised to tell you about my
favourite puzzle among the mosaics at Brading. On a quiet
day at the Villa in autumn 2006, I was gazing at the detail
of the Medusa central medallion. I noticed that the border
around this central panel consisted of a white circle contained
within a white square. The circle and the square each comprised two lines of white tesserae (see figure 1).
Nothing unusual in that, I thought, until I noticed a small
group of six extra tesserae protruding from the intersection at
the north-eastern border, for all the world looking like the loose
end of shoe lace (see figure 2). It stood out particularly as at the
other three intersections there are only two lines of tesserae,
while at this point there are three lines, plus the loose end. How
very odd, I thought. What is going on?
It was then that I spotted another ‘loose’ end where the outer
line of the square at this point ends less than half way along its
length, also on the NE border (Figure 2). It can be seen that the
inner line of the square switches over at this point to become
the outer line. The two loose ends are a matter of three inches
apart. Could it be that the mosaicist has constructed the entire
border of two circles and two squares from one single line of
tiles, and that I had found the beginning and the end of an
amazing border configuration? How could this be possible?

Noel Stimson - Tour guide

Figure 2: Enlargement of
loose ends of tesserae;

Page 4

It is of course impossible, but I decided to try to find out
what the mosaicist had actually done, and why. First, I traced
the line of tiles with the loose ends, and found it comprised only
one circuit of the design, (see figure 3a) and not the entire bor-
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Figure 3a

der as I had originally thought. Then I traced out the other
three lines (figures 3b and 3c). What intrigued me most was
that nowhere was there a complete circle or a complete
square. Also, when I looked at each of the four points in the
design where the circle touches the square there was a different arrangement of lines that crossed, merged and switched.
It was as if they were done by four different individuals with
different ideas of how it should be done.
Maybe that is the simple explanation, but I was not convinced, because that must have been the most complicated,
difficult and uncoordinated way to do it. I believe mosaicists
at that time were smarter than that. They did very little for no
good reason. There had to be another explanation, so I sent
my photographs and drawings to a symbologist, Dr Margaret
Jackson, a friend of Sheila Burch and a member of the
Friends of BRV. Margaret has done a great deal of research
into symbology - her special interest.

Figure 3b

Margaret very kindly examined the evidence and gave me
her tentative conclusions; she suggests that the border may
allude to the very ancient paired symbology of the square and
the circle. She explained to me that many ancient religions
and civilisations used these paired symbols as representing
the human spirit (circle) and the body or material life
(square), eternity (circle) and the temporal life (square), in
other words heaven (circle) and earth (square). Dr Jackson
thinks that the twin lines of white tesserae may have been
inter-twined in this complex fashion because the mosaicist
was attempting to show that matter and spirit are also inextricably inter-twined and that as a symbolic pair, they may be
seen as an immutable entity in their own right.
The number four has always been highly significant in ancient symbology, probably stemming from a need to orientate
ourselves within our environment. When certain connected
items are assembled in fours, they are known as “tetrads”,
such as “the four seasons”, “earth, air, fire and water” or
“north, south, east and west” or “above, below, right and left”,
etc, etc. They all consist of paired opposites; even the four aspects of a balanced life style (body, spirit, work and play) are
still taught fervently in many modern management training
courses.
It is interesting to see that our Medusa border has four
components - two circles and two squares, all contained
within four sides and four corners.

Figure 3c
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In spite of the ancient origins of these symbols, could this
be another example of covert Christianity at our Villa? Margaret Jackson believes this to be unlikely since these concepts
are much more ancient than Christianity, and there is very
little, if anything, specifically Christian about the concepts
themselves. Whatever the explanation, I have found this to be
a very entertaining way of introducing visitors to the intriguing and puzzling world of mosaic artistry.
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“An Introduction to Dowsing for Archaeology”
A Dowsing Day at the Villa, October 6th, 2007

F

ive months ago I attended a course on dowsing at a delightful
water mill at Assington in darkest Suffolk. I had been interested, and occasionally dabbled, in dowsing and divining for
some years, and this weekend rekindled my enthusiasm. A
few days later I happened to read an article in our own Island Life
magazine about a local professional dowser, Tim Markovits, who lives
in Wroxall. I gave him a call, and the Villa Dowsing Day was born.
The weather although sunny and warm, was just kind enough to
allow us to dowse easily - too much wind is a big problem for users of
dowsing rods and pendulums. Tim Markovits started the morning
with an introduction and overview of dowsing methods and equipment, and very soon all twelve of us were out on the villa lawns with
our rods and pendulums hunting for the twelve chocolate bars Tim
had hidden earlier - an interesting and worthwhile exercise for those
who succeeded!!

Tim Markovits demonstrates
the use of dowsing rods

After coffee things got a little more serious, and it became clear
that Tim had spent a lot of time on site preparing for this day. We assembled on the grass between the north range of villa buildings and
the northern boundary where Tim had already found a water course
(“here’s one I prepared earlier” in a square he had marked on the
ground with flags and string) and we all got stuck in and found its position, direction (south), depth (nine feet) and the flow rate (twenty
five gallons per minute). Interestingly, Tim had previously established
a depth of forty six feet as did several of our group dowsing at the

Noel Stimson, Tour Guide

Concentration . . . . .

southern end of the stream. However, at the northern end close to the
fence, five of us were convinced of the shallower depth of nine feet.
Closer investigation revealed a sudden drop (perhaps an underground
waterfall) from nine to forty plus feet halfway across the plot that Tim
admitted he had overlooked. Very exciting stuff!!
After an excellent buffet lunch provided by the villa’s chef and
café staff, we returned to the gardens for the afternoon’s dowsing.
Tim started us at the old bath house down in the south-east corner of
the villa site. We all chose different subjects and materials to dowse
for: some for pottery, some for mosaics, others for various scattered
artefacts, most with considerable degrees of success. Ken Hicks and I
set about locating and identifying what turned out to be possible well
- four feet in diameter and ninety eight feet deep - in the centre of
the main bath house building, just where one would expect it to be, I
suppose, if one had thought about it. Now we were really getting excited.
David Low and Tim desperately wanted to dowse on the south
meadow, but as it had recently been ploughed, raked and sown with
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grass seed by our friendly neighbourhood
farmer at the Villa’s request, we reluctantly
shelved the idea until the new grass is established.
Our next task was to find a “blind spring” (a
vertical spring that has not reached the surface) that Tim had identified on the lawn to
the east of and adjoining the roman garden.
This we all managed to find, complete with
radial spokes of the run-off veins. We were
beginning to feel very pleased with ourselves
as Tim complimented us on our rapidly developing skills.
Fieldwork with a difference

After tea we visited the amphitheatre where we were astonished at
the powerful positive energy burst most of us felt with our rods at the
point where we entered the arena and were hit by the visual “wow” factor. Back at the Villa building’s north east corner, we traced out a hitherto unknown but more ancient watercourse that fed the nymphaeum
prior to its supply from the north west, as it is now reconstructed. This
much older water course came from the north east and flowed under
what later became the north range of buildings. Its discovery (initially
by Tim) was a complete surprise to us all, including the archaeologists
in the group.
Finally we gathered in the workshop area of the south range,
where we found numerous interesting artefacts thought to be items of
metal and pottery. Tim wound up the day with some important points
about the ethics of dowsing; always with sensitivity, permission, and
with total confidentiality.
Obviously our results are all very subjective and it will be some
time before they can be confirmed or denied by excavation. But it was
a most enjoyable and fascinating day, and we were all deeply impressed
by the depth of Tim’s knowledge, experience, and professionalism.
Much of the success of the day is attributable to the villa management who let us have the room free, and also the café staff who looked
after us so well and fed us handsomely. Special thanks go to David Low
who as a participant spent considerable time taking measurements and
making copious field notes. He sketched several maps, all of which will
enhance the value and possible importance of the day from a future archaeological perspective.
Talking of value, as a result of the generosity of the participants,
we raised £340 for the Friends’ fund-raising programme. Well done
everyone.
POST SCRIPT: Less than a week after the Dowsing Day I was in
the Villa museum explaining a few things to some visitors. I happened
to be pointing out some feature of the archaeology site map, when I noticed in the centre of Room 16 (the bathhouse) there was a circular feature in the centre of the main chamber about four feet in diameter, almost exactly where Ken Hicks and I found what we thought was a well.
Could it be that, unknown to us, our dowsing ‘discovery’ had already
been validated by the Victorian excavators 128 years ago?
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Proscriptio:
WINTER LECTURE PROGRAMME 2007-8

The Friends of
Brading
Roman Villa

Free to Friends, £3.50 to all others (includes tea and biscuits)

Reg.Charity 1110724

Wednesday evenings at 7.30 pm:

Tel 01983 811408
mail@friendsofbradingromanvilla.com

May 28th:

The Friends Trustees and Committee:
President:
Chairman:
Vice-Chairman:
Membership Sec:
Minutes Secretary:
Treasurer:
Newsletter Editor:

Committee:

Sam Twining LVO OBE DL
Wendy Gannon
Noel Stimson
Pat Barber
Jill Savage
Allan Cheek
Noel Stimson
Martin Boswell
Neville Carr
Kenneth Hicks
Michael Jennings
Marjorie Trimmer
Roger Whitby-Smith

Volunteer Co-ord:

Camilla Lambert
Sylvia Sillar
Ursula Clark

Outreach Co-ord:

Ann Evans

The Friends of Brading Roman Villa
Morton Old Road, Brading
Isle of Wight PO36 0EN

Prof. Mike Fulford - “Brading in Britannia”
(Professor of Archaeology , Reading University)

Can you help us

organise some of the services which the Friends
provide? WE need the help of a capable person, perhaps interested in a
particular area at the Villa, to take on some of the behind–the-scenes tasks.
For example, organise the gardening team’s activities, or making arrangements for the Winter Lectures, the sort of work which could be done at
your own pace and from home. If you can help, please contact Wendy or
Noel at the Villa.

Let’s save postage!

One of the suggestions made at the AGM to save
postage costs was more extensive use of email. We cannot abandon snailmail completely but we can send this newsletter as .PDF file, which would
save a tremendous amount in postage. Also, you will undoubtedly want to
receive reports and updates on Sir Barry Cunliffe’s Dig in August, which
will only be sent out by email. If you would like us to contact you in this
way, please send an email message to this effect to:
<mail@friends of bradingromanvilla.com>
YOU MAY ALSO OPT TO COLLECT YOUR NEWSLETTER AT THE VILLA

~ SOCIAL EVENTS THIS SUMMER ~

DOWSING

THE

led by Tim Markovitz

Advance notice of two more courses in
September. A repeat of last year’s course
‘Introduction to Dowsing for Archaeology’
and

‘Discovering more about Dowsing’
Full details to follow

PRESIDENT’S

GARDEN PARTY
Saturday, 12th JULY
2pm-5pm at
Anne and Sam Twining’s
home in St. Lawrence
Bring lots of friends!

Friday, 20th JUNE
from 7pm at the Villa; bring a picnic
and enjoy the music

‘ROMAN VOICES’

- CREATIVE WRITING COMPETITION

(full information and application form enclosed with this issue)

Two age groups - (16 yrs and under, and 17 yrs and over)
Two categories - Poetry and Fiction
Prizes in all categories
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Closing date 23rd August 2008

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, 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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