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Stone sarcophagus reveals Roman origins at St Martin-in-the-Fields
A Roman limestone sarcophagus, weighing 1.5 tonnes and containing a human skeleton, has been discovered at St Martin-in-the-Fields during excavations by archaeologists from the Museum of London.  The site lies well outside the previously established boundaries of London’s Roman city walls and has opened up an exciting new area of Roman London for study.
The burial dates from the late 4th or 5th century AD, late in the Roman period.  Only a few such burials have been found in the UK in modern times. The head had been removed from the grave when the lid of the sarcophagus was damaged by workmen building a sewer in the Victorian period. 

This and the discovery of a Roman tile kiln dating from 400-450AD indicates that a significant Roman building once existed near the site of St Martin-in-the-Fields. No other tile kilns have been found in central London, and the kiln is the latest dated structure from Roman London yet to have been found.   

The sarcophagus and tile kiln are just two of a large number of finds from the site, including Saxon jewellery.  

St Martin-in-the-Fields is currently undergoing a £36 million renewal for the church and its associated buildings.

The Rev Nicholas Holtam, Vicar of St Martin-in-the-Fields, comments, 

"This find is extraordinarily moving. It raises the possibility that this has been a sacred site for much longer than we previously thought. The sarcophagus and body are from the time of St Martin himself, who died in 397 AD on the banks of the River Loire, and whose Christian life and charity have so deeply influenced 

this church. How wonderful that in doing work to secure the future of St Martin's we have unearthed its unknown past."   
Gordon Malcolm of the Museum of London Archaeology Service said,

“This is an unprecedented find that offers a tantalising glimpse into a period of London’s history whose traces barely survive.  It will offer rich possibilities in telling new stories of London and Londoners during the decline of Roman influence before the arrival of the Angles and Saxons later in the 5th century AD. This elusive period is poorly understood and this find will redraw the map of Roman London studies.”

More than 20 burials have been found across the whole site during the excavation, although many thousands were removed during the 19th century. The majority of burials recovered are probably medieval.

The site lies at the western edge of the large middle-Saxon town of Lundenwic, which was located where Covent Garden is now. Anglo-Saxon burials, early in development of the town, were discovered here not only during the current investigation, but also in the 18th century, during construction of the portico area of the present church. Such a succession of usage for a site is so far unique in Westminster. 

Although no physical evidence of an early/Middle Ages church building has been found during the excavation, rare Anglo-Saxon burials from the beginning of the 7th century AD point to the sacred use of the area from Saxon times through to the present. Along with earlier Saxon discoveries, these burials link St Martins with Lundenwic. It now seems likely that the current church is on the site of an earlier Saxon predecessor 

The most attractive finds from the site are grave goods from the Anglo-Saxon burials including an exquisite gold pendant with blue glass ‘stone’, copper alloy and silver rings and amethyst and glass beads from necklaces or other jewellery.  A rare find is a copper hanging bowl decorated with a delicate enamelled motif. This was placed at the feet and contained an offering of hazelnuts, symbolising rebirth. A beautiful glass cup is similar to another, which was found in the 18th century when Gibbs’ portico was built at the site and is currently on display at Museum of London, on loan from the British Museum.

The Museum of London team suspects that other finds were removed from the site in antiquity. The earliest documented record of St Martin-in-the-Fields is of a 13th-century treasure hunt at the church (see below – Notes to Editors) where the citizens rioted and began to frenziedly dig all over the site. 
Notes to Editors

· The Museum of London Archaelogy Service excavation has taken place as part of the £36 million Renewal of St Martin-in-the-Fields. The dig encompassed the failing 19th-century vaults which have previously housed many of the activities at St Martin’s – social care, rehearsal space and day centres for the Chinese community – which will be replaced with modern, flexible and inspiring spaces.  Eric Parry Architects’ bold design to renew the church includes underground facilities which will be entered through a stunning glass entrance pavilion situated on a widened Church Path. At the east end of the site, a central lightwell will provide natural illumination for the new facilities.

The first phase of work at St Martin’s will create the new underground spaces that will become the entrance foyer, parish hall, music rehearsal room, Bishop Ho Ming Wah Chinese Community Centre, education and meetings rooms and chapel. 

£29 million has already been raised,  £15.35 million from the Heritage Lottery Fund.  More than £1.2 million has been given by members of the St Martin’s community.   The principal contractor, Costain, has been on site from 9th January 2006 working alongside the MoLAS team.   For more information, please go to www.smitf.org
· As part of its policy on human remains established before Museum of London archaeologists moved onto the site, St Martin-in-the-Fields has ensured that all burials are treated with respect, and that all human remains will be suitably re-interred once scientific research is complete. 

· The documentary evidence for the treasure hunt at St Martin-in-the-Fields in 1298-99 reads:  ‘Also in this yere men of London wenten and sercheden the chirche of Seynt Martyns in the feld for tresoure of gold, thorought the wordes of a gardyn’, whiche seyde how there was a gold hord; but they found nought; wherefore the dene of Poules of London, be comaundement of erchebyshop of Caunterbury, denounced them alle accursed openinly at the Cross of Poules that sergeden as above seyd.’  (A chronicle of London from 1089 to 1483, London, 1827).
· The Museum of London Archaeology Service has been providing professional archaeological services to the property industry and academic community for the past 30 years, as an independent division of the Museum of London, the world’s largest museum of urban history. The Archaeology Service meets the requirements of the planning process efficiently and cost-effectively, whilst also designing innovative projects that lead to a greater understanding of our past.  At any one time Musuem of London may have around a dozen excavations going on across London.
· X and Y are available for interview; please contact Colman Getty.   Images of the excavation are available from Colman Getty.
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