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FOREWORD



When workmen, digging a sewer trench along Stall Street in 1727, uncovered the gilded bronze head of Minerva it heralded the beginning of the long and exciting process leading to the discovery of the remarkable Roman healing shrine of Sulis Minerva, deep beneath modern Bath. That so much is now known of the Roman complex is a tribute to the many who, over the last three centuries, have laboured in the mud, often in dangerous conditions, to explore and to rescue the basic evidence upon which Bath’s former glories can be reconstructed. That the process of discovery continues, and new and surprising evidence may appear any moment, is what makes archaeology such a satisfying pursuit.


Along with the privilege of discovery comes the responsibility to make the new information available to the general public whose story this is. So it was, in 1864, that the Rev. H.M. Scarth published his Aquae Solis or Notices of Roman Bath, bringing together all previous finds including the stunning remains of the temple façade found when the foundations of the Pump Room were dug in 1790. In the years following the publication of Scarth’s book, new finds came thick and fast. Remains of the temple podium were being recorded during building work in the 1860s, soon to be followed by the excavation of the Roman Baths – a hugely ambitious programme driven forward by city architect, Major Charles Davis to the lasting benefit of the city. More of the Baths was exposed in the 1920s but thereafter things quietened down and little that was new was added for several decades.


It was the foresight of Sir Ian Richmond, an archaeologist who had made a study of the Baths, that inspired a renewed effort. In 1963 Richmond encouraged the setting up of the Bath Excavation Committee, of which I was appointed director. Alongside carrying out rescue excavations we decided to focus on completing Richmond’s work on the Baths and to begin a new study of the Temple. The first stage of this programme was published in a scholarly monograph, Roman Bath (1969), and a popular account, Roman Bath Discovered (first edition, 1971). A few years later, encouraged by the city’s farsighted chief executive, David Beeton, we began a more ambitious programme – to excavate the entirety of the temple precinct lying beneath the Pump Room and explore the nearby sacred spring. One of my young colleagues, who played an active part in the work, was Peter Davenport and together we published the spectacular results in our volume The Temple of Sulis Minerva at Bath (1985). To make this work and some later finds more available to the general reader I updated Roman Bath Discovered, the third edition being published in 2000.


In the forty years following the temple excavation, Peter Davenport has continued to play an active role in the archaeology of Bath and has been directly responsible for much of the excavation and publication work. During this time a great deal that is new has come to light, particularly about the town outside the boundary of the sanctuary, while work in and around the Baths has clarified the picture, leading to a fuller understanding and new interpretations. Perhaps the most important result of all this is that it is now possible to present the development of Bath and its sanctuary as a narrative of change spanning the Roman period – that is what the present book sets out to do.


And what of the future? First and foremost there is the need for past excavations to be published – it is the professional duty of archaeologists to do so. Much has been done, but there are still some significant excavations of the last twenty-five years awaiting full analysis and publication. We also need a change in attitude to excavation in the city. It is customary to argue that archaeological deposits should be preserved wherever possible and there is much good sense in this. But such an attitude can hinder research. Every new building proposal offers an archaeological opportunity. That opportunity should be taken in full if there are sound research reasons for doing so, even if it means excavating archaeological deposits that would not otherwise need to be removed. Only in this way will future generations be able to add to our understanding of the remarkable remains of Roman Bath in the way that our predecessors have done so effectively over the last three centuries.


Barry Cunliffe, 2020





INTRODUCTION



As this book is being completed, it has been twenty years since the last edition of the standard book on Roman Bath was published.1 Several important excavations and smaller investigations that have taken place since then, along with some re-evaluation of older work, mean that we are justified in producing ‘yet another book on Roman Bath’. Stephen Clews, the manager of the Roman Baths Museum complex, has christened the growth in our understanding of the Roman town of Aquae Sulis ‘The Three-Hundred-Year Dig’, underlining the point that the discovery is a continuous process, never completed. In fact it is nearly 500 years since John Leland noted Roman antiquities built into the ancient walls of Bath, and since the mythical foundation stories of Bath were first challenged. I have outlined this process in the Afterword.


The rate of discovery has varied, as has the degree of interest, but has never completely flagged since the dramatic discovery of the gilded bronze head of Minerva in 1727 (Fig. 35). It is not a linear progression and for much of this period investigation was based on chance discoveries, and even more on the presence of someone capable and willing to recognise and record them. Where this happened, the degree of competence and understanding varied enormously. The clearance of the baths in the 1880s and ’90s under the City Architect, Major Davis, was extensive but not archaeological, although great pains were taken by his assistant, Richard Mann, to record the structures uncovered. Professional excavations only started in the 1920s on a limited scale, followed by targeted investigations in the Baths in the 1950s and ’60s. There has been some kind of investigative work in the Baths and Temple in every decade since. In the rest of the town opportunistic ‘rescue excavations’ started in the 1950s and continued into the ’70s. Professional provision has been available to record and even preserve archaeological remains since the early 1980s. The excavation report on this three-hundred-year dig must be revised every so often; ideas change and old models are questioned or revived. This book is the latest interim.





PRELUDE



In 1998 geological drilling into the sediments of the Hot Bath spring was monitored by archaeologists, who recovered a remarkable collection of 494 high-quality stone tools dating from the early Mesolithic period (Fig. 1). They were as much as 9,500 years old. The tools showed virtually no signs of wear and were an unusual selection of types in carefully selected raw material. The numbers from the narrow sample (a 100mm diameter borehole) implied that there were as many as 1,700 artefacts per cubic metre in the muds in the spring. Whether or not this was the result of one event or several, we are almost certainly looking at the earliest known act of veneration or propitiation at the hot springs in which supplicants deliberately threw offerings into the hot water at what was to become the World Heritage Site of Bath.


[image: Illustration]


Fig. 1 Flints from the Hot Bath spring. (Roman Baths Museum)


This was a time when hunter-gatherers, people who had not yet adopted farming, were just beginning to colonise Britain, free of ice and still not yet an island. Spreading across southern England along wooded river valleys and tree-covered downland, small groups followed game, exploiting plant foods as they came into season, reaching further and further west; and, one year, they came to a bend in the river, wooded with alder and willow and rich in wildfowl, fish and other game. And they found the springs (Fig. 2).


[image: Illustration]


Fig. 2 The hot springs as they may have looked before the Romans came (this is actually a spring in Armenia).


It must have been a shocking discovery. The nearest hot springs were over 200 miles away in Belgium; it is very unlikely that our wanderers had ever seen anything like it. If it was a cool day, the wooded valley bottom would have been sliced by a band of mist drifting through the foliage and spreading down to the river. As they drew closer, the slight metallic smell would be noticed and then the weird orange and emerald green colours of the algae that grows around the hot waters would become apparent. If they dared to come even closer they would see the three pools of hot water bubbling and steaming and streaming down to the river.


We have little idea of the spiritual beliefs of the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers, but it is hard to imagine that their reaction to the springs was not one of wonder, if not awe and fear. The deposition of a group of high-quality flint tools, of a few restricted types, made of carefully selected flint from as much as 20 miles away, might not, therefore, be an unexpected reaction, a gift to whatever power was responsible for this worrying break in normality.


Recent discoveries indicate that the river bend, despite being flood prone, was visited regularly after its first discovery in this period, and down to about 5,000 or 6,000 years ago, but not by more than wandering hunting bands. When farmers settled the surrounding hills and valleys, still no one stayed for long and it seems that the springs themselves were avoided or only rarely visited, perhaps under the protection of rituals and invocations. In any case, until the very end of the Iron Age, the centuries before the Roman Conquest in AD 43, there was no activity around the springs that has left any trace to modern investigation. This matches the idea that Celtic holy sites tended to be natural places or enclosures: groves, caves or springs, liminal places, haunted by the gods, to be approached only by priests or those protected by them. The Roman poet Lucan, over-dramatically perhaps, describes such a place near Marseilles in the first century BC:




There was a grove from a bygone age, never ravaged, caging within its laced branches dusky gloom and icy shadows; high above, the banished sun. Here no rustic Pan holds sway, no powers of the forest – Silvani or Nymphs – but, barbarous in its rituals, a cult of Gods: altars heaped with hideous gifts, every tree around them splattered with human gore.


The God’s images, grim and crudely fashioned, started forth, rough-hewn, from felled trunks. The very earth, the pallor of heartwood long since rotted down to powder, left men thunderstruck. Divinities consecrated in common shapes can never cause fear like this – so much does it add to human terror not to know the Gods we fear!2





After these millennia of apparent inactivity, probably in the early first century AD, a causeway of gravel and mud kept in shape by hurdles was thrown out into the main spring pool (Fig. 3). This allowed worshippers to reach the heart of the spring and make offerings. These included seventeen coins of the local British tribe (the Dobunni) found in excavation in 1979 (Fig. 4). Another was found in the Hot Bath spring pipe in 1998. Society was changing in the later Iron Age, and this change in the way the springs were used may reflect aspects of this.


[image: Illustration]


Fig. 3 The causeway into the sacred spring (based on Cunliffe and Davenport, 1985, Fig. 27).


[image: Illustration]


Fig. 4 Celtic coins from the spring. (© Bath and North East Somerset Council, Roman Baths Museum)


A few rare sherds of pre-Roman pottery have been found in the vicinity of the springs, but no Iron Age settlement has been found closer than 0.7km away, and these, sensibly, on the lower slopes and terraces of the Avon Valley, not its floor. It was the Romans who had the presumption to build on the springs, to tame and enclose them and to found a town based on their exploitation.





1



THE ROMANS ARRIVE



THE SOURCE: THE ORIGINS



The water that bubbles up in the centre of Bath is old, very old. It was old when the first hunters stumbled across it and when the Dobunni tribesmen and women made offerings; it was old when the Romans channelled and confined it, and it is old today. It is, however, always the same age: constantly flowing, constantly recharging, constantly puzzling. Ever since the end of the last ice age, around 12,000 years ago and now, it appears, for much, much longer, rain falling on the absorbent carboniferous limestone of the Mendips (and now we believe from similar rocks to the north and west) has soaked, percolated, flowed and dwelled in the beds that run from there under the clays and mudstones of the hillsides and valley floors, heated by the thousands of feet of rock pressing down on it from above, and then, following the rising strata under Bath and finding a break in the sealing layers, bursting upwards to emerge in that low-lying river bend.


This continuous, extraordinary journey is now known to take at least 2,500 years, but the latest studies show that the process is still somewhat mysterious. While the source and characteristics of the water are no longer quite the mystery they once were, we are still looking for the particular reason why the three springs appear together here and nowhere else.


In the first place, the geology around Bath is extraordinarily complex (Fig. 5). Deep below our feet the scene is one of stratigraphic chaos. This is the result of ancient folding and fracturing of even more ancient sediments, resulting in deep structures that provide the environment for the capture and transport of the waters beneath, but which also make modelling the flow of water extremely difficult. The latest theory is that the springs are, in fact, many millions of years old, first bubbling out of a limestone pavement or karst in a knoll in the carboniferous limestones now buried at around 50m under central Bath (Fig. 6).3 The spring was then buried by around 250m of marine mudstones and limestones of the Triassic and Jurassic periods (250 to 65 million years ago) and the waters were confined to the deep geology. Much later, the cutting down of the Avon Valley brought the frozen ground of the last ice age close enough to the buried hot waters so that they could melt their way through the permafrost to establish permanent ‘pipes’ to the surface. In our current warm phase the pipes remain open due to the water pressure (Fig. 6).
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Fig. 5 The deep geology of the Bath area and the spring catchment (redrawn from Gallois, 2006, Fig. 2).


[image: Illustration]


Fig. 6 The long-buried springs break through at Bath in the late Pleistocene (redrawn from Gallois, 2006, Fig. 6).


The three springs still pump 1.44 million litres (over 300,000 British gallons) of water to the surface every twenty-four hours, all within a radius of little more than 100m. They vary slightly in temperature, the Hot Bath spring being a few degrees warmer than the others, but all are at a constant 44–46°C, or around 111–115°F. It is the temperature that makes Bath unique in the British Isles: they are the only truly hot springs in these islands.


They are mineral springs as well as thermal, and contain at least thirty-eight minerals. These include calcium, sodium, potassium, magnesium, hydrogen carbonate and chlorine. The others are mostly traces, with calcium and sodium together making up 35 per cent of the total.4 Iron is present and its oxides are the source of the bright orange colouration. The waters are also mildly radioactive and when this was discovered in 1908, the Radium cure was promoted. It was discontinued when the hazards of radiation became better appreciated. Nonetheless, the levels in the water are so low that it is doubtful any harm was ever done, even in concentration.


The rise of modern medicine led to a decline of confidence in the value of taking or bathing in the waters during the twentieth century, until the National Health Service stopped funding treatment in 1976. While bathing in warm water certainly has a therapeutic effect on various physical ailments, it was not thought that the spring water was any more efficacious than any other hot water. However, in the absence of modern treatments, we should not sneer at the symptomatic relief that immersion in the spring water undoubtedly gave to earlier visitors, or the benefits that a regime of eating less and drinking spa water rather than beer, wine and spirits, could bring.


House painters had particular reason to be grateful to spa water. Palsy, or paralysis, was a common complaint in this trade. In the eighteenth century it was not known that this was caused by lead poisoning (traditional white paint contains a high level of lead), and neither was the reason understood for the relatively good cure rate for painters who took the water. For adults, at least, drinking spa water while staying away from lead sources can help flush out the lead and the paralysis will be much reduced.


But this is based on what we know about more recent times, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century heyday of the spa. What about the Romans?


They had little idea that the water contained nearly forty minerals, was mildly radioactive, or where it came from. That three springs rose in this constricted area was clearly the result of divine intervention.


The Romans brought their gods with them, but were never exclusive in their beliefs. Wherever they went they expected to meet local divinities, other beliefs. Arriving at the hot springs, with which they were well-acquainted on the European mainland, they would naturally expect to discover who was the deity in charge. As the Romans later recognised Sulis Minerva as the presiding deity of the springs, we can infer that that divinity was the goddess Sulis. The conflation of a Roman goddess with a local one was a normal Roman practice, and presumably means that Sulis was enough like Minerva that she could be seen as equivalent, or the local version. This was the interpretatio romana and such double deities are common all over the empire. When they founded a sanctuary here in her honour and a town grew up, it was naturally named Aquae Sulis, the waters of Sulis.


A SENSE OF PLACE



We have uncritically talked about ‘the Romans’ and later (Chapters 2 and 10) we will consider who we mean when we do: but, for now, we should ask, ‘Why were the Romans, what brought them here?’


In the broader political sense, it was the desire of the Emperor Claudius (AD 41–54) to cement his recently acquired and shaky hold on the imperial power by demonstrating his military prowess in the traditional way. The Roman army invaded the island in the summer of AD 43 and quickly conquered the dominant tribes in the south-east of the country. With a combination of military might and diplomacy, the southern half what is now England was brought under political control within a year or two at most, although we do not know the timetable of the first part of the conquest with any precision.


With the exception of the Durotriges of modern-day Dorset and south Somerset, the western tribes in England rapidly made peace or even allied themselves with the invaders. Britannia was not a country, merely an island divided into many tribal groups, some politically sophisticated, other perhaps less so.
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