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what3words code: blissful.encrusted.mega 

 

EXPERIENCE THE SIGHTS, SOUNDS AND SMELLS OF A ROMAN TOWN -     

IN VIRTUAL REALITY! 
  

uring Roman Army Week (24 to 28 October) the Palace will play host to an innovative 

digital project. You will enter a darkened room and be faced with a virtual reality (VR) full-

sized Roman town that you can explore using a game controller. Based on the 

archaeological remains of a real neighbourhood (known as Insula IX), excavated at the Roman 

town of Silchester by the University of Reading, the buildings will appear in front of you, recreated 

in VR and ready for you to discover.   Information gathered from archaeological records and 

Roman texts reveals the main sounds and smells of the time, which form part of the experience, 

making you feel you as if you are right there in an  ordinary Roman town. Walking  around 

Silchester, dogs bark, flies buzz,  people chatter,  the blacksmith bangs his hammer, and the smells 

of the cesspit, the animals, and the herb garden waft around you.  

   Virtual reality spaces are becoming more common in everyday life and in academic research. 

However, despite the explosion of gaming and the imminent arrival in our shops of a whole range 

of VR headsets, all these experiences are dominated by one sense: vision. In reality of course, we 

experience the world through all our senses, with vision as only one part of that. In particular, 

sounds and smells play a vital role in how we perceive the environment around us, generating 

powerful emotions such as nostalgia, joy or disgust. Whereas the visual effects of games and VR 

apps have become more sophisticated and, in the cinema especially, sound is being used to 

create atmosphere, the development of contextually specific multi-sensory environments, to 

include sounds and smells, is lagging far behind. The project hopes to change this. 
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   This is a new collaborative project, funded by the Arts & Humanities Research Council, between 

Dr. Ian J. Ewart, an anthropologist at the University of Reading’s School of the Built Environment; 

Dr. Hannah Platts, a Roman historian and archaeologist from Royal Holloway, University of London; 

Dr. Tony Krus, an archaeologist at the Scottish Universities Environmental Research Centre; and 

Kate McLean, a sensory designer and smell specialist, based at Canterbury Christ Church 

University. 

    The Palace Curator, Dr Rob Symmons, says: “If you are planning to visit Roman 

Army Week we hope you find the time to explore this 

exciting virtual environment. It might be the only chance 

you get. If you aren’t planning to visit during Roman 

Army Week, then perhaps you might want to change 

your plans!”   

  

MORE NEWS FROM THE PALACE 
Rob Symmons, Curator 

 

   Recent visitors to the Palace will have noticed the appearance of a 

touchscreen computer in the North Wing, near the famous Fortress mosaic. This 

machine is being used to trial a new interactive 3D model of the Palace. It was 

created by a Portsmouth University Masters student, Anthony Crew, and uses 

gaming software, which means that visitors can navigate around the inside of 

the virtual building and explore rooms at will. The model is much more detailed 

and user-friendly than previous attempts at realising the Roman Palace in 

digital form, and as a result is a big hit with the visitors.  

   One of our major challenges at the Palace is relating the archaeological 

remains to the original Roman grandeur of the site. The model in the foyer that 

we all know so well is a great help in this, but digital technology provides us with a much more 

sophisticated, interactive and flexible tool for interpretation. The model is currently being trialled 

and we are taking on board visitor feedback to try to make it even more user-friendly. 

Improvements are already being planned. We hope that Anthony's model will form the 

foundation for future collaborations with Portsmouth University. In time it can be expanded to 

include more rooms than at present; we could add a function that enables visitors to differentiate 

between details in the Palace that we are confident are accurate (such as wall colour), and 

more conjectural interpretations, like furniture or the locations of the glazed windows. We also 

hope to be able to use the model to show visitors rooms at different stages in the life of the Palace 

so they can see how it evolved over its 200 year history. None of this would be possible with our 

traditional physical model! 

   Do come and play with Anthony's model - we would love to know what you think about it!   

 

PEOPLE OF THE HEATH, PETERSFIELD 

   Members of the Friends do not take an interest solely in the Roman period, of course. Mary 

and Neville Haskins have been deeply involved in “People of the Heath”, a four-year project 

focussed on a remarkable but little-known prehistoric 

monument complex on the edge of Petersfield, 

Hampshire, dating to the Early Bronze Age, between 2200 

and 1500 BC. Although designated as Scheduled Ancient 

Monuments, the large group of barrows (burial and ritual 

monuments) spread across Petersfield Heath has seen no 

active research since it was mapped in the 1930s and 

there is no record of any past excavations. Yet it is one of 

the most impressive and diverse barrow cemeteries to 

have survived in south-east England, boasting at least    

Sorry about the quality of this map. 

It’s from the museum website (Ed) 

For more on Roman Army 
Week  see page 5 
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 21 monuments representing five or six different types. 

   At the Friends’ Tenth Anniversary meeting in June last 

year Mary and Neville showed a poster on the progress 

of the project.  This brief report by them covers the 

exciting finds made since then. 

   “We have carried out further geophysical surveys prior 

to the latest excavations which guided the 

archaeological team to the areas of interest to dig.  So 

far 7 of the 21 features identified by Stuart Piggott in his survey of the Heath in the 1920s have 

been excavated.  Besides the burial in Barrow 11 (with bronze dagger) described in our 

original poster, two more excavations have uncovered burials.  The first consisted of the 

remains of a cremation burial probably contained in a bag with a wooden handle; the 

handle is currently on display in Petersfield museum. Of course these remains are basically 

sand impressions as organic material is destroyed by the acidic sands of the Heath.  The 

second discovery this year is a large collared urn (dated 2000-

1500 B.C.) found beneath Barrow 8 (left).  Following a CT scan at 

Winchester hospital the contents are currently being excavated 

in the lab at Winchester Museum. The excavation of Barrow 17 

yielded a large spread of charcoal accompanied by a 

mineralised boar’s tusk. The latest excavation has just finished 

(24th September) and concentrated on three more of the 21 

barrows and a re-opening of Barrow 11 to extend the 

excavation around the area where the burial was found.  

Barrow 10 has the remains of a large badger sett and has 

probably been damaged by road building.  There was little to 

see on Barrow 9 as the trench had to avoid the large oak tree 

growing on the top.  Barrow 19 appears to have another burial 

urn, this time inverted.  It needs to be excavated slowly and 

carefully, so had not been lifted by the official end of the dig.  A 

small team will work on it on the week after the dig officially 

closed.    

   “The excavation of Site 24 is also being re-visited; this time by a 

team of students from Winchester University led by their tutor Nick Thorpe.  Finally Site 23 is 

being further excavated by a small team led by Anthony Haskins to clarify the findings from 

the test pits dug by school children two years ago.” 

   Full details of the archaeology work for this project are available on the Museum’s website. 

There will be a free walk around the most recent excavations on 6 November from 2.30-4 

 

YET MORE FROM THE PALACE 

   Over the last couple of years, Rob the 

curator has been beavering away 

whenever he has a spare hour, catching 

up with the Palace's "Documentation 

Backlog". This is a backlog of all the 

artefacts from archaeological sites without 

paperwork that proves that Sussex 

Archaeological Society owns them.  

It may seem surprising that the museum 

holds any material that it does not own, 

but it is not unusual. Until recently, most 

museums did not record donations in full 

and vital information that today would 

prove the legal owner was not captured.  

This can be a problem, because if one 

does not own an item, one cannot, strictly   

 

 

 

speaking, display it, let researchers access 

it, dispose of it or conserve it without the 

owner's permission. That is why it is crucial 

to own (and be able to prove Fishbourne 

owns) everything in its care.  

   So, while it looks (and often feels!) like an 

exercise in bureaucracy, obtaining legal 

title, either at the time of donation or 

retrospectively, is important. That is why 

Rob has spent many hours tracking down 

donors and landowners to ask them to 

document their donation in full - usually 

many years after the material was actually 

given to us. The great news is that he has 

nearly finished. Soon Fishbourne Roman 

Palace will own every item in its care and 

there are no more than a handful of 

museums in Britain which can make that 

claim.  

Collared urn from Barrow 8 
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ROMAN CURSIVE SCRIPT 
  

  “Write your name in Roman letters! 

Amaze your friends and impress your 

teachers!” This is what volunteers manning 

the ‘Roman Writing’ table at children’s 

events at the Palace tell the visitors. 

   And off they go, with the awkward reed 

pens and smudgy Roman ink, using the 

Old Roman Cursive alphabet from the 

famous wooden tablets discovered at 

Vindolanda fort on Hadrian’s Wall in 1973. 

They are supposed to write in Latin, of 

course: 

‘henricvs svm’ 

not simply 

‘Henry’. Some 

express 

dismay if their  

name is Julian 

and they 

discover that 

there are no 

letters for J, U 

or W, or go 

blithely on 

writing 

messages in 

English like the 

one at left presented to a volunteer, which 

reads “dear guy, you are weird, from 

olivia”. Charming! 

   Now excavations carried out by Museum 

of London Archaeology (MoLA) at the site 

of Bloomberg’s new building in the City of 

London have uncovered over 400 

beeswax tablets preserved in the mud of 

the river Walbrook.  (The climate must 

have been warmer in 1st century 

Londinium; the wax tablets at Fishbourne 

are usually too cold to take a stylus 

impression, let alone permit marks to be 

erased and leave a smooth surface, 

which is why the Palace use pen and ink.) 

   Some 80 of these tablets have been 

painstakingly deciphered by Prof. Roger 

Tomlin of Oxford University. One dates to 

43-53 AD, the first decade of Roman rule; 

another contains the first written reference 

to Londinium, while a third may be an 

example of schoolwork. The names of 100 

people are recorded, with much 

information on the life of the town.  See 

the MoLA website for more information. In 

Autumn 2017 the tablets will be on display 

in the exhibition “Pompeii of the North” in 

Bloomberg’s new European headquarters 

   What we need now is to discover a 

similar hoard preserved in the high water 

table somewhere around Fishbourne. We 

might learn much more about why the 

Palace was built, who lived there, and was 

it, as staff have speculated, a king’s 

palace, a 5-star hotel for visiting 

dignitaries, a shrine to Emperor Vespasian, 

or even a sort of Roman garden centre? 

Rewriting the guidebook would be fun!   

 
 

EVENTS AND VISITS 
Chris Medlock 

 

   As a new member of 

the committee I have 

ventured into the exciting 

task of seeking out places 

of interest for us to visit in 

2017. I will be looking to 

plan two outings and I 

would like to hear back from you about 

your own special interests and inclinations. 

What would you like your committee to 

organise for you? 

   In thinking around this subject I decided 

that to extend our reach it would be 

worthwhile entering into discussions with 

like-minded associations and membership 

organisations to see if we could look 

towards a reciprocity programme   
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which would offer each of our 

organisations a wider reach and more 

fulfilling events programme. Two stood out; 

The Council for British Archaeology (CBA) 

area South East and of course, the parent 

company to Fishbourne Roman Palace, 

The Sussex Archaeological Society (SAS).  

As a result we have jointly agreed to 

promote visits to encourage greater 

participation and collaboration for our 

respective   members and whilst we 

cannot offer any reductions the ability to 

meet new people with complimentary 

interests will be most worthwhile. 

   The CBA South East run a very well 

organised schedule now in its second year 

and each of the tours is structured in two 

parts: a morning visit to an ongoing 

excavation (led by the principal 

excavator), coupled with an afternoon 

stroll around a historic town (led by a local 

expert). The Council for British 

Archaeology South-East (CBASE) should 

not be confused with the national CBA; it 

is a fully independent charity, although 

associated with the CBA.  

   With regards to the remainder of this 

year's schedule, there is a visit planned to 

Colemore, a Romano-British site in 

Hampshire, and Farnham town and castle, 

Surrey, on the 15th October. Please see 

the CBA website for more details: 

http://www.cbasouth-

east.org/events/cbase-tours-and-field-

trips/ 

 

   They also have the annual conference in 

Sevenoaks on the 19th November. It is on 

the theme of Palaces and Parks during the 

medieval period in the South-East, again 

take a look online to book; 

http://www.cbasouth-

east.org/events/cbase-annual-

conference/ 

 

   The Sussex Archaeological Society are 

delighted that we may also be able to 

offer SAS members a programme that 

would provide a wider geographic spread 

to their events programme so the offer of 

reciprocity was well received.  SAS have 

two upcoming events, both are in East 

Sussex:  Compton Place in Eastbourne 

(Wednesday 28th September) and 

Ashburnham Part at Battle on 7th October 

which we promoted by email to you all in 

mid-September.  

 

 

Go online to discover more at:  

https://sussexpast.co.uk/become-a-

member/conferences-events 

 

   Additionally I do hope you are all aware 

that as members of The Friends you are 

entitled to a 10% discount when booking 

events at Fishbourne Roman Palace; take 

a look online to see if anything catches 

your interest.  

https://sussexpast.co.uk/venue/fishbourne-

roman-palace-2 

 

   In the meantime enjoy the beauty of a 

British Autumn and of course come and 

visit, the team at Fishbourne would love to 

see you.  

 

ROMAN ARMY WEEK 

24-28 October (half-term week) 

 10-4 daily 

 

Sign up with the recruitment officer and 

write your name 

in Latin before 

completing a 

range of tasks to 

‘earn’ a day’s 

pay.  Soldiers  

fall into line 

under the 

watchful eye of 

the Drill Officer 

and parade 

around the 

formal gardens 

of the Palace.  

Master ‘sword’ 

and ‘spear’ practice, learn about the 

medicines used 2,000 years ago and see 

how soldiers relaxed by playing board 

games.  Taste Roman-style food and 

acquire your own SPQR ‘tattoo’ and a fake 

wound if you are brave enough! 

   Try other skills on offer during the event, 

including archery, ‘stone’ throwing and 

dressing-up Roman-style. Once you have 

completed certain activities, you can return 

to the recruitment officer, who will issue 
you with a certificate and a (replica) 

Roman coin as your first day’s pay!   
 

http://www.cbasouth-east.org/events/cbase-tours-and-field-trips/
http://www.cbasouth-east.org/events/cbase-tours-and-field-trips/
http://www.cbasouth-east.org/events/cbase-tours-and-field-trips/
http://www.cbasouth-east.org/events/cbase-annual-conference/
http://www.cbasouth-east.org/events/cbase-annual-conference/
http://www.cbasouth-east.org/events/cbase-annual-conference/
https://sussexpast.co.uk/become-a-member/conferences-events
https://sussexpast.co.uk/become-a-member/conferences-events
https://sussexpast.co.uk/venue/fishbourne-roman-palace-2
https://sussexpast.co.uk/venue/fishbourne-roman-palace-2


 

6 

 

WHERE IS YOUR MONEY GOING? 
 

   The Committee have formally approved 

a donation of £500 for a photogrammetric 

survey in the North Wing. Rob Symmons 

explains: 

   “The survey involves taking hundreds of 

overhead images of the mosaics and 

other features in the North Wing. Great 

care is taken to ensure that the camera is 

pointing exactly vertically for each image, 

and this is achieved by suspending the 

camera from a fibreglass armature by a 

specially designed coupling. The camera 

is remotely controlled by a computer. The 

overall setup – affectionately known as 

“dangle-cam” – is a unique innovation 

and really is at the cutting edge of this 

type of work.  

   “Once the images have been captured 

they are digitally stitched together to 

create a mosaic (no pun intended) of the 

entire north wing. The finished image will 

be extremely large but will provide a 

standard image of almost every inch of 

the archaeology in the cover building. This 

will be a huge help in our conservation 

efforts. It will provide a “base line” against 

which we can compare the floors and 

walls in the future, so that we can see if 

and to what extent they are changing. It 

will provide the opportunity to map future 

observations (cracks, algae, damp etc.) 
accurately. We might even be able to use 

the images for marketing or 

merchandising!”   

 

로마의 궁전 - THE ROMAN PALACE 

 
The Korean-language leaflet for visitors to 

the Palace has just been amended and 

updated by two students at Warwick 

University, Sophie Mills and Cho Kyoung 

Hee, to whom we are very grateful.  

 

CATALOGUE 
Rob Symmons reports that the Palace are 

looking into the possibility of upgrading 

their catalogue from the old software, 

“MODES for Windows” to the more up to 

date “MODES Complete”. The Palace is 

among the last to make this upgrade in 

the country and there is an increasing 

danger that the old package will become 

defunct and the digital catalogue will be 

inaccessible. There will be a small direct 

cost associated with this upgrade (for the 

software itself), but there will be indirect 

costs as well, for training, data transfer, 

increased support fees, new hardware 

etc. It is possible that the Friends will be 

approached to help with some of this 

cost, but first the Curator needs to 

understand exactly what is involved and 

be sure that the upgrade won’t adversely 

affect the quality of the existing 

catalogue.  

  

 

THE FRIENDS’ WEBSITE 

Having lost our former web-host, who went 

out of business, the Friends’ website can 

now be found at fishbournefriends.info 
 

 

 

HAVE YOU MET FALCO YET? 

 
   The acclaimed authoress, Lindsey Davis 
came to the Palace again on 4 October to give 

a very interesting, 
informative and amusing 
talk about her life and the  
various sources of 
inspiration for her many 
books set in the Roman 

Empire. 
   Ms Davis’ hero in a sequence of 20 books is 
Marcus Didius Falco, a detective in Ancient 
Rome. Falco certainly gets around the Empire; 
in ‘A Body in the Bathhouse’, written in 2001, 
he is in Fishbourne during the construction of 
the palace. Ms Davis confided that her years 
spent working in the then Ministry of Public 
Building and Works provided a helpful 
background to what goes on in such a project. 
   Her latest novels focus on Falco’s adopted 
daughter, Flavia Albia, heroine of ‘The Garden 
of the Hesperides’. The novels are, of course, 
available at the Palace giftshop.  
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