
Fig. I: plan showing position of 2nd century Forum and Basilica in relation to the line of the later town 
wall (shown with dashed lines), major roads and other Roman features. The Leadenhall Court site (code 
LCT 84) lay over the NE corner of the Basilica. (drawing by B. West) 
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Introduction 
THE RECENTLY published report on the Lead- 
enhall Court project noted that an owl pellet had 
been recovered from within the Roman Basilica1. 
That discovery clearly merits further discussion, 
not only because it represents the first identifica- 
tion of such a feature in archaeological levels in 
the City, but also because the concept of an owl 
roosting in Roman London's most prestigious pub- 
lic building demands explanation. This article sets 
I. G. Milne (ed) From Roman Basilica to Medieval M a r k e t ~ ~ s o  

(1992) 26. 
2. Project site code LCT 84. The work was directed by Simon 

O'Connor-Thompson and Gustav Milne for the Museum 

that remarkable find in its context, discusses its in- 
terpretation, and considers some of the questions it 
raises. 
Basilica excavations 
The Leadenhall Court excavationsz were conducted 
between 1984-6 on a series of sites which lay over 
the north-eastern half of the Roman Basilica (see 
Fig. I). Later research by Trevor Brigham has shown 
that work on this major building began in the AD 

9os3 and that it was designed to replace an earlier 
of London Department of Urban Archaeology. 

3. T. Brigham 'The London Basilica, AD 100-300: a reassessment' 
Britannia 21 (1990) 53-97. 
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much smaller forum complex4. The construction 
of the new Basilica was beset by problems which 
included fires and subsidence. It had been built 
over earlier pits and ditches which had been loosely 
infilled and the heavy masonry foundations set- 
tled unevenly over such levels. As a consequence, 
the building programme was a long drawn-out 
affair, with work on the complex as a whole not 
being completed until the late 2nd century. Fur- 
ther modifications were recorded after that date 
before systematic demolition began, probably in 
or by the early 4th century. 

Room 8 (Fig. 2)  
For a considerable proportion of its operative life, 
it seems that parts of the Basilica were unused, 
undergoing construction or repair. For example, 
in the early 2nd century in Room 8, one of the 
range of off ices adjoining the northern side of the 
4. T. Brigham 'Civic Centre Redevelopment' in op cit f n  I, 81-95. 
5. Site Archive Reference: ~ c ~ Q / A r e a  S/ Group S471 Context 

9435. The relevant section of the archive report upon which 
this summary is based was written by Trevor Brigham, who 
supervised the excavation of Room 8 in Area S. 

great Nave, subsidence was so severe that it was 
never occupied in the first phase of development. 
The initial floor level had slumped dramatically; 
an extensive dump of building material had been 
laid over it as compensation. However, that level 
was covered by mixed grey silt layers, representing 
uncompacted accumulations of ref uses. Within that 
deposit, a cluster of tiny bones was observed by the 
astute excavator, Jane Murray of the Institute of 
Archaeology. They were initially thought to repre- 
sent a rat's nest6 and, readily appreciating the poten- 
tial significance of the discovery, she recorded and 
collected the bones as a discrete group. The high 
standard of observation and excavation of the 
excavator proved crucial for the later interpreta- 
tion of the assemblage: had the deposit been bulk- 
sieved, as is now common practice for some depos- 
its on London sites', the group would have been 
6. Op cit f n  3,67. 

7. See f or example, T. Holden and S. Gerber-Parf itt 'Environmen- 
tal sampling, processing and some preliminary results from 
Bull Wharf' London Archue016 no. 16 (1992) 427-434. 

Fig. 2: conjectured plan of the north-east corner of the and century Basilica, showing the outline 
of the excavated areas (broken line) and the position of Room g where the bones were found. 
(drawing by B. West, after S. Banks: see fn  I) 
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split up and its true significance lost. But what did 
the bones represent? 

A mole and three voles 
Before such matters could be discussed, the mate- 
rial had to be identified: the group subsequently 
proved to comprise the partial skeletons of a mole 
(Talpa europaea) and three field voles (Microtus 
agresti~)~. Attention now turned to consideration 
of how such a concentration of small mammals 
came to  be in the Basilica. Armitage pointed out9 
three ways in which concentrations of small mam- 
mal bones can be deposited on archaeological sites: 
the scats of mammalian predators, the pellets of 
avian predators, and pit-f all "traps". To these may be 
added three more: the nest initially suggested by 
the excavators, and two others suggested for mod- 
ern specimens: bottle cctrapsRO, and polecat lardersl~. 
Each of these suggestions is discussed below, in 
order of increasing probability with regard to the 
Leadenhall Court group. 

Source of the small mammals 
a) polecat larders: polecats (Mustela putorius) are 
often attracted by the abundant rats and mice in 
neglected buildings on the edges of settlements, 
particularly in winter, and have even been found 
near the centres of towns in Wales~~. Like many 
predators, they are also known to store prey in 
times of excess, usually by cacheing it amongst 
vegetation13, or by burying or covering with stones14. 
Caches of stored carcasses such as small mammals, 
birds and frogs, are evidence of polecat activityn. 
There are several reasons why the small animals 
from context 9435 are not likely to  represent a 
polecat larder: 

(I) voles and moles would have been cached outside 
amongst vegetation, not inside the building, 
(2) polecat prcy inside the building would have 
been rats and mice, not voles and moles, 
(3) there was no evidence of burrowing to bury 
prey in holes, 
(4) if cached, "why didn't the polecat come back for 
it?", you may well ask. Presuming the polecat was 
"unavoidably detained", his larder would have been 
consumed and scattered by rats, which will eat 
almost anything, including house mice16. 

b) pit-fall traps: Small animals sometimes tumble 
acc~dentally into natural or man-made sunken fea- 
tures, such as holes, pits or wells. If the feature is 
too deep, slippery or steep-sided for them to climb 
or jump out again, or if it is full of water, it acts as 
a "pit-fall trap", accumulating unwary creatures for 
as long as it remains open. This is obviously not the 
case here, within a building. 

C) nests: although black rats (Rattus rattus) build 
their nests in rafters and behind hot water pipes in 
building roofs (they like to  keep warm), their 
sturdier cousins brown rats (Rattus norvegicus) build 
their nests at ground level, usually under floor- 
boards, while house mice (Mus musculus) often 
build nests in the corners of neglected buildings. 
However, other mice, voles, shrews and moles 
build nests either amongst grass and leaves at ground 
level, or in chambers at the end of underground 
burrows17. There was no sign of animal burrowing 
in or near context 9435, and in any case, voles and 
moles are very partial to open grassland, and would 
definitely turn their noses up at a building. Moreo- 
ver, three voles would never countenance sharing 
a nest with a mole in it. 

d) bottle traps: every year small mammals are 
found accidentally trapped inside discarded bot- 
tlesX8. Once the animals have wandered in through 
the neck of the container, they often cannot get 
out again, because the inner surfaces of such mate- 
rials as plastic, glass and glazed ceramics are too 
smooth for tiny paws to  get a grip on. In the case of 
context 9435, no Roman pottery has such a smooth 
interior, but a glass bottle lying on its side on the 
floor might have trapped small animals. Although 
it is possible that very thin glass might have com- 
pletely disintegrated in the soil, some trace of glass 
sprinklings might have been expected. Also, only 
rats and mice would be expected in this case, since 
neither moles nor voles are given to exploring 
buildings. 

e) scats of mammalian predators: the scats of 
some carnivores such as fox, stoat, weasel, dog, cat 
and badger may contain the bones of their small 
mammal prey; however, these bones are always 
badly shattered and corroded by digestive chemi- 

8. Identification by Barbara West (formerly o f  the Museum o f  12. G.  B. Corbet and S. Harris The Handbook of British Mammals 
London), subsequently corroborated by Alan Pipe (Museum (1991) 401. 
o f  London Archaeology Service). 13. Ibid 397. 

9. P. L. Armitage and B. West cFaunal evidence a late 14. P. Sleeman Stoats and Weasels, Polecats and Martens (1989) 87. 
medieval garden well o f  the Greyfriars, London' Trans Old f n  277. 
London Middlesex Archaeol Soc 36 (1985) 107-136, 

10. M. J .  Lawrence and R. W .  Brown Mammals of Britain: Their 16. Ibid 102-3. 

Tracks, Trails ~ n d  Sbns (1974) 268. 17. All nesting information from ibid (passim). 

11. Ibid 277. 18. Ibid, 268. 



cals because carnivores usually chew their prey, 
instead of swallowing it whole19. Microscopic ex- 
amination showed that the bones from context 
9435 were very complete and well-preserved, par- 
ticularly the skulls, with no obvious signs of corro- 
sion. 

f )  pellets of avian predators: many predatory 
birds regurgitate the undigested parts of their prey 
as a pelletz0, and pellets containing the bones and 
fur  of small mammals are often found on the 
ground beneath roosting spots. Predatory birds 
which roost in buildings include kestrels, crows 
and owls. Diurnal birds of prey, such as kestrels, 
tear their prey apart, rather than swallowing it 
whole like most owl speciesz1. Armitage'szz work 
showed that small mammal bones from modern 
kestrel pellets are fragmented into unidentifiable 
splinters and heavily corroded by digestive chemi- 
cals, and Andrewsz3 has demonstrated similar ex- 
tensive damage to bones in pellet material from all 
diurnal raptors. Since crow pellets examined by 
Andrewsz'+ containedmostly beetles, seeds and other 
vegetable matter, with little or no mammal bone, 
he concluded that corvid species are unlikely to be 
significant accumulators of mammal bone. The 
well-preserved small mammal skeletons from con- 
text 9435 therefore indicate that all diurnal birds, 
such as kestrels and crows, can be immediately 
ruled out. 

This leaves owls, and there are five possibilities in 
this case, outlined as follows by the British Trust 
for Ornithology's owl specialist David Glue: the 
Basilica owl cannot be a little owl (Athene noctua), 
because this species was only introduced to Britain 
in the 19th century, in crateloads from Holland 
and Belgium. Nor is it a short-eared owl (Asio 
flammeus), since these are ground-nesting birds of 
heath and moorland. The long-eared owl (Asio 
otus) can also be ruled out, as it is exclusively a 
woodland bird. The tawny owl (Strix aluco) is also 
unlikely, as it is primarily a woodland bird, .and 
rarely nests or roosts in buildings. Although par- 
tially commensal with man today, perhaps through 

19. Ibid, 165; P. Andrews Owls, Caves and Fossils (1990). 
20. See D. E. Glue 'Avian predator pellet analysis and the 

mammalogist' Mammal Review I no 3 (1970) 53-62; ibid (An- 
drews 1990). 

21. P. Andrews Owls, Caves and Fossils (1990) 50. 
22. Op ci t f n 9,121. 
23. Op cit f n 21. 

24. Ibid, zoo. 
25. D. Glue, p m .  comm. 
26. Op cit f n  Z I , ~ .  
27. A. J. Parker 'The birds of Roman Britain' Oxford Journ 

Archaeol7 no z (1988) 197-226. 

the destruction of its woodland habitat, there is no 
evidence for commensality in previous centuries. 
The most likely candidate for the Basilica owl is 
therefore the barn owl (Tyto alba), which has al- 
ways been commensal with man, breeding in church 
towers, farm buildings and ruinsz*. 

Further confirmation is provided by Andrewsyt6 
findings of higher degrees of breakage and corro- 
sion in bones from pellets of tawny owl than of 
barn owl. The excellent preservation, completeness 
and lack of corrosion on the Basilica bones there- 
fore suggest barn owl pellets. Moreover, Glue's 
aforementioned suggestion that tawny owls were 
not commensal with man in previous centuries is 
supported by the evidence of Parker", in his survey 
of bird species from archaeological sites of Roman 
date throughout Britain. Whereas barn owls were 
found on eight Roman sites, tawny owls were not 
found at all. 

"Marksmen of the darkness" 
Having thus established that the Basilica bones are 
most likely to represent a barn owl pellet, we can 
further investigate their significance. Owls have 
been called "marksmen of the darkness". and barn 
owls have been shown to rely primarili on their 
acute sense of hearing to locate and capture preyzs. 
The faint rustling noises of small mammals mov- 
ing throughvegetation, as wellas their high-pitched 
communication calls ("squeaks"), betray their exact 
location to barn owlsZ9. However, as Glues0 pointed 
out, voles make easier targets of themselves by 
creeping and ambling along at a much slower rate 
than mice, which often evade capture by expedi- 
tious scampering and bold acrobatic leaps. 

The prey taken by barn owls in Britain and Ireland 
has been intensively studied by Glues1, who estab- 
lished that field voles were the favourite prey, 
other small mammals such as moles being taken in 
much smaller numbers. This ties in well with the 
Basilica finds of three field voles and one mole. 
Although barn owls can travel up to three kilome- 
tres in search of pre~3~,  and even as much as ten 
28. R. A. Payne and W. J. I. Drury 'Marksmen of the Darkness' 

Natural History 67 (1958) 316-323. 

29. Ibid; D. E. Glue 'Food of the barn owl in Britain and Ireland' 
Bird Study a1 no 3 (1974) zoo-210. 

30.  D. E. Glue 'Food of the barn owl in Britain and Ireland' Bird 
Study 21 no 3 (1974) zoo-210. 

31. D. ~ . ~ l u e ' ~ v i a n ~ r e d a t o r  pellet analysisand the rnarnrni~o~ist' 
Mammal Review I no 3 (1970) 53-62; D. E. Glue 'Prey taken by 
the barn owl in England and Wales' Bird Study 14 no 3 (1967) 
169-183; D. Glue and R. Jordan 'Early 20th-century barn owl 
Tyto alba diet in Hampshire' Hampshire Bird Report(1988) 79- 
83. 



kilometres in extreme cases33, the bulk of hunting 
is carried out within a few hundred metres of the 
nest or roost site34, especially where there are areas 
of rough herbage such as coarse grasses35. 

Because the ground beneath a long-term nesting 
site may be littered with hundreds of pellets, the 
Basilica bones probably represent a cccasual settling 
place", as described by Glue6. They are probably 
part of the remains of one evening's feeding, after 
which the owl came to roost above the find-spot to 
digest his dinner and then regurgitate the pellet. 
The missing bones are not necessarily the result of 
digestion, as asserted by Andrews37 for barn owls 
generally, because: 
I) not all the bones from a single carcass are regur- 
gitated in the same owl pellet3*, and 
2)  not all the pellets of an individual owl are 
regurgitated in the same place. Barn owls usually 
deposit two nightly pellets: one at the long-term 
roosting site, and the other at a casual settling place 
during the course of the night's hunting39; hence 
the items missing from Basilica bones. 

The barn owl's presence suggests open country 
such as coarse grassland in the vicinity, which is 
further supported by the known habits of field 
voles and moles. Field voles prefer rough grass- 
land, usually nesting above ground amongst grass 

and lea~es4~, and are "generally nocturnal in sum- 
mer ... but more diurnal in winter"41. Moles   refer 
pastures and arable land, nesting in underg;ound 
chambers, and are active by night and day4=. Al- 
though moles spend most of their time under- 
ground, safe from owls, they do appear above 
ground occasionally, especially in search of water 
in summer+,. There is also a general surface disper- 
sal of juveniles in early summer, sometimes fol- 
lowed by another dispersal of second litters later in 
summer (these second litters occur only in south- 
ern England and on the Continent)44. 

Taking all these points into consideration, there- 
fore, it is most likely that these small animals were 
caught by a barn owl one summer night in the early 
2nd century, in areas of rough grassland within a 
few hundred metres of the Basilica. The position 
of the pellet in Room 8, some two metres away 
from the wall, indicates that at least some of the 
roof rafters were in place. 

Conclusions 
As the first definite archaeological find of an owl 
pellet in London, the discovery at Leadenhall Court 
is interesting in itself, but it has a much wider 
significance. It also demonstrates the importance 
of careful excavatian and how the hand-collection 
of enviromental samples by observant excavators 
continues to provide real insights into the past4s: 
bulk sieving, for example, would have divorced 
the bones f rom their context and masked their true 
importance. The single example discussed here 
shows how the study of bones from Roman Lon- 
don can provide a wealth of information concern- 
ing the environmental and economic development 
of the town+? In providing evidence for rough 

32. C. R. Shawyer The Barn Owl in the BritishIsles. Itspast, Present 
and Future (1987). 

33. D. E. Glue 'Prey taken by the barn owl in England and Wales' 
Bird Study 14 no 3 (1967) 169-183. 

34. D. Glue, pers. comm. 
35. Op cit f n 33. 
36. Ibid. 
37. Op cit f n 21,48. 
38. V. P. W. Lowe Variation in digestion of prey by the Tawny 

owlYJ Zoo1 London 192 (1980) 283-293. 
39. D. Glue, pers. comm. 
40. Op cit f n  1o,91. 
41. Op cit f n  12,206. 
42. Opci t fn  10 & fn  12. 

43. Op cit f n 1o,17. 
44. Op cit f n 12, 46-9. 
45. N. Bateman and A. Locker 'Sauce of the Thames' London 

Pig. 3: barn owl with a captured field vole, in the rafters Archaeol4 no. 8 (1982), 204-7. 
of a der,elict cottage. 46. P. Marsden and B. West 'Population change in Roman 
(photo: Robert T. Smith) London' Britannia 23 (1992) 133-140. 



The Globe and the Fortune -- 
a svnthesis 

Grenville Cuyler 

I HAVE recently read articles regarding Globe 
Playhouse remains and, their significance1. I en- 
dorse John Orrell's line of argument, in which he 
defends a 20-sided polygon with 18" between radii. 
He has examined those remains of the Globe ex- 
posed to view and has arrived at a diameter of 
approximately ~oof t ,  which concurs with his ear- 
lier study of prominent Globe dimensionsz. 

I wish to relate Orrell's findings to information 
provided in the Fortune Playhouse building con- 
tracts. One piece of hard evidence we have always 

I. S. Blatherwick and A. Gurr, with J. Orrell, 'Shakespeare's 
factory: archaeological evaluations on the site of the Globe 
Theatre at 1/15 Anchor Terrace, Southwark Bridge Road, 
Southwark' Antiguity 66 no. 251 (1992) 315-33. 

2. J. Orrell The Q~est for Shakespeare's Globe (1983). 
3. See the main portion of the Fortune building contract in 

Yates Theatre of the World (1969) Appendix B, 198-200. 
4. This depth due to the Fortune being 8oft across, with 

had is the fact that the Fortune Playhouse contract 
was to a very large extent based on the Globe's 
dimensions (though the Fortune was an 8of t square) 
and a 43ft stage width is specifically mentioned. 
Other pertinent dimensions are provided - the stage 
was 4 3  f t  by 27.~ft4. 

I have always been curious about the possibility 
that the 43ft stage width for the Fortune might 
have originated with the Globes. In my Ph.D. thesis 
I relate this stage width to a 24-sided polygon - the 
configuration adopted by John Orrell and The 

galleries of 1z.5ft and a stage extending to the middle of the 
structure: 83ft/z - 1z.5ft = z7.5ft; see Parrott (ed.) Shkespeare - 
Twenty-three Plays and the Sonnets(1953) 32; C.  Walter Hodges 
The Globe Restored (1953) Appendix F, 187-190. 

5. See G. Cuyler Shakespeare and Jung (1985), Ph. D. thesis, The 
Shakespeare Institute, University of Birmingham, pp. 3-44, 
particularly pp. 21-3, and pp. 96-8 (figs. 12-15), and explanations 
of figures 12-15 on pp. 81-2. 

(continued from p. 35) 
grassland so near the centre of the Roman town, 
the owl pellet highlights the essentially rural as- 
pect of the settlement. Although Londinium was 
at its most prosperous during the early 2nd cen- 
tury, the development was not so intense as to 
exclude a vole-f riendly habitat, perhaps even within 
the urban boundary. As Fig. I shows, a hunting area 
with a 4oom radius centred on the Basilica roost 
would be entirely within the later walled area. 

Not only was a barn owl able to roost in an inner 
room of the great Basilica, but the pellet lay undis- 
turbed for sufficient length of time for layers of 
silt to accumulate over it. This discovery neatly 
supports the excavators' contention that parts of 
the Basilica were unoccupied, and that the build- 
ing programme was an intermittent and protracted 
one. The pellet suggests that the prestigious scheme 
which began in a fervour of optimism floundered 
when circumstances changed; might a suitable 
parallel for an owl in the Basilica be a Canary 
Wharf in Docklands? 
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