Two Roman coffins from near St M ary’s church,
Beddington
The two coffins discussed below have been mentioned in various articles, but have never been
adequately recorded.1 The lead coffin (fig 1) was found c 1870 on the western border of the
churchyard of St Mary’s Church, Beddington (approx TQ 2951 6523). It was placed in the
church choir vestry and apparently received rough treatment from the choirboys, until it was
moved to a specially constructed cupboard,2 where it can still be seen today.
The lid of the coffin has a border formed by a linear bead and double reel moulding,1with a
similar central Y-shaped design. There are seven large scallop-shells (pectines) asymmetrically
placed. The coffin base is manufactured from one piece of lead, with the sides bent up to form a
rectangular box. One piece of lead has also been used for the lid, which is bent down over the
sides of the coffin to a depth of 4.5cm. The coffin lid4is 1.33m long (4' 4£"), and varies in width
from 36cm (T 3") to 23cm (9"), and so the coffin may have contained the body of a young person.
The average thickness of the lid is 0.5cm, and that of the coffin base 0.7cm.
Scallop shells on Roman lead coffins are not known to have had a Christian significance,5and so
this is likely to have been a pagan burial. A smaller lead coffin with a similar design on the lid
found at Holborough, Kent, was dated to the early 3rd century.4
Roman lead coffins are found widely in lowland Britain, although mostly in urbancentres; the
only other instances of lead coffins in Surrey come from Croydonand Battersea.7Coffins found
in rural areas are generally associated with villas.8 In Britain they fall into two main groups —
rectangular or tapering9; the Beddington coffin belongs to the latter group.
A second coffin (fig 2), made of stone, was found on 10th March 1930,10very close to the site of
the lead coffin, in Church Path (TQ 2954 6513) during the laying of drains. It is 1.96m long
internally (6' 6"), and 47cm wide internally (1' 6|"). It is slightly asymmetrical in shape,
particularly in the interior.11 It weighs approximatelytwo tons.12The coffin and coffin lid were
found intact, but were subsequently broken when lifted.The coffin is made of oolitic limestone,
and has tooling marks on the interior. The nearest source of limestone is the Cotswolds, but this
particularlimestone does not appear to be from that source, and is more likely to be from either
northern France or northern England.15
The contents of the coffin were scattered on discovery,14and there is a hint in one report that
some parts of the coffin or its contents were removed as souvenirs at this stage.15Council minutes
show that the contents consisted of a human skeleton and fragments of three glass vessels.14The
glass vessels were given to Mortimer Wheeler of the London Museum for a report,17but it is not
known if they were ever returned, and they are now lost.18The rector at that time described them
in one newspaper report as ‘two small drinking cups, not candlesticks as stated, somewhat the
same shape as champagne glasses, only with shorter and thicker stems, say H" high. In addition
to these, a small oil or water bottle or cruse, about the same height’.19 These may possibly
represent two unguent bottles and an oil fiask, but it is difficult to be precise without the glass
surviving; Mortimer Wheeler certainly identified these glass vessels as Roman.20
The report by the rector21describes the skeleton as that of a woman 5' 9|" high, and the bones
in excellent condition ‘due probably, to a dust which covered them, and which seems to possess a
large quantity of lime or some preservative’. This would therefore seem to be an instance of a
plaster burial, which often had Christian associations,22and is often of an early 4th century date.
The Beddington coffin was apparently found in a north-south orientation,21 but this does not
preclude it from being a Christian burial, although an east-west orientation is more usual.24Nor
does the presence of grave goods prove the burial to be pagan.25
Stone coffins are found fairly widely in Roman Britain, but the majority occur around walled

urban centres or along roads, and are rarely associated with villas. There are six basic coffin
shapes, and the Beddington coffin falls into the rectangular class. The two basic coffin lid shapes
are tabular or gabled; the Beddington example is tabular but with a convex top.26No other stone
coffins are known to have been found in Surrey, although there are several findspots in
north-west Kent and in London. In examples where the stone has been identified, it is apparent
that the coffins in these areas were usually made of Kentish ragstone or of limestone.27 The
limestoneis usually assumed to be from the most local source, but in view ofthe identification of
the Beddington coffin limestone, it is obvious that petrological analysis of the limestone coffins is
desirable to establish the precise origin.
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A diagrammatic reconstruction and cross-sections o f the stone coffin from Beddington.

The two burials may be associated with the nearby Roman villa on Beddington Sewage
Works, 700m away on the north side of the River Wandle. However, it is possible that the two
burials are associated with a settlement, as yet undiscovered, on the south side of the River
Wandle, and could form part of a large cemetery.
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