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SOIL REPORT ON A "DMtK ENITII" AT S1'. BAf{CIIOLOWJclEW'S HOSPITAL, LONOON 

During the early Spring of 1979 buil(1-lna work allowed excavations by the Depart

ment of Urban Archaeology (Field Officer, D;j.vid llentley) of Roman and post-Roman 

deposits at St. I3artholo;new's Hospital. The section exposed "dark earthll resting 

upon opus signinum, which overlay foundation material. Within the "dark earth" 

itself the excavator has identified three horizontal zones. Namely: zone 1, which 

is l a t e 1st Century to lith Century and represents part of a Roman cemetery; zone 2, 

which is l a t e Roman or Saxon and contains residual Roman pottery; and zone 3, which 

is believed to be Sax~m and contains residual Roman pottery from the 1st to trth 

Centur ies. These were all sampled. In addition, a layer, here called zone tr, is 

associated with metalling overlyina the "dark earth" deposits and is approximately 

11th Century. This was also exrunined. 

These deposits ,{ere described, and analysed for loss on ignition and for alkali 

extractable humus. Zones 1, 2 and 3 were also examined for lhcir phytolith content, 

to ascertain vegetation changes mainly thrOUGh ojlulised urass remains. 

Soil colour varied slightly bel\{cen dark greyish brown (lOYHh/2) when dry, and 

very dark grey (10YR3/1) '''hen wet, for most layers. Simple rhosphate tests showed 

some differences, with particularly zone 1, which is associated with the Roman 

cemetery, having a Positive response. These variations may indicate some changes in 

the usage of the "tlark earth"; for not only may Positve phosphate readings be 

associated with inhumations but also with cess material that has been identified 

:from other "dark earth" deposits. Loss on ignition (see data) shows a similar 

amount of total organic matter throughout the deposits, which of course may have 

included charcoal, that gives the dark colouration to this material. These results 

are comparable with those from some "dark earth" at GPO 75. Alkali extractable 

humus, which is a measure of the organic carbon present, is rather low compared with 

that from the QJ() 75 or POM 79, but varies only sliohtly within this "dark earth" 

deposit itself. ~laterial of a later d a te (11th Century) has rather more, and this 

ma y relate to the younger age of a material that readily oxidises. Still, it seems 
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apparent that the "dark earth" at St. Bartholomow's may have had lower original 

organic matter content than other "dark earth" si tos, both in London and else\.here, 

even when oxidisation is tru~en into cons ideration. 

Phytolith analysis comprised the extraction of fine soil (less than 1mm) after 

pre-treatment with IICl and combustion of non-opalised organic material. Three 

samples each from layers 1, 2 and J were mowlted on glass slide s, using Naphrax 

(Refractive Index 1.74). Phytoliths were identified on individual slides producing 

total counts for each layer of between ".77 and 571. Percentage types were calculated 

and show a dominance of Festucoid types thrQughout zones 1, 2 and J. From soil 

pol l en evidence gathered from GPO 75 (A. Mon. Lab. Report - Scaife, 1979) which 

c l e arly indicates an urban waste environment, such Festucoid grass types common to 

lov/land waste areas are therefore likely candidates. lim.ever, the suite of phytoli th 

types varies with the thre e zones (see Fig. 1) identified in the archaeological 

section suggesting slightly differ i ng vegetation environmenta or inputs of organic 

material for each. For example, the lowest zone contains the least Coarse Wavy 

t y p es, although the most Hats and Fine \.Javy types. Layer 2 differs by exhibiting 

Dumbell types and increas ed nwnbers of Co.:u-se Spiny types shm.ing a higher proportion 

of Panicoid grass types. The v e ry hi gh quantities of Coarse Wavy types in layer J 

again reaffirms the dominanc e of Festucoid grass types (Rovner, 1971), and further 

suggest grasses which like moi s t c omli tions, both as in meadows or damp waste areas, 

and may include Poa and Fe stuca types as identified from reference samples. 

Generally, then, the area was occupied by Festucoid grass types with small and 

varying quantities of Panicoid grass types, most probably of species with a liking 

for moist, urban wasteland environments. Nevertheless grasses may have been imported 

into the area for a number of uses. The opus signinurn itself may have produced poor 

dra inage encouraging such moist conditions. Still, the envisaged low quantities of 

original organic matter in the site indicate that the "dark earth" here may not have 

had ,such a large input of organic material - as in the form of cess as identified 

elsewhere. Its origins may therefore be somewhat different. Certainly its use as a 
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cemetery may have increased tile mineral con Lent throuoh mixing of the natural s o il 

material. It has been sugoested that Uw sharp division between the opus sifJninum 

and the "dark earth" may not just rela Le to dwnpin'J, but may also indicate the 

r e working of this "dark earth" only as far as th :is "impe ne,trable"Roman level. 

Data 

% loss on Colour 
Layer pH Phosphate Alk. Sol. Humus 

ionition Wet Dry 

ia 7.4 POSe 2L±.O 2.34 10YR3/1 lOYlt'f/2 

lb 7.4 Pas. 27 .1± 2.0'10 10YR3/1 lOYR5/2 

2 7.4 \'/. 25.0 2.36 10YR)/;:>. 10YR4/2 

J 7.4 Pas. 31.0 2.60 lOYR)/l 10YH.~/2 

4 7.5 w. 5'l.0 2.04 10YR)/1 10YIl4/2 

N.B. a ) Alk. sol. !tUlliUS, mums. pc; r lOU (l ms . air dry soi l 

b) Phosphate, W - weak, approxiillately 0.15% P:.:.0
3 

P - Positive, 1lp]ll'oxiIllLltely 0. 11-0.13% P2,0J 

Rovner, 1. 1971 	 Pot e ntial of opal phytoli U)S for use in [Jala f!oeco logical 
reconstruct.ion. Quat. Ill ':; ., 1, J'tJ-35,). 

Richard Macphail 

20th February 1980 


