BRADING VILLA:

A PHOENIX RISES IN THE LAND OF VECTIS

by David Tomalin

Laid before the questioning eye
The uncovering and displaying of a
Romano-British building beneath a
purpose-built cover building has
always presented a paradox. While it
is unwise to emulate the old it can be
equally imprudent to superimpose
the new. The quaint slate-roofed
closets for the Aldborough mosaics,
the rustic thatched cover buildings at
Bignor, the two-tiered viewing
platforms at Lullingstone, the bold
sixties pre-cast concrete at
Fishbourne, the courageous open-air
presentation at Littlecote; each
design proffers an appeal that seems
typecastin its own era.

Viewing Vectensian villas
Surprising, the tiny island of Vectis
(Isle of Wight) has four Roman villas
that have struggled to remain in the
light of day. An early and miserable
failure was the aisled building at
Carisbrooke. This still attempts to
peep through the undergrowth of a
vicarage garden. Donors, assisted by
Dr. Ernest Wilkins, the Curator of
the Isle of Wight Museum, rallied to
construct a cover building here in
1859. The project was betrayed by a
disingenuous vicar who feared an
invasion of his privacy. Having
announced that he would be
carrying out the protective works
himself, the vicar left the painted
walls of the villa to the winter frosts
and snows. In the following spring
Dr. Wilkins was quick to comment
that the ‘genius of destruction is swift
and sure’.

In 1872 the Royal Archaeological
Institute accepted the vicar’s offer to
dine on the lawn of the vicarage. At
the same time the Institute declined
the offer of the museum curator to
view the antiquities rescued from
this villa and other Island sites. This
time it was the response of the
curator that was swift and sure. In the
week of the Institute’s visit, poor Dr.
Wilkins committed suicide.

The next island villa building to
be laid bare was the bathhouse at
Combley. This was uncovered in
1911 when the excavator took the
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The Oglander steel cover building
erected around 1909. (In 2003 it was
cut down to two metres to become a
temporary cocoon). In the foreground
an evaluation trench cuts the footings
of the south range.
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unusual step of reburying many of
the small-finds in a large biscuit tin.
This tin was discovered when the site
was re-examined in the 1970’s. This
time the villa was marked out on the
ground after re-burial.

A third villa, at Newport, presents
amore rewarding story. An

.
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G. Soffe, E. H. Hibberd, B. Walters and D. Tomalin inside the old cover building in 1996.

enthusiastic property developer
erected a concrete cover building
here in 1926. In 1964 the Isle of
Wight County Council reluctantly
adopted this building. Ten years later
the cover building displayed a
revealing array of 38 broken window
panes. Inside, some interesting ferns
were well rooted in the Roman fabric.
Today, the villa is much changed and
it now presents a remarkably
informative and evocative tableau of
reconstructed Roman rooms. These
are to be found in a winged corridor
house that modestly hides itself
amongst suburban gardens.

We now come to the Island’s
largest Roman building and the fine
mosaics at Brading. Unearthed in
1880 this villa was partially covered
by sheds before receiving its first
effective cover building in the
opening decade of the 20th century.
The purchase of the site and the cost
of the first protective sheds were met
by the Lady Louisa Oglander.

The Oglander cover building was
alarge steel-framed agricultural
structure clad in endearing
corrugated iron. The perimeter of
this building sat almost on the edge
of the Roman walls yet the interior
was just large enough to provide for
the basic needs of an annual train of
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some 20,000 visitors. The attraction
was the fine array of individual
figured mosaic panels crammed in
three particular rooms.

Crisis at Brading

In 1994 the Brading mosaics were
damaged by severe flash floods. This
occurred after downslope ploughing
had channelled rainwater to make
virtual swimming pools within some
of the villa rooms. On the advice of
English Heritage, a new registered
charity, the Oglander Roman Trust,
was promptly formed. By 1996 a
condition report and a conservation
plan were in the hands of the new
trustees. These showed that the
floodwater had introduced iron
oxides and fertilisers into the fabric
of the villa. Staining was severe and
the grout of the mosaics had been
chemically altered. Expansion of the
grout was now causing the mosaics
to rise, bubble and blow. A survey by
ground-scanning radar was
commissioned. Soon the news
worsened. A structural survey
showed that the iron stanchions of
the cover building were rusting at
ground level. A life of no more than
six years could now be expected for
the Edwardian cover building.

Since the black news of 1996 the
new Trustees of the villa have been
extremely busy. With the
encouragement of English Heritage
they have been negotiating,
advocating and cajoling support for a
new cover building and interpretative
centre. This plan sought a
sustainable future for the long-
admired mosaics. This has been no
mean task because the island is
insufficiently populated and
resourced to readily accomplish
such a project. Local unemployment
is surprisingly high yet the Island
community is largely ineligible for
European structural funding.
Inclusion in the seemingly
prosperous south-east region of
England can be a further
impediment for this anomalous
offshore community. On the
mainland, the cultural heritage of the
Isle of Wight can easily seem
obscure or remote. This can
certainly weaken any appeal laid
before potential sponsors.

Fig. 3. The phoenix rises. April 2004. The cut-down Oglander building is still inside the new

structure and awaits final dismantling. Left, the new circular earthwork is a schools’ open-

air theatre, modelled by the digger driver from excess spoil.

Designing a cover building for the

21st century

First estimates identified a cost of

£3.5 million for a new cover building

at Brading, but this was deemed too
much for a bid to the Heritage

Lottery Fund. Parings and

economies eventually trimmed this

to £2.8 million. The final plan focused
on the protection of the monument
while allowing that the development
of museum facilities might need to be
deferred to a possible second stage.

The issue of sustainability was

keenly examined by the Heritage

Lottery Commission. Stay time

needed to be extended and opening

times should be maintained
throughout the year. To win further
support from visitors, an education
room and a shop and restaurant
facility were essential.

The brief for the new building
encompassed the following key
design issues.

1. The building must preserve the

in situ archaeology of the

Roman house.

There must be shallow

foundations to minimise the

footprint impact of the new
structure.

3. The environment of the exposed
Roman remains must be
stabilised.

4. The process of visitor flow must
be suited to the interpretation of
the site.

5. The project must fall within a
viable cost.
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6. The aesthetics of the new
building must be suited to
character of the site and the
needs of the surrounding Area
of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

The architects who have fulfilled
this brief are Rainey, Petrie, Johns,
an Island practice who, over the last

decade, seem to have established a

distinctive suite of public building

that appears to present a distinct

‘Vectensian’ style.

Securing a strategy for survival
Early in 2003 the Heritage Lottery
Fund announced its support for a
rescue package agreed with the
Trustees. This comprised the
construction of a D-shaped cover
building, a reception area, a
restaurant, an education room and
‘rest’ facilities. To avert unnecessary
disturbance of below-ground
archaeology, the foundations would
be carried by cast ground beams set
between principal load-bearing pads.
There would be 64 of these pads and
each would be archaeologically dug.
To carry out this work the
Trustees engaged KT Archaeological
Services. The contract also
accommodated voluntary work by
members of the Isle of Wight Natural
History and Archaeological Society.
This arrangement was recognised to
be vital to the villa’s long-term
sustainability. Where the villa had
formerly been protected by the
personal generosity of the Oglander
family, a new ethos of local
ownership and responsibility was
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