
The Roman Temples Project 

The Roman Temples Project, Maryport, funded by the Senhouse Museum Trustees and 

supported by Newcastle University, ran during June/July 2013.  Work this season built upon 

the experiences of work at Maryport over the last two years and formed part of an ongoing 

programme of research designed to illuminate the archaeological context of the famous altars 

in the museum’s collections.  As with previous seasons the project was directed by Ian 

Haynes (project director) and Tony Wilmott (field director).   

Fieldwork in 2011 and 2012 had already begun examining the site where, in 1870 the largest 

cache of Roman altars ever to be discovered in Britain was unearthed.  These altars were 

discovered to have been buried in a series of pits, but it was not until 2011 that the role of 

these ancient pits was properly appreciated.  Rather than having been dug for the ritual burial 

of the altars, as was widely believed, they proved to have been used to support the timber 

uprights of a substantial timber building of late Roman or early medieval date.  In 2013, the 

team continued to examine this site and were able to confirm the full extent of the 1870s 

diggings, and to identify two crucial outlying pits to the east of the main concentration. A 

long linear feature, believed to mark a boundary of some sort, was also identified.  This 

connected with another linear feature first detected in 2012 and found to contain Roman 

pottery.  A further discovery was a roundhouse with internal post pits.  The roundhouse did 

not yield any dating evidence. 

 

Trench E 

The main thrust of the 2013, however, was the opening of a new trench of 368 m2 a hundred 

metres south west of the 1870s site. Work in the new trench exposed the full extent of a 

rectangular building first recorded by antiquarians in 1880. The 2013 season confirmed what 

had been widely suspected that this rectangular building was a classical-style temple.  The 

building’s entrance lay to the north and consisted of a porch with two columns in antis.  To 

the south of the temple’s foundations lay a collapsed section of its wall, sufficient to indicate 

that the elevation was constructed of local red sandstone, but that some elements, such as the 

cornice, may have been carved specifically from yellow sandstone.   The temple was 13.9 x 



7.9 m in length.  Work also exposed the edge of a circular structure to the west of the 

rectangular temple – this circular feature is clearly part of the enigmatic structure that was 

also discovered in 1880 had which has variously been identified as a temple or mausoleum. 

Work on the Roman Temples Project is planned to continue for another two years with 

excavations open again to the public from 9 June 2014.   Investigation of the circular building 

will form the focus of the next season’s fieldwork.   
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