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In an area broadly bounded by The Mansion House, Cannon Street Station and Queen Victoria Street is a part of the original 
Londinium that grew up on either side of the Walbrook River. The river together with buildings at varying depths alongside, 
above and below it form a connection between Roman, more recent and current times.

Until it silted up the river was navigable enabling movement of goods and people from The Thames – surface buildings would 
have been alongside it. When sections were culverted from around the 1400s buildings were constructed over it. In 1873 The 
National Safe Deposit Company specifically constructed a highly secure store facility by Bucklersbury directly over the 
Walbrook River so the building could not be entered from below. Bank Station’s latest entrance is within Bloomberg SPACE at 
Walbrook “street” level built over the culverted River then diving down into tunnels well under the old river.

Within this area of London several Roman structures have been found and excavated. This exploration focuses on the London 
Mithraeum and Bucklersbury Mosaic with three key, interconnected, themes:-

a) the dating of the Mosaic and the Mithraeum – are they contemporary?

b) who might have built them, prospectively military or merchant – neither, both or other?

c) their relative locations – they seem to be adjacent, are they?

As a heavy floor covering with underground heating the Bucklersbury Mosaic would most likely have been at ground level –
not least giving ease of access. Because its beliefs were shrouded in mystery and to evoke a cave the Mithraeum would have 
been at least partially underground; its location by a river is consistent with other Mithrea. Built over the Mithraeum the 
original St Stephen church – arguably “to hallow a heathen site” – was above ground (its beliefs, and access being open).
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London Mithraeum was discovered in 1954 - it attracted a lot of
attention. More than 80,000 people visited the excavations.
The remains of the foundations were removed to an above-ground
location - shown opposite.

During the building of Bloomberg European HQ the Mithraeum
was reconstructed in its original location - picture below.

Both photographs courtesy of Wikipedia
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In 1889 a Mithraic tauroctony and other marble sculptures were
found in the Walbrook - by this time a “stream”. They were
seemingly hidden in the 4th century when the use of the temple
for the worship of Mithras was in decline before being re-used
for other beliefs then finally abandoned. 

When in 1954 remains of what has been described as a 
basilican temple were found its use for Mithraic purposes was
confirmed when a marble Head of Mithras was unearthed.

All the sculptures can be seen in the Museum of London.



Bucklersbury Mosaic, also known as Bucklersbury Roman
tessellated pavement, was discovered in 1869 near the corner
of modern day Poultry when Queen Victoria Street was being
constructed. 50,00 people visited the excavation in 3 days
(see the picture on the first page).

Housed in a masonry extension to a timber building it was
lifted and initially re-laid in Guildhall Museum. Although heated
by a hypocaust it was probably not part of a Roman bath. 

A more recent building – Bucklersbury House – was demolished
on this site but was not the same building as existed in 1869.

The Mosaic has been incorporated into
a dining room setting in the Museum
of London. Author’s December 2021
photographs alongside.
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Triangular outline is a plan of No 1 
Poultry which has been superimposed 
on part of a map of Roman London 
(Londinium).

Brown rectangles are wooden buildings 
facing the main Roman road – Via 
Decumana; behind them, in grey, are 
stone buildings which appear to be 
extensions.

Grey rectangles, added by myself, 
broadly represent current streets.

Exploring locations – Roman buildings & current streets
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With thanks to Current Archaeology (May 2007) for
use of “Plan of Poultry” overlaying Via Decumana.



Bucklersbury Mosaic (found 1869 when Queen
Victoria Street was being constructed) - now in the
Museum of London.

London Mithraeum under Bloomberg European HQ
(returned to original location in 2017). Statuary and
Mithras roundel are in the Museum of London.

With thanks to Wikipedia – London Mithraeum for 
picture of Mithraeum.

Triangular outline is a plan of No 1 
Poultry which has been superimposed on 
part of a map of Roman London 
(Londinium). Brown rectangles are 
wooden buildings facing the main Roman 
road – Via Decumana; behind them, in 
grey, are stone buildings which appear to 
be extensions.

Grey rectangles, added by myself, 
broadly represent current streets.

Exploring locations – Mosaic & Mithraeum
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Exploration – some answers; more questions – page 1 of 3

Based on evidence of coins and pottery, it has been suggested1 that the London Mithraeum was built in the latter part of 
the 2nd century – during the more prolific period for Mithraeum building whose peak is the late 2nd century. Another 
source2 quotes around the middle of the third century CE (240/250). London’s population and prosperity declined in the 
Antonine period (138 to 192) then increased in the third century. Maybe the London Mithraeum was constructed 
following that resurgence.

In Britannia, Mithraea by Hadrian’s Wall at Rudchester date to the late 2nd / early 3rd century and at Carrawburgh the first 
quarter of the 3rd century. In Europe dates range broadly from the end of the 1st century (Caesarea Maritimia in the 
Roman province of Syria Palestina) to the 2nd half of the third century (Feliccisimus at Ostia and Circo Massimo in Rome, 
Italy) with the majority being between the 2nd half of the second and 1st quarter of the third centuries  (150 ↔225). 

If the 240/250 date is agreed this prompts the question “what influenced the timing of the construction of the London 
Mithraeum when most other locations predated it?”. Here are Mithraeum build dates for Britannia and Europe.

In the London Mithraeum site there is a comment that the Mithraeum itself is “an enlarged version of the standard 
Mithraeum”. That relative size should be quantified but if it is significantly greater could this be due to serving a larger 
body of Mithraists because they are from a larger geographic area, “belief” group etc.? In turn that might suggest who 
was responsible for building the Mithraeum related to, for example, an increased military presence in Londinium at the 
time, very active trading (in-country and abroad) giving an influential presence of a merchant class or from other cohorts 
of people following the belief e.g. what is referred to as “the bureaucracy” or officials. 
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https://pictishsymbolstones.files.wordpress.com/2022/01/mithraeum-build-dates.pdf


Looking at the St Stephen, Walbrook church website4 it appears that, following the Roman withdrawal, the Mithraeum 
building became, in effect, a quarry with only the foundations remaining – this was discovered when Bucklersbury House 
was being built in 1953-1957. A Saxon church had been built over these foundations – perhaps between 700 and 980. 
This original St Stephen, Walbrook church was on the “opposite” side of the road to the present church. 

European locations of a Christian church being built over a Mithraeum include the Basilica san Clemente in Rome5 where 
the older remains of the Mithraeum formed a platform on which a church was built in the 5th century. The Basilica, in 
turn, was constructed some 700 years later on top of the earlier church. Initially the site was occupied during the 2nd

century by a mansion which was used for clandestine Christian worship - about 100 years later a Mithraeum was built on 
the same site and used until the late 3rd century. Early in the 4th century it became a basilica for accepted Christian 
worship. Arguably this was a location where a house and place of worship were, at minimum, adjacent if not in the same 
building. Santa Prisca is another place in Rome where a church was built over a Mithraeum. In these instances building 
Christian over Mithraic (so-called heathen) sites may have been quite deliberate – including London.

Finding an accurate date for the Bucklersbury Mosaic has, so far, proved elusive. One source3 uses the word 
“conjectural”.  A reference to the mosaic in the Museum of London website states it “shows vividly the comfortable lives 
of wealthy Roman people at approx. 300 A.D. in Londinium”. Assuming the London Mithraeum construction date is 
240/250, then it and the Mosaic could perhaps be contemporary. Alternatively with the quality of mosaic pavements 
apparently at their peak in Antonine times perhaps an earlier date is possible.

Exploration – some answers; more questions – page 2 of 3
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This leads to considering their relative locations – the Mosaic is from a large house and the Mithraeum does appear to be
adjacent to one on the plan shown at page 6. A combination of timeframe and location might suggest an influence from 
the owner of the house upon the construction of the place of worship – perhaps built in a basement? A similarity, in 
principle, with Basilica san Clemente perhaps. Its size suggests it was not built as a place just for domestic worship.

Critical to assessing locations in the vicinity of Walbrook
(the river and the street) is the course of the river, 
or stream, itself – not now but over 1500 years ago. Siting
of a Mithraeum by water is more essential than surprising.

Alongside is an extract of a map from page 60 of Source 3.
It was most likely engraved by J Emslie (1813-75).

West of the current Walbrook “street” is the ancient course
of the Walbrook “river”. By its bank and marked as 5 is the
site of the old church of St Stephen, Walbrook seemingly
built over the Mithraeum6 – foundations discovered when
the Bloomberg site was excavated. The present church 6
is stated to be 20 metres to the east. If the house was to the
east of the Mithraeum as mentioned on page 213 of Source 3 
then that would roughly be where the current church stands.

Exploration – some answers; more questions – page 3 of 3
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Looking at the overlay  plan on page 5 the buildings between Cheapside/Poultry and Queen Victoria Street are oriented
South West to North East. The more southerly buildings are timber structures (facing onto the main street - Via Decumana)
with apparently newer stone structures built to their north. The stone building that housed the Bucklersbury Mosaic is
oriented South West to North East. Typically Mithraea lie on an east-west axis – London Mithraeum is no exception.  The
entrance (narthex) is in the East – Christian churches typically have their main entrance in the West end with the altar
placed in the East end. In this case if a building was directly to the East of the Mithraeum it could have obscured the entry
which fairly readily could have been moved but this is not apparent from the layout under the Bloomberg SPACE. In terms of
the current positioning of the Walbrook (street) it would seem this supposed building to the East would have been in
the location of what is now the roadway.

Whilst the St Stephen, Walbrook website states that a larger church was built on higher ground some twenty metres to the
East of the original church, maybe that does not mean it was “exactly” due east. Looking at the MoLA Londinium map
(published in 2011) the current, or new, St Stephen is actually located north-east of the London Mithraeum over which the
original was arguably built “to hallow a heathen site”.

What is becoming clearer is that if the Mithraeum was built by a shop/house fronting onto a street to its east then it is
unlikely to be either part of or absolutely adjacent to the building that housed the Bucklersbury Mosaic.

The MOLA leaflet mentions that the Mithraeum would not have been a public building but built privately – this is exactly
correct as Mithraism was secret so no public building would have been used. Association with a private residence seems
likely which, in turn, might suggest who had it constructed e.g. retired military, administrative person or merchant. 

Towards some conclusions (perhaps)
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Whilst the current exploration can be drawn to a conclusion no definitive “conclusions”, as such, are offered. Further 
archaeological exploration as well as dateable stylistic comparisons are needed.

Returning to the three specific questions regarding the Mosaic and Mithraeum:-

Stone in Roman times was used for quality extensions to existing Roman built timber buildings which fronted the north side 
of the main, more-or-less, east-west road – Via Decumana. For the geographic area in this exploration examples can be seen 
on Page 5 within the triangular outline of the No 1 Poultry site shown superimposed on part of a map of Londinium. To the 
east of this triangle is one such structure whose stone extension housed the Bucklersbury Mosaic. Seemingly the London 
Mithraeum may also have been constructed to the rear of a timber building but fronting a side road rather than Via 
Decumana – very close, even adjacent, to the Bucklersbury Mosaic location but perhaps not part of the same building.

With timber buildings gaining stone extensions from the late 2nd century and estimated dates for the Mosaic and Mithraeum 
it appears they are from the early to mid 3rd century CE, so are approximately contemporary.

Both are likely to have been funded by a financially well off patron. A mosaic floor would not have been placed in other than
a quality, longer lasting, building hence why it is in a stone rather than timber structure. Not being a public building the 
Mithraeum would have been paid for by limited subscription or an individual. What cannot be deduced, or assumed, is that 
one person paid for both – not enough evidence to confirm a single, narrow, timeframe or vested interest in a single plot of 
land. Considering the changing military presence in Londinium perhaps the Mithraeum was built by a veteran and used by 
both military (or military backgrounded) people and merchants.

Concluding the exploration
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Main Sources
1 London City of the Romans – Ralph Merrifield 1984 return to page 7

2 The Roman Art Treasures from the Temple of Mithras – J M C Toynbee 1986 return to page 7

3 A Description of the Tessellated Pavement found in Bucklersbury – John Edward Price 1870 return to page 8

4 St Stephen Walbrook - history website return to page 8

5 Basilica St Clemente, Rome – Archaeology Travel website return to page 8

6 Archaeology at Bloomberg – e-book from MoLA return to page 9

Discovering the Bucklersbury Mosaic – draft article by Sophie Wardle, Newnham College
Plan of Poultry (on pages 5 and 6) - Current Archaeology (May 2007) 
Bucklersbury Mosaic Print - available from Media Storehouse
Londinium Map – available from MoLA
Wikipedia – London Mithraeum

Note – my particular interest in the London Mithraeum came from analysing elements in the Mithras marble which led to a
proposed decoding of Pictish Symbols as detailed in Pictish-Mithraism published by Austin Macauley and in my website
www.pictishsymbolstones.com.     EMail: normanjpenny@supanet.com

Acknowledgement – many thanks to Francis Grew ( Senior Curator of Archaeology (New Museum) at the Museum of London)
for updates on archaeological finds and interpretations since those reported in the 1870s and 1950s and links to some very
useful bibliography. 
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https://ststephenwalbrook.net/history/
https://archaeology-travel.com/readers-write/see-a-mithraeum-in-rome/
https://www.mola.org.uk/archaeology-bloomberg
https://archaeology.co.uk/articles/specials/timeline/the-story-of-roman-london.htm
https://www.mediastorehouse.co.uk/mary-evans-prints-online/new-images-august-2021/mosaic-pavement-bucklersbury-london-1869-23423678.html?prodid=4767
https://www.mola.org.uk/londinium-new-map-and-guide-roman-london
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London_Mithraeum
http://www.pictishsymbolstones.com/

