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Digging up the Dome

Rediscovering a Quaker burial ground
In July this year, 18 skeletons were discovered
during redevelopment work at Brighton Dome’s
Corn Exchange. Carlotta Luke was onsite to
photograph the dig. Dr Paola Ponce, a biological
anthropologist with Archaeology South-East, has
been analysing the remains.
Uncovering the skeletons wasn’t a complete
surprise. We knew from historical records that
there had been a Quaker Meeting House and
cemetery on that land in the 1700s.
I was surprised, however, that only 18 individuals were found when records show the cemetery
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was used for more than a century and that some
100 individuals were buried there. We expect that
more skeletons remain beneath other areas of the
Dome and probably under Church Street too.
What no one can work out is why, in 1806, the
Quakers sold the land to the Prince Regent [who
built his stables, now the Dome complex, on it].
Did they need the money? Were they made to sell
it? No one seems to know.
It’s a significant find because so few Quaker
burial sites have been excavated to date. We
know of one in Surrey and another in the north
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of England. There are a number of other grounds
for so-called non-conformists - people who didn’t
follow the mainstream Protestant or Church of
England religions - but this is only the third that’s
specifically Quaker.
There were no gravestones or coffin plates
turned up in the find, no items of personal
adornment like rings, necklaces or rosaries.
Everyone was buried in exactly the same position;
supine, with their arms by their side or resting
on the pelvis. The Quakers are a very egalitarian
group and no one is supposed to be treated differently to anyone else.
The Quakers didn’t produce a burial plan for
the site so we don’t really have any way of linking the burial records with the skeletons found.
We don’t particularly want to identify them; it
could prove controversial. I think it’s more interesting to look at what they can tell us about the
way people lived then.
The group probably enjoyed quite a good
standard of life. Three were more than 45 years
old and in contemporary populations, people
rarely lived beyond that age. Two of the males
even appear to have suffered from a disorder that
only occurs with late-onset diabetes - suggesting a
rich, starchy diet and a sedentary lifestyle.
The number of dental cavities I’ve seen is
interesting given that the Quakers actively
campaigned against slavery. You might think they
would have boycotted sugar, since it came from the
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plantations, but apparently many of them did not.
The various parties involved will need to
decide what happens to the skeletons next.
It’s likely they will be returned to another Quaker
burial ground, possibly the one in Black Rock. In
the meantime, they will feature in the sixth series
of BBC 4’s Digging for Britain, due to be shown
before the end of the year.
As told to Nione Meakin
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