
                                       THE POTENCY OF THE COMMONPLACE

History, or at least the academic approach to it, is preoccupied with big events, -  the rise 
and fall of kings, the arrogant cruelty of tyrants, the thwarted ambitions of politicians and 
the catastrophe of defeat in battle, - all of which in one way or another have left their 
enduring scars on the passage of time.

Archaeology, on the other hand, must all too  often reconcile itself to uncovering the trivial, 
the unimportant detritus discarded by those who have left no other record of their brief 
moment in the sun, lest it be in the form of a lost coin, a clay pipe or a piece of broken pot.
But, paradoxically, it can be the very trivial nature of such finds which can provide us with 
the most potent link with the past, helping to create an emotional bond with that vast 
throng who have passed this way before us, unnoticed. This is nowhere more striking than 
in the hundreds of finds of personal possessions recovered from the  “Mary Rose”, 
amazingly preserved by the silt of the Solent. 

For example, many combs were discovered, beautifully crafted out of bone. At first sight 
this might suggest an overweening vanity amongst Tudor sailors. But the truth is more 
mundane. The comb was a major weapon in the endless fight against the onslaught of 
head lice.

  

Then there are the 400 shoes recovered, some in remarkably 
fine fettle. But the  one which evokes an immediate and 
sympathetic response has a large hole in its sole. Four 
hundred years later we can still identify with  the discomfort of 
the wearer.

One of the more intriguing personal objects is a pomander made of boxwood which 
probably belonged to one of the archers on board. It was hollow and perforated and would 
have been filled with dried herbs, flowers or spices which would produce a sweet scent 
which could be inhaled when placed close to the nose. Such a possession might suggest 
a more feminine side to the Tudor warrior, but again, as with the comb, the reality is very 



different. It was carried to combat noxious smells, and since there had recently been an 
outbreak of dysentery on the ship, the stench from almost 500 men living in cramped 
conditions does not even bear thinking about.  Such pomanders were also believed to 
protect again diseases thought to be spread by nasty smells.

                          

Those who have been faced with the sad duty of clearing away the effects of a recently 
deceased parent or relative will have faced head-on the power of the commonplace to 
unsettle and evoke an unexpected and powerful emotional response leading often to 
tears.That drawer filled with birthday cards spanning seven decades. That yellowing 
photograph of a bunch of cheerful girls dressed in slacks and loose shirts, brandishing 
pitchforks as they helped to bring in the wartime harvest. And inevitably that little bundle of 
letters carefully tied with a blue ribbon which even now one is reluctant to read, fearing 
embarrassment or worse, - the discovery of some family truth which might have been best 
left undiscovered. And those unimportant  treasures, retained and cherished because of 
the memories held within them, - the name tag from a much loved dog, dead this past forty 
years, a coloured pebble from a distant shore, a dried flower.

Of such inconsequential objects are our little lives made, and both as individuals and 
archaeologists we acknowledge and respect this.
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