
N o. V I I I .— O n  a n  A n c i e n t  S a x o n  C r o s s  f r o m  t h e  C h u r c h  o f  R o t h b u r y ,
N o r t h u m b e r l a n d .

R e a d  a t  th e  M o n t h l y  M e e t i n g ,  M a r c h ,  1850.

T H E  portions o f  the Saxon  Cross figured  above, were found in  taking 
dow n the walls o f  R othbury Church during the past winter. W e have not 
learned the exact part o f  the edifice in which these fragm ents were d is­
covered  ; but a great portion  o f  the build ing was o f  early E nglish  date, and 
but few reparations had apparently been  m ade from  the tim e that the 
Church was first erected. T h e extrem ely  fresh state o f  the fragm ents, the 
absence o f  weather stains, or o f  the lesser injuries in flicted  b y  the gradual 
decay o f  stone exposed  to our dam p and variable clim ate, w ou ld  lead  us 
to  infer that this C ross had on ly  stood  for  a short tim e in the church ­
yard, before it was destroyed, and that the fragm ents were subsequently 
preserved b y  bein g  bu ilt up in the walls o f  the renew ed church.

It is m uch  to be regretted that so sm all a portion  o f  this fine ornam ental 
C ross has been re c o v e r e d ; but the church  where it was foun d  has been  
leve lled  to  the foundations, and no m ore rem nants have been m et with, 
though m any sepulchral slabs o f  great interest, and o f  m uch  beauty o f  
design , were foun d  in the walls.

In  describing the ornam ents on this church-yard Cross, we shall adopt 
the usual phraseology o f  the north, the south, the east, and the west sides.

A lm ost all the church -yard  Crosses yet standing in  G reat Britain and in 
Ireland, are p la ced  facing east and west, with the arms extending respect­
ively  north and south. T h e figure o f  our L ord  is to be found on the 
w estern face o f  the Cross, in  order, it is supposed, to m eet the universal 
custom  o f  w orshipping towards the e a s t ; so that the suppliant kneeling on
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the steps at the foot, w ould, on  raising his eyes, see graven on  the Cross 
the im age o f  his Saviour. U pon  the western face, then, o f  the C ross here 
described, we find the right arm  o f  the figure, while above, on  the 
superior lim b we distinctly see the nim bus, or glory , which in very an­
cient, as well as in later sculptures and paintings, surrounds our Saviour’s 
head. It w ill be rem arked, that the nim bus here is crossed, which is p e ­
culiar to the representation o f  our Lord. A b o v e  the nim bus, and grasp­
ing or supporting its edge, is the figure o f  an angel with extended wings.

T h e eastern face o f  this Cross has n ot been  so seriously m utilated, e x ­
cepting the central boss, w hich is too  m uch  in jured  for  any certain e x ­
planation. T h ree  w ell carved figures appear on this eastern face : by  
som e it is thought that they are angels bearing the instruments o f  the 
passion ; but we confess we have failed to satisfy ourselves in this respect.

T h e north and south sides o f  the Cross exhibit the w ell-kn ow n  so - 
ca lled  R u nic knots ; but it is now  generally acknow ledged , that interlacing 
patterns o f  this form  do not be lon g  exclusively  to  m onum ents bearing 
R unic inscriptions, but are often m et with on  crosses o f  the D an o-S axon  
period  in  this country.

T h e  triquetral pattern form ed  b y  m aking the com ers  o f  the wreathings 
angular instead o f  round, is seen u pon  the sides o f  this Cross. A  singu­
larity in this specim en, for  we do not rem em ber to  have n oticed  it elsewhere, 
is, that the lim bs o f  this Cross seem  to have b een  adapted as standards for 
w ax lights or torches. O n the top  o f  the upper lim b, and on  the upper 
surface o f  that w hich  still rem ains entire, h oles have b een  drilled, w hich 
cannot, we think have been  intended fo r  any other purpose. T h e  p e r ­
forations are round, and about an inch  and a h a lf d e e p ; one is in the 
centre o f  the upper lim b, and tw o are on  the rem aining horizontal lim b. 
If, as is probable, two sim ilar perforations existed on  the " other lim b, the 
num ber w ou ld  be five, and it is possible that b y  these lights it was intended 
to  sym bolize the five wounds o f  our L ord . U pon  the western face o f  the 
Cross in  Irton  church-yard , in  Cum berland, are five bosses, and the sam e 
is to  be observed  on  the Cross at R ock cliffe , in that county.

T h e  D a n o -S a x on  Crosses were seldom , i f  ever, m onoliths, but, as in 
the present instance, were com posed  o f  several pieces. In  shape the p re -



sent specim en resem bles c lose ly  the celebrated Cross with a R unic inscrip­
tion found near Lancaster, and now, we believe, in  the M anchester M u ­
seum . N o inscription exists on the fragm ents here described, and i f  there 
ever was one on  the Cross, it was probably  on som e low er part o f  the shaft, 
as has perhaps been  the case with the m ost interesting, but we fear, illeg i­
b le  inscription in A n g lo -S a x o n  and R unic letters, from  Falstone, now  in 
the M useum  o f  this Society .

That the shaft o f  the R othbury Cross has been  as elaborately ornam ented 
as the head, is evident from  the other two fragm ents figured here. On the 
one side, probably  the west, we observe a figure w ith  the crossed n im ­
bus, hold ing a b ook , and with the right hand raised in  the attitude o f  
benediction . It  is possible that this figure represents our L ord , but the 
book  is a rare attribnte o f  the R edeem er. On the opposite face we find a 
figure restoring sight to a b lind  man.

O n the north ( ? )  side o f  the shaft, is the w ell-know n D an o-S a xon  
figure o f  the dragon or w inged m onster, while on  the south we see a group 
o f  heads, probably  the celestial choir, o f  adm irable execution  and effect. 
F rom  the general design and excellen t w orkm anship o f  this Cross, we m ay 
conclude that it was sculptured about the tenth or eleventh centuries, and 
that after standing for  no lon g  period, it was destroyed b y  accident or 
design, and was subsequently built up into the walls o f  the restored  church. 
It  is not, how ever, im possible that this Cross m ay be  o f  an earlier date, and 
m ay have been erected  b y  the S coto -Ir ish  m onks, w ho occu p ied  the m o ­
nastery o f  L indisfam e.

E D W A R D  C H A R L T O N .

Note.— S in c e  w r it in g  th e  a b o v e , I  h a v e  b e e n  in fo r m e d  th a t  in  th e  a n c ie n t  r u b r ic s ,  f iv e  

l ig h ts  w e r e  u s e d  in  th e  c o n s e c r a t io n  o f  c h u r c h -y a r d s  a n d  o f  c h u r c h -y a r d  cro ss e s .


