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The Roman ‘Officer’s Tomb’ at High Rochester Revisited

R. J. A. Wilson

SUMMARY lower by an offset generally 10 cm (but up to
12.5 cm) wide. If the Roman foot of 33 cm was

The third-century-AD circular stone tomb beside being employed by the builders of this tomb, it
Dere Street bears a well-known relief taken by may be that they envisaged the monument as
many to be a fox, but certainly representing a having a diameter at base of 15 Roman feet
bucranium, a common Roman funerary symbol (4.98 m.).
but one rare in Roman Britain. Scarcely reco- The tomb was excavated in the summer of
gnised hitherto is a second sculpture, on the 1850 by William Coulson, an employee of the
opposite side of the tomb to the first: it represents Inland Revenue based in High Rochester, who
a pine cone, another widespread motif in Roman had the job of catching whisky smugglers tryingfunerary contexts. It is suggested that the super- to cross the border from Scotland. Thestructure of the tomb was not of stone throughout uncovering of the tomb was described in abut consisted of an earth tumulus, like the rest

letter of June 18th of that year written by a Mrof the known burials at High Rochester.
Thomas Arkle of High Carrick, who also noted
that on the lower of the two courses of stone-

Among the many remarkable Roman work, on the west side (fig. 2; in fact it faces
antiquities surviving in and around the west-south-west), there ‘is sculptured the head
hamlet of High Rochester, in Redesdale of a goat, the workmanship being of an excep-(NY 833986), one of the best known is the tional character. This may be supposed tocircular stone tomb which stands beside Dere represent the heathen deity Pan, who wasStreet, 675 m. (740 yds) south-east of the

generally represented under the semblance ofRoman fort. It forms part of a small peripheral
that animal’ (quoted in Bosanquet 1933–1934,group of burials lying to the south-east of the
247). The head is 9.5 cm high and 7.5 cmmain known Roman cemetery at High Roches-
across; including the surviving horn it is aboutter, the Petty Knowes burial ground. The latter
16.5 cm high. Another contemporary report,consists of some 75 earthen tumuli which are
written by Thomas John Taylor for the Fourthstill clearly visible on the ground, 17 of which
Duke of Northumberland, and preserved in thewere excavated in 1978–1979 (Charlton and
private papers of the Duke at Alnwick Castle,Mitcheson 1984). By contrast the circular tomb
was less certain about the identity of the head:of stone has been known for over 150 years
‘a figure is carved on the lower course of ashlars(fig. 1). It consists of two courses of stone
in relief, which some take for a goat’s head,blocks describing an approximate circle, which
though it is too defaced to judge accurately ofon its upper surface measures a maximum of
it’ (Bosanquet 1933–1934, 248). Four years4.86 m. across at its widest point (between the
later the well-known London antiquary,two pieces of sculpture: see below); because
Charles Roach Smith, visited the site and notedhowever the monument does not describe a
‘the head of an animal resembling a fox’perfect circle, its diameter varies (on average
(Roach Smith 1856, 163).it is c. 4.70 m.). The upper course of blocks is

This interpretation of the head as that of a28 cm high, the lower between 33 and 35 cm;
the upper row is set back from the face of the fox has been the most commonly held opinion
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Fig. 1 High Rochester, view of the circular ‘Officer’s Tomb’, from the south; scale: 2 m.

ever since. There have, however, been other from the shape of the head itself, and from the
surviving long horn (on the viewer’s left: fig. 2),hypotheses. Collingwood Bruce, for example,

noted the ‘small carving resembling the head of which was not noticed by earlier comment-
ators; the other horn has not survived beyonda fox’, but wondered whether it had been

‘intended for the head of a boar, the emblem of a short stump. The bucranium makes perfect
sense in a Roman funerary context: it is wide-the Twentieth legion’ (Bruce 1867, 330); while

Bosanquet observed (1933–1934, 247, note 5), spread in Roman funerary art, especially to
support swags of garlands suspended betweenwithout quoting specific sources, that in addi-

tion to a goat, the animal’s head had been the ox skulls. Examples include several marble
ash-chests of the early Empire (Altmann 1905,‘recognised as bull, stag, boar, hare and fox.

Redesdale men say that the officer buried here 59–67; Honroth 1971, Taf. II.2, III.1–2, IV.
1–2; Toynbee 1971, 256–57; Sinn 1991, no. 107was an early Master of the Border Hounds, and

it may well be that he hunted all these in turn’. with pl. 264), and the crowning parapets or
friezes of monumental circular tombs (such asMore recently it has been interpreted as the

‘horned head of a deer’ (Charlton 1986, 7). at Vicovaro [Sinn 1991, no. 25 with plates
71–2], S. Pietro di Polla and the mausoleum ofOther scholars have not ventured an opinion,

preferring more cautiously to call it only an Caecilia Metella at Rome [Gros 2001, figs 517
and 520]).‘animal’ (Anon. 1925–1926, 61; Richmond

1940, 105). Parallels in the funerary art of Roman Bri-
tain are, by contrast, rare. Although the use ofThe correct identity of this sculpture, how-

ever, was made by E. J. Phillips in 1977: he an ox head or a bull’s head on its own (rather
than a skull ) does occasionally occur, usuallyrecognised it as a bucranium, an ox-skull, and

there can be no doubt that he is right, both on altars (e.g. Phillips 1977, 78, no. 223, left
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Fig. 2 High Rochester, circular tomb, detail of relief sculpture on its west side, bucranium; scale: 20 cm.

side; Coulston and Phillips 1988, 18, no. 44, east-north-east, and it may be that these posi-
tions were chosen because it was thought thatright side), bucrania in the strict sense are very

uncommon in Romano-British contexts. They they lay on the tomb’s east–west axis. The relief
measures 15 cm high and a maximum of 12 cmoccur on column fragments with corbels from

the well inside the principia at Bar Hill on the across; it stands up to 2.3 cm proud of the
adjacent surface of the block. It is curious thatAntonine Wall ( Keppie and Arnold 1988,

39–40, nos. 106–7), but those probably do not this second sculpture has been almost entirely
overlooked in the considerable literature aboutderive from a funerary monument. A more

relevant example is the tombstone in York with the tomb, and that it was not included, for
example, in Phillips’ Corpus of the Romano-a bucranium decorated with fillets in the centre

at its top, above the full-length portrait of the British sculpture of this region (Phillips 1977).
To my knowledge there are only, in fact, twodeceased (Tufi 1983, 38–9, no. 57). This does

provide a rare parallel to the High Rochester references to it in print. It is mentioned in
passing in a general booklet on Redesdaletomb for a Romano-British use of the bucran-

ium in a funerary context. intended for a popular audience (Charlton
1986, 7); and it also occurs in Thomas JohnOn a visit to the High Rochester tomb in

2001, I noticed that another stone on the lower Taylor’s report of 1850 to the Fourth Duke of
Northumberland, already mentioned, whocourse bears a piece of relief sculpture (fig. 3).

It lies on the exact opposite side of the tomb to wrote: ‘Exactly opposite [the bucranium], on
the other side of the monument, is a sculpture,the location of the bucranium carving, facing
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Fig. 3 High Rochester, circular tomb, detail of relief sculpture on its east
side, pine cone; scale: 20 cm.

also in relief, consisting of a lozenge or dia- another very common funerary motif in
Roman art, chosen as a symbol of an everlast-mond, without any apparent legend’ (quoted in

Bosanquet 1933–34, 248). ing afterlife because the pine is an evergreen
tree (Cumont 1942, 219, note 4). It is ubiqui-The light striations on this lozenge-shaped

object leave little room for doubt that it is tous throughout the Roman Empire as a grave
marker, often on the summit of a monumentalmeant to represent a pine cone. This was
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Fig. 4 High Rochester, sketch of the circular tomb and two adjacent square tombs, as they appeared soon after
discovery.

tomb, and there are several examples from 20 m. (22 yards) further to the south-east; all
three were destroyed in 1886 when the thenRoman Britain both in relief and more

commonly in the round, from (for example) landowner ‘became annoyed at the number of
people who trespassed in order to see theYork (Tufi 1983, 54–5, nos. 88–93), Chesters

(Coulston and Phillips 1988, 142, no. 410) and tombs’ (Anon. 1885–1886, 329–30; Anon.
1925–1926, 61–2). The Roman stones wereChester ( Wright and Richmond 1955, 57,

no. 186c), all of which came either certainly or used to construct a circular sheep stall 100 m.
to the north, where they can still be identifiedprobably from funerary contexts. The pine

cone also occurs on tombstones, for example (especially on its east side and at the entrance
on its south side): one measures 88 cm long, 33from York (RIB 688; Tufi 1983, no. 42; Mattern

1989, 799–800, no. 137), Wroxeter (RIB 293), cm high and the same deep, and other Roman
stones reused here have the same height andHalton Chesters (Phillips 1977, no. 258;

Mattern 1989, 777, no. 85) and Carlisle (RIB depth. The recurring measurement of 33 cm is
not surprising, and suggests the use of the959). The combination of pine cone and buc-

ranium on the High Rochester tomb is therefore Roman foot (0.33174 m.) by the builders of the
mausolea.wholly appropriate decoration for a Roman

funerary monument, although apparently It is usually thought that all the stone tombs
were originally imposing monuments. Rich-unique as such in the context of Roman Britain.

The circular tomb was not the only stone mond, for example, writing before the dis-
covery of the earthen tumuli of the Pettymonument in this necropolis. Three other stone

tombs originally stood in the vicinity, two Knowes cemetery, thought that ‘such tombs
were the bases for monuments of distinction,immediately adjacent, and a third which lay
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Fig. 5 High Rochester, earth tumulus (foreground) with its perimeter ditch, north-west of the circular tomb,
from the south. The 2-m. scale stands on a further low tumulus beyond.

considerably more costly than the ordinary Smith 1856, pl. XXX, facing p. 162, here fig. 4;
Bruce 1867, plate facing p. 330).tombstone’ (Richmond 1940, 105); while the

Handbook speculates that the circular tomb The two illustrations just referred to also
reveal another detail: three horizontal slabs layrose to a conical top and was ‘capped perhaps

by a pine-cone ornament’ as a finial (Bruce in the middle of the circular tomb, and four
square slabs, one in each corner, are shown1978, 301). Gill Embleton’s reconstruction

drawing (Graham 1984, 294) visualises all four inside the square tombs (see fig. 4). The
illustrations represent the state of the tombsstone tombs as being built of masonry to the

top, reducing in width by a series of offsets, and before the burials which they contained were
disturbed, and imply that the flat slabs coveredso creating a step-like effect.

It seems, however, highly unlikely that these individual cremations within the tombs, just as
one of the burials excavated in the main Pettymonuments were built entirely of stone. The

fact that the extant circular tomb survives to Knowes cemetery at High Rochester consisted
of a ‘cist’ grave covered by a flat-lying slabexactly the same level throughout suggests that

it has not been robbed: stone-robbing is never (Charlton and Mitcheson 1984, 12, Burial 10).
As for superstructure, it seems much moreso systematic. The survival of just a single

course on all four sides at the two adjacent likely that the circular tomb was capped by an
earth mound, and so it would not havesquare tombs (until they were destroyed) like-

wise points to the same conclusion (Roach appeared substantially different from the plain
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Fig. 6 Bill (Grand Duchy of Luxembourg), earth funerary tumulus with containing wall
of stone, and altar.

earth tumuli of the main bulk of the cemetery. (as fig. 5) and an outer upcast mound, is clearly
a type of burial distinct from the massive, oftenThe stone base would, however, have provided

better stability, lessening the chance of slump- lofty, Romano-British tumuli, mainly found in
south-east Britain; the latter represent a clearing, and probably facilitating a greater overall

height for the mound. It is not impossible that continuity into Roman times of aristocratic
burial practice in the Iron Age tradition. Bythe adjacent square stone foundations also

provided a support for circular earth mounds contrast, the low High Rochester tumuli, also
containing cremation burials, are paralleled inabove. Indeed immediately adjacent to the

circular stone-based tomb, on its north-west Romano-British military contexts, lying out-
side forts such as Tomen-y-Mur (Arnold andside, there are three further circular earth tumuli

still just visible, of exactly the same type as Davies 2000, 135, with fig. 12.1B), and Halton
and Great Chesters on Hadrian’s Wall; theythose in the Petty Knowes cemetery. One is

immediately north of the ‘Officer’s Tomb’ and seem to have been a peculiarity of the military
zone. The type may originally have been intro-two more are on a parallel alignment alongside

to the west and slightly further north (Charlton duced from the Continent – Philpott (1991, 49)
even suggests that the second-century garrisonand Mitcheson 1984, fig. 1, but the western pair

lie 3 m. further north than shown there). Fig. 5 at High Rochester, cohors I Lingonum, then
freshly raised from its homeland in easternshows, in the foreground, the more southerly

of the western pair, with its surrounding circu- France, may have introduced their local burial
practice to the site. Alternatively influence maylar ditch clearly visible in the raking morning

sun; the ranging pole beyond stands in the have come from the middle Rhine and Moselle
area of Germany, where similar earth tumulicentre of the more northerly of this pair of

tumuli. above cremation burials are known, contained
at base by a low stone wall; all date to eitherCremation burial below low earth tumuli is a

funerary rite the origin and distribution of the second or the third century AD ( Wigg
1993, especially 22–7). The closest parallel inwhich is not fully understood; but the low

mound, in many cases surrounded by a ditch Britain is the circular tomb in a villa cemetery
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at Keston in Kent, built c. AD 200, and also attention to Charlton 1986, which I would
otherwise have missed.designed to contain a earth tumulus above

(Philp et al. 1999, 45–7, 192–3). This however
is much more substantial than the High Roch-
ester tomb, measuring 8.80 m in diameter (and
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 , . 1856 ‘The Roman castra at Ris- n. Chr. an Mittelrhein, Mosel und Saar [Trierer
ingham and High Rochester’, in id., Collectanea Zeitschrift, Beiheft 16 ], Trier.
Antiqua III [privately printed ], 153–78.

, . . with , . . 1955 Catalogue
, . 1991 Vatikanische Museen. Museo Gregorio

of the Roman Inscribed and Sculptured Stones inProfano ex Lateranense. Die Grabdenkmäler 1.
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