
INTRODUCTION

ith the recent decennial Pilgrimage of Hadrian’s Wall , held in
2009 under the auspices of the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne and
the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Society, mem -

bers of both societies, and many others, have been reminded that the first such Pilgrimage
was arranged and led by John Collingwood Bruce, in 1849, as was the second, in 1886. His
name is in our time synonymous with studies of that great monument, now a World Heritage
Site; and the thirteenth Pilgrimage, like the previous one, included the laying of a com -
memora tive wreath on JCB’s monument in St Nicholas’s Cathedral in Newcastle upon Tyne.
JCB is remembered particularly for his achievement in producing his great study, The Roman
Wall, of 1851, which had two further editions in 1853 and 1867. The Wallet-Book of the Roman
Wall, of 1863, was a sort of epitome of this, and was renamed in its second edition, of 1884,
The Hand-Book to the Roman Wall. There have been twelve further editions of this between 1884
and 2006, two of which JCB himself wrote. However, he was a man of many parts, and in the
year of the thirteenth Pilgrimage it seems apposite to draw attention to some interesting but
less well-known aspects of the man, his life and his work. 
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SUMMARY

The thirteenth Pilgrimage of Hadrian’s Wall has reminded us of John Collingwood Bruce’s initiation
of that event and his widespread influence on Wall studies in the nineteenth century. This paper,
however, fills in some background about his life, including his education and his running of Bruce’s
Academy; draws renewed attention to some of his less familiar archaeological activities such as his
study of the Bayeux Tapestry; and finally describes and considers some of the physical reminders in
Newcastle upon Tyne of Bruce’s life.

N.B.: Facts cited below about the life and activities of John Collingwood Bruce (hereafter JCB)
are derived from the biography written by his son.1 To cite page references to each of these
facts would have unduly burdened the text, and this has not been done. Facts contained in
that biography, but derived from its first chapter, ‘Notes by Dr. Bruce [i.e. JCB] on the history
of his parents and on his own early life’, are annotated ‘Notes’.
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EARLY LIFE

It is easy to assume, knowing that JCB was born in 1805, that he was given his second
Christian name to commemorate the success of Vice-Admiral Lord Collingwood, who took
over command from Lord Nelson at Trafalgar after the latter’s death. But JCB was born on the
15th of September, five weeks before the battle of Trafalgar, and nearly eight weeks before
news of victory in the battle had reached London, let alone the north-east of England. How -
ever, Collingwood, whose great monument stands today on the cliffs at Tynemouth, flanked
by Trafalgar guns from HMS Sovereign, was by far the region’s greatest recent hero before the
nineteenth century began, and the choice of his name for the infant Bruce need occasion no
surprise, despite its apparent prescience. 

This suggestion is speculative, but fortunately we have a source providing facts about the
antiquarian’s life: the biography published by his son, Sir Gainsford Bruce, some thirteen
years after his death, and in the centenary year of his birth. It is, however, by no means an
easy book to use. Its layout is vaguely chronological, but is also thematic, and there is no
index. Finding a mention of a specific incident is therefore a matter of studying the synopses
of chapters, which list only the page on which each particular chapter begins. The book was
published by William Blackwood and Sons in Edinburgh and London, and bears on its cover
in gold blocking a device consisting of a depiction of a race between two pair-horsed chariots,
each driven by a figure wearing loose clothing, as well as headgear from which flows a long
streamer or tail. The chariots, which are depicted surrounded by clouds of what is presum -
ably dust, are surmounted by an oval sunburst within which is a wreath enclosing the words
‘BRUCE’S ACADEMY’. At the base is a label with flowing ends, bearing the single word
‘ONWARD’. 

Interestingly, this motif also occurs on the cover of an account of Bruce’s Academy
published slightly earlier than the biography (fig. 1).2 The biography was published by
Blackwood and Sons, while the publisher of the account of the Academy was The Walter Scott
Publishing Co. Although the motif was clearly shared by the publishers, minor but significant
differences make it plain that it is not from the same die or stamp as that used on the cover of
the biog raphy. The sharing of gilt stamped motifs among different publishers is also exempli -
fied by The Roman Wall and the Hand-Book. These, down to the fourth edition of the latter
(1895), but excluding The Wallet-Book, involve six publishers, yet all bear a representation of
the same die presenting a winged female figure, who wears a laurel wreath (presumably
Victory), and holds in her right hand a globe and, in her left, a staff bearing two shields and
topped by a helmet with cheek-pieces and a longitudinal crest.

The text of the biography tells us much that anyone who knows JCB only in his Hadrian’s
Wall context will find interesting, some of it surprising. After schooling in London (Mill Hill
Dissenters’ Grammar School) JCB attended Glasgow University between the years 1821 and
1828 (though one year was spent in Edinburgh), taking his BA in 1825 and his MA the follow -
ing year. A list of the classes which he attended during those years is instructive as indicating
the nature of a university education at that date. They included the following: Humanity,
Greek, Mathematics (including Algebra and Trigonometry), Logic and Moral Philosophy. At
this point he took his BA, spent part of a further year in the Divinity Hall of the Secessionist
Church and also studied Natural Philosophy, proceeding to MA thereafter. He continued to
attend lectures in Glasgow until 1828, studying Political Economy, Surgery, Anatomy, Hebrew
and Chemistry. Some twenty five years later, in 1853, he would be awarded the degree of
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LL.D. by his alma mater, Glasgow, a year after his election as a Fellow of the Society of
Antiquaries of London. The University of Durham’s award of the degree of D.C.L. in 1882
was, perhaps, a little belated. 

LATER ARCHAEOLOGICAL ACTIVITIES

Of the archaeological and historical activities of JCB’s later life, aside from his concern with
Hadrian’s Wall, the publication, in 1875, of Lapidarium Septentrionale, the illustrated catalogue
of the Roman inscriptions and sculptures of Northern England, is probably the most
important. The genesis of that publication also goes some way to explaining some of the
lesser-known subjects with which JCB was involved, because it resulted from a suggestion by
the Duke of Northumberland. 

The close connection between the successive Dukes of Northumberland and the Society is
a recurring theme in the latter’s history throughout the nineteenth century, and this sort of
suggestion could not easily be ignored. It was, for example, at the Duke’s prompting that a
committee of the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne on the Northumbrian small
pipes and their music was set up in 1855, and JCB attended its meetings in his capacity as one
of the Society’s Secretaries. Delays in any public results from the activities of the committee
followed as a result of the deaths of a principal member of the committee and of the fourth
Duke of Northumberland. Characteristically, however, JCB was not content merely to attend
the meetings of the committee, but, between 1876 and 1889 he gave three lectures on the pipes
and related matters. One of these, at Alnwick Castle in December, 1876, was attended by ‘not
less than a thousand people’. Finally, in 1882, JCB, with John Stokoe, produced for the Society
a collection of ballads, melodies and small-pipe tunes of Northumbria.3
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Fig. 1 Bruce’s Academy device (from the cover
of A. Reed, Bruce’s School, with a Peep at Newcastle
in the ’Fifties, Newcastle upon Tyne (1903)).
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Perhaps to us today one of the more surprising of JCB’s literary activities was his pub -
lication of a book on the Bayeux Tapestry.4 This, however, was not prompted by Ducal sug -
gestion, but resulted from a visit to Northern France (Lillebonne, Falaise, Caen and Bayeux)
in 1851. It is worth emphasising here what can be traced as a recurring pattern in JCB’s
intellectual life: a visit to a site or sites of interest, lectures on the place or its special claim to
fame, and then, not infrequently, a publication. This pattern, indeed, lies behind the
Pilgrimage of Hadrian’s Wall, for it was as a result of his inability to travel safely with his son
in revolution-torn Europe in 1848 that he led the excursion which became the first of those
Pilgrimages. 

The scale of his travelling would challenge many of us today, travels undertaken and com -
pleted despite the difficulties he encountered. These were remarked upon by his son in 1905:
‘The journey [to Rome] proved to be dilatory, difficult and disagreeable — a strange contrast
to the speed and comfort of the present day’ [sc. 1905]. The foreign destinations to which he
went included Bayeux in 1851; Rome in 1853; Mayence (Mainz), Trier (where the Porta Nigra
(Black Gate) — the name of which must have resonated to an inhabitant of Newcastle upon
Tyne — was an object of particular interest) and Rheims in 1856; Italy in the autumn of the
same year; Normandy (with the Sussex Archaeological Society) in 1857; and, in 1867, a long
trip whose itinerary started with Dijon and progressed via Rome to Malta, Gallipoli and then
back to a number of places in Italy, returning over the Mont Cenis Pass, the latter passage
partly involving travel by sledge. 

Concerning the visit to Bayeux referred to above, and the resultant lectures and publica -
tion, we are told that ‘the subject, so far from being exhausted in one or two lectures, afforded
matter for a course of five’ and that they ‘were illustrated by a coloured drawing of the
tapestry the same size as the original’. This has been shown5 to have been a copy, created in
the Percy Street Academy, and based on James Basire’s coloured engravings of the Tapestry
after C. A. Stothard’s drawings, commissioned by the Society of Antiquaries of London in
1816 and published by that Society.6

JCB’s use of up-to-date analogies is interesting, as when he quotes7 the special corre -
spondent of The Times on the postures in which dead bodies were found after the Battle of the
Alma (20 September, 1854) in support of the Tapestry’s depiction of bodies at Hastings.
Occasionally this use of modern analogy is tinged with irony, as when he writes8 ‘the account
given [by Wace] of the meeting [between William and his retainers at Lillebonne prior to his
invasion of England] affords us a good idea of the noisy nature of the parliaments of that day
— a feature which they still occasionally exhibit.’[my ital.]

Other activities which were indeed inspired by successive Dukes of Northumberland
included producing a catalogue of the antiquities at Alnwick Castle, and overseeing the
production of engravings of Northumbrian rock-art. 

But none of these projects was Bruce’s first venture into publication. He had in fact begun
this aspect of his career while still running the Academy, which he did in conjunction with his
father from the time of his decision in 1831, at the age of 26, to abandon the ministry (to which
he had been licensed in 1829) until the death of his father in 1834, and then on his own
account until 1858. During the latter period he edited the 10th edition of The Introduction to
Geography and Astronomy published by his father and his uncle Edward in 1803,9 and he
himself wrote and published a handbook of English history10 for the use of schools, which
went into four editions.
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THE BRUCES AND THE ACADEMY

JCB’s biography tells much of its subject’s involvement with both the Presbyterian Church
and with a wide range of charitable activities, which are not here our concern. However, it is
important to disentangle a few genealogical facts from what, it must be admitted, is a rather
confused description in the biography. JCB’s ancestry was, at least in part, Scottish. The
earliest member of the family mentioned by him in the notes with which the biography com -
mences was George Barclay, the antiquary’s great grandfather, who ‘belonged, I think’ (Notes)
to Edinburgh. A daughter of his, Agnes, married, as his second wife, John Jack, also Scottish,
who ‘I believe came from the neighbourhood of Inverness’ (Notes), and the fourth daughter
of that marriage was Mary Jack. John Bruce had met Mary Jack because both she and her
sister, Frances, acted as assistants in a school for young ladies conducted by Miss Wilson in
Saville Place, Newcastle. John Bruce, too, ‘attended Miss Wilson’s school to give instruction
to the young ladies in the branches of education with which he was familiar’ (Notes). John
Bruce and his brother, Edward, were by then running their own school in Barras Bridge. John
Bruce and Mary Jack were married in St Andrew’s Church, Newcastle, on the 14th of June,
1804, and their first home was at 14, Albion Place (later 44, Leazes Park Road). It was here
that, in 1805, their son, John Collingwood Bruce, was born. 

Now our focus shifts to the school whose proprietors were that child’s father and uncle. In
1806, the year following JCB’s birth, Edward Bruce died, and John Bruce moved the school to
Percy Street. JCB’s notes, printed at the beginning of the biography, include the following: ‘In
the earlier part of his career, when Napoleon ravaged the Continent and the war feeling was
strong in England, my father trained many boys for the Army and Navy’. (Incidentally, this
military and naval connection is, perhaps, some support for the idea, mentioned at the outset
of this paper, that Bruce’s second Christian name commemorated Admiral Lord Colling -
wood.) Not all the pupils at Percy Street were destined for the forces, however. That eminent
engineer, Robert Stephenson, is a case in point. JCB quotes a reply to a letter of his own,
written in December, 1839, to congratulate Robert Stephenson ‘on the honour he had received
on the completion of the London and Birmingham Railway’, in which Stephenson expresses
his esteem for, and thanks to, JCB’s father, John Bruce, for his ‘methods of modelling the mind
[to which] I attribute much of my success’. 

An impression of the actual school building in Percy Street can be gained from one of the
four illustrations in the biography. It is an engraving from a painting by T. M. Richardson,
probably executed some time in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. It shows the front
of the house together with a wing of six bays at right angles behind it. This wing is presum -
ably the ‘schoolroom’ referred to in the following from the biography: ‘As the number of
resident pupils increased . . . he [John Bruce] built a schoolroom extending over the offices and
kitchen at the back of the main building’ (Notes). The site of those premises is now marked by
a plaque (fig. 2). 

Another illustration of the school is a photograph available in Archibald Reed’s book on
JCB’s school,11 a photograph apparently contemporary with the publication itself. (Curiously,
Reed’s book was published two years earlier than the biography, but no mention of it is made
in the latter.) It shows the front of the main house in Percy Street together with the next twelve
to fifteen buildings to the right (north). The only evidence of human activity is a passing two-
wheeled horse-drawn cart. There are differences in the main building as shown in the two
illustrations. Of these, the most obvious is that, by the time of the photograph, Richardson’s
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twelve-paned sash window at second-floor level above the main entrance (which was at first-
floor level) has been thrown out in the form of an oriel with its own sloping roof dying back
into the wall face. JCB tells us (Notes) that the small, two-storeyed building, recorded by
Richardson as standing next to the school, was ‘not then a public-house’, ‘then’ referring to
JCB’s boyhood. Above its door, the building in Richardson’s painting has a board which,
frustratingly, discloses none of its details. It is tempting to think that the board identifies the
build ing as the public house mentioned by JCB, thus confirming that the painting was
executed after the boyhood time described by JCB. The (later) photograph quite clearly shows
a sign-board on what is plainly the same building, though by that time the board is of a
different shape, is located in a different position, but without question advertises the location
of a public house. 

The subjects of the biography’s remaining three illustrations are as follows: the book’s
eminent subject, JCB himself, in an engraving of a painting by Rudolf Lehmann, in which,
with his white hair and side-whiskers, and a plaid thrown over his shoulders, he looks rather
like an ageing Border laird; the staircase of the Fore Hall, which is part of Glasgow University;
and the fine effigial monument in St. Nicholas’s Cathedral. 

Like the biography, Reed’s book carries a portrait of Bruce, but without any attribution. In
addition it illustrates a medal, named in the caption as a ‘Jubilee Medal’. This carries on one
side the legend, around the circumference, ‘PERCY STREET ACADEMY NEWCASTLE
UPON TYNE’ and, horizontally, ‘Jubilee Year / 1856 / J. Collingwood Bruce LL.D. /
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Fig. 2 Plaque marking site of Bruce’s Academy in Percy Street, Newcastle.
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PRINCIPAL’. The other side has, round the circumference, ‘GENERAL SCHOLARSHIP
EDWD. W. JACOB’ and, horizontally, ‘First Prize’ (fig. 3). It is presumed that this was a
special form of medal devised for use in the Jubilee year, while the ordinary medals were of
the type represented in fig. 4. This has, on its obverse, a female head capped with a Greek hel -
met, worn tilted back to reveal the face. The figure is also clearly wearing armour, and is
presumably Minerva. The inscription is ‘INDUSTRY REWARDED’. The reverse has 
‘J. BRUCE’S Academy NEWCASTLE UPON-TYNE’, only ‘Academy NEWCASTLE’ being set
horizontally.
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Fig. 3 Bruce’s Academy, Jubilee medal (from A. Reed, Bruce’s School, with
a Peep at Newcastle in the ’Fifties, Newcastle upon Tyne (1903)).

Fig. 4 Bruce’s Academy, ordinary medal.
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A MINOR MYSTERY

Attention has been drawn above to the plaque on the site of the Percy Street school, but there
was another plaque in Newcastle upon Tyne which related to JCB. This was described and
quoted in the biography, and was to be found on 2, Framlington Place in that city. It was
unveiled by Earl Percy on the 15th September, 1893, the anniversary of JCB’s birthday. The
reading was as follows: ‘John Collingwood Bruce, LL.D., D.C.L., F.S.A., ANTIQUARY,
HISTORIAN, AND PHILANTHROPIST, SPENT THE LAST 40 YEARS OF HIS LIFE AND
WROTE THE HISTORY OF THE ROMAN WALL IN THIS HOUSE. BORN XV SEP.
MDCCCV. DIED V APRIL MDCCCXCII’. This plaque is no longer in position, and efforts to
discover its fate have proved unavailing. As it happens, it was not accurate, since the Bruces
moved from Percy Street to 3, Framlington Place in 1859, moving into No. 2 only in 1863. It
will be seen that, in fact, JCB spent rather less than thirty years in that house. If ‘THE
HISTORY OF THE ROMAN WALL’ means The Roman Wall of 1851, that, too, is erroneous, as
its publication predated the move of the Bruces to Framlington Place.
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Fig. 5 Bruce’s gravestone in
Jesmond Old Cemetery, Newcastle.
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BURIAL PLACE

Finally, although the Cathedral memorial to JCB is, as has been said, well known and often
referred to, the information contained in the biography as to JCB’s burial place is rarely
mentioned by commentators on matters relating to the noted scholar. The biography tells us
that the funeral was held on the 8th of April, 1893, at Jesmond Old Cemetery, which lies
between Jesmond Road and Sandyford Road. Much other interesting information about the
ceremony and those who attended it is also offered. As a result of enquiry to Newcastle City
Council, it proved possible to locate the gravestone (see fig. 5), which somewhat surprisingly
survives in good condition. One likes to think that JCB would have been pleased that the
westernmost of the two buildings which flank the Jesmond Road entrance to the Cemetery is
now occupied by the County Archaeologist for Tyne and Wear and his staff. 
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