A Tale of Roman Altar No. 10

To find out more about this remarkable altar....
scroll down and find answers to the questions...

Where was the altar found?
When was the altar made?

What do we know about the Tungrians?

What letters can YOU make out on the altar?
Has all the text on the altar been translated?

Was the Cohort always at Housesteads?

Things to Do - if you have not done them already!
e Find Housteads on the model of Hadrian’s Wall
that runs down the middle of this gallery.
Hint: It is the 8 fort from the east.
e Find the case that tells you about the life of a Roman soldier.
There is an Auxiliary cavalry man Exhibit No. 1.
When you get home

You might like to read a much longer version of this Altar’s Tale.
Switch on your PC, find this page and click here.



Where was the altar found?

It was first seen on Chapel Hill, just to the south
of Housesteads on Hadrian’s Wall,
Northumberland, in 1702.

Many altars were found on this hillside,

the temple area of Housesteads fort.

For more than 1,000 years it lay on its side

on Chapel Hill. Late in the 17" Century someone
spotted the strength of this large lump of sandstone,
and used it to help create a fireplace - in the farm
house at the bottom of Chapel Hill! It was seen
there in 1801.

In 1822 the local landowner, George Gibson, gave

this altar and other Roman artefacts to the Society.

Map of this Area of Hadrian’s Wall
TBA



When was the altar made?

We cannot say, to within a few years, as no Roman Emperor
is mentioned by name on the altar. It will have been carved
during the second century AD, or the first half of the third,
after which time the practice of inscribing altars like this
stopped. Thus the Tungrians will have prayed at this altar
more than 1,600 years ago, when worship and prayer were

part of life with many gods from which to choose.

What do we know about the Tungrians?

The First Cohort of the Tungrians were auxiliaries, men who
were not Roman citizens but had volunteered to serve with
the Roman army. They had much the same training and
fighting ability as the legionaries, who were Roman citizens,
but auxiliaries came from specific areas of the Empire.

The Tungrians was the name given to tribes living in the
Belgic part of Gaul in Roman times — that is modern

Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands.

Sketch Map of this Area of Europe
TBA


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belgium
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netherlands

What letters can YOU make out on the altar?

The inscription on the altar is in Latin. There are
abbreviations, partly to save space on the surface of the
altar, and partly because cutting letters in stone was hard
work. U is writtenasV, and J as I.

Sadly the Northumbrian weather badly eroded the top
three large letters just below the circles decoration.

You can make out a thin |, crossed at the middle, near

the left edge. There is part of an O in the middle and,

near the left-hand edge, the right-hand section of an M.

Can you see the top of the upstroke and the last down stroke?

These letters are short for the Latin words

I[ovi] O[ptimo] M[aximo]
They mean

To God Jove*, the best and the greatest

*this God is now called Jupiter



You might also be able to make out MINIBUS - to
the right of the top line of the flat part of the altar.
In fact this is the end of a second word on this line

which reads:

ET NVMINIBVS

These two words together mean:

and to the Divinities

An illustration from Lapidarium Septentrionale — A collection of northern
stone monuments and architectural elements - published by the Society
(1875)



Has all the text on the altar been translated?

Yes, here it is:

To Jupiter, best and greatest,

and to the Divinities of the [Roman] Emperors.
The First Cohort of Tungrians,

one thousand strong, under the command of
Quintus Verius Superstis, prefect

[set this altar up.]
This last part of the dedication sentence in red was omitted.
To those reading the inscription at the time the rest of the text

would have been obvious!

Was the Cohort always at Housesteads?

From many inscriptions we know there was a very long
association between these auxiliaries and a very small
area of Northumberland.

Just to the south of Housesteads the Cohort had built
Vindolanda — one of the forts built to protect the
Stanegate - in about Ap 85. The cohort left Vindolanda,
returning about ap 105, and then probably moving up to
the fort at Housesteads - when Hadrian’s Wall was built in
the ap 120s.

The cohort was stationed briefly at Castlecary fort on the
Antonine Wall, but when it was abandoned (about ap 159)
the cohort returned to Housesteads where, according to a
late-Roman document, the Notitia Dignitatum, it remained

until the end of the Roman period.



