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Some more details about Roman Altar No. 10 
  

Click on the questions below to find out even more about this remarkable altar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Please read the following page first 
 

Is it safe to use this article to gain access to other recommended internet sites? 

Who found and logged the altar in 1702? 

Who else saw the altar on Chapel Hill? 

When was the altar made? 

Although the altar is damaged and eroded can all the text be made out? 

What do we know about the Tungrians? 

Was the Cohort always at Housesteads? 

How did the altar come to be in the SANT collection? 

Are there records of the altar being given to the Society in 1822? 

Where has the altar been on display? 

Sources, Biographies and Further Reading 
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Is it safe to use the links in this article to gain access to other Internet sites? 
 

Yes. All the sites chosen to enhance this extended version of The Altar’s Tale are safe to use.  They 

lead you to an image, or webpage that gives you further information. 

The internet links have a line of text to themselves and are underscored, for instance: 

Image 1  

If you hover the cursor over the link you will see a message occurs to the top-right. As instructed to 

follow the link, hold down the Control key (to the bottom – right or left – of the QUERTY key board) 

and click the left-hand mouse button. 

You may be asked to confirm that you are happy to access a particular site via a dialogue box similar 

to the one below. 

 

It is safe for you to click on OK. 

There are also links to other parts of the article.   

For instance, the names of some people in this account are underscored. The same procedure as 

above will link you to information about their lives, or possibly the books they have written. 

All this information is to be found at the end of this Tale – so you may prefer to wait till you get there 

to read them! 

 

Back to Start 

  

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rstl.1702.0075
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Who found the altar in 1702? 

For many years historians have traversed Hadrian’s Wall, and Roman sites nearby, and logged and 

published their findings.   

This particular altar was first noted, and drawn, by Christopher Hunter in 1702. He mentioned it, and 

other Roman remains, in letter to a friend Dr Martin Lister, describing how he found them on rising 

ground to the south of Housesteads fort, an area referred to by those living nearby as Chapel Hill. Dr 

Lister, a Fellow of the Royal Society, was so impressed by the contents of the letter he sent if off to 

the editor of their journal, Philosophical Transactions, and they published them the following year.  

If you follow the link from Image 1 below you will see our altar; it is drawing number 4.   

  Image 1   

Other antiquaries later found the same altar at the same location, Chapel Hill, south of Housesteads; 

later described by Lindsay Allason-Jones as ‘the temple area of Housesteads fort.’  

 

Back to Start 

 

  

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rstl.1702.0075
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Who else found this altar on Chapel Hill? 

  
Between 1703 and 1820 there were numerous sightings of this altar on Chapel Hill.   

In 1726, Alexander Gordon described an altar in this area identical to ours.  His book includes a 

sketch of the altar. 

 Image 2  Scroll down page 33 – an engraving of our altar is on the left at No. 1.  

In 1732, John Horsley described how he saw our altar 2 or 3 furlongs (a quarter of a mile or so) to 

the south of Housesteads fort, which he also names as Chapel Hill. The altar was on a hillside, in an 

array of stonework that might once have formed a temple, but now – alas - was ‘more like a large 

ruinous heap’. Horsley worried that, in the open air, its fine inscription, already much weathered, 

‘might in time become entirely effaced’.  

Image 3  The image of our altar is on the left, Ref. No. XXXVI. 

William Hutton, who walked the length of the Wall - in both directions – in 1801, recalled finding a 

temple on a hillside to the south of Housesteads fort. A particular altar, with an inscription and 

design similar to our altar, was also shown (off!) to him at this time. The altar was actually indoors – 

in a farm house at the bottom of Chapel Hill, where it was employed ‘as the jamb which supports the 

mantle tree.’   

Image 4  

Over a period of decades, Editor John Collingwood Bruce put together a complete catalogue of all 

Roman engravings and other artefacts found ‘in the north’.  This massive work, Lapidarium 

Septentrionale, was published by the Society of Antiquarians of Newcastle upon Tyne, the last part in 

1875. Below is the image of the altar from the book. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015084632796&view=1up&seq=148
https://archive.org/details/britanniaromanao00hors/page/n359/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/historyromanwal01huttgoog/page/n270/mode/2up
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=coo.31924027950132&view=image&seq=122&q1=88
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=coo.31924027950132&view=image&seq=122&q1=88
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The accompanying text records that the altar had been noted inside a farm house.  

The online Roman Inscriptions of Britain lists our altar as RIB 1586, and mentions the same find 

location. 

Image 5 

  
There is a description of the altar in the comprehensive account of the history of Northumberland by 

antiquarian John Hodgson. Eight altars found on Chapel Hill are described; the first is our altar, at 

XXXIX.1. 

 

 Page 188   History of Northumberland, Book II, Volume 3, p 188  

 

Just before the altar list we read, ‘In 1810, I found many of them [that is, carved stones as described 

by Gordon and Horsley] lying in the same field, and some pillars are still remaining there by the side 

of the Knagburn’.  

If our altar was seen as part of a farmhouse fireplace in 1801, how can we explain that 

Hodgson saw an identical one on Chapel Hill in 1810? 

This famous historian suffered ill-health towards the end of his life and his History of 

Northumberland had to be completed by some of his friends working from his contemporary notes.   

Hodgson’s description of Chapel Hill mentions no particular altars. However, by 1840 when Volume 

3 of Book II of the History was finally published, - and with this altar and several others now in the 

SANT Museum’s collection - it would have been possible to list and describe all finds made on Chapel 

Hill. Presumably this is why the compilers felt they should include reference here to this altar – 

conveniently forgetting to record it been kept indoors in more recent times in a farmhouse! 

 
Back to Start 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://romaninscriptionsofbritain.org/inscriptions/1586
https://romaninscriptionsofbritain.org/inscriptions/1586#RIB
https://archive.org/details/ahistorynorthum01tynegoog/page/n232/mode/1up
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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.  

Worship and prayer were part of life in Roman times, with many gods from which to choose. This 

altar is dedicated to Jupiter, chief of the Gods and so the most powerful, and also to the divinities of 

the emperors.   

This altar is carved out of buff sandstone. There is only one inscription, on the front, 60cm wide and 

1m 20cm high. Its other sides are plain.  

 

Back to Start 
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 Although the altar is damaged and eroded can all the text be made out? 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yes, the full Latin text is below, along with the remainder of any abbreviated word [in square 
brackets]:  
 

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

ET NVMINIBVS 

AVG [VSTORUM] COH [ORS] I TV- 

NGRORVM 

MIL [LIARIA] CVI PRAEE- 

ST Q [VINTUS] VERIVS 

SVPERSTIS 

PRAE [FEC] TVS 

 
…Continued 
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And the full translation 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! 

As well as Jupiter, the altar was also dedicated to the Divinities of the [Roman] Emperors. It is 

uncertain whether this means the divinities of current reigning joint emperors or the divinities of all 

the deceased and deified past emperors. Obviously the First Cohort was trying to ensure all the gods 

to whom they prayed were the best! 

   

 
Back to Start 
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   What do we know about the Tungrians? 
 

This altar was set up by the First Cohort of the Tungrians. These 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, but were drawn from specific areas. The Tungrians 

were recruited from tribes living in the Belgic part of Gaul in Roman times - modern 

Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands.   

A cohort was a unit of the Roman army, and some of the inscriptions to the gods set up by this one 

describe the unit a milliaria. This means that the cohort was nominally 1,000 strong. 

    

Back to Start 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tungri
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Auxilia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_legion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Belgium
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netherlands
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   Was the Cohort always at Housesteads? 
 

From the eighteenth century onwards, antiquarians and archaeologists have been trying to put 

together a picture of where different troops were based throughout the Roman occupation. They 

can do this by looking at altar inscriptions, and others found on Roman buildings.  

Contemporary interpretation of the inscription evidence indicates a long association between these 

auxiliaries and the Hadrian’s Wall fort of Housesteads. In fact an association with the area began 

some two decades earlier when Vindolanda – one of the forts established to protect the Stanegate 

that lies nearby to the south - was built by the cohort in about AD 85. The cohort left Vindolanda, 

returning about AD 105, and then probably moving up to the fort at Housesteads when Hadrian’s 

Wall was built in the AD 120s.  For a brief time the cohort was stationed at Castlecary on the 

Antonine Wall, but when it was abandoned (about AD 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. 

 

Back to Start 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Housesteads_Roman_Fort
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vindolanda
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stanegate
https://antoninewall.org/visiting-the-wall/things-to-see-and-do/site-by-site/castlecary
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Notitia_Dignitatum
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How did the altar come to be in the SANT collection? 

 

 

 

 
On 2 June 1813 the landowner George Gibson, whose estate included Housesteads and Chapel Hill, 

became a member of the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne.  According to historian 

John Hodgson, ‘about the year 1813’, Gibson removed most of the inscriptions and sculptures still at 

Chapel Hill to his residence at Stagshaw Close House.  Later, in 1822, he presented the collection to 

the Society.  

The gifts were duly acknowledged by the Society and a list of them appeared in the first edition of 

the Society’s journal Archeaologia Aeliana.  In view of his generosity, of possibly the most extensive 

single donation made to the collection, it was agreed that Mr Gibson should no longer be asked for 

an annual subscription! 

 

Back to Start 
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Are there records of the altar being given to the Society in 1822? 
 

The gifts of Roman artefacts from Chapel Hill are recorded were noted in the Minutes of two of the 

Society’s monthly meetings in 1822, of 5 June and 4 September:  

 

‘It was also agreed that a Schedule of the Housesteads Antiquities should be inserted into the 
next part of the Transactions of the Society under the direction of Rev. A Horsley, W Thom. 
Hodgson and the Secretaries’.  
 

 
 

‘It was proposed by Mr Adamson and resolved unanimously that the Thanks of the Society be 

given to Mr Gibson of Reedsmouth for his present of the antiquities lately found at 

Housesteads, and - to mark their sense of the obligation - that Mr Gibson shall not be called 

upon in future for any annual contribution’. 

There was just enough time for the Schedule to be included the first volume of the Society’s Journal, 

Archaeologia Aeliana, published in 1822, as item 7 at the end of the Appendix. 

Image 7  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The particular altar is the second item on page 9 where it is described, ‘Another large altar, 

inscription very legible, [Horsley’s] NORTHUMBERLAND, No XXXVI’ 

Sadly, despite much searching, no record has been found to show when altar No. 10 was taken from 

its resting place on Chapel Hill and cosily incorporated into a chimney breast in the farmhouse at the 

https://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archiveDS/archiveDownload?t=arch-3433-1/dissemination/AASeries1/AA101new/archael101-000-000-PDFs/archael101-501-510-appendix.pdf
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bottom of the hill. Nor does there seem to be an account of the removal of the altar from its 

supporting role, and the solution to any problems this might have posed for the tenant. George 

Gibson must have made arrangements for the altar’s removal and relocation to his home Stagshaw 

Close before 1822, but the actual year is not known. 

 

Back to Start 
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Where has the altar been on display? 
 

For many years this altar, along with many others, was housed on the ground floor of the Society’s 

home in the Black Gate, part of Newcastle Castle.  

In 1960 the Society agreed with Newcastle University that their collection should go on display in a 

new Museum of Antiquities within the University campus.  

All the collections in this Museum were moved to the Great North Museum: Hancock in 2008. 

 

Back to Start 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Castle%2C_Newcastle
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Sources, Biographies and Further Reading 
 

ALLASON-JONES, Lindsay 

Lindsay Allason-Jones  
A guide to the inscriptions and sculptured stones in the Museum of Antiquities of the University and 
Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne, (2nd Edition, 1990) published by the Museum, p. 8.   
 
BREEZE, David J and DOBSON, Brian  
Breeze and Dobson in Hadrian’s Wall consider the history of both this Wall and the more northern 
Antonine Wall, including the Cohortes manning the Wall at Appendix 2, p 266. 
Hadrian’s Wall, Fourth Edition, Penguin Archaeology, 2000  
 

COLLINGWOOD BRUCE, John,   

John Collingwood Bruce (1805–1892), often referred to as the Hero of the Roman Wall, was a 
nonconformist minister, schoolmaster, and antiquary in Victorian Newcastle. Newcastle Antiquaries 
published his Lapidarium Septentrionale (A collection of Northern monuments, and other artefacts 
of archaeological interest, made of stone) in Parts– the last in 1875. The reference to our altar, and 
an image, are on p. 88.  
 

GORDON, Alexander 

Alexander Gordon (c. 1692 – 1755) was a Scottish antiquary based in Aberdeen. His survey of Roman 

sites, the Itinerarium Septentrionale; Or, A Journey Thro' Most of the Counties of Scotland, and Those 

in the North of England, published in 1726, was considered an essential reference by all Roman 

antiquaries of his time. His description is on page 75, and the image at Plate No. 33. It can be 

downloaded as a pdf from Google Books. 

HODGSON, John 

John Hodgson (1779–1845) was a clergyman and antiquary, who wrote a massive History of 
Northumberland, in a number of volumes. The first few volumes were published by Newcastle 
Antiquaries, of whom he was a founder member. This quotation comes from Part II, Volume 3, page 
188, published in 1840.  
 

HORSLEY, John  

Horsley was an antiquarian who spent most of his working life in Northumberland, living from around 

1685 to 1732. His book Britannia Romana or The Roman Antiquities of Britain was published in 1732, and you 

can see a digital copy of it on archive.org. The quote about the locations of the Tungrians is from page 
89, and the quotations about where the altar was found come from page 219, with an image at the 
end of this book 
 

HUNTER, Christopher 

Christopher Hunter (1675-1757) was a physician and antiquary born in July 1675. He practised first in 
Stockton and moved to Durham in 1703. Dr Lister, a Fellow of the Royal Society, was so impressed 
with the letters that Hunter was sending him, and the excellent sketches that accompanied them, 
that he sent them on to the Royal Society, who published them in their journal a year later.  
In Part of some letters from Christopher Hunter to Dr Martin Lister, FRS, concerning several Roman 
Inscriptions, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, 1703, Hunter refers to our altar in Letter 
VI: where Housesteads is referenced on page 1131. Sadly, Hunter does not have a Wikipedia entry, 
but there is an article on him in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, which is available 
online by subscription, either as individual or through your library. The article on him notes that he 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lindsay_Allason-Jones
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Collingwood_Bruce
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000271847
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=coo.31924027950132&view=image&seq=122&q1=88
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexander_Gordon_(antiquary)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antiquarian
https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Itinerarium_Septentrionale.html?id=40g1AQAAMAAJ
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Hodgson_(antiquary)
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31175035527095&view=image&seq=256
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31175035527095&view=image&seq=256
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Horsley_(antiquarian)
https://archive.org/details/britanniaromanao00hors
https://archive.org/details/britanniaromanao00hors/page/89/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/britanniaromanao00hors/page/89/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/britanniaromanao00hors/page/219/mode/2up
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/toc/rstl/1703/23/278
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/toc/rstl/1703/23/278
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rstl.1702.0014
https://www.oxforddnb.com/page/free-odnb
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was a frequent researcher at Durham’s Palace Green Library – until banned for a time when he 
emptied a bottle of ink over their priceless copy of the Magna Carta. 
 

HUTTON, William 

William Hutton (1723-1815) was a Birmingham historian who walked to the Roman Wall in 1801, 
walked along it in both directions, and then walked home again.  He was the first person in modern 
times to systematically walk the Wall, and published a memoir about his journey, A History of the 
Roman Wall, in 1802. His description of the altar at the farmhouse is on p. 237, with a drawing 
opposite. 
 

NEWCASTLE ANTIQUARIES’ Minute Books 

The Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne, to give it its full title, was founded in 1813 and is 
Britain’s oldest provincial antiquarian society. You can find out full details on its website. The minute 
books of the Society’s monthly meetings are part of its Archives and are on loan to the 
Northumberland Archives Service at Woodhorn, Northumberland. The First Minute Book has been 
digitised, and the images can be seen at Woodhorn (Ref: SANT-ADM-02-01) or in the Library on the 
second floor of the Great North Museum: Hancock.  If you would like to view them on the Public 
Access laptop computer, please e-mail the Librarian in advance, at gnmlibrary@twmuseums.org.uk,  
so that he can make the necessary arrangements. There are plans to put them on Newcastle 
Antiquaries’ website in due course. 
 

ROMAN INSCRIPTIONS OF BRITAIN 

Roman Inscriptions of Britain, (RIB) began life as a 3-volume printed catalogue of all the Roman 
inscriptions that could be found in Britain. It has since moved online and is regularly updated with 
new finds and new interpretations.  The reference for our altar is RIB 1586. 
 
 
Back to Start 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Hutton_(historian)
https://archive.org/details/historyromanwal01huttgoog/page/n270/mode/2up
http://www.newcastle-antiquaries.org.uk/
https://romaninscriptionsofbritain.org/
https://romaninscriptionsofbritain.org/inscriptions/1586

