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THE RIBCHESTER TEMPLE.

HPHE object of this note is to enquire briefly 
i. into the probable character of the Roman 

Temple, which apparently stood within the walls of 
the fort at Brcinetennacum, where it seems to have 
been erected at some time in the second century. 
The restoration suggested by Dr. Whitaker, in his 
History of Whalley (pp. 17 et seq.\ would have
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placed there a structure hardly less imposing than 
the Parthenon itself. That such a building should 
have been found there, in an outpost fort on the 
frontiers of the empire, is itself improbable enough ; 
and the lapse of a century, during which attention 
has been "from time to time conspicuously turned 
to the site, has not helped to confirm the suppo 
sition in any way. At the time Dr. Whitaker 
wrote, in the lack of knowledge on the subject 
of Roman fortification, his conclusion may have 
seemed based on sober judgment; yet, startling 
though it seems, his account was incautiously 
copied by Watkin into the pages of his Roman 
Lancashire, and has thus become accepted without 
question or comment by subsequent writers.

The evidence for the existence of a temple is 
sufficient. A slab of stone, inscribed at some length, 
tells of the restoration of the temple early in the 
third century. The stone is well known, 1 havi 
been fully described by Watkin and Whitaker 
is preserved at St. John's College, Cambridge. 
was found in the river bed, opposite the church, 
in the vicinity of two masoned walls, which, for 
tunately, can be located by tradition among the 
inhabitants. It lay, apparently, within the walls 
of the fort, not far from the site of the ornamental 
helmet and the architectural remains, which point 
to the situation of the temple near this spot. The 
curious thing is the existence of a temple at all ; 
but, granted that, it is safe to assume that it was 
built, as nearly as local means allowed, to some 
classical model. But there is no reason to suppose 
that it was less simple in character than the archi 
tectural remains indicate.

To avoid repeating at unnecessary length the 
descriptions given by Dr. Whitaker and Mr.

I C.I.I.., NO. 222.
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Thompson Watkin of these remains, it may be 
permitted to briefly summarize them as follows: 

(a) Remains found in position.

1. The base of a column and a square-moulded 
corner stone, in their original situations. 
Discovered in i8n. 2 They were 54 inches 
apart.

2. Five steps, excavated in 1833, 12 yards west 
ward from the corner stone. [Some preserved 
in the base of a sun-dial on the site.]

3. Indications of a back wall, 45 feet westward
from the corner stone.

The situation of these remains was to the left of 
the entrance to the churchyard.

(b) Corresponding architectural fragments.

4. Five other bases, similar in their mouldings ; 
one described by Stukeley,4 three preserved in 
the Rectory grounds, and a fifth lying in front 
of an outhouse at Lower Alston Farm, at one 
corner of the site.

5. An architectural lion, of stone. 5 found a few 
yards eastward from the corner stone.

[6. Portions of columns supporting portico to the 
ancient almshouses near Stydd Church.]

(c) Relics of religious character.

7. Inscription describing the restoration of the 
temple : TEMPLVM . A SOLO EX RE(S)PONSV , (RE)
STITVIT . ET . DEDICAVIT.

8. Ornamental helmet, found 1796, at a depth of 
nine feet in the river bank, opposite the Rec 
tory [separated from other remains, but lying

* Whitaker : History of Whalley, 3rd edition, pp. 35-36.
3 Just and Harland : Journal Brit. Arch. Ass., vi, 1851.
4 Her Boreale, 1725, pp. 36-38.
5 Roman Ribchester, Report of Excavations, p. 13, fig. ix
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only 100 feet distant, within the walls]. This 
so-called helmet is a beautiful specimen of art, 
and is shown by Mr. W. J. Andrew6 to have been 
the head of a statue, presumably of a military 
character as Victory or Mars.

g. An altar, found on the site, with the steps, in 
1833, of the same date as the inscription (7), 
for the welfare and victory of the unconquer 
able Emperor. 7 [Of the nine altars found at 
Ribchester, three at least seem to have been 
dedicated to Mars, others being naturally of a 
military character, while two are uninscribed.] 

Such is the sum of actual material bearing upon 
the problem. If it is to be supposed that classical 
rule was not at all followed in the construction, 
then this material is obviously insufficient to re 
construct the building. There are, however, in 
the dimensions and relations of these objects 
(particularly of those found in position, from which 
the evidence is more valuable), certain agreements 
and conformities which show that the principles of 
architecture were adhered to without elaboration ; 
and the conclusions towards which they tend are 
borne out by some fragments of circumstantial 
evidence in a manner so striking that further 
enquiry into the matter would seem likely to be 
profitable.

The dimensions of a base and anta being given, 
and their distance apart and these measures con 
forming with a recognised type it remains only to 
determine by independent means the style and 
the order, to render the restoration theoretically 
possible.

The mouldings of the bases are of simple Roman 
character, a scotia with a torus above and below. 
This betokens the Attic base, showing the order to 
have been Roman Doric.

6 See current vol. of the Journal, of the British Archaological Association, 
 t c.i.x... No. 216.
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The number of bases found and recorded is six, 
indicating a Prostyle portico, with four columns in 
front and two between the antes. A simpler form 
of temple, the only alternative, would dispense with 
four of the columns, which might be supposed in 
this case to have belonged to some other building. 
There is, unfortunately, no direct evidence on this 
point. The dimensions and observed distances 
which give the restoration of the one, would serve 
equally well for the other by omitting the frontage 
of four columns, leaving the temple in antis in 
severe simplicity. Though inclined to choose the 
simplest alternative in a matter relating to an 
outpost fort, yet the exact number and uniformity 
of the six bases render the Prostyle arrangement 
more probable. Some further evidence is afforded 
by consideration of a curious feature observable on 
some of the bases. Two of them are grooved in 
a true vertical, partly in the shaft and right through 
the mouldings, each in two grooves diametrically 
opposite. This feature is quite conspicuous, and 
cannot escape the attention of anyone who looks 
at them. It seems probable, then, that the base 
which Dr. Whittaker describes was not grooved in 
this way, since he makes no mention of the fact. 
A second base, traditionally said to be from the 
same site, now on the left of the entrance to the 
Rectory garden at Ribchester, is in good condition 
and without grooves. A third base, also at the 
Rectory, is grooved on one side. It is so much 
weathered that the moulding cannot be followed all 
round, but on the opposite side it is preserved suf 
ficiently to show that no groove existed on that face. 
This groove was designed for the reception of a bal 
ustrade between the columns, as was permissible. 
We have, then, two of the bases presumably without 
grooves, two which are grooved on each side, one 
which has only one groove, and a sixth-which is
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lost. Examining the possible causes of these fea 
tures, it is seen at once how remarkably they agree 
with the arrangement already probable, the two 
columns between the corner stones requiring no 
balustrade, the two directly in front of them being 
fitted on each side, and those at the extreme corner 
having no necessity for a groove on the outer side. 
It would seem that this singular agreement con 
firms the supposition that the arrangement of the 
portico was Prostyle.

The temple was thus probably Prostyle of the 
Roman Doric order. It only remains to examine 
the actual dimensions of the column and anta found 
in position and the distance between them, for the 
restoration to be reduced to a mere matter of rule. 
The bases themselves are. as it has been said, of 
the simple Attic character, in conformity with the 
order. They are g inches high and 27 inches 
across, with a variation of i inch all over on different 
stones. The diameter of the shaft is 18 inches 
with a smaller margin, and there is a distinct trace 
of entasis. The anta or corner stone was said to be 
" like a low-backed seat, 2 feet 6 inches high, i foot 
" 10 inches broad in front, and i foot 5 inches at 
the sides." 8 It is difficult to follow this description : 
if the stone was already in its building position when 
observed, the dimensions can be understood as giving 
a front breadth of 17 inches ; in the other position 
that of 22 inches. In either case the dimension 
is sufficiently near to that of the column to exhibit 
no great discrepancy. It seems most probable that 
the front of the corner stone was 22 inches across, 
while the wall was 17 inches thick. Unfortunately 
the stone cannot be traced. The dimensions of 
some of the steps found in 1833, which are pre 
served, were about 48 inches by 14 by 4.

' -Just and Harland : Archaological Journal, 185
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In tabulating these measurements, the following 
agreements between them and the theoretical 
measures may be noted, adopting the measure of 
the average semi-diameter, 9 inches, as a module :

(i) The height of the bases is . g inches, or i module.
(ii) The width     . 27   ,,3 modules, 

(iii) The height of three steps is 12     ij   
(iv) The distance between the

column and anta is... 54   ,,6  

giving the Diastyle intercolumniation.
The restoration may now be theoretically com 

pleted, according to the following tables, based on 
a well-known model:  

LENGTH (along side)

First step .
Second step
Top step .
Column
Space
Anta to Wall
Top step .
Second step
Bottom step

Total length

BREADTH (along

First step .
Second step
Top step .
Column
Inter-column
Column
Inter-column
Column
Inter-column
Column
Top step .
Second step
Third step .

Modules.
I

... I

- . I

2

6
  54

. . . i
i
i

equals 68 modules,

front) 
Modules.

I
I
I

2

6
2

8
2

6
2
I

I
I

or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or

*' «., 5 1

or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or
or

Feet.

o
0

o
I
440
o
o
o

feet.

Feet.
O
O

O
I

4
i
6
i
4
i
o
0
o

Ins.

9

9
9
6
6
6
9
9
9

Ins.

9
9
9
6
6
6
o
6
6
6
9
9
9

Total breadth 34 modules, i.e., 25 feet 6 inches.
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HEIGHT (in centre of front) 
Modules. Feet. Ins.

Stylobate, or 3 steps . . ij or i o
Base ..... i or o 9
Shaft .... 12 or g o
Capital .... i or o 9
Entablature . . . 4 or 30
Pediment .... 3 or 2 3

Whole height 22 J modules,»'.«., 16 feet 9 inches.

The conclusion, in short, is that the temple at 
Ribchester was Prostyle and of Roman Doric order, 
about 25 feet wide by 50 feet in length. So much 
seems fairly probable ; but with regard to the re 
construction in elevation, it is to be noted that no 
architectural mouldings have been observed which 
indicate a stone pediment : indeed moulded stones 
suitable for the entablature are almost wholly 
wanting. It seems, then, likely that the roofing 
and upper portion of the temple were of timber, 
after a manner which Vitruvius 9 says was not un 
common. Oak had been largely employed in the 
construction of the fort itself, and probably timber 
was plentiful. On the other hand, certain sculp 
tures, such as those of "three armed men " and a 
Hercules, recorded by Dodsworthe, 10 suggest orna 
ments from a tympanum. Another piece, the carved 
stone lion found on the temple site, seems to have 
fallen from the. pediment, from a usual position 
over the corner columns.

The position of the temple was partly within and 
partly without the churchyard, on its south side, 
near the entrance gates." Excavations have shown 
that in this position it probably fronted with the 
granary a main street of the enclosure which passed 
through or by the prsetorium, which it adjoined.

The inscribed tablet, which tells that the temple

9 Vitruvius : Civil, Military, and Naval Architecture.
10 Dodsworthe : Letters in Cottonian MSS. (Jul. vi.)
" See the plan which accompanies another article in this volume.

P 2
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was in need of repair early in the third century, 
does not tell of the original motive or dedication of 
the building. If it is true, as seems reasonable to 
suppose, that the bronze helmet already mentioned 
was the head of a god within its shrine, then it 
seems probable that the temple was dedicated to 
Mars or to Victory. This is in keeping with the 
votive altar found within the temple area. Certainly 
the helmet is of a military, and probably of a tri 
umphal character.

It may be noted, in conclusion, with regard to this 
helmet, that it lay, when found, in its own deposit 
of sand, at a slight distance from the temple. It 
was supposed by Dr. Whitaker that this indicated 
the work of a common thief. Excavations have 
confirmed a tradition of the sacking and burning 
of the fortress. It seems clear that some of the 
defenders actually perished in the ruins of their 
burning buildings. This being the case, it seems 
more likely that, when it became obvious to the 
defenders that the fort was doomed, the head of the 
god was carefully removed, and buried out of reach 
of the barbarian.

JOHN GARSTANQ.


