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The following account of the slab has been forwarded to the Society 

ACCOUNT OF A ROMAN SCULPTURED SLAB,* FOUND AT RIBCHESTER.

By W. A. Abram, Esq.

The discovery of a monumental stone, displaying on its front emble 
matic sculpture of Romano-British workmanship, at Ribcbestcr, adds 
a noteworthy item to the record of remains of the Roman occupation in 
this part of Lancashire. The following is a more detailed description 
than bas yet been given.

The slab was taken out of the bed of the Kibble, by Mr. P. Wearden, 
of Blackburn, on Saturday afternoon, April 8th, 1870. He had pre 
viously observed the tapered end of the stone beneath the water lying 
imbedded in earth some ten or twelve feet from the river's edge. The 
exact spot at which the relic was recovered is on the Clayton-le-Dale 
side of the Kibble, nearly opposite Ribchester village, but a few hundred 
yards higher up the stream. At Ribchester, the bend of the Ribble 
is on that side, and the force of the current in times of flood bas 
encroached largely upon the bank that was in ancient times part of the 
area of the Roman fortification. The next reach of the river above 
curves sharply against a steep clay bank on the south or Blackburn side 
of the valley ; and here, too, so much land has in the lapse of time 
been carried down by the rushing floods, that, within human memory, 
the river has shifted its bed in that direction to the extent of more than 
its own width.

The last considerable fall of the bank on Mr. Wearden's farm 
happened this Spring, and about four yards of the land then dis 
appeared, owing to the sapping waters. It is very likely that this 
sculptured stone fell into the river recently, along with the portion of 
the bank in which it was buried several feet below the surface.

Having secured the assistance of several men, Mr. Wearden suc 
ceeded, with difficulty, in lifting the slab out of ihe river and landing it 
upon the bank. It was then seen to be a complete example of antique 
stone-carving. It remained at the place where it was found two or 
throe days, and was then removed to Blackburn. The writer of this 
noto proceeded to the river's side at Clayton-le-Dalo, on Monday, April 
10th, accompanied by two friends, ami saw the slab previous to its 
removal.

A careful inspection of it, aided by photographs which I have since 
secured, enables me to offer the following remarks upon the appearance 
and character of the sculpture.

The subject of it is a Roman horseman, driving his spear into the 
body of an enemy, recumbent in the lower right-hand corner of the 
sculpture. Its purpose was, doubtless, that of a sepulchral monument 
to some commander or officer of the Roman garrison at Ribchester. 
The dimensions of the slab are 5 feet in height, and 2 feet 6 inches in 
width. The stone is fine sandstone, similar to that which is quarried

* This was engraved from a photograph for Mr. Abram's forthcoming History of Black, 
burn Parisli, He kindly permitted the Society to take an electrotype. See Fnmtispiece.
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now so extensively for architectural purposes at Longridge. The upper 
end is gable-shaped, with a finial ornament, much battered, at the 
apex. The sculpture is enclosed within a panel, pointed at the head, 
hollowed out of the front of the slab, the projected border of the panel 
being about three inches in width on the surface, excepting the bottom 
rim, which is double the breadth of the sides. The external edges of 
the stone are not strict in their lines; and both of the bottom corners 
are broken away. The ground of the sculpture is pitted all over with 
marks of the sculptor's chisel, which has been much like an ordinary 
modern punch.

In describing the figures, it may be observed that the design exhibits 
a degree of rudeness and rigidity an absence of the freedom and grace 
of outline seen in the purest examples of antique sculpture. Neither 
horse nor rider is carved in right proportion ; the animal is too short, 
and the head of the horseman is too large for his body. Still, there is 
a certain vigour in the attitude of both figures. The hind feet of the 
horse are both together, resting upon the floor of the panel; the loft 
fore-leg is straight, supporting the body ; and the right well lifted, the 
hoof almost touching the head of the prostrate foeman. The horse's 
head is erect, held in by a thick bridle ; the mouth is partly open, teetli 
set; nostril, eye, and ear, well denned. The mane is ridged and flowing 
backward; the bead-gear of the horse, ornamental trappings crossing 
the lower part of the neck and hind quarters, and large square saddle 
cloth covering the flank, are each distinct in their presentation. The 
" hip strap " of the saddle-cloth, seems to have had ornaments pendant 
from it; and there is evidence of ornament on the bridle-rein. The tail 
of the horse projects its stump against the left wall of the panel, and 
a portion of its prolongation is revealed descending vertically in tho 
confined space between the quarter and the enclosing rim of the stone. 
The rider is seated erectl3' upon his steed ; the backward bend of tho 
leg and downward point of the unstirruped foot are what is commonly 
shown in lloman equestrian statuary. The warrior's head is bold and 
massive ; the eye full; nose prominent, but battered partly away; chin 
square; ear large and very clearly cut; hair thick and massed about 
the head in ridgy curls. He is bareheaded. His attire is a point of 
interest; the short, close-fitting tunic descends to the middle of the 
thigh ; and the outer garment is a species of mantle, fastened over the 
breast with a large circular brooch or fibula, having a boss on tho centre, 
and pushed backwards in thick folds to leave free the extended arms. 
The left arm bears an oval shield, the fingers grasping which arc visible; 
the right hand is lifted upwards and grasping a spear (thumb upwards), 
which descends diagonally and buries its head in the breast of the 
vanquished adversary. The whole will remind the observer of tho con 
ventional representations of St. George and the Dragon.

Tho soldier's cloak is, I conclude, meant to represent the Roman 
vestment of military distinction, the paludamentum, worn in place of 
the toga of the civilian class. The paludamentum was a mantle open in 
the front, that reached down to the knees in graceful folds when the 
wearer was standing, and hung loosely over the shoulders; it was 
fastened across the breast by a clasp the Roman fibula. The position 
of the brooch shifted according to the movements of the wearer. When 
the arms were not in exercise, it generally lay upon the right shoulder, 
like the buckle of a Highlander's plaid; but when a soldier was engaged
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in the attack or defence in warfare, the fibula was brought to the front, 
and the mantle which it held was pushed back over the shoulders and 
hung away behind in the centre of the warrior's back. It is thus that 
the garment appears in this sculpture; but the hinder parts of it are 
not revealed. Besides the spear, the horseman is armed with a long 
dagger, fixed in its sheath on his right side, supported by his girdle. 
Dagger and sheath together measure 14 inches; the blade would he 
about 9 inches; and supposing the figure to be about half life-size, and 
his weapon in proportion, the dagger must have been a formidable 
weapon, with a blade about 18 inches in length. Its hilt seems to have 
a flat semi-circular knob. This very much resembles the misericorde, 
or " dagger of mercy," shown on the right of figures on our monu 
mental brasses, the sword hanging across the front of the body, from 
right to left.

The remaining figure in the group is that of the impaled enemy, 
recumbent upon his left arm, with his head beneath the horse's hoof, 
and his legs doubled, in the lower part on the panel. This figure is 
armed only with a shield, in shape an irregular oval, which covers the 
side of his body presented to the observer, but does not shield his breast 
from the lance of his victorious antagonist. If the proportions of the 
vanquished in this group fairly represent the size and stature of the 
foes of the Roman conquerors of Lancashire, they must have been a 
puny race, as well as naked, ill-armed, and strangers to the military 
science of which Rome was .then acknowledged master. The nose is 
large, the neck thick and sensual like; while the lower limbs and the 
phrenological development seem small. But I imagine the prostrate 
" native Briton " in this composition may have been made smaller than 
his proper bulk, so as to accommodate himself to the convenience of an 
artist who had not allowed room in his design for a full-sized aboriginal 
warrior.

Such are the details of this piece of Roman statuary, which, after 
having lain hidden in the ground for perhaps fourteen centuries, at last 
accidentally returns to the daylight. It informs this generation of 
English people concerning the art and military habits of a race that 
came hither from the Appenine and Alpine slopes to conquer and settle, 
in the ago when St. Paul was a prisoner at R.ome, and that, after three 
hundred years of domination, took their last departure from Ribchestor 
and other Romano-British cities nearly seven hundred years before the 
Norman Conquest.

In connexion with this discovery I may mention that several some 
what similar pieces of sculpture of the Roman period have been found 
in this country, on the sites of Roman stations, and have been noted by 
antiquaries. Here at Ribchester, in fact, a slab of the same character 
was dug up, probably three hundred years ago. Camden, writing in 
1607, mentions this relic, which was discovered not very long before his 
visit to Ribchester. He says : " Here was also lately dug up a stone, 
" on which was carved a naked figure on horseback, without saddle or 
" bridle, brandishing a spear in both hands, and insulting over a naked 
" man on the ground holding in his hand something square. Between 
" tho horse and the prostrate figure are D. M.; under the figure GAL 
" SARMATA. The rest of the many letters are so decayed as not to be 
" read, nor can I form any conjecture about them,"
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What became of this stone is nowhere recorded. It differed in several 
respects from the one now recovered, as the reader will observe. The 
absence of any inscription upon the slab which I have described 
reduces very materially its historical value and its interest for archseolo- 
gists. An inscription that told the story of the officer to whose memory 
it was erected as a monument would have been most acceptable; would 
have substituted fact for conjecture, probably indicating the date of the 
work. In Ackerman's Archaolagical In/lex, pp. (iti, 67, are printed 
inscriptions upon two sepulchral stones of generally similar character 
with the present, discovered near Cirencester in 1835 and 1836, and an 
engraving of one of them is presented (plate VIII, fig. 3). A more 
nearly identical group of Roman monumental sculpture appears on a 
slab found near Cheltenham in 18-45, which is figured and described in 
the Journal of the Arehceological Association, vol. I, pp. 237, 238. This 
monument bears a Latin inscription to Bufus Sita, a horseman of the 
sixth Thraoian cohort, who died aged forty, and to whom the monument 
was reared by his heirs.

Postscript. December, 1876. I may add a word about the disposition 
of this Roman relic. It is yet, I hear, in the custody of the person who 
took it out of the Ribble. Thinking such an object should, if possible, 
be secured for some public local museum, and thereby made always 
accessible to students of Lancashire antiquities, I lost no time in nego- 
ciating with the parties who claim to own the relic, and having at length 
obtained from them a written statement of the sum that would purchase 
the sculpture, I brought the matter before the Committee.of the Black 
burn Free Museum and Library. The Committee, on my representations, 
at once offered a very liberal price for the slab; but, to our annoyance, 
we found that the owners of it, bent upon extorting the uttermost 
amount of money, held back from the terms, and prepared to use our 
bid to get a still higher price elsewhere. The Blackburn Museum Com 
mittee, indignant at such conduct, immediately rescinded the offer, and 
thus my effort to obtain the relic for the benefit of our local Museum 
has been abortive. It is not unlikely the parties who have to sell the 
slab may discover in the end that their inordinate greediness has over 
reached itself.

Canon flume drew attention to the fact that the English Dialect 
Society, which had been formed in 1874, and which had ita first home 
at Cambridge, instead of at London, had lately been transferred to 
Manchester; where Mr. J. H. Nodal will he its Hon. Secretary, and 
Mr. George Milner its Treasurer. A Committee has been constituted 
at Manchester, and a new Prospectus has been issued.


