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In 1976, a fragment of a Roman inscription, cut into a coarse-grained sandstone, was 
discovered on a former tip-site on the south bank of the River Lune adjacent to New 
Quay Road (Shotter 1976; Shotter and White 1995, 93f and illustration 62). It is 
assumed that it was probably dumped, along with demolition material, from a site in 
Lancaster in the second half of the nineteenth century, since it is understood that this 

· tip-site closed around 1895 and that finds made on it in the 1970s dated back to 
c 1860. Initially, it was thought that the stone, which is a fragment from the right-hand 
edge of an inscription, might have been a part of a tombstone: small parts of two lines 
of text in lettering of reasonable quality could be made out - [ ..... ]ELICI I 
[ ..... O]PATRI - suggesting a possible memorial for a dead father, perhaps named Felix 
(Hassall and Tomlin 1978, 473; Tomlin et al 2009, 187, where a full discussion of the 
problems of interpretation may be found). 

It was later suggested (Hassan and Tomlin 1986, 436) that, in view of the standard of 
the lettering and the alternative interpretation of Felix as a title rather than a name, it 
might equally well be a fragment of a commemorative slab set up in honour of the 
Emperor, Caracalla(AD 211-17), who assumed the title, Felix ('Fortunate'), in AD 213 
(Hill 1977, 7). It should be said, though, that, whilst this latter interpretation may 
seem more attractive, difficulties remain: it has been observed, for example, that there 
appears to be too little space to accommodate the full range of Caracalla's titles; 
further, there is a tombstone, which was assigned by Camden to Ribchester (RIB 594; 
Collingwood and Wright 1965), on which the memorial is expressed in a manner 
which has certain similarities with the present fragment. This inscription, which 
survives only as a hand-written document, is a dedication by a cavalryman to his wife 
and young son who is described as 'a son who was most dutiful to his father' (/ilia 
patri pientissima ). As a result, Roger Tomlin (personal communication), who has 
recently published the Lancaster fragment as RIB III 3186 (Tomlin et al 2009), retains 
a preference for a funerary interpretation. 

The original finder, who was an Australian citizen, returned home in the late 1970s, 
and it was assumed that he had taken the stone with him as a souvenir. It was a matter 
of great surprise (and pleasure), therefore, when, in 2008, it was reported to Dot 
Boughton, the Finds Liaison Officer for Lancashire and Cumbria in the Portable 
Antiquities Scheme, that it had been recovered from a rubbish-skip outside a property 
in Lancaster; it is now deposited permanently in Lancaster City Museum. 

Of course, it remains unclear from where the inscription originally derived, although 
it seems likely that the location must have been in the Lancaster area. One possibility 
is, however, worth repeating: WT Watkin (1883, 184) records that, in 1878, he had 
been informed by a local resident, named John Warden, of Brock Street (Lancaster), 
that in c 1874, 'a large slab, about four inches thick, with "lines ofletters" upon it', had 
been found during the making of additions to the Town Hall. Because the workmen 
did not understand the meaning of the letters, they destroyed the stone. In fact, the 
surviving fragment is 132mm (c 5 inches) thick. The Town Hall in question, of 
course, was not the present building in Dalton Square (on which construction work 
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did not commence until 1906), but its predecessor in Market Square, once the Com 
Market, and now Lancaster City Museum. It is clear that construction work was in 
progress on various parts of this building on a number of occasions in the early 1870s: 
on the frontages on Market Square and on New Street, as well as inside the building 
itself (White 1992, 43; Price 1998, 84f; Stephen Gardner personal communication). It 
is possible, therefore, that the remainder of this inscription is now buried beneath the 
Museum; in this case, it would be a curious, but happy, coincidence that the stone 
found on the tip in 197 6, where it had perhaps lain for about a century, has now been 
returned to the building which stands on the site from which it may have derived. 

If the fragment were to prove to have come from a monumental dedication to 
Caracalla, it is pertinent to enquire into the nature of the building with which it might 
have been connected, especially if, as appears likely, it stood in the extramural 
settlement rather than in the fort, although it is, of course, possible that it was moved 
during or after the Roman period from Castle Hill or elsewhere to a location in town. 
If, however, it originated in the extramural settlement, it may have related to a temple 
or shrine dedicated to the Imperial Cult. In view of the 'special relationship' that 
existed between the army and the Severan dynasty (Birley 1971, 106ft), this might 
have been particularly appropriate if the extramural settlement contained military 
veterans. At the same time, however, it is becoming clear that members of the 
Severan dynasty were probably responsible for organisational changes of considerable 
consequence in northern Britain (Edwards and Shorter 2005, 70f.). 

At any rate, sufficient is now known about the topography of the Roman extramural 
settlement at Lancaster to be able to assert that the area of the present Market Square 
and the City Museum would certainly have lain within it (Shotter and White 1990, 32-
46). At the same time, this would place the find to the north of the only presently
known cemetery-area relating to the Roman fort and settlement at Lancaster (Iles and 
Shotter 2009), although not far from the findspot of the tombstone (now lost) of the 
Treveran cavalryman, Lucius Julius Apollinaris (RIB 606, Collingwood and Wright 
1965; Iles 2009), and the site of some probably-late burials located in excavations on 
the site of Mitchell's Brewery, between Church Street and Market Street (Howard
Davis et al forthcoming). 

In conclusion, therefore, whilst it is gratifying that this piece of evidence for Roman 
Lancaster has reappeared, we are no closer to appreciating fully its implications for 
our understanding of the Roman site. Nor are we, as yet, able to be certain from where 
in Lancaster the stone originated. 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 

RIB denotes The Roman Inscriptions of Britain, published in Oxford between 1965 
and 2009. Volumes I and III contain the inscriptions on stone; Volume II, in eight 
fascicules, contains inscriptions, stamps and graffiti on other materials. 

REFERENCES 

Birley, AR, 1971 Septimius Severus: The African Emperor, London 

Collingwood, RG, and Wright, RP, 1965 Roman Inscriptions of Britain, Oxford 

Edwards, BJN, and Shorter, DCA, 2005 Two Roman Milestones from the Penrith 
Area, Transactions of the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and 
Archaeological Society, 3 ser, 5, 65-77 

Hassall, MWC, and Tomlin, RSO, 1978 The Inscriptions, Britannia, 9, 473-85 

Hassall, MWC, and Tomlin, RSO, 1986 The Inscriptions, Britannia, 17, 428-51 

Hill, PV, 1977 The Coinage of Septimius Severus and his Family of the Mint of Rome, 
London 

Howard-Davis, CLE, Miller, I, Hair, N, and Newman, RM, forthcoming Excavations 
at the Mitchell's Brewery Site and 39 Church Street, Lancaster 

Iles, PD, 2009 Early Evidence for Burials in Lancaster, in Iles and Shatter 2009, 7-20 

Iles, PD, and Shatter, DCA (eds), 2009 Lancaster's Roman Cemeteries, Centre for 
North-West Regional Studies, Resource Paper 4, Lancaster 

Price, JW A, 1998 Sharpe, Paley and Austin: A Lancaster Architectural Practice, 
1836-1942, Centre for North-West Regional Studies Occasional Paper, 35, Lancaster 

Shatter, DCA, 1976 A Newly-Discovered Fragment of a Roman Inscription from 
Lancaster, Contrebis, 4, 22-3 

Shorter, DCA, and White, AJ, 1990 The Roman Fort and Town of Lancaster, Centre 
for North-West Regional Studies Occasional Paper, 18, Lancaster 

Shatter, DCA, and White, AJ, 1995 The Romans in Lunesdale, Centre for North-West 
Regional Studies Occasional Paper, 31, Lancaster 

Tomlin, RSO, Wright, RP, and Hassall, MWC, 2009 The Roman Inscriptions of 
Britain: Volume III: Inscriptions on Stone, Oxford 

Watkin, WT, 1883 Roman Lancashire, Liverpool 

White, AJ, 1992 The Buildings of Georgian Lancaster, Centre for North-West 
Regional Studies Occasional Paper, 25, Lancaster 

13 


