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The Pictish Latin inscription at Tarbat in Ross-shire
John Higgitt*

SUMMARY

The paper examines an inscribed and decorated fragment of a Dark Age stone monument (perhaps
a cross-slab) found at Tarbat in Ross-shire and now in the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland
(no 1B 286). A revised reading of the damaged inscription is given. The inscription is funerary and com-
memorates an individual whose name is partly illegible, No reconstruction of the name is offered, but,
as it does not appear to be Celtic, Latin or Anglo-Saxon, it is probably Pictish. The formulae used in the
inscription are analysed and close comparisons are found in Wales and on the Isle of Man. The lettering
is derived from the display script of Insular manuscripts and appears to be descended from that used in
the Lindisfarne Gospels of ¢ 700. The decorative treatment of the lettering is closer to manuscripts of
about the second half of the 8th century. The unusual use of raised lettering in an inscription in stone is
discussed and attention is drawn to the occurrence of the technique in Rome at the begining of the 8th
century and in the 6th century in Constantinople. The surviving area of spiral ornament is compared to
Pictish sculpture belonging to Anderson’s Class II in Easter Ross and also to carved spirals in southern
Ireland and Midland England. In conclusion a date towards the end of the 8th century is suggested for
the Tarbat fragment and the lettering of the inscription is seen as an example of the Northumbrian
influences detectable in 8th-century Pictland.

INTRODUCTION

One of the finest pieces of carved lettering to survive from Dark Age Britain is that on a
stone which was first recorded in the 19th century built into the wall of the manse garden at
Tarbat in Ross-shire and which is now in the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland
(catalogue no 1B 286). The stone (pl 26) is a fragment from a larger monument and its remain-
ing decoration is comparable with sculpture in the immediate vicinity attributable to the later
Pictish period. The lettering is almost unique among surviving British and Irish Dark Age
inscriptions in being carved in relief and not incised. Although incomplete, this Latin inscription
is the longest comprehensible inscription to survive from the time of the Picts. It is also, in the
probable absence of surviving manuscripts, the longest written document of any sort to survive in
its original form. (It has been shown that the Book of Kells could have been written and decorated
in an ecclesiastical centre in the Pictish East of Scotland (Brown 1972; cf Henderson 1982), and
more definite evidence of Pictish literary activity is provided by the post-Pictish lists of Pictish
kings, which are thought to be based on sources dating back to the Pictish period (Henderson 1967,
161-68; Anderson 1980, 77-102).) Because of its unique status as a document the form and
content of the Tarbat inscription deserve a fuller examination than they have so far received.
The text, lettering and decoration are important evidence for the cultural contacts of the Pictish
church and for the sources of Pictish art. Northumbria and Ireland are the areas to which
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comparisons mainly point. It will be seen, however, that there is no basis for the frequent identifica-
tion of the name on the stone as that of an Irish abbot or for the view that Tarbat was an Irish
monastic foundation and consequently a centre for Irish influence in Pictland.

TARBAT: THE CONTEXT OF THE FIND

Although Tarbat is not documented as an ecclesiastical centre in the early medieval period,
numerous carved stone fragments, some of very high quality, have been found in and around the
churchyard there (Allen 1903, III, 73-75, 88-95). These pieces are attributable to the later years
of the Pictish kingdom. (None belongs to the typologically earlier Class 1 of Pictish sculpture
(Allen 1903, 1, xi).) These fragments and the very unusual occurrence of an inscription in Latin
on a Pictish monument argue for an important monastery at Tarbat or nearby. A small hoard of
silver (Shetelig 1940, 109-10; Graham-Campbell 1976, 115 and passim), which was probably
buried in the second half of the 10th century, has been found in the churchyard. If it was hidden
there for safe-keeping, that suggests that the site was already ecclesiastical by that date. There
are, however, said to be no recognizable Early Christian features on the site and the present
church is of the 18th century (Macdonald & Laing 1970, 138). The outstanding Pictish sculpture
of Nigg, Shandwick and Hilton of Cadboll (Allen 1903, III, figs 59, 66, 72 etc), none of which is
more than a few miles from Tarbat, is further evidence of the importance of this area in the later
Pictish period and is perhaps due to the artistic influence of a monastery at or near Tarbat
(Henderson 1975, 106). Such a monastery, if it existed, can have had no connection with the later
monastery of Nova Ferna in the parish of Tarbat. Nova Ferna was the new site occupied in about
1238 by a community of Premonstratensian canons, who had formerly been at Old Fearn about
ten miles away (Cowan & Easson 1976, 101-2). The similarity of this name with that of the Irish
church of Ferns (Ferna) and E W B Nicholson’s misreading of the name on the Tarbat stone
(Allen 1903, ITI, 94-95) as one similar to that of Reothaide, an 8th-century abbot of Ferns,
suggested to Curle (1940, 103-4) and Henry (1965, 141) that Nova Ferna must be an early daughter
house of the Irish Ferns. The baselessness of this association with Ferns was shown by Henderson
in the Rhind Lectures for 1977 to the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (Henderson 1982,
86 n 22). There is consequently no documentary link between Dark Age Tarbat and Ireland.

EARLIER DISCUSSIONS OF THE TARBAT STONE

The stone was first published by Allen (1891). He later published it more fully (Allen 1903,
II1, 94-95). He dated its lettering to the 8th or 9th centuries on the basis of comparisons with
examples from Ireland, England and Wales. The reading that he published, which has been
accepted with very minor variations by later writers, is substantially correct except in the last two
lines, where it needs revision. Allen expressed some doubt about Nicholson’s Irish abbot, but
nevertheless he published the reading and reconstruction out of which the Irish abbot grew.
Anderson (Allen 1903, I, xxvii) found parallels for the opening formula (in nomine . . .) in roughly
contemporary documents and inscriptions in Britain and on the Continent. Kermode (1907, 112)
likened both the lettering and formulae of Tarbat to those of an inscription at Maughold on the
Isle of Man, which had been unknown to Allen and Anderson. Curle (1940, 103-4) saw the
supposed Irish abbot as supporting a connexion with Ireland suggested by similarities with
sculpture at Ahenny and lettering on the Ardagh chalice. Radford (1942, 11) accepted the Irish
abbot but saw the inscription as a retrospective commemoration of the saint who had been
founder or patron of the community. This allowed him to date Tarbat, along with the crosses on
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Iona, to the 10th century. Rather uncharacteristically Macalister (1945-49, 1, 489-91) rejected
the attempts to reconstruct the Tarbat text, and presumably the Irish abbot too, as ‘wishful
thinking’. Henry (1965, 141) was inclined to accept the Irish abbot and she thought that the frag-
ments with carved spirals found at Tarbat were so similar to the Ahenny crosses as to suggest
that the sculptor of the Irish crosses was called to work at the ‘new foundation’ in Scotland.
Brown (1972, 241) cited the Tarbat inscription as evidence of the Picts’ familiarity with the
Northumbrian tradition of manuscript display script. Robertson (1975, 121) revived the theory
of Irish workmanship. Calvert discussed the stone’s ornamentation, briefly, in her PhD thesis
(1978, 276-77, 307). She too saw similarities with the crosses at Ahenny, but took these similarities
as evidence of mutual influences between the Irish and Pictish sculptural traditions at this period
and not of the primacy of one over the other. She dated the stone to around the year 800. Hender-
son (1982, 86 n 22), as has been seen, has finally laid the ghost of the Irish abbot.

THE TARBAT FRAGMENT AND ITS DECORATION

The inscribed stone (pl 26) is a fragment (maximum dimensions approximately 48 x 31 x
20 cm) of a carefully dressed, shaped and carved monument. The inscribed face was narrow. Its
original breadth, before the stone was damaged, was a little over the present 20 cm. Above the
inscription is a small remnant of the bottom left-hand corner of a sunken panel of interlace
ornament. This shows that a large amount of stone is missing from above the inscription. The
face to the left of the inscribed face retains part of a curvilinear pattern within a diagonally
placed right-angled panel with a raised border. The corner of this border meets a short section of
raised border running down the right edge of this face. Most of this border has been cut away
and this has led to the loss of the left edge of the inscription. The face to the right of the inscription
has lost any decoration it might have had. Damage to this face has caused slight losses on the
right edge of the inscription. Something, perhaps as much as several lines, is missing at the bottom
of the inscription, where the last line with complete letters is followed by traces of the tops of
letters in the following line.

The monument should probably be reconstructed as a broad decorated slab, perhaps, as
suggested by Allen (1903, I11, 94), a cross-slab. Henry (1965, 141 n 1) thought the stone too thick
to have formed part of a slab. The slab from Hilton of Cadboll, however, must have been of at
least the same thickness. It is now roughly 18 cm thick (compared with Tarbat’s 20+ cm) and it
must have been 2 or 3 cm thicker before the decoration of one side was cut back to make way
for the 17th-century funerary inscription. Henry suggested instead that the stone was part of a
cross, but this seems unlikely, since any symmetrical completion of the pattern on the broader
face would give much too broad a face for a cross-shaft. Allen and Anderson placed the monument
in their Class III, which Anderson defined as “Monuments with Celtic ornament in relief, but
without the symbols of the other two classes’ (Allen 1903, I, xi). It may of course originally have
borne Pictish symbols, when complete. If the Tarbat fragment once formed part of a cross-slab
with symbols, there would have been a good parallel for it in the Class II cross-slab at St Vigean’s
with an inscription in Roman letters on one of the narrower sides beneath a panel of interlace
(Allen 1903, 11T, 235-39).

The sculptural decoration of the Tarbat stone is very fragmentary. Some of the other
carved fragments found at Tarbat, for example Tarbat No 7 (Allen 1903, III, 91-93; Robertson
1975, pl 14c), which has similar, but less weathered, spiral work, may have come from the same
monument, but none can be proved to have done so. On the stone which is the subject of this
paper too little of the interlace remains for analysis. The damaged and rather worn, but very fine,
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curvilinear pattern is, however, broadly related to what Stevenson has called ‘the staid nearly
two-dimensional trumpet spirals’ of the slab from Hilton of Cadboll, which he compared to spirals
in Mercian sculpture at South Kyme in Lincolnshire (Stevenson 1955, 116, 119, pl 9). The similari-
ties between Hilton of Cadboll and Mercian art of around the year 800 have been further explored
by Henderson (1967, 154-57, 222). Curle (1940, 103-4) describes the Tarbat ornament as consisting
of ‘spirals of the Irish chip-carving type (inspired by late metal-work) of the Ahenny cross’ and
sees this as further evidence of a connection with the south of Ireland. In this view she is followed
by Henry (1965, 141), Robertson (1975, 121) and Calvert (1978, 276~77). Whilst it is true that
Tarbat shares with Ahenny (County Tipperary) a symmetry of design, a strong sense of a flat
frontal plane and the same general technique of carving (Henry 1933, II, pl 19-21), the closest
analogies are local. Tarbat resembles the slabs from Shandwick and Hilton of Cadboll with their
rectangular panels filled with flat symmetrical designs composed largely of triple spirals (Allen
1903, 11, 395; I, figs 59, 70). The Tarbat panel may originally have been a square (set diagonally)
and have organized its design around the centre of the square, as does Shandwick and as Hilton
of Cadboll seems to have done. All three use angular designs to fill the gap between the right
angle of the frame and the diagonally set pairs of spirals in the corners. The design at Tarbat is
on a smaller scale than those of Hilton of Cadboll and Shandwick, to judge from the dimensions
of the spirals. It shares with Shandwick, but not with Hilton of Cadboll, the trick of hollowing
out the thorn-like projections from the lines that link pairs of spirals, although the motif is more
complex at Shandwick. These similarities do not help much in dating Tarbat, since neither of the
other monuments is dated. Stevenson (1959, 55) may be right in seeing Shandwick as considerably
later than Hilton of Cadboll. His dates for these monuments are mid to late 9th century and
¢ 800 respectively. Henderson has identified 9th-century features in the Shandwick slab (1978, 52).
It will be suggested below that Tarbat may date from rather earlier than 800.

Tarbat’s arrangement of the pattern in a diagonally set panel, probably a square, seems to
be without exact parallel in surviving Pictish sculpture, although some of the ornament on the
lost part of the cross-slab at nearby Nigg was set in a lozenge (Allen 1903, 11, fig 73). There are
some examples of frames for ornament in the form of a diagonally set square or a lozenge on
Irish crosses and in Insular manuscripts (Henry 1933, II, pl 94.3, 96.6, 99.2 and 3; Alexander 1978,
ill 45, 207, 244, 250 etc).

THE INSCRIPTION

The inscription consists of eight substantially intact horizontal lines of lettering and below
these one line from which only the tops of the letters survive. There may have been further lines,
now totally lost, beneath the fragmentary line. The lettering was not, as would have been usual,
incised. It was left in a very low false relief, on the same plane as the undecorated surface of this
face of the stone, by cutting away the stone from around the letters. Thin horizontal strips of
undecorated surface separate the lines of lettering and, from traces in the upper left-hand corner,
it seems that similar strips ran down the sides of the inscription. Shallow grooves separating the
letters from the horizontal strips are still visible in several places. Elsewhere they have probably
been worn away. The height of the letters varies within the range of about 4 to 4.5 cm. Although
the inscription is both worn and damaged, it can still be seen that it was carefully designed and
skilfully cut.

The following is a transcription of the letters which are still wholly intact or sufficiently
intact to be deducible from what remains on the stone. (The rules of transcription used here are
those used by Okasha (1971, 45) and are explained in note 1.)



304 | PROCEEDINGS OF THE SOCIETY, 1982

1 [.JNNOMII]
2 [NJEIHUX[...]
3 [..UXX[P...]
4 [...NJCOM[M .]
5  [MJORAL .]

6 [O]NE REO[...]
7 [...JLI

8 [...DJIE[HA...]
9 [...]

Fig 1 sketches clearly extant letters and parts of letters. Fig 2, which completes partially
surviving letters where the original form can be reconstructed with reasonable certainty, is
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Fic 1 Tarbat inscription: sketch of clearly extant letters and parts of letters
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Fic 2 Tarbat inscription: suggested reconstruction of damaged letters

intended as an interpretation and an aid to reading. (The edges of many letters are damaged or
worn. The outlines shown here are therefore necessarily often approximations.)

NOTES ON READINGS AND TRANSCRIPTION

Because of losses at the beginning and end of lines, it is not always clear how many letters
are lost in each case (figs 1 and 2). If the text is correctly reconstructed here, there are four letters
missing between lines 2 and 3 (see reconstruction of text below). It is probable that two letters
are missing both at the end of line 2 and at the beginning of line 3. The distribution might instead
have been one and three or three and one. These letters must in any case have been a little cramped.
There is a similar uncertainty over letters missing between lines 3 and 4. The following individual
points should also be noted:

Line 1: All that remains of the first letter is a trace of what was probably the upper serif of a
vertical, which in this context must be an I. There is insufficient room for an introductory
cross between this and what remains of the left edge of the inscription. The M is followed
by the ghost of the lower half of a vertical, again, in this context, an L

Line 2: The upper part of a vertical can be traced at the beginning of theline (from the context,
part of an N). There is a much slighter trace of a vertical at the end of the line (P?).

Line 3: The P is fairly certain. The beginnings of strokes branching off to the right can be seen
at the top and in the middle of the vertical. The vertical leans slightly to the right.
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Line 6: The reading of the R is confirmed by the use of the same form in line 5 in a context which
calls for R. A small but probably deliberate gap has been left between the E and the R.
There is probably one letter missing after the second O.

Line 7: Theletter normally read as T has no true cross-bar. It is much more probably an L derived
from the Insular hailf-uncial script and carved with pronounced serifs. The upper
part of a vertical remains before the L. This was probably but not certainly an1. To the
left of this at the top of the line is another fragment, which was either part of the same
letter as the vertical or part of a letter preceding the vertical, if that is correctly read as an
I. This section of text ends in the middle of the line. The latter half of the line remains
uncarved.

Line 8: One or perhaps two characters are missing to the left of the ‘D’. Immediately to the
left of the ‘D’ there is a trace of a stroke at mid height. This might have been part of an
E or, possibly, an introductory cross. The traditional reading . EQIESC . . . (Allen 1903,
1, xxvii, III, 94) does violence to surviving characters other than IE. The forms of
the other letters will be discussed below.

Line 9: The tops only of letters remain. None can be restored.

There may have been further lines below line 9.

THE TEXT

The text (or texts) can be reconstructed as follows:

() [N NOMIINIE IHU X[PI CRUJX X[PI IN]
COM[MEM]ORA[TIOJNE REO[...]LII
() [...DJIE HA[C...]—

Text (i) may be translated: ‘In the name of Jesus Christ, the (a?) Cross of Christ in memory of
Reo[. . .Jlius’. Text (ii) is too fragmentary to be read, but, if the surviving letters read ‘die hac’,
then that may be translated as ‘on this day . . .”, with a possible loss of text before and a definite
one after. Text (i) is a funerary inscription commemorating the individual named. It opens with
an invocation of the name of Christ. The ‘Cross of Christ’ is probably a reference to the monument
itself, if, as is likely, it was a normal Pictish cross-slab with a cross carved in relief on one face. If
so, this is important evidence that cross-slabs were, at least sometimes, funerary monuments,
perhaps but not necessarily associated with burials. (It may be relevant that most of the Tarbat
fragments are known to have been found in what was later a grave-yard (see above). This piece
was said to have been found in the wall of the manse garden, but it was probably also originally
from the grave-yard.) Most Pictish cross-slabs are no longer in their original positions and none
has been found in completely certain association with a grave that it was intended to mark
(Ritchie & Ritchie 1981, 163-64; Close-Brooks 1980). In spite of this, several Pictish cross-slabs
have inscriptions which may plausibly be interpreted as consisting of, or as including, personal
names, presumably with some kind of memorial function. The probable and possible names are
in Latin letters on the Fordoun and St Vigean’s slabs and in oghams on the Aboyne, Brodie,
Golspie, Latheron and Scoonie slabs (Allen 1903, I, xxv-vi and III, passim; Jackson 1955, 139-42;
Padel 1972, 8, 9, 16, 30-37 and passim). In addition to these Class II monuments, some others
which belong to Class III may also have borne names. The Lethnott cross fragment definitely
carried a name in Latin lettering and there are possible names in the oghams on the Altyre and






